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      When Ivan Cambridge, CEO of WolfBane Inc., comes calling promising everything they’ve ever wanted, neither Angel nor Evie can resist his promises…even if they are too good to be true.

      Working for their new, shadowy employer does have its perks though--including a sizzling, magical connection that Angel and Evie can’t deny.
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      EVIE BALFOUR

      “Evie!” Josiah, my boss, calls from the front room of the coffee shop. “Break’s over. We need you out front.”

      I glance at my watch.

      I haven’t had my full fifteen minutes yet.

      But if I don’t head out to the front now, Josiah will spend the next five minutes shouting for me.

      I try to rub my headache away, but it doesn’t help.

      I can hear my grandmother’s voice echoing through my memory. “Never use your magic on yourself. It’s likely to rebound and cause problems later.”

      But Granny Balfour didn’t suffer from migraines.

      I’ve tried everything else. Even the medication the doctor had given me isn’t helping anymore.

      I whisper a quiet incantation to myself and tap my forehead twice.

      The pain lifts and I breathe a sigh of relief.

      Granny Balfour was probably right. I’m guessing that using magic to eliminate the headaches is why the medicine doesn’t work any longer.

      “Whatever,” I mutter to myself. I will go back to working on an anti-migraine potion soon—that will be less likely to cause problems than a direct spell.

      Or maybe I can find another witch and we can trade healing spells, each of us helping the other get rid of some physical ailment.

      With another sigh, I stand, my feet aching.

      But they aren’t bad enough for me to want to use a spell to kill the pain. It isn’t excruciating and debilitating the way my headaches are.

      In the front of the coffee shop, I slip behind the counter, already feeling more able to function. “Welcome to Déjà Brew,” I say to the woman waiting in line. “What can I get for you today?”

      “It’s about time,” she says, her irritation threading through her voice.

      I manage to keep a pleasant expression on my face, but only barely.

      The woman huffs. “I’ll take a large, half-fat, sugar-free, double-shot vanilla latte.”

      “You got it.” I give her the total and she runs her card through the credit machine.

      No tip, I notice.

      Of course.

      Ruby is working the drink machines, so I simply write the order on the outside of a cup and hand it to her. Then I turn to take the next customer’s order and barely manage to suppress a gasp.

      I blink rapidly, trying to clear my vision, but what I’m seeing in front of me persists.

      On one level—the one I suspect everyone else can see—he’s fairly normal-looking. I mean, he’s huge, but so are many other men. And he has the most piercing blue eyes I’ve ever seen. Again, though, that’s not totally out of the range of what could be considered normal.

      But there’s another image of him floating around his body, ghostly and wavering, almost like an aura—and yet not.

      It’s black, writhing, bristling with what looks like it might be fur. Dark energy crackles through it, snapping and sparking in a way that causes my headache to return.

      I’ve never seen anything like it before.

      What is this guy?

      Something supernatural, certainly. Shifters often have echoes of their inner beast that flare around them under stress. I’m used to seeing those.

      But I can always tell what those shifters are—a spotted jungle cat, a gray Timberwolf, a snake shifter. Whatever. Those are all natural—albeit paranormal. But this? This is something entirely different. Almost entirely different, anyway. He isn’t a standard shifter, for sure, but that’s the closest thing I can compare his energy to.

      “Can—can I get you something?” I manage to stammer out.

      He tilts his head and gazes at me consideringly. His eyes are piercing, but his strange aura snaps through them so strongly that I can’t even tell what color they are. “Are you okay?” he asks, and I can hear the weird aura echoing in his voice, too.

      “Just a slight headache,” I say. “What would you like?”

      He continues staring at me. I can feel whatever is inside him assessing me. It makes my skin crawl.

      “I’ll take a black coffee.”

      “Is that it?” I’m not used to simple orders.

      “For now.” He hands me cash, and I give him his change, careful not to touch his hand.

      The creepy guy moves to the end of the counter to wait for his drink.

      At the machine, Ruby curses. “This damn machine has stopped working again. Can you do something, Evie?”

      “Sure.” I move toward the enormous industrial coffee maker, murmuring a spell as I make my way over to it. I touch the side of the machine, and the zing of magic working shoots through my fingertips. I make a show of fiddling with the levers and dials. Within seconds, it lets out a hiss of steam and begins brewing again.

      “I don’t know how you always manage to do that,” Ruby says admiringly. “It’s like magic.”

      “Isn’t it just?” Creepy Dude murmurs.

      My gaze flickers in his direction, but I ignore his comment. I slide back over to the register and continue taking orders, forcing myself to ignore the pulsing blackness in the room.

      Thirty minutes later, the mid-morning rush slows down, and I’m able to move away from the register.

      Ruby takes her break, and Josiah—as usual—is nowhere to be seen. I guess that’s one of the perks of being the owner.

      I take the opportunity to wipe down the counters, and when I glance up again, the dude with the crazy aura is back in front of the register. This time, I’m prepared for him—or at least as prepared as I can ever be for someone who makes my head hurt simply by existing—and I manage to say, “How else can I help you?” without stumbling over my words.

      He shakes his head. “I don’t need anything—but I think maybe I can help you.”

      I don’t know how to respond to that, so I just stare at him blankly. He stretches out his hand with a business card held lightly between two fingers. “I’m Ivan Cambridge. I own a company that I think could use your… skills.”

      I don’t like the way he pauses in front of the word.

      “My coffee serving skills?” I ask, keeping my tone light.

      His voice drops. “I saw what you did with the machine. I have a project that I think you would be perfect for. And I promise you’ll make a lot more money working for me than you ever will someplace like this.” He circles the card in the air to indicate the coffee shop, and then he holds it out to me again.

      This time I take it, but I say, “I like my job here.”

      That aura of his flares angrily, but he smiles. It’s a strange juxtaposition. “I promise you’ll like working for me better.” He taps the counter twice and stands up straight. “Give me a call,” he says and then turns to leave.

      I stare down at the business card.

      Ivan Cambridge. WolfsBane Inc.

      Yeah. He is too weird.

      I am definitely not going to call him.

      But I tuck the card into the pocket of my jeans before I get back to work.
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      ANGEL RODRIGUEZ

      This is it, I tell myself as I take a deep breath. I’ve tried everything else. No matter what people say about the economy, it doesn’t change the fact that the minute someone looks at me, the minute they see the tattoos and my bronze skin, they’ve made up their minds. And even if they hadn’t, the second they see the name Rodriguez on any application, they close up.

      Never mind the fact my family’s been in this country legally since before I was born, I get the cold shoulder in just about every interview. I’m not quite Mexican enough to get the ‘diversity’ hire, and I’m not quite white enough to be a shoo-in. But that’s pretty much the way it’s always been for me. I don’t fit in anywhere, and no one ever gives me a chance. I think of my mother and what she would say if she knew what I was doing. I can hear the disappointment in her voice in my head even now, telling me not to stoop to this level. But I don’t really have another choice. After she passed away, the medical bills were astronomical, and on top of that, Papa got sick and hasn’t been able to return to the factory. He’s too young to retire, and sickness and accident leave only go so far.

      I’m doing this for them. Mama, Papa. My family.

      I knock on the door, my heart racing in my chest. Something skitters along the alleyway walls beside me, and I shiver.

      My whole life I’ve been told to stay out of the warehouse district. Off the streets.

      But desperate times call for desperate measures.

      When the door opens, I see a tall, languid-looking asshole taking a puff off his cigarette. His skin is leathery, and his eyes glassy.

      “Whatchu want?” he asks as he blows out a puff of smoke. I stand tall, trying to appear as confident as ever.

      “I’m here to see Ivan Cambridge about the security position.”

      The man looks me over for a moment with a calculating glare.

      “You gots any experience with security detail, kid?” he asks with a sigh. I shake my head.

      “I’m a black belt in karate, and I have firearms training,” I say proudly, even though I know it’s inflated. I dropped out of karate after my mother passed away and never actually got my black belt. My firearms training isn’t much more than target practice in the woods with my dad, but I’m not inept. I never missed my targets.

      “Don’t suppose you’ll be doing any kung-fu fighting, but what the hell do I know,” he says as he waves me in.

      “Come on in.” He holds the door open for me. I follow him through the steel door, and immediately I am hit with the smell of bleach. The inside of the building is dark, the walls are distressed with peeled paint, and the fluorescent lights above me flicker, casting an ominous glow over everything. We pass several doors—cells—that are lit up, and I get a strange feeling. My skin prickles with goosebumps, and I can hear Mama on my shoulder telling me this is a bad idea. I don’t get a chance to look in any of the windows or the doors, but I get the feeling I probably don’t want to see what's in them. It’s better if I don’t know, plausible deniability and all.

      I’m not stupid. I know Ivan Cambridge is bad news. Though no one can prove it, it’s not unknown throughout the streets that he runs this part of town, plus I hear the rumors about him. That all the drugs and weapon smuggling is just a front for his science experiments. Guy thinks he’s the next Victor Frankenstein or some shit. But when my neighbor, Quincy—or as we all call him, Q— said he’d brought home enough money in one week to buy a brand-new Honda Civic running deliveries, I knew I needed in. That kind of money could help us finally find a way out of the mountain of debt that’s been covering us for the last two years. Q told me Ivan was looking for a bodyguard, and if I wanted, he’d get me a meeting with him. How could I say no to that kind of opportunity?

      We finally come to a room that is bright and looks like a doctor’s waiting room. Only there are very few chairs, and certainly not any beautiful secretaries behind the empty window.

      The man takes another drag on his cigarette, blowing it out slowly.

      “Mr. Cambridge, I’ll be right with you,” he says eerily as he leaves me sitting alone in the oversaturated light to contemplate my life’s choices. Just as I delve into my murky thoughts, the door swings open and a beautiful, young blond woman enters the room. She’s dressed in a colorful skirt, her bright eyes dancing with alarm as if she, too, is contemplating her life’s choices. She takes a seat next to me, as there are only three chairs in the room.

      “You here for the security position too?” I say, if only to break the ice. She grabs her purse, clutching it to her chest as she turns towards me.

      “No, I’m uh here for … some other position, actually.”

      “Magic, huh? You don’t look like a bruja to me,” I say, realizing how shitty that sounds the moment I say it. As if some doe-eyed blonde with perfectly pouty lips isn’t capable of spellbinding feats just because she doesn’t have a long nose and doesn’t cackle or some shit.

      “Yeah, well, on most days I don’t feel like a bruja either, but Ivan told me he might have a position that could help me put my powers to better use.”

      “You met Ivan Cambridge?” I ask, dumbfounded. She smiles and nods.

      “Yes.”

      “I don’t mean to sound like an asshole, but you do know who he is, right? What he’s about?”

      The woman tenses her shoulders, her lips pursing.

      “I know enough,” she says, her gaze breaking from mine.

      “I just…” I can’t explain the need, the desire in me to protect this stranger. I understand all too well the draw of the darkness, the shadowy things in life, but I also know my path here is out of necessity.

      This pale-skinned, pretty little witch could have anything she wants–any job, any man–and yet she’s here. Why?

      Before I can finish my sentence, the door opens, and I see him. Ivan fucking Cambridge. He looks at the both of us until finally his gaze settles on me and he speaks.

      “Angelo Rodriguez?” he asks, his voice gruff. I nod.

      “Angel is fine, sir.” I sit up straighter.

      “Come with me, Angel. We have much to discuss,” he says as I get up, setting one foot in front of the other. I stop for a moment, turning around as the woman speaks, drawing my attention.

      “Good luck, Angel,” she says with a smile. I nod in response, feeling nervous all of a sudden.

      “Thanks,” I say as I follow Ivan Cambridge down a dark corridor, knowing there’s no turning back now.
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      EVIE

      As I sit in his office for my interview, I realize that Ivan Cambridge’s aura is even less stable today than it was at Deja Brew two days ago. It crackles and flickers, slipping in and out of my second sight like a strobe light.

      “You’re a shifter, right?” I ask as I settle into a seat across from his broad desk. For a brief moment, I wonder where the gorgeous Hispanic guy went--I didn’t see him leave Cambridge’s office.

      Then my potential boss answers my question, drawing my attention back to him.

      “A shifter of a sort,” he says. “Why do you ask?”

      He already knows about my magic, so with a shrug, I tell him. “You don’t see it. But most shifters don’t have the same kind of energy that you do.”

      He laughs. “I’m sure they don’t. Most shifters like me don’t survive very long.”

      I blink, surprised by his comment. “Are you concerned that you’re going to die?”

      This time, he laughs aloud, throwing his head back.

      Something about the reaction spooks me.

      “I’m not kidding,” I say.

      “Oh, I’m sure you’re not. It just struck me as funny. No, I’m not afraid of going to die. I have been a shifter for almost fifteen years now.”

      “Where were you attacked?” I ask.

      “I wasn’t attacked at all. I did this to myself.”

      “But… how is that possible?”

      “That’s why I brought you in to interview, actually. So let’s go ahead and get started?”

      “Sure,” I say.

      The interview is innocuous enough. Cambridge begins by asking me about magic and how it works. “I mean, I saw what you did with the coffee machine. Could you do something similar with a person?”

      “Not exactly. I mean… I can’t just touch someone and have the magic work. It has to be channeled, contained, shaped into something useful. Sometimes I can do that by using my own will—like with small healing spells and fixing the coffee maker. The rest of the time? It takes more than that. I have to channel the magic into a container of some sort. That could be a charm if it’s relatively small. But physical items don’t have much space for magic—they don’t hold much. It’s like the molecules are bound too tightly together and magic fills it all up. It starts overflowing pretty quickly.”

      “What other kind of containers are there?” Cambridge asks.

      “Liquid is pretty good. It moves around a lot, and the molecules are better suited to holding magic.”

      “Like a magic potion?”

      “Something like that. I suppose that’s why the term magic potion exists in the first place. If you get the right ingredients mixed with the right magic spell, you end up with a comparatively stable solution that holds the magic almost indefinitely.”

      “Perfect. That’s exactly what I need.”
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        * * *

      

      Of course, I take the job in the end. After all, Ivan Cambridge is right—there’s no way I’ll ever make as much money working in a coffee shop as I can working in his lab. Because that’s what the job turns out to be. Ivan has a formula that he’s been trying to perfect—a way for humans who want to become shifters to be able to do so without having to be attacked.

      But so far, his scientists haven’t been able to stabilize it. Almost everyone who’s taken the formula has ended up going mad and eventually dying.

      “I suspect the missing key to the formula might actually be magic,” Ivan tells me. “I think we’ve done everything we can through science, so I’m hoping you can use your magic to help us modify the formula to make it a viable means of transformation.”

      My first day on the job is...well, interesting is the only word I can think of to describe it.

      Ivan tells me that the work he’s doing is top-secret—apparently, there are other shifter groups throughout the country attempting to create similar formulas and they’re all in competition with each other.

      I don’t know much about shifters, so I take him at his word.

      That, it turns out, is simply my first mistake.

      He meets me at the warehouse where he and his scientists are working on the formula.

      This warehouse is only one of several properties he owns—I’ve seen them scattered around the city, huge buildings with his name on them, and I suspect he owns even more.

      He shows me to the lab, and the first thing that catches my eye is a huge cage with silver bars built into the far corner of the room.

      Ivan catches my glance. “Some of our volunteers have needed to be restrained,” he tells me. “Shifter strength means that we need to hold them in cages with silver in the bars. Even silver-infused wrist and ankle restraints don’t work. They break through them almost instantly.”

      I nod my understanding but am nonetheless horrified by the need for a cage.

      He introduces me to his lead scientist, Dr. Doug Fitton, who talks me through what he’s done so far.

      Most of it is gibberish to me—I’m not a scientist, after all—but when he hands me a vial of the current shifter formulation, it starts to make more sense.

      “Give me a minute,” I say.

      Fitton nods.

      I close my eyes for a moment and center myself, gathering my magic and funneling it through my fingertips in a simple reading spell.

      In my mind’s eye, I can see the molecules of the formula, the atoms, all the individual components. For the most part, they’re stable. But there’s a flaw—a darkness that swirls within each molecule of the formula, tainting it.

      I send a tiny frisson of magic shivering into the vial, focusing it on just one single molecule.

      My magic swirls around the darkness in a shimmer of pink sparkles, finding problematic elements, encasing the darkness and rendering it inert.

      I open my eyes and blink, unsure of how much time has passed.

      I realize that Ivan Cambridge has returned while I worked, and is standing next to me, his expression expectant.

      “What did you figure out? What did you come up with?”

      I nod slowly. “Yeah, I think it can be done. There is a flaw in the formula, but with the application of the right spell, I think I can counteract it. We’ll have to see if I can create a component that can do on a large scale what I just did with one molecule.”

      Cambridge smiles, satisfied with my response. “Excellent. Keep working and let me know how it goes.”

      During my lunch break, I catch a glimpse of the man who interviewed with Cambridge the same day I did.

      I don’t know if he sees me, and I shut down a sudden urge to run after him.

      God, he’s gorgeous.

      Bronze skin, dark hair, piercing brown eyes. Hispanic, I would guess, though of course I’m not certain. All I know is that he is beautiful, and I would like more than anything to get to know him better.

      He’s tall and muscular, with broad shoulders and I can see tattoos from where his sleeves cut off the edges and lines of dark, black ink that somehow only make his arms that much hotter. My stomach flips as my stolen gaze carries over his arms and narrows down to a waist that makes me want to run my hands along the waistband of his jeans. His muscular thighs strain against the fabric of his jeans, and as he turns and walks away, I find myself staring at his ass.

      Jesus. I am a sexual harassment lawsuit waiting to happen.

      And it would be a bad idea to spend any part of my first week at a new job flirting with the other employees.

      Right?

      I shake my head and shove down my desire to follow the beautiful man.

      Get back to work, Evie, I tell myself. You’ll have plenty of time to get to know him.

      Whoever he is.
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      ANGEL

      “I thought I was supposed to be protecting you,” I say with confusion as I watch Q and the other delivery guys load up the truck from the shipping yard docks. I don’t ask what it is in the boxes, and quite frankly, I don’t want to know.

      Especially because whatever is in them has to be pretty illegal if my boss is asking me to escort the truck to the warehouse.

      “You are protecting me. And my name.”

      “By riding shotgun on a truck.” I watch as one of the delivery guys slams the bed shut. The sound echoes in the air, only adding to the grim feel of the darkened alleys of the docks.

      “By protecting what is valuable to me, Angel. Surely you do not disagree with my order.” Ivan speaks smoothly, coolly, and somehow that’s more menacing than if he’d actually threatened me.

      “No, sir," I say solidly as my stomach flips. I know it’s only been a week, but I still get this twisted feeling in my gut on every job. I know my mother would tell me to listen to that gut, but I can’t. Not if I want to fix things for myself and my family.

      Ivan must sense my dismay, because he slides his hand in his pocket like some Bond villain, producing a stack of bills that makes my eyes widen.

      He casually counts the bills before handing me a small wad of cash.

      I look at the cash from him. “What’s this for?” I ask cautiously.

      “Your discretion, of course.” I stare at that stack of bills, and the twisting in my stomach lessens. I grab it before he changes his mind.

      I’ve learned in the last month not to take Ivan’s generosity for granted. The man is fickle and subject to bouts of madness, but it isn’t my job to be his therapist.

      So I nod in approval as the truck starts up, hurrying off as Q flashes the headlights.

      “Oh, and Angel?” he calls to me, and I turn to face him, the headlights lighting him up like some goddamned superhero.

      “Make sure my little witch has everything she needs, yeah?” he says.

      I nod in agreement.

      “Yes, sir.”
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        * * *

      

      I help the guys unload the last of the boxes, which are heavier than they look. Thankfully the drive from the docks to the warehouse was without issue, but then again, Ivan’s drivers know all the backroads and shortcuts. My eyes settle on a familiar bruja, biting her fingernail as she goes over her clipboard with precision. Her eyes dart from the paper to me as I set down the last box.

      “All good?” I ask as I brush off the box dust from my hands. I don’t miss how her eyes dip to my hands as they do so, traveling up my jean-clad thighs before a blush spreads across her cheeks.

      The sight makes my cock twitch, and I can’t help but smile.

      It’s been this way since that very first day she walked into the waiting room. I worried she was getting herself into trouble, feeling some strange sort of possessiveness that night that was new to me, but now…

      Now I live in the cracks and the stolen moments, wondering when I’ll see her. Evie Balfour, Ivan’s resident witch. There’s something about her that calls to me in a way I can’t describe. I know I shouldn’t pay attention to such things, however getting involved with anyone on Ivan’s payroll is probably asking for trouble. We’re all here for one reason or another, and the last thing I need is some pretty little foxy bruja swaying me away, infiltrating my mission.

      But what if I want to be swayed away … for a moment or two or three?

      Q and the rest of the guys head back out, no doubt to make another run. It’s Saturday night, and Ivan usually has them out all weekend.

      For the time being it’s just Evie and me.

      “All good, now,” she says with a sweet smile as she sets her clipboard down.

      “What kind of science experiment you running this time?” I ask, if only because I need to keep talking, keep moving or I’ll be far too tempted to pull this woman into my arms and never let go.

      “I’m close to stabilizing the potion. If my tests come out the way I expect they will… I’m going to be able to make a lot more for Ivan to distribute.”

      She points to one of the boxes by the door.

      “Can you open that one?” she asks as she sets about her lab.

      I don’t know much about the potions, other than Ivan says they help ‘stabilize the mind’ of those who he says are ‘afflicted.’ My boss seems to think he’s going to make the next Captain America in his labs, which either makes him brilliant or delusional, I’m not sure which.

      But the fact he’s employed someone like Evie, means he’s definitely thinking outside the box.

      Well-behaved men aren’t the ones remembered, are they?

      “Yeah, sure," I oblige as she lines up her test tubes, all of them filled with a pale green liquid.
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      I spend the next few weeks desperately trying to find a way to stabilize the shifter formula with my magic. Every day, I leave work exhausted, having used my magical energy more in the last week than I have in the entirety of the previous year.

      It’s exhausting work, but I have to admit, I’m enjoying it.

      I even find myself coming up with potential methods to add magic to the mix, and then discarding them at odd moments of the day and night.

      I’ve heard the rumors about Ivan Cambridge, but I’m beginning to believe that he really does want to help the shifter community. After all, the humans who know about shifters tend to fear them, assuming that werewolves and the like are ravening beasts who attack for no reason.

      My grandmother taught me long ago that the stereotype simply isn’t true. Most shifters are simply regular people who sometimes like to go for a run in their animal shapes.

      A month into my new job, it’s a Thursday afternoon, and I have taken an afternoon break to grab coffee, making a run to my old workplace to pick up drinks for all my new coworkers.

      I’m headed back into the warehouse when suddenly it hits me.

      Apparently, my subconscious has continued working on the problem even when I’m not aware of it.

      I rush down the hall and into the lab, setting down the drink holder full of coffee cups on one of the lab tables and instantly forgetting about it.

      “Are you okay?” Dr. Fitton asks.

      “I figured out how to fix the formula,” I say, my tone distracted as I pick up a vial from the latest batch we’ve been working with. “And if I’m right, once I have this vial ready to go, we ought to be able to use just a tiny bit of it in every other batch of the formula—like the starter sponge for sourdough bread. The stabilizing magic will spread through every batch. And if it starts to lose potency, we’ll simply have to do a new starter batch—but that shouldn’t happen very often.”

      “Would other witches be able to perform the same stabilizing spell?” Ivan Cambridge asks from the door. I spin around, startled—I hadn’t realized he had entered the room.

      “Will you need another witch to do it?”

      Ivan laughs. “Not immediately. But we might need to increase the scale of our production line someday.”

      “Oh. Right. In that case, another witch should be able to do the same thing. Especially if I write down my process.”

      “Excellent,” Ivan says. “I’ll be in my office. Let me know once this batch is ready.”
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        * * *

      

      An hour later, I knock on the doorjamb of Ivan’s open office door. I assume it’s not his primary business office—surely he has space in some fancy office building somewhere—but ever since I’ve been working on the formula, he’s been here every day.

      “I think we have it,” I say, excitement underscoring my voice.

      “Good work.” Ivan stands up. That strange aura of his crackles with excitement. I wouldn’t say I’ve actually gotten used to it—not exactly. I still can’t look at him directly without it giving me a headache. But I have figured out how to mostly ignore it.

      I lead him down to the lab, explaining the transmutation properties of the new formulated version of the potion, once again likening it to the way that sourdough bread is made.

      When we get to the lab, I pulled up two vials. One is the original pale green color. “This is the original formula, the one that led to your subjects having problems.” I use the phrasing I’ve heard everyone in the lab using—problems, not madness and death.

      “And this is the new formula,” I say, holding up a clear vial of bright pink liquid, the color and consistency of Pepto-Bismol. “And this is a daughter vial of the new formulation.” I hold up another container of viscous pink liquid. “Neither Fitton nor I can tell any difference, either scientifically or magically, between the two.”

      “Great work,” Ivan says. “Let’s find a . . . volunteer . . . to try it out on.”

      I don’t like the way he says volunteer—as if the word is in quotation marks.

      For the first time, I wonder how voluntary these volunteer trials have truly been.

      “Wait,” I say, but Ivan is already halfway out the door.

      He pauses and glances back over his shoulder at me. “Yes?”

      “I’m not sure it’s ready for testing yet.”

      Ivan’s gaze shifts to Fitton. “I’ve run it through testing on the cellular level.” He gestures toward the Petri dishes he’s been using.

      “Is there anything more you can do?” Ivan asks.

      “No, sir,” Fitton replies.

      “And you, Ms. Balfour?” Ivan asks pointedly. “Is there any further testing you can do on a magical level before we try it out?”

      My mouth drops open. He knows the answer is no—I’m no scientist. “It seems like we should be able to test it on animals or something first,” I suggest, but Fitton openly scoffs.

      “There are no viable animal tests for this serum,” he tells me.

      “There you have it,” Ivan says. “The next step is human testing.”

      He leaves, and I am left standing in the lab, staring at the potion I’ve created.

      The silver cage in the corner draws my attention to it, and my stomach churns.

      Every instinct I have screams that this is a terrible idea.

      And I’m afraid I might have gotten myself involved in something dangerous.

      That I might be in over my head.

      So I simply wait, my arms wrapped around my waist as I hug myself, praying to all the gods and goddesses that might ever have existed that I’m wrong.

      That Ivan is the philanthropist he purports to be.

      And not the mad scientist I’m beginning to suspect he actually is.
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      ANGEL

      “Are you sure about this?” I ask Q as he gets prepped in the waiting room. I can’t explain why his decision to be Ivan’s latest test subject has me so worried, but it does.  Since I’ve been here, I’ve done very little security for Ivan himself. Usually, he has me running errands, guarding his deliveries, and every so often, guarding those people he deems valuable, like Dr. Fitton when he leaves this place to go home.

      Like the little pouty-mouthed bruja who’s always undressing me with her eyes when she thinks I’m not looking…

      I swallow nervously as Q slips on his compression shirt. I’ve never guarded a test subject before, and as usual, Ivan isn’t the most forthcoming with what exactly they’re testing, or why security is so important for a patient after they’ve been injected.

      Q does nothing to ease my worry about the topic either. Instead, he only waves me off every time I mention it, like I’m an idiot for even questioning such things.

      Ivan pays us both good money to not ask questions.

      “As sure as the paycheck I’m going to get when this is over,” Q says with a crooked smile. I watch as he slides the smartwatch on, and I note that he looks like he’s ready for a run in the city and not some medical testing.

      “What if what he gives you … hurts you?” I ask, making one last attempt at sanity and protecting my friend.

      I’ve known Q for a long time, and I owe him for getting me this job, but even if he hadn’t I would still do everything I could to make sure my friend was okay.

      It’s just how I’m wired. I protect the people I care about, no matter the cost.

      But there are things I can’t control. Like my mother’s illness, or my father’s ailing health.

      Q claps me on the shoulder. “There is nothing Ivan Cambridge can do to hurt me, mi herma no,” he says, his warm eyes staring back at me. My heart sinks and my shoulders loosen at his words. Like me, Q’s always had it rough, but he didn’t have the foundation I did. He spent his youth on the very streets my mother tried to keep me from.

      So when he says no one can hurt him, he’s not bluffing. Q’s been through more bullshit than anyone I know, and he always comes out of it on top.

      I nod in approval as he smiles, his thin lips stretching into a grin that reaches his ears.
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        * * *

      

      When we reach Dr. Fitton’s lab, the air is different. It’s tense.

      Dr. Fitton types something on his computer as Evie bustles about with a lot of test tubes and supplies, like some overworked intern.

      I don’t miss how frazzled she seems, her beautiful blonde hair coming undone from her ponytail.

      Dr. Fitton breaks into my wayward thoughts when he calls for Q to sit in the chair next to his computer. Evie nearly drops a test tube of shimmering pink liquid, but my reflexes are better than most, and I don’t think twice before I lunge, catching the tube in my bare hands just before it hits the ground. She stiffens like a rod. I take my time as I lean back up, noticing the shape of her pale legs as they contrast against her grey skirt. My first thought is how smooth they look, and instantly, I’m wracked with images of just what they’d look like slung over my shoulders. The thought brings my cock to attention, and I have to fight the urge to give in to temptations. Now is not the time or place…

      I clear my throat as I fidget with the tube, our eyes finally meeting.

      “Where should I put this?” I ask, my voice much breathier than it should be. I sound like I just ran a damn marathon.

      How is it one perfect woman can take my breath away like this?

      Evie’s cheeks pinken just a bit, and just as she opens her mouth, Dr. Fitton cuts in.

      “You can give it to me, Angel,” he orders. I look from him to Q, who smiles like a pig in shit.

      I walk the short distance and hand Dr. Fitton the tube. He takes it from my hands without haste, and I can’t help but feel like I’ve just signed some death sentence, given the way the tension thickens in the room.

      “Angel, please escort Ms. Balfour to the testing room.” His words are curt, dry. It’s a command, not a request. I know I technically don’t work for him, but Ivan holds this man in the highest regard. I’ve escorted his supplies, his equipment, and him back and forth to his condo.

      So when Dr. Frankenstein asks me to do something, I know it’s best to say yes if only to keep the powers that be happy for another day. I don’t want to be on anyone’s bad side here.

      I nod in approval, even though I have the strangest feeling in the pit of my stomach. But one look at Evie and it lessens just a bit. Not entirely, but enough that I don’t feel all that opposed to being wherever she is.

      It’s not like we’ve had a lot of interaction, but … the little moments we do get to talk or interact … they leave me feeling like a weight has been lifted.

      Like the little minx she is, Evie opens her mouth to protest, but Dr. Fitton only says in that creepy monotone tone of his, “This is not negotiable, Evie. You will wait in the testing area, and once Mr. Hernández is ready, he will be escorted to his module, and you may begin your charting.

      I set my hand beneath her elbow as she clutches her binders, books, and various supplies to her chest. She doesn’t flinch at my touch like most people immediately do.

      “Come on,” I coax her, my voice darker than I mean it to be. She doesn’t protest, instead just huffs out a breathy sigh that goes directly to my fucking cock like a bolt of electricity.

      Fuck me, how am I going to manage to keep this a secret?

      I do my best to stuff down my inappropriately timed desire, leading her by the arm out of the lab and down the hall. The further we get away from Dr. Fitton and Q, the better I feel. But that might also have something to do with the beautiful woman by my side.

      “Is everything okay, Evie?” I ask, desperate to focus on something other than the wildly inappropriate boner I’ve sprung at this moment.

      “I’m just… I’m not sure I’m ready for this,” she says, with a bright doe-eyed look staring back at me with worry. It makes my heart ache to see those precious blue eyes so full of concern.

      I’m also not sure if she’s talking about the project, or…

      “My mami always said no hay mejor momento que el presente. Which means…”

      “There is no better time than the present,” Evie says as we stop just outside the door. My fingertips brush along the taut skin of her elbow, drawing lazy lines. Her skin is soft, warm beneath my fingertips. She stares back at me.

      “No me dijiste que hablabas Español, bruja,” I say with a smirk.  Evie’s eyes light up like the stars in a dark, summer sky.

      Full of wonder, and hope.

      “Nunca preguntaste, Ángel.”

      My gods, this woman is going to be the death of me. I can feel it.

      I drop my hand to open the door for her. I may be working for a mad scientist, but my mother did not raise a mannerless fool.

      I hold it open for her, the lights kicking on from the motion. Evie sighs, nodding in understanding.

      “Thank you,” she says as she enters the room, and I follow her like a moth to a magical flame.
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      The testing room creeps me out even more than the lab with the cage in it does.

      The space has been divided into what Ivan calls “modules”—cubicle-like spaces each holding a bed. But they don’t have office-style dividers.

      No. Each of these spaces is defined by silver bars, barely concealed by curtains hanging over them.

      It’s like an emergency room set up to contain monsters.

      Just walking into it makes my stomach hurt.

      Behind me, Angel inhales sharply. “¿Que demonios?” he murmurs.

      What the hell, indeed.

      I don’t have time to explain before the volunteer enters the room. He and Angel speak in low tones, like old friends.

      I’m supposed to administer the potion and watch the subject’s vitals.

      Ivan has given me a chart to fill in, blank on the left side of the chart and with Ivan’s own readings on the right, supposedly so we can know what is normal for a hybrid shifter like him.

      I don’t want to do this.

      But if I want to keep this job, I have to.

      I motion the volunteer to take a seat on the hospital bed in the center of his module, glancing at the chart for his name as I prepare to begin explaining what we’ll be doing. “Hi, Quincy. I’m Evie.”

      “Call me Q,” he says with a sweet smile.

      “Q. After you take the formula, I’ll be monitoring you for any signs of adverse effects.”

      He nods cheerfully. “I’m ready when you are, doc.”

      “Just Evie is fine,” I say. I should probably tell him that I’m not a doctor, but I don’t want to worry him.

      I, on the other hand, am more than worried. I’m terrified. What if something goes wrong? Why isn’t there an actual doctor here? Or even just a nurse?

      My hand shakes as I get him hooked up to the monitors, just as Dr. Fitton taught me.

      Then Ivan’s voice comes in over some kind of PA system. “I’ll be monitoring the test from here,” he says—wherever here may be. “Please administer the first dose.”

      I swallow nervously, then hand a tiny medicine cup of the pink liquid to Q.

      “Cheers,” he says, and drains it down in one gulp.

      And then we wait.

      For a moment, I think everything is going to be fine.

      And then Q begins to writhe in the bed. All around us, machines begin screaming out alarms. His pulse, his blood pressure, his oxygen intake—everything goes haywire.

      I move closer to the bed, unsure what to do, how to reverse the negative effects of the potion—my potion. The one that’s sending him into convulsions. But I’m sure if I can just touch him, I can use my magic to ease his agony.

      I don’t reach him in time, though.

      Q’s body begins to smoke, sending the scent of charred flesh swirling through the room. Then, like some monster in an old horror movie, he bursts out of his restraints and out of his skin all at the same time, exploding into fur and fangs and claws.

      He lunges toward me, claws out, madness spinning in his eyes, and like a horror-movie victim, I stand perfectly still, glued to the floor.

      You’re going to die now, Evie.

      The words run through my mind, like a calm observer who doesn’t care if I live or die.

      And part of me realizes that I don’t care—not if living means inflicting this kind of pain on other human beings.

      Then a gun goes off beside me, flashing in my peripheral vision and leaving me temporarily deaf from the noise, my ears ringing with the aftereffects of the sound.

      The monster that was Q collapses onto the floor, blood instantly pooling around his body.

      I take a step back and bump into Angel. When I glance at him, he’s shaking, his dark brown eyes wide.

      “I had to,” he says, and I can barely hear the words. “He was going to kill you.”

      I nod, and two of Ivan’s men sweep into the room, gathering Q’s body and placing it on a stretcher.

      Ivan’s voice comes over the loudspeaker again. “So much for that version of the potion.”

      He sounds so careless, so nonchalant. If he were here with us, I would take Angel’s gun away and turn it on our boss.

      Instead, though, Angel and I move out of the module with Q’s body, and I pull him into the one directly across the corridor.

      “I had to shoot him,” he says again, and I realize he’s in shock.

      “You did,” I say, hoping he’ll believe me. “Q was in pain. The formula didn’t work like Ivan hoped.”

      He stares at me as if he can’t comprehend what I’m saying. “He was going to kill you,” he says.

      “He was.”

      Angel glances down at the gun in his hand as if he doesn’t recognize what it is. Slowly, I take it away from him and set it gingerly on the empty bed in this module.

      “He was my friend.”

      “I’m so sorry,” I say.

      “I—I…” he stutters.

      “You’re going to be okay,” I tell him.

      He stares at me as if he doesn’t even understand the words.

      I want more than anything to comfort him. My words aren’t getting through to him. So I do the only thing I can think of.

      I twine my arms around Angel’s neck, running my fingers through the hair at the nape of his neck. It’s thick and soft. Just exactly like I imagined it. Slowly, I raise up on my tiptoes and press my lips against his.

      “You’re going to be okay,” I say again, whispering it against his lips.

      He trembles under my touch for a long moment.

      Then he takes over, grabbing my waist with both hands—his fingers so long they almost wrap around my waist—and hauls me up against him, holding me as if I am the source of life itself.

      The muscles of his chest press against my breasts, the heat of him soaking into me, paradoxically sending a chill down my spine. His tongue teases my lips apart, and I open my mouth, moaning softly against his lips.

      He responds with a growl, his tongue sweeping across mine plundering my mouth, and sparks race through me, the desire made manifest like magic itself, zinging through all parts of me, hardening my nipples, racing down to my core, and settling in my most intimate places. I ache to feel his skin under my fingertips, and I slide my hands under his shirt, tracing the muscular ridges of his abdomen and sliding up to his hard pectoral muscles.

      Angel deepens the kiss, and I dig my fingernails into his chest, surprising a gasp out of him, then a moan.

      I wouldn’t have thought we could get any closer—not with our clothes on, anyway—but he tightens his grip on me, his hands sliding down to cup my ass as he lifts me almost all the way off the floor until I can feel the outline of his cock, long and hard, pressing against me through our clothing.

      Eventually, he pulls away, and reluctantly, I open my eyes. Neither of us lets go of the other.

      “Ivan has cameras everywhere in here,” he reminds me, his voice low and rumbly. I can feel it through his chest.

      “Do you care?” I ask.

      He laughs, a short, harsh sound. “Under any or other circumstances, I would say no. But with Cambridge watching? Yeah. I care.” His tone turns possessive. “I don’t want that son of a bitch to see any more of you than he already has.”

      The sane part of my brain knows he’s right. But my body doesn’t care. It wants Angel—all of him, and right now. I tilt my forehead forward until I’m leaning against Angel as I wait for reason to return.

      Finally, I nod. “Okay. You’re right.”

      And in that moment, I hate Ivan Cambridge more than I would have thought possible.
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      ANGEL

      My blood chills and I feel sick, as I sit outside Q’s home, in my car. I don’t have the mental capacity to do much of anything other than turn the car off.

      This isn’t what I signed up for.

      And quite frankly, I don’t think Evie signed up for it either.

      Granted, I knew Ivan Cambridge was trouble, but I ignored it. And as I look at the envelope of five thousand dollars sitting on my passenger seat, sick to my stomach, I think that come hell or high water, I’ll find a way out of this, not just for me, but for the both of us.

      Q woke up this morning excited to make a couple extra grand for his volunteer service, even talked about what he was going to do with the money.

      And by nightfall, Q was nothing more than charred bone and muscle, some mangled corpse stuck between a demonic animal and the human he once was.

      He deserved better. So much fucking better.

      I ball my fist and hit the horn, which does nothing to quell my pain, my sadness.

      He was my friend. Bright, funny, and man the guy could cook one hell of a burger…

      And now he’ll never do any of those things again.

      He knew what he was signing up for, I try to tell myself, but I know it’s a lie. If you’d told me what Evie’s potion would do—

      No, Ivan’s potion. Evie was only following orders; she didn’t come up with the compound herself, he’d already had a boatload of the stuff made beforehand…

      If someone had told me that a little vial of pink liquid would turn someone into a literal animal, I never would have believed it had I not seen it with my very own eyes.

      For a moment, it looked like he was okay … but then he wasn’t.

      Then the room started to smell like burned flesh and blood and I wanted out of there.

      I focus my breathing as I grab the envelope and exit the car. It’s late, so I know his mama won’t be awake; something I am most thankful for. I don’t know if I could do this face-to-face.

      Creeping up slowly to the porch, my heart races in my chest.

      One last time I open the envelope, counting the bills even though I’ve counted them over and over a dozen times at this point. I slide the envelope with Q’s money into her mailbox, tears threatening to run down my face, and I make a promise to myself and to Q that I will find a way to avenge his death and see Ivan pay for his crimes—if it’s the last thing I do.
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        * * *

      

      At home, I pour myself a stiff drink, and one for Q. My father dozes away on the couch, bathed in the light of Happy Days reruns, and I let the sound of canned laughter fill the room. Tomorrow, I put an end to this. I will tell Ivan myself that I cannot do this anymore, not after watching my friend bite the literal bullet.

      God, that image will forever be burned in my brain. Of my friend, writhing in pain, his scorched screams echoing in the lab as he lunged with long, sharp claws toward Evie.

      I didn’t think twice about shooting him.

      What does that say about me? Has Ivan Cambridge ruined me? Made me a monster?

      I drain the whiskey a little too quickly, and it does nothing to calm my nerves. In fact, it only makes the melancholy that much worse.

      “That’s it, I’ve made up my mind,” I say to the air, but in reality, I hope he can hear me.

      Q.

      “I’m out,” I promise, though I don’t know who I am trying to convince, myself or…

      I finish my drink, then I finish Q’s.

      And just as I am about to go to bed, I hear a noise just outside, coming from the front porch. I instinctively grab my gun, making my steps as silent as they can be as I slowly creep to the door. With one, swift, hurried motion, I throw the door open, glancing around for a sign of human life, but I see nothing. I smell nothing.

      But I can feel the shift in the air like a ghost.

      “Who’s there?” I shout, not sure if whoever it is, is idiotic enough to answer me at this point, even if it is just some dumb street kid.

      I dart my gaze back and forth, but again I see nothing, and just as I am about to give up and pour myself another drink, I hear the deep, undulating growl of a demon and a heavy, thick hand covers my mouth. The sweet, chemical scent of poison fills my airways and I feel hazy. My vision blurs, fading to black, and I think, this is it.

      Death has finally come for me.
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      EVIE

      Angel has gone to take Q’s bonus payment for “volunteering” to the dead man’s family.

      Ivan laughed when Angel demanded the money, but he handed it over like it didn’t matter. And it probably doesn’t, I realize. Ivan Cambridge is beyond wealthy, and he’s willing to spend all that money on this unhinged project of his.

      There’s something deeply wrong with Ivan. After his men cleared Q’s body from the testing room, he came looking for me even though, as Angel pointed out, he had cameras everywhere.

      I’m certain he watched us kissing, and that certainty makes my skin crawl.

      “Time to get back to work, you two,” he’d said cheerfully, as if we hadn’t all just participated in killing a man.

      Now I’m sitting on a stool in the lab and trying to keep from shivering.

      I might be in shock too.

      I wish Angel were here with me.

      Dr. Fitton is bustling around the lab, rearranging the vials of formula—both the original green version and the new pink version. When he’s done, he glances up at me. “Okay. Do you know what went wrong?”

      I blink. What went wrong? Well, a man died…

      My mouth opens, but no words come out. There’s no simple answer to that question, is there? How far back should I go?

      Then the answer comes to me.

      “I should never have taken this job.”

      “What?” Fitton looks legitimately confused.

      “I don’t belong here.”

      “Are you kidding? Your magic has gotten us closer to a stable formula than we’ve ever been before. The subject shifted completely. That’s a huge step forward!”

      Jesus. He sounds excited. Like I should be thrilled at having gotten new information. And he’s calling Q “the subject,” as if taking away his name can erase the fact that he was a person, a man with a family, people who loved him. People who will miss him now that he’s gone.

      People who will never know how awful and unnecessary his death truly was.

      “And what precisely do you think we should do next?” I ask.

      Apparently, Dr. Fitton doesn’t pick up on the sarcasm in my tone. “Continue modifying the formula, of course.”

      “Of course,” I mutter darkly.

      “Excellent,” Dr. Fitton says, again missing my tone. “I’ve set up your workstation with both the old and the new versions of the formula. Start working on a new version and I will begin analyzing the data from the latest test.”

      Instead, I stand up and walk out of the lab.

      I can’t stay here.

      But when I get to the warehouse exit, it’s locked, and scanning my employee badge doesn’t work to unlock it.

      This is a new development. I’ve always been able to come and go as I please.

      So I change course and head to Ivan’s office.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “What do you mean, I can’t leave?” I’m standing just inside Ivan’s door, staring at him incredulously.

      “Exactly what I said. You signed a contract. You are not allowed to leave this building until the formula works.”

      I want to slap the smile off the smug bastard’s face.

      But I can do better. I can make him pay for what happened to Q. With a single touch, I can kill Ivan Cambridge. And as much as I know it’s wrong, I gather my magic inside me, preparing to send a bolt of power straight to his heart.

      It’ll be a quick death, and mostly painless.

      Unlike Q’s agonizing final moments.

      “Uh, uh, uh,” Ivan says, wagging a finger at me as I take a step toward him. “Keep your distance, little witch.”

      Two men sweep into the room behind me and grab me by the shoulders.

      These are the two men who cleared away Q’s body, I realize. One of them cuffs my hands behind my back, and the other holds me by the upper arm. They start to hustle me out of the room, and I manage to swing my cuffed hands back enough to brush my fingertips against the second guy’s leg.

      I set my magic free, and he crumples to the ground with a grunt.

      The other one gasps in horror, then slams a fist up against the side of my head.

      I reel from the blow, staggering sideways several steps.

      Ivan’s voice rings out, his tone commanding. “Lock her up. We’ll see what a few days in the cage teaches her.”

      The guard grabs me by the upper arm again and tugs me out into the hallway, careful not to let me touch him.

      Not that I could have done anything to him—I need to be able to concentrate to use my magic.

      But I can still run. And as soon as I see an opportunity, I pull away from him and dart down the hallway. I have no idea where I’m going, but I’m determined to get away from these monsters.

      My escape attempt fails, of course. I’m handcuffed and locked in the warehouse, which would be bad enough. It only gets worse when the guard tackles me after only a few yards. My face hits the concrete floor and blood floods my mouth.

      He flips me over and leans down to leer into my face, and I scream.

      He’s no longer fully human.

      His face has shifted and is now something monstrous, like a human mixed with some kind of animal. A hyena, maybe?

      Whatever it is, it’s horrible.

      And he loves my reaction. “Keep trying to run, little witch, and Ivan will let me play with you.” His words come out slightly garbled by his elongated canine teeth, but he makes his meaning clear by thrusting against me with his hips and running a single claw lightly down the side of my face. “Understand?”

      I whimper and nod, turning my face as far away from his touch as possible.

      He laughs and stands, picking me up and setting me on my feet as if I weigh nothing.

      Then he punches me in the stomach. I bend over, gasping for air. “That’s for Jameson,” he says with a snarl before hitting me again. “And that’s for trying to run.”

      Then he drags me down the hall as I try to catch my breath and keep from vomiting.

      No one’s ever hit me before, and now I’m both terrified and furious.

      I’m still plotting my escape when we reach the lab.

      That’s when I see Angel in the cage in the corner.

      Oh, shit.

      I can’t escape.

      Not yet.

      Not without Angel.
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      ANGEL

      I awaken to crashing and a whimper that I know, without a doubt, belongs to Evie. I think even if I didn’t know her, I’d know her voice, and I’d know she was in trouble.

      “You will do as he says, or else,” the tall, lumbering shadow says. My vision is blurry at first, and my head is pounding. The last thing I remember was being on my porch and then…

      Long, silver bars sharpen from grey blurs and reality dawns on me. I’m in a cage.

      A cage like Q was put in, where he’d seized out, foaming at the damn mouth. And when the damn nameless goon grabs Evie by her shirt, smacking his hand across her face, I lose it.

      “Don’t fucking touch her!” I holler as my nerves come back online, adrenaline spiking my system. I lunge forward, but it’s no use. I can’t fit through the bars, and even if I could, I’m not strong enough to bend whatever the hell these bars are made of. Silver.

      Ivan’s voice in my head echoes as he explained the bars were made of silver to keep everyone safe.

      But something about the reality of seeing just what happened to Q, how his eyes had turned to animalistic slits before his body started literally steaming, before his shoulders grew and he raged at us both before seizing out altogether and breaking apart like a compressed tomato…

      Am I next? The words filter into my brain of their own accord, fear in me skyrocketing.

      The man snaps his head towards me, and my blood chills in horror. His face is some amalgamation of a hyena and a human, his eyes golden and glowing, his jaw practically unhinged and he actually hisses at me.

      “Perhaps you are not the only one in need of a time out,” he says as he strong-arms Evie over. I watch, waiting for him to open the cage. I only need a few seconds…

      Just as he opens the lock, before I make my move he shoves his hand through the bar, wrapping it around my neck. For as tall and lean as he is, his grip is strong. Too strong.

      Are all of Ivan’s employees . . .monsters?

      No, I remind myself, Evie isn’t. I’m not.

      Ivan told me the silver kept everyone safe, and the realization hits me. Maybe whatever creatures these are … maybe silver keeps us safe because it's harmful to them. I wrap my fingers around his wrist, pulling with all my might. I try to fight him off, to drag his solid form against the metal, but it’s no use. I can barely make his arm budge. He snickers as he throws Evie in with his free arm, and she falls to the metal ground with a thud, rubbing at her jaw. When he lets go, I gasp for breath, coughing from his pressure. The door is locked in seconds.

      “All right, kiddies, you behave in time out, okay? Daddy will be back in the morning to see if you’ve learned your lesson.” He cackles before slinking out of the lab and slamming the door.

      I watch as Evie sits up, pulling her knees to her chest. I don’t think twice about rushing over to her.

      “Evie, are you—”

      “I’m o-okay…” she sniffles, and I can see the tears streaming down her face. My heart aches to see her upset. Such a sweet, kind-hearted woman doesn't deserve this kind of treatment. No woman does.

      “What happened?” I say as I pull her close. She doesn’t fight it, my touch. Instead, she leans into me, seeking comfort.

      The thought I could provide any comfort in this situation is mind-boggling.

      But I hold her all the same, because maybe I need comfort, too.
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      EVIE

      I wrap my arms around Angel’s neck and gently press my lips against his.

      He winces in pain, and the motion jostles me, setting my injuries afire, as well.

      Angel shakes his head ruefully. “We’re quite a pair, huh?”

      I give a little laugh, then draw him over to the silver bars where there is more light coming in from the window, and I examine his injuries.

      “I can do something about those,” I say.

      “Shouldn’t you take care of yourself first?”

      “No,” I say. “It’ll be better if I heal your injuries first. Witches really shouldn’t draw on their own energy to heal themselves.”

      Angel looks thoughtful, but he doesn’t say anything.

      “Just give me a minute to get myself centered and gather my power,” I add.

      I make my way to a corner, as far away from the lab doors as I can get. I wonder briefly where Dr. Fitton is. When I think about it, though, I decide he must have been sent home until Ivan can exert enough pressure on me to force me to continue working on the serum.

      I close my eyes, inhale deeply, and try to find that spark of magic deep within me.

      My head throbs, and inside my mouth aches where my teeth sliced the skin open when I hit the floor. A jagged flash of lightning splits the darkness behind my eyelids, and I know a migraine is coming.

      Dammit. I don’t have any medication, and my battered body is resisting my attempts to render my magic into anything usable.

      Angel moves across the concrete floor and then settles down across from me.

      I open my eyelids just a crack, the light from the windows no longer seeming dim—instead, it stabs into my vision like a well-aimed spear. I keep my eyes open only long enough to ascertain that Angel has settled down across from me, his legs crossed and his hands resting lightly in his lap.

      “My grandfather told me about a witch he once knew,” he says conversationally.

      I rub my temples with my fingers, trying to relieve the pain. “Yeah?”

      Angel’s large hands gently move my smaller ones out of the way, and he takes over massaging my temples.

      I lean toward him with a light moan of pleasure.

      “Yes. And he told me that this witch, this bruja, did not have complete control of her magic.”

      I huff out another small laugh. “Kind of like me right now?”

      Angel ignores my interjection and continues speaking. “All her life, she could feel the magic inside her, but she could not use it. Until, when she was an adult, she learned to draw on the energy of others.”

      “Others?” I repeat.

      My eyes are closed again, but I feel him nod. “Sí. Es verdad. She could gather her magic only when she was in contact with another person.”

      The cadence of his voice and the movements of his fingertips against my temples are both soothing. Part of me wants to crawl into his lap, curl up, and have him hold me forever.

      But that is not going to happen.

      Not yet, anyway. We need to get out of here first.

      “I think you should try that with me,” Angel finally says.

      “Take your energy?”

      “Yes.”

      I freeze. Can I? Is it even possible?

      “I guess we could give it a try,” I say hesitantly.

      “Good. Take my hands.” He drops his hands away from my head and into my lap.

      Keeping my eyes closed, I take his hand in mine.

      They’re warm and dry and practically vibrating with power.

      I frown and open my eyes again, even though it hurts to do so. “Do you have magical powers?” I ask.

      He laughs aloud, the sound echoing through the lab. “No. No magic in my family that I know of.”

      I work to sense the energy behind the power coming from him.

      “I think you have a bruja or two somewhere in your lineage,” I say. “Did your grandfather happen to mention if he was one of the people who helped that witch use her power?”

      One corner of his mouth quirks up in a grin. “Only when my grandmother was not around. Abuela Maria didn’t like to hear him talk about it.”

      “I think perhaps she was able to draw out the magic running through your grandfather’s veins — I can feel your magic, too.”

      “Then let’s see what we can do,” he says softly.

      I hold my hands flat against his, closing my eyes and sinking into myself.

      Energy courses through him, and I slowly open a channel between us.

      The strength of the energy that flows from him shocks me, and I nearly pull my hands away. Only at the very last minute am I able to force myself to relax, to accept what he offers so willingly.

      “I think this might actually work,” I say—and then I’m overwhelmed.

      His magic flows into me, his strength, his confidence, and also flashes of memory. His grandparents—his grandmother cooking, his grandfather telling stories. His mother, young and healthy, vibrant. Then again, later, on her deathbed, wasting away. His father, laughing and healthy, then coughing and ill. I feel his determination to take care of the people he loves, his guilt over having shot his friend.

      A tear trickles from the corner of one of my eyes, and I hear his quick, indrawn breath. But he doesn’t say anything. Instead, he continues pouring himself into me. His power, his love, his honor.

      All of it combines with my magic and they swirl together, mine sparkling and pink, his shining with a bright white light.

      I weave them together, braiding them into a glittering tapestry.

      When I’m done, Angel breathes out, “It’s beautiful.”

      “It’s us,” I say simply.

      I feel the magic filling me from head to toe, sliding through my body and leeching out my very pores. My headache disappears, then the cuts inside my mouth, and within moments, I felt better than I have in as long as I could remember.

      Then I open my eyes, reach out, and cup his cheek in my palms. The combined magic flows back into him, and his cuts heal and bruises fade even as I watch.

      I lean forward to kiss him, and he stops me with two words. “The cameras.”

      With the flick of a finger, I disable the ones in the lab. “There. They should be off now.”

      “Wow. Can you unlock the cage?” he asks.

      I try, but there’s something in the silver-infused bars that stop me. “No,” I finally say.

      “It’s okay,” he whispers. “We’ll find a way out of here.”

      Then he takes my face in his hands and presses his mouth to mine.

      And the magic explodes between us.
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      ANGEL

      I’ve never felt this hunger before in my life. It’s like the moment our energies, our magic entwined together, our fates became woven as one. Evie healed me. And not just the surface abrasions, the ones that are deep, below bone and muscle.

      The soulful wounds that I thought nothing and no one in the world would ever be able to touch.

      She quieted the pain in a way I’d always longed for, and for that split moment before she kissed me, when she looked at me…

      She saw me. All of me, and then she kissed me, healing all of me.

      Magic sparks to life around us, short circuiting the cameras and knocking out what I’d guess are the lights and power to the entire facility. If Ivan is here, it’ll take him and whatever animals he’s got working for him a good while to get the place back online. Hours maybe.

      Which is why I don’t think twice about kissing Evie with every fiber of my freshly ignited being. The shockwave of energy runs through me, lighting up my insides like a wildfire. Evie emanates a heat, a magic all her own that only feeds my soul more, her delicate fingers sliding up underneath my shirt. The sound that escapes her throat has my cock straining against my pants within seconds, and I move my lips over the soft skin of her jaw, down her neck until I reach a spot that makes her energy flutter around me like….

      I groan at the very thought that fills my brain, which somewhere in the depths of me I know is probably not a good idea.

      None of this is a good idea—her, me, us … Ivan and his monsters … none of it makes any lick of sense, but at this moment I don’t care.

      Because the heat engulfing me, the magic spreading through my veins … that’s the only thing that matters.

      The only thing I hunger for.

      And when Evie’s hands slide over the waistband of my jeans, her lithe fingers making delicate work of unbuckling my belt, I forget all sense and honor.

      “Evie, I—”

      “Shh, I know,” she whispers as I shimmy out of my pants. Within seconds she’s taking in the sight, and I can see the hunger in her eyes, too.

      She wants this.

      She wants me.

      That very realization, mixed with the glowing light that encompasses her, is more real, more beautiful than anything I could have ever imagined.

      Her eyes burn into mine as she takes her shirt off, discarding it to the side of the cage.  I watch her, keeping my eyes trained on hers but not missing the way she slowly unhooks her bra, letting her breasts free. Her golden hair falls around her shoulders and I follow suit, shedding my own remains of clothing.

      This is a terrible idea.

      Ivan could walk in here at any minute, but somehow I know he won’t.

      Call it fate, call it intuition.

      Call it magic.

      I just know that this—Evie and I—are as potent and as beautiful as the fire that we spark, and like the flames that dance in the night among the bonfires of summer, this is our moment.

      Our time to shimmer and flicker, to blaze.

      I lean forward, far too incensed by the sight of this wondrous witch, the one who sees me for all that I am and heals my aching soul, who dispels all the despair and plants seeds anew.

      I haul her over to me, wrapping my arms around her exposed waist, feeling the weight of her soft, round breasts against my heated skin. My lips assault her neck once more, finding that same spot that elicits a deep moan from her that makes my cock twitch. She runs her fingers over my arms, down my torso until her fingernails drag over the head of my cock, spreading the pebbling moisture there with precision and care.

      “Angel,” her voice is edged in an elevated ecstasy that speaks to me on a multitude of levels, as a man and as an animal.

      A ravenous one, to be exact.

      The heart wants what it wants…

      “Sí, bruja?” I breathe as I let my lips, my tongue trace lines along her clavicle, down through the dip of her breasts before I take one pert, perfect nipple into my mouth, nipping at the flesh until she squirms. She settles herself over top of me, her thighs squeezing my sides, shaking with trepidation.

      “I need you,” she says through a heated breath. I watch as her eyelashes flutter, the only light that can be seen is that of the light that surrounds us. Our magic. Our connection.

      “I need to feel you,” she says even as words seem to be a struggle for her right now.

      I let my fingers run down her back, over her tight little ass that looks so delicious in the jeans she often wears in the lab. I massage tender circles into her flesh, sliding my fingers up and down over her seam before teasing her just a hair.

      Not that I’ve had a multitude of partners by any means, but I know enough to know not everyone likes to be fingered or touched in certain places, but to my astonishment, Evie doesn’t balk at the touch. Instead, she wiggles her butt against my fingers, squeezing my cock enough to make me groan. So I push a little further, and when she lets out a squeak I stop.

      “Too much?” I ask, my own breath heavy with lust.

      I don’t know what’s gotten into me, but it’s like an animal inside me has been awakened, and I can’t stop it. But if she wants me to… I will.

      As much as it would pain me, I know I would do whatever this woman asked of me.

      I’ve already put a bullet through a monster for her, a monster who happened to be a man I once considered a close friend … what’s a little delayed gratification at this point?

      “No,” she shakes her head as she uses her free hand to push me back in the slightest, and I have to brace myself against the ground.

      Evie gently pushes me still, and I follow her touch as she presses one hand to my chest, until I’m flat on the ground, with her straddling my hips. Looking up at her from this angle, her golden hair falling around her shoulders, her bright eyes burning with fire and magic, I think I must be dreaming.

      Because how else could I be underneath someone so stunning, so powerful, and still be me?

      My hands slide up her thighs, as she leans down just a bit, bringing her lips to my ear.

      “I need you, Angel. I need to feel you inside of me, in every part of me. I need to feel all of you, of this—” She breathes those final words against my lips like a prayer, or a death sentence.

      I settle my hand over her hip, pulling her to meet my aching cock, which she lets go of.

      “Yo también te necesito, mi amor,” I whisper against her lips. She echoes my devotion with a slip of her tongue, with the softest thrust of her hips, taking me inside of her, and a shaky breath escapes me. I sink my fingernails into her skin as the animal inside me takes over, and I flip her onto her back, her back hitting the concrete floor with a thud. Instantly, I worry I hurt her, but when I see the magic around her flutter, glowing with that same healing glow I’d seen only moments ago, I know she is okay.

      Because we are together, we are one…

      I hook her leg around my hip, my gaze catching hers as I slowly thrust into her with all that I am, and all I’ll ever be.

      For there is nothing in the world that would ever compare to this.

      To the magic that we make.

      “Angel,” her voice is tight, and the desire in it is palpable. She’s so warm, wet, and tight I think I may not be able to last.

      I’ve had a fair amount of pussy in my life, but none have ever felt as good as this. Perfect.

      She fits me like a glove. I want to savor this moment, the feel of her wrapped around me, of her warmth, her fire. Evie lets out a sound that is somewhere between a groan and a whimper.

      “Angel please…”

      “Paciencia, Evie,” I tell her, though I’m not sure if I’m trying to convince her or myself.

      “No quiero esperar, Ángel. Por favor... hazme ver estrellas…”

      Hearing her voice so strained, so full of lust, not to mention the fact she is literally begging me to bring her to release… is what nails me in my coffin.

      The animal in me takes over, picking up the pace, and the sound of wet skin slapping, of labored breaths, is like a symphony. I crush my lips to hers as my pace quickens and Evie cries out against my lips, her release fulfilled. Her pussy throbs around my cock, pushing me over the edge and into oblivion. I still as I empty myself into her, as I give her every ounce of my body, mind, and soul, and then the light goes out, bathing us in darkness once more.

      But I’ve never felt so at peace.
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      EVIE

      I would never have imagined that I could sleep so well on a concrete floor in a silver-barred cage. But I do.

      And when I wake the next morning, it’s with the sudden realization of what has been missing from the formula Ivan’s had me working on.

      I’m still considering the options when I hear voices moving down the hallway toward the lab.

      “Angel,” I whisper, shaking him awake. “Someone’s coming.” Hurriedly, I pull my clothes on.

      Angel, still groggy, drags his pants over his hips, and by the time the lab door opens, we’re both clothed and standing, my shoulder pressed against his side, his arm curved around my waist.

      “Well,” Ivan says with a sneer as he enters the lab, “aren’t you two cozy?”

      We ignore his words, instead watching him carefully as he ushers Dr. Fitton and the hyena-man from the night before into the lab.

      “So,” Ivan continues, “have you decided what you’re going to do?”

      He’s looking directly at me, so I answer him, saying the words as if I truly mean them. “If you’re going to continue working on this formula, I want to help make sure no one else dies from it.”

      Ivan tilts his head and considers my words. “How will you do that?”

      “I think I’ve figured out the missing ingredient that will help stabilize the potion.”

      “Yeah? What’s that?”

      “Mandrake.”

      Dr. Fitton blinks. “Mandrake? But that’s poisonous.”

      “In large doses, yes. But it also has magical properties. And in small doses—when properly prepared, at least—it acts as a mild sedative. I think it could help the test subjects’ bodies accept the changes they’re undergoing.”

      Ivan stares at me, and I meet his gaze despite the distraction of his crackling black aura.

      That aura should have been my first warning to stay away from him, I realize. It’s only gotten worse as he’s continued his quest to perfect the potion he’s developing.

      “I will arrange to have mandrake delivered,” Ivan finally says.

      “No,” I object, then as Ivan raises his eyebrows at me, I quickly add, “I need to be able to make sure the plant was recently and properly harvested, that it hasn’t had its magical qualities drained away.”

      My claim is partially true—after all, improperly harvested mandrake plants lose their magical properties fairly quickly.

      But the main reason I want to get the plant myself is that I’m hoping to let someone know what’s going on in this nightmare lab.

      That hope is instantly quashed, though, when Ivan says, “Fine. Dr. Fitton will accompany you. And Jake will drive you.”

      Jake—the hyena-man who tossed me into this cage the night before—leers at me from where he stands behind Ivan.

      Dammit.

      It’ll be more difficult to get a message out with those two watching my every move.

      And to be honest, I’m not even sure who I could report Cambridge to. The police? Would they even believe that there’s a mad scientist creating hybrid shifters in his warehouse lab?

      One step at a time, Evie, I tell myself.

      Because I’m determined to find a way out of this hellhole, no matter how many people Ivan Cambridge has watching me.

      “I’ll be keeping an eye on your friend here,” Ivan tells me, gesturing at Angel. “Make one wrong move and he dies.”

      The shiver down my back tells me that his threat is absolutely real. He would follow through on it without a moment’s hesitation.

      I nod and follow Jake out the door.
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      I sit in the back seat of a black SUV, my arms crossed over my chest as I stare out the window. I’ve given Jake directions to the market on 35th Street, the one that looks like a health food store but houses an entire stock of witches’ supplies in the back room.

      Dr. Fitton keeps trying to engage me in conversation, but I’m not interested in talking to him. He’s apparently fine with the fact that Ivan Cambridge is conducting experiments on humans—the kinds of experiments that lead to the test subjects’ deaths.

      Or malformed, like Jake.

      When we get to the market, Jake pulls a hoodie on, using it to obscure his features.

      Because even in his fully human form, there’s still obviously something wrong with him. I can’t believe he doesn’t want to take down Cambridge himself. But he seems completely loyal to his monstrous boss.

      “Evie!” Lucy, the market owner, calls out as I walk into the shop. “It’s been so long since I’ve seen you.” She frowns as she examines my face. “Are you okay?”

      I force a smile. “Fine, thanks. I’m just stopping by to pick up some mandrake root. Preferably harvested with silver under a full moon.”

      Lucy nods. “I’ve got some in the back. Wait here.”

      She disappears for a moment and returns carrying a clear glass jar with the root inside.

      “This one’s pretty potent,” she warns me. “I wouldn’t handle it without gloves.”

      Peering at it through the glass, I examine the root carefully, sending a tiny spark of magic running through it to test its purity.

      I’m shocked by the results. Since my night with Angel, my powers seem to have grown almost exponentially. That single spark gives me a wealth of information.

      “This is exactly what I need,” I tell her.

      I don’t know if the root will completely stabilize the potion, but it should at least enable the subjects to shift. As I consider the options, it occurs to me that I might be able to develop a second potion, this one purely magic, that will stabilize them, keep Ivan’s shifters from going mad.

      It’s definitely going to have to be a two-step process, though.

      Jake pulls out a corporate credit card to pay, and Lucy raises her eyebrows as she reads the company name. Her gaze flicks up at me, and I want more than anything to tell her to call the police, but even as I’m thinking it, Jake looms behind me, his mere presence an implicit threat.

      So in the end, I simply say, “Thanks,” then take my purchase and follow Jake back to the SUV.

      By the time we get back to the warehouse, my stomach is roiling. Angel is still in the cage and Ivan is pacing as he waits for my return.

      As I begin preparing the mandrake, I explain to Fitton and Cambridge about my idea for a two-step process. “So this potion,” I say, gesturing at the vial of pink liquid, “will induce the change. And the next one will stabilize the shifters. Once I’m done with it, no one should have to ever die again from one of your tests.”

      Ivan clasps his hands together under his chin and nods. “Excellent. I’ll be in my office. Let me know when this first potion is finished.”

      Lucy was right—the mandrake requires careful handling, both magically and to keep its poison from soaking in through my pores.

      But two hours later, an updated version of the potion is complete. Like the last one, this potion can be created in small batches and then replicated.

      Dr. Fitton calls Ivan back in.

      My boss—now also my captor—examines the vial Dr. Fitton hands him. “It doesn’t look any different from the last batch,” he notes.

      “It does to me,” I say. “On a magical, cellular level.”

      “And how long will it take you to make a stabilizing potion?” Ivan asks.

      “A few days maybe? A week? I’m not entirely sure.” But I know that if I don’t make the second potion, Ivan will keep trying, killing more people in the process.

      “Well. Let’s see if we can speed that up a bit,” Ivan says. “Angel, you’re up. Come take this.”

      “No!” I protest, and lunge toward Ivan, some half-baked plan to grab the vial away from him running through my mind.

      But before I can get to my boss, Jake, who has been sitting in a chair in the corner of the room, stands up and backhands me.

      He’s stronger than he looks, and I fly across the room, crashing into a wall and sliding down to land in a crumpled heap on the floor.

      “Stop.” Angel’s voice echoes through the lab. “Promise not to hurt her again and I’ll take it.”

      “And if you don’t take it, I’ll have her killed,” Ivan promises.

      “You can’t,” I say to Angel, my tone turning pleading. “I can be certain this version won’t kill you.”

      He holds my gaze for a long moment “I trust you,” he says.

      Ivan laughs in delight. “Here you go.” He picks up a lab glove and uses it to open the cage door, letting Angel step out into the lab.

      “Angel! No,” I beg. “Don’t take it. It’s not ready yet.”

      Angel turns to me and shakes his head. “I have to. There’s nothing I wouldn’t do for you, Evie.”

      “Then live for me,” I beg him.

      He smiles, but it doesn’t reach his eyes.

      “It’s not going to kill me. I’m stronger than that.” And with that, he upends the bottle, draining it in one gulp.
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      ANGEL

      The elixir tastes as bad as it looks, and I almost vomit as soon as the taste hits my tongue, but I force myself to flush it through my system. I don’t need Ivan taking my reaction as some sign of refusal and taking it out on Evie.

      I’m doing this for her.

      I watch as her eyebrows furrow, as her face falls and her eyes fill with tears. I half expect to start smoking any moment like Q did, but I feel … fine.

      Aside from a little queasy, I don’t feel any different. Ivan grins, the light in his icy blue eyes making him look every bit the insane evil scientist I’ve come to learn that he is.

      Evie holds her breath as she looks at me.

      “Well isn’t that interesting,” Ivan says as he circles me.

      Dr. Fitton moves in front of me, adjusting his glasses.

      “Tell me what you are feeling right now, Mr. Rodriguez. Every little detail, even the ones that seem insignificant,” he says.

      I don’t look at him though. I look at Evie.

      “A little nauseous, but other than that I feel fine,” I say, because it's the truth.

      Maybe the potion wasn’t stable. Maybe it wasn’t a good batch, a dud.

      I hold onto that notion, hoping that maybe that will save us all some time, at least until Evie can make the potion Ivan requires…

      And no one gets hurt in the meantime. Time, that’s what we need. Time to execute a better plan.

      Dr Fitton takes my pulse, and a part of me wants to smack him away, but I’m also certain that would only feed into their little drama act. I need to let them do what they need to, and when they see I’m fine, they’ll exit and let Evie get back to what she needs to.

      “Pulse is stable,” Dr. Fitton says, looking at Ivan. They exchange a look that I can only describe as sketchy.

      “Time is five minutes,” Ivan says coolly. “Most have shifted by this point.”

      “I told you it wasn’t ready…” Evie protests. Ivan looks at her with a vicious grin.

      “Or perhaps,” his voice deepens, echoing into a strange growl as I watch him crack his neck. The veins there bulge and I notice his muscles start to stretch, and the distinct sound of bones crunching and snapping pops in the silence of the room.

      I’m horrified by the sight, but I can’t look away, like a train wreck. He’s one of them.

      My hackles rise and my blood races beneath my skin. I can feel my own muscles contracting, tendons pulling, and the queasiness gives way to something else, something different.

      Hunger.

      My mouth runs dry and my shoulders tense as I stare at the half-man half-beast in front of me.

      “…perhaps our dear Angel just needs a gentle push in the right direction," Ivan says, his voice some garbled mishmash of demonic and human.

      And then like some god damned Power Ranger, his entire body snaps, crackling and popping as his clothing tears apart at the seams, making way for thicker, furrier muscles. His waist bends and breaks until he’s hunched on the floor, claws digging at the concrete. When he rears his head, he isn’t human anymore.

      He’s a wolf. A large monstrous wolf with those same cold, icy mad eyes, and I am powerless to stop what happens to me.

      Inside my brain I know the wolf in front of me is a threat to me, to my mate.

      Mate?

      I’ve never called anyone a mate before, but this sudden, possessive voice in my brain knows without a doubt in the world that is what she is.

      Mine.

      And the moment Ivan’s glacial gaze drifts to Evie, it happens. Like a firecracker exploding on impact I feel my entire being shift.

      I know on some instinctual level that this is the only way I can protect what’s mine. My bones reforge into something completely foreign, and my body temperature rises. There isn’t any scent of smoke or charred flesh, only the scent of hot saliva, of disgusting mold and mildew, of bleach.

      I can smell everything in this room, feel every pulse and heartbeat that doesn’t belong to me.

      I open my mouth to speak, but instead all that comes out is an angry roar.

      Ivan opens his massive jaws and lets out an angry howl back, and then he lunges for Evie.

      Dr. Fitton steps in, but it’s no use, Ivan throws him to the side, and he hits his head on the silver bars, falling to the ground.

      Instinct takes over and I am scared to death. But the voice in my head, something so deep and full of fire tells me he’s got this.

      We’ve got this.

      All I need to do is give him control.

      This … entity that didn’t exist before in my consciousness begs me to let him in, to let him take over. I don’t understand it, but there’s no time for a crash course. Not when Ivan is challenging me for what’s mine.

      So I say yes.

      What else can I say?

      And the moment I let him in, it’s like I’m watching my own life from outside of it–astral projection. I’m forced into a corner of my mind, watching, feeling … but I have no control over my body or what I’m doing. Ivan tackles Evie to the ground, hissing, snarling as his jaws close around her wrist. I pounce on him, knocking him off of her with ease. He shakes his large head, growling out a ferocious sound that is neither animal nor human. I don’t waste time as I jump, forcing my large paws on his furry chest.

      Paws?

      Nothing is making sense and feels like a damn fever dream. Ivan bites at my neck forcing me back on the ground, and I’m caught off guard. In a split second our places are reversed, with him pinning me down, his hot breath and sharp fangs inches from my neck, where I can feel my blood rushing like a volcano full of lava.

      Evie cries out, and that's what does it.

      I’m powerless to control my body as it snaps back into place, my bones cracking and popping until the fur retracts, and I shrink back to what I know.

      I’m acutely aware as I stare up at a large, vicious wolf face that I’m naked, bleeding, and I feel like I’ve been hit by a truck.

      “Angel!” Evie shouts as she runs. Ivan purrs with contentment as he steps off of me, stepping back to shift back to himself. As I watch the process, I’m both in awe and terrified at the reality of what’s just happened. To me, to us.

      What this means…

      Ivan stands there, naked and fully on display with that evil shit-eating grin of his as Evie pulls me into her arms, and Dr. Fitton finds the strength to stand.

      “You have one week, Evie. Do make it count. Angel’s life may depend on it,” he says as he wipes his lips of blood. My eyes dip to Evie’s wrist, where she holds me, the red crimson blood making the animal in me pace with frustration.

      We were too late. He hurt what is ours … and mark our words he will pay.

      If it is the last thing I do.
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      REED OWENS

      Surely this isn’t the headquarters for WolfBane, Inc.

      Once again, I check the address I noted in my phone, then compare it to the door in front of me. It’s a small space in a strip mall, bookended on either side by a hairdresser and a Chinese restaurant.

      I would have expected Ivan Cambridge to have a better office than this. After all, he owns at least a third of the buildings in the city. Surely, he could come up with something more… professional.

      But it’s a match to the address he gave me, so with a shrug, I tug open the glass door.

      There’s no secretary inside, though there’s a desk in the front room piled high with folders and papers.

      The whole place has an odd smell, strangely musty and almost animalistic.

      “Reed Owens?” Cambridge himself pops his head out of a door.

      “That’s me.”

      “Come on back. Sorry about the mess—we’ve been working on a project that’s taken up nearly all my time.”

      I follow him into an inner office, no neater than the one out front. He must have been really busy for it to have gotten this bad.

      “So,” he says, taking a seat behind the desk and waving me to the single straight-backed chair in front of it, “you’re here to interview for the property manager position.”

      “I am,” I say, keeping my voice calm and professional. The last thing I want to do is sound as desperate as I truly am.

      This is my last chance to find a job in the city. If Cambridge doesn’t offer me a position, I’m going to have to sell my house and move somewhere cheaper.

      And I don’t want to do that.

      Until last year, I had a thriving commercial real estate business. Hell, I’d even sold buildings to WolfBane, though I haven’t met Cambridge himself until today. When the real estate market crashed, my sales dried up.

      Now I’ve burned through most of my savings, I’ve sold off several properties of my own, and I’m down to being able to survive for only a few more months if I don’t find work soon.

      Part of me wants to lean in and tell Cambridge, If you don’t give me this job, I’m screwed.

      But desperation is never attractive.

      So instead, I hand him a printout of my resume—even though I already emailed him a copy, I learned long ago to never trust another person to be as organized as I am—and begin highlighting my experience.

      Cambridge nods as I speak, his bright blue eyes examining me closely. He doesn’t ask any questions.

      When I finally wind down, he continues staring at me.

      Okay. This guy is strange.

      But then he says, “Can you start tomorrow?”

      I blink, surprised. “Really?”

      Cambridge laughs. “Really. I need someone who can start immediately, and you clearly have the kind of experience that will make you a perfect property manager.”

      “That’s definitely true,” I agree. “And yes, I can start tomorrow.”

      “Perfect.” Cambridge’s eyes bore into me, and I have to fight the urge to squirm in my uncomfortable chair. “Meet me here at nine tomorrow morning and we’ll get started on your employment paperwork.”

      I leave the messy office vacillating between euphoria—I have a job! I’m not going to have to choose between selling my paid-off home and starving to death!—and something less immediately identifiable.

      Something like… fear?

      Am I really afraid of Ivan Cambridge?

      No, I tell myself. I’m simply nervous about starting a new job.

      Nonetheless, my heart pounds as I get into my car and head home.

      Because something about Cambridge seems… off. Like he’s hiding a plethora of secrets behind those icy eyes of his.

      Like he might stab me in the back the second I turn away from him.

      And yet, the man is my new boss.

      Everything is going to be fine.

      Even if I am talking to myself.

      Anyway, this job is just a holdover position, something to keep the electricity on and my house stocked with food until the real estate market recovers.

      It’s not going to be some kind of bizarre life-changing event.

      Right?
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        * * *

      

      Enjoyed this story? Be sure to leave a review! Want to find out what happens next in the Scared Shiftless world? Check out Deep Shift, Book 1 of the series. Want to read the rest of Evie & Angel’s story? Be sure to sign up to be notified when more Scared Shiftless books release!
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        It’s time to reclaim his long lost queen.

      

      

      

      Cait

      

      The moment I arrive at Dunshee House, I know that something isn’t right. The dark and dangerous man who’s haunted my dreams, feels closer now than ever before. He’s here waiting for me. He’s going to claim me, body and soul and there’s not a thing I can do to stop him.

      

      Fionn

      

      For centuries I’ve waited for my queen to return to me. Now she’s here, within my grasp, I intend to bind her to me for eternity. Once I’ve claimed her, she’ll never leave my side again.

      

      Dark Dreams is a Fae romance with some darker themes. It is a revised version of a short story previously published as In Darkest Dreams in the Captured by Darkness anthology. It is the prequel to the Realms of the Sithean series by Sassa Daniels (writing as S.A. Daniels) and Alys Fraser.
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      Cait

      

      The moment I sense his presence, my skin starts to tingle. He’s here in my room, the man whose face I’ve never seen. Concealing his identity with the hood of his cloak pulled low, he emerges from the shadows. With slow, deliberate steps, he prowls toward the bed. There’s time to get away, to run for the door, but I’m transfixed. Helpless to react, I lie there, perfectly still, as the mattress dips. He slides the sheet down my body, inch by inch, exposing me to his burning gaze.

      A cool breeze whispers over my skin, but that’s not what sends the shiver skittering down my spine. It’s his hand grasping my ankle, then slowly drifting upward. His touch is firm, possessive. He acts as if he owns me. Though I fear what he might do, I don’t try to flee. I can’t, because some depraved part of me wants this, to be taken by the monster in the dark.

      As afraid as I am, I still revel in his touch. His fingers continue their exploration and my pussy clenches in anticipation. Against all reason, I wriggle my hips, impatient for his touch.

      “Shh, little one,” he whispers mockingly. “All in good time.”

      A moan slips from my throat as he cups my feminine mound. He comes over me and I shudder as his lips press against mine. He claims my mouth in a kiss that has nothing to do with affection. It’s a brutal statement of intent. He’s going to make me his.

      I don’t know this man, but I sense the darkness in him. He’s dangerous, a predator who’s not of the mortal world. He has me in his grasp, but I don’t even try to get away. His hand wraps around my throat, and my pulse rate spikes. He doesn’t squeeze, just rests his hand there to let me know he could choke me if he wanted to.

      Fear courses through my veins as he comes closer to whisper words I’ve heard a hundred times before.

      “Surrender to me, Cait. You’re mine.”

      I wake with a start, hands shaking and brow sweating. As I try to sit forward, something pulls me back. At first I think it’s him, trying to drag me back into the dream. Then I realize it’s just my seatbelt. Heat rises to my cheeks as I remember I’m in a car and I’m not alone. There’s a driver up front and my English professor, Val Barton, is in the back seat next to me.

      “I’m sorry.” I run a hand through my hair. “I don’t usually fall asleep like that.”

      “It’s okay, sweetie.” She reaches over to give my knee a reassuring squeeze. Her overly familiar manner makes me uncomfortable but I don’t want to offend her by asking her to stop with the cutesy names and the touchy-feely stuff. She’s just one of those people who’s open with her affections. “It’s been a long drive, but your journey is almost at an end.”

      Why your journey and not our journey? Something about her wording seems off to me, but I don’t give it much thought. She often puts things in ways I wouldn’t. I suppose it’s what happens when you spend your life studying books. You pick up different ways of saying things. Despite having a few odd little quirks or perhaps because of them, Val is the most popular member of the Arts and Humanities Faculty at Barnham University.

      A pretty woman, with ageless features and a glowing complexion, she has an ethereal quality to her. It’s impossible to guess how old she is, but the pure white hair flowing down her back suggests she’s closer to the end of her career than the beginning. It’ll be a loss to the university when she eventually retires. She’s one of those professors whose classes are always full. People are drawn to her. She insists students call her by her first name, invites them to sumptuous dinners at her house and organizes weekends away, like the one we’re embarking on now.

      Although eight of us are supposed to attend this writing retreat in Scotland, I’m the only one who was given the honor of accompanying Val on the journey. The others will be joining us tomorrow. Val said she wanted to spend a little one-on-one time with me. I’m not sure why I was singled out for special treatment, but I hope no-one resents me for it. Fitting in at college hasn’t been easy for me. My shyness has always been a barrier to making friends. The last thing I need is to be alienated because a professor decided to give me some extra attention.

      I turn to look out of the window, but can see nothing. Pressing my nose to the glass, I screw up my eyes, trying to glimpse something through the fog. I understand now why they call it pea soup. The fog is so dense, it’s completely impenetrable. We must be passing houses, trees, fields, but there’s not a single feature visible. There’s nothing out there but a swirling gray mass.

      “I can’t see a thing,” I grumble.

      “Don’t worry. We’ll get there in one piece. Angus assures me he knows these roads well.”

      “Angus?”

      Val nods toward the front of the car, to the dark-haired driver who hasn’t uttered a single word since he picked us up at the airport. Val must have struck up a conversation with him while I was asleep.

      “Now, tell me, sweetie, did you have another of your strange dreams?”

      I stare at her for a moment, bewildered. Another of my strange dreams? I don’t recall mentioning to her that my sleep has been disturbed by unsettling visions. It’s not something I want to discuss with her in any case, so I lie.

      “Uh, no, I have no idea what I was dreaming about.”

      Pursing her lips, she studies my face for a moment. She doesn’t believe me. A frown pulls her eyebrows down into a deep V. I don’t know why it matters to her if I was dreaming or not but the harsh scowl on her face tells me it does. I fidget with the button on my coat as her scrutiny makes me uncomfortable. Then, suddenly, she shakes off her disapproval, smiling as the car rolls to a stop with gravel crunching beneath its tires.

      “We’re here.”

      My first impression as I get out of the car is that Dunshee House is a bleak, lonely place. Though I can’t see what lies around us, I sense the desolation. Ordinarily, I might blame the fog for instilling this strange feeling of doom in me, but it isn’t that. There’s something frightening about this place. Bad things have happened here. I know it in my soul.

      Instinct tells me to go back to the car and ask Angus to take me as far from here as possible, but my rational mind tells me I’m being ridiculous. The arduous journey and my restive sleep have put me on edge. As Val comes to stand beside me, I remember once more than I am not alone. I need to get a grip before I start to look foolish.

      “Shall we get out of this miserable fog?” Val asks. “I don’t know about you, sweetie, but I could use a nice, warm drink.”

      Shaking off my apprehension, I let her lead me to the door. As she rings the bell to announce our arrival, a breath skates across the back of my neck. My shoulders tense.

      “You’re here now, Cait. You’re mine.”

      Startled, I spin around. There’s nobody behind me. Of course there isn’t. It’s just my mind playing tricks. The only other person around here is Angus, who’s busy getting our luggage from the trunk of the car.

      “Is something wrong?” Concern clouds Val’s piercing blue eyes.

      “No, I…..” My brow furrows as I spot something, just off to the left of the house, a great mound rising from the earth. It’s hard to make out how big it is in this fog. “What is that?”

      “Dunshee Hill. Remember, I told you the house was built close to a faerie mound.”

      Yes, she did say that. We’re supposed to use the hill as inspiration for our stories on this writing weekend she’s brought us all on. Val says the area has loads of interesting legends attached to it, that there’s plenty to get our creative juices flowing.

      “I thought it would be farther away. Doesn’t it overshadow the house?”

      Before Val can offer an opinion, the door swings open. A tall, dark-haired woman stands there. Perhaps in her late thirties, she has the most delicate features. Like Val there’s something otherworldly about her. The more I look at her, the more she starts to resemble Val. It’s quite uncanny.

      “Valenna!” The woman smiles broadly. “It’s good to have you home.”

      Valenna? I always assumed her name was Valerie. It’s not the way the other woman addresses my professor that makes me frown, though. It’s that she welcomed her home. I turn to Val, confused.

      “I didn’t realize you were from here.”

      “Oh, yes.” Val grabs my hand and pulls me into the house with her. “I was born close by. Didn’t I say?”

      “No, you didn’t”

      In fact, I’m sure she said she’d never been north of Edinburgh before. She said it would be an adventure to visit the Highlands for the first time with her favorite students. At least, that’s what I think she said. I scrub a hand over my face. It’s been a long day. I might be getting things muddled.

      “Oh, well, it’s of no matter. Allow me to introduce you to Rowan.” She gestures to the other woman in case there’s any doubt who she’s talking about. “Rowan, this is our dear Cait.”

      It’s an odd way to introduce me, but at this stage I’m getting used to Val’s quirks.

      “Cait.” There’s almost a reverence in the way she says my name. Her gray eyes glisten as she clasps my hand. “I am so pleased you’re finally here.”

      Oh, shit. Has she been waiting for us to arrive? I guess we are pretty late, what with the fog slowing us down. A strange, uncomfortable silence settles. The two women stare at me as though waiting for me so say something.

      “I’m…eh…I’m pleased to be here.”

      “Good.” Rowan smiles brightly. “Now, can I get you something to drink?”

      I shake my head.

      “I’d just like to get to bed.”

      Val rubs my arm affectionately.

      “Are you sure?”

      “Yes.” I step away from her. “I’m exhausted.”

      “In that case,” Rowan says, “let me show you to your room. You remember where the kitchen is, Valenna?”

      “I do.” Val pulls me into a tight hug. “Sleep well, mo bhanrigh.”

      I have no idea what she called me, but I recognize it as Scottish Gaelic. Something about it resonates with me. A snippet of something flashes into my mind, an image of a pretty, silver crown sitting on a blue silk cushion. The picture is so vivid, I could reach out and touch the beautifully crafted metal with its intricate rose detailing.

      As suddenly as the image was conjured up, it evaporates, leaving me confused. It seemed so real, like a memory rather than a figment of my imagination. Shaking my head, I follow Rowan up the grand wooden staircase leading from the entry hall and along a narrow corridor. She pushes open a door at the end and switches on a light.

      “This is where you will sleep.”

      The room is beautiful. A large, four-poster bed, hung with wispy white muslin drapes dominates the space. It’s decorated in pretty pastel colors, with floral wallpaper and a light blue carpet. Fresh pink roses in a delicate crystal vase sit on an oak dressing table. It’s homely.

      “Are you sure I can’t get you a drink?” Rowan asks. “Some warm milk to help you sleep?”

      I’m about to tell her not to go to any bother and then I reconsider. Lately, I’ve not been sleeping well and it might be worth trying a hot drink to soothe my mind.

      “Actually, that sounds nice.”

      Rowan smiles.

      “Then why don’t you get yourself ready for bed and I’ll be back with your drink in just a minute.”

      Before I can tell her I don’t have my things, Angus appears in the doorway, carrying my battered leather case. It’s a bit old-fashioned but I was drawn to the shabby suitcase when I saw it in the window of a thrift store. I love vintage things. I’ve always had this feeling I was born in the wrong era. My heart lies somewhere in the past.

      “Thank you, Angus,” I say as he drops the suitcase on the floor by my feet.

      He just grunts in response and leaves. Rowan follows him from the room. While waiting for her to come back, I take a look around. Being nosy, I open the drawers in the large chest and find them empty. There’s a huge wooden wardrobe opposite the bed that has a couple of long, silky dresses in it. Both are a shimmering white. They look like bridal gowns. I wonder what they’re doing there and then realize it’s none of my business.

      I push open the door to the left of the wardrobe and find a bathroom. Its floor is white marble. It has one of those tubs with the claw feet and a rolled top. I make a note to enjoy a long soak n there before the weekend is over. Closing the door, I grab my suitcase and lift it up onto the stool at the dressing table. I retrieve my favorite cotton shorts pajamas and change quickly.

      As I’m laying my jeans and shirt carefully over the back of an overstuffed armchair in the corner of the room, there’s a soft knock at the door. Rowan comes in with a large mug, which she sets down on the nightstand, and turns back the cover for me to get into bed. It’s a strange thing to do, but as I rest back on the pillows, she tucks me in. I can’t remember the last time someone put me to bed, but it's kind of nice.

      “Here.” Rowan hands me the mug. “Drink this.”

      Accepting the mug from her, I take a sip. The drink is warm and sweet with a hint of spice. “Is that cinnamon?”

      “Something like that.”

      “Hmm,” I murmur sleepily. “It’s nice.”

      “Drink a little more.” Rowan puts her hand at the bottom of the mug and tilts it toward my lips. I swallow another couple of mouthfuls, before yawning widely.

      My eyelids feel heavy. I couldn’t keep them open even if I wanted to. Rowan takes the mug from my hand and I settle down, burrowing deep into the pillows. Mere seconds later, I drift off to sleep.
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      Fionn

      

      Even as I watch her sleeping a mere whisper away from me, I can’t quite believe she’s here. Three thousand suns have set since Cait was lost to me, but when the stars align in just twenty-four human hours, she will finally be mine once more. This time, things will be different. I was too lenient with her before. Now, I will place a collar around her throat, binding her to me for eternity.

      I long to touch her, to run my hands all over her in real life and not just her dreams. It’s all I can do to resist going to her and declaring my intent to possess her. I like the new form she’s taken. This version of Cait is stunning. She’s tall, pale and willowy, a raven-haired beauty. She’s almost the woman she was before she fled our realm. It kills me that I can’t fuck her yet, but she must remain untouched until the right moment. Then I can do everything with her my depraved mind has imagined. For now, all I can do is torment her dreams.

      Before I have the chance to reach out to push my way back into her unconscious thoughts, the great oak doors to my throne room open and Valenna enters. Under normal circumstances, the intrusion would anger me. When I ask not to be disturbed, I expect my subjects to obey. But my faithful huntress has pleased me. I can’t be angry at the woman who’s done what dozens of others before her have failed to do. She found my beloved queen and brought her back within my grasp.

      “Sire.” She drops to her knees and presses a kiss to my calfskin boot in a show of deference.

      “Valenna.” I take her arms and pull her to her feet as I also get to mine. “You have pleased me greatly.”

      “Then you are certain it is her, sire?”

      I nod. The frail human she found does indeed possess the essence of my queen.

      “You have some doubt, Valenna?”

      “No, sire. In my heart, I knew it was her. I recognized my queen’s grace and beauty the moment I laid eyes on her, but we’ve been disappointed so many times before.”

      I don’t miss the shudder that passes through her as she glances around the hall. The lifeless heads of her predecessors are displayed in glass boxes, along with those others who’ve betrayed me throughout the long millennia of my reign. It’s a macabre monument to their failure to do my bidding. Valenna has no need to worry. She won’t meet such a fate. I put a finger beneath her chin and she raises her eyes to mine.

      “Cait is my queen. You found her and brought her to me. You will be rewarded.”

      Valenna bows her head.

      “Thank you, sire.”

      Inclining my head, I allow a smile to touch my lips. When my people please me, I am a benevolent ruler. When they don’t, well, that’s another story.

      “Now, tell me, Valenna, do we have any leads on what she did with the amulet?”

      When my queen fled, she took with her a gold and emerald amulet bearing the sigil of the Kingdom of Saorsa, our closest neighbors. It came into my possession many years ago. Imbued with magical powers, the amulet is vital to my cousin Niall’s rule. Through the amulet, the king’s fated mate is identified. The woman who holds it will wield great power. Without the amulet, Niall is unable to take a queen and the future of his realm hangs in the balance. I have no idea what Cait’s purpose was in taking the talisman with her, but every moment it is out of my sight, the risk of my cousin retrieving it grows.

      “No, sire.” Valenna’s tone betrays her anxiety. “She didn’t have it among her things.”

      “Hmm.” I didn’t expect the amulet to be easy to find. “It is of no matter, Valenna. The queen will tell me where it is soon enough.”

      Obtaining the information from Cait is something to look forward to.  There are many methods I can use to make her tell me what I want to know and all of them will be pleasurable for me.

      With a flick of the wrist, I dismiss Valenna. Bowing low, she backs away, then turns and leaves the room. I drop back onto my magnificent throne, carved from the trunk of a single elm tree, and focus my mind on Cait.

      I’ve been entering her dreams more and more. It drains my energy, but I’m desperate to be close to her. She feels my presence and that feeds my desire. Her dreams disturb her and that piques my arousal.

      Some part of her recognizes me, I think. She suspects something is different about these dreams, but can’t put the pieces together. The centuries she’s spent in the human realm have eroded her memories. With each reincarnation she’s undergone, her connection to our world has faded a little more, but soon she will remember it all.

      As soon as the rituals are completed, I will bring her home. Her punishment for the agonies she’s caused me will be harsh. By the time I’m finished with her, she will know who owns her mind, body and eternal soul. Quieting my mind, I reach out to her once more.
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      Cait

      

      Soft leather wraps around my wrists, binding me to the slats of the headboard. Completely naked, I’m laid out on the bed like an offering. My legs are spread wide, my ankles tethered. Panic rises inside me and I struggle against the manacles, trying to break free. It’s no use. I’m trapped here, as much by my own desires as I am by the restraints.

      A shiver runs through me as he approaches. The wooden frame creaks beneath me as he climbs onto the bed and slowly crawls toward me. At the first touch of his ice-cold fingers, my breath hitches. He curves a hand around my breast, squeezing hard. Tears spring to my eyes, but he doesn’t loosen his grip. This is a statement of ownership. He’s letting me know my body is his to do with as he pleases.

      Yet again, I see nothing of his face, but I catch a glimpse of his hair, a strand of shimmering silver beneath the dark hood of his cloak. Who is this man? He’s not of this world, that much I know.

      “What do you want from me?” I ask.

      “Everything,” he whispers in reply.

      His fingers delve into my feminine folds and he murmurs contentedly.

      “You’re wet for me, mo chridhe.”

      “No,” I say, but he isn’t interested in my feeble denials.

      His fingers find my throbbing clit and he strokes me more gently than I expect. As pleasure blooms inside me, my pussy clenches. But he doesn’t allow me to climax. He sits back and I think he’s going to leave, but he hasn’t finished yet. He moves between my legs and kneels there, his cock in his hand. Even in the darkness, I see how large it is. I’m not ready for this.

      “Please don’t hurt me,” I whisper.

      Does he know I’m still a virgin? I doubt he even cares. I clench my eyes shut and wait for the searing pain as he invades my body. It doesn’t come. I open my eyes to see his fist wrapped around his cock as he slowly pumps up and down. Some sick fascination compels me to watch as my tormentor pleasures himself. He groans and moves his hand up and down his shaft, his pace growing faster. Reaching his peak, he throws back his head and roars. Jets of semen spurt out. There’s so much of it, I know he can’t be human.

      When he’s done, he leans over to whisper in my ear.

      “Soon, I’ll take your virgin pussy, Cait. Soon, I’ll make you mine.”
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      Cait

      

      Daylight streams in through the window as I sit up and look around the room. Somewhere in the distance, birds are singing. I take deep breaths to steady my nerves after yet another vivid dream. There doesn’t seem to be a clock in here, so I get up to fetch my cellphone from my purse. I can’t see it anywhere. My suitcase is still sitting on the stool where I left it, but my purse doesn’t appear to be here. I close my eyes and try to remember if I had it with me when I came into the house. I don’t think I did. It must still be in the car.

      There’s nothing I can do about it right now, so I start to get ready for the day. When I go into the bathroom, I realize there’s no shower. I don’t want to run a bath. The enormous tub looks like it would take ages to fill. In the absence of other options, I grab a cloth and give myself a quick wash at the sink. It’s not ideal, but it will have to do.

      When I’m finished, I return to the bathroom and stand in front of the mirror at the dresser to do my hair. I scoop it up into a ponytail and apply a little raspberry-flavored lip gloss. Then I dress in my standard uniform of jeans and a casual white shirt. I slip my feet into my checkered Vans and go to open the drapes.

      The view is stunning. Yesterday’s fog has lifted and I can see nothing but green fields in one direction and a dense forest in the other. The sun is already bright, which makes me think I’ve slept longer than I intended.

      As I head downstairs, I catch a glimpse of Dunshee Hill through the window. It casts a pretty big shadow over this side of the house, but it’s farther away than I believed it was last night. There’s something familiar about its distinctive shape, the almost flat peak that makes it look like a dormant volcano. A sudden chill creeps over me, though I can’t explain why.

      Shaking off the inexplicable feeling of dread, I make my way downstairs in search of my hostess. The house really is beautiful, but most of it is decorated in darker tones than the bedroom I slept in last night. The corridors are lined with wood paneling and the carpet is a dark green, giving it an oppressive feel.

      I follow the sound of voices and find Rowan and Valenna sitting in a large dining room. It’s incredible. A large wooden table fills the space. There are chairs around it to seat twenty people. Opulent red drapes frame enormous bay windows looking out over the hill. The most impressive feature, however, is the massive gold chandelier hanging over the table. I’d bet my life it’s the real thing and not some gilded reproduction.

      “Come in and sit down.” Rowan beckons me into the room as she rises to her feet. “Would you like some breakfast? How about a nice omelet?”

      “An omelet would be great. Oh, and some toast if you have it.”

      I’m absolutely ravenous this morning.

      “It won’t be a minute.” Rowan heads for the door. “Help yourself to some tea or coffee while you wait.”

      As I reach for the silver coffee pot on the table, I notice the time on the clock on the wall opposite me.

      “Nine thirty! I never sleep this late.”

      “Something about being her must agree with you,” Val says.

      “I’m not sure about that.” I’ve had an odd, unsettled feeling from the moment we first got here.

      “Oh?” Val studies me closely as I pour my coffee. “Did you have another disturbed night?”

      “No, just a vivid dream.” I really don’t want to talk to her about the man who’s been haunting my sleep. She’ll probably want to analyze each detail, to find some deep-rooted reason for my nocturnal disturbances. I sip my coffee and then change the subject. “So, when will the others get here?”

      “Around lunchtime.”

      That’s later than I expected. The weekend will be half over before they get here.

      “So, what do we do until then?”

      “Well, I thought after breakfast you might like to take a walk up Dunshee Hill. The views from the top are spectacular.”

      “Okay, yes, I’d like that.”

      “What would you like?” Rowan asks as she returns to the room. She places two plates down in front of me, one with a fluffy omelet on it and the other with two slices of toast. I’m not sure how she managed to whip this up in the short time she was out of the room, but I’m not about to query it when my stomach is growling.

      “Cait and I are going to take a walk up Dunshee Hill.”

      “Good. You will have an excellent guide in Valenna.” Rowan sits at the head of the table. “She knows its history well.”

      “As does Rowan,” Val tells me as I take a bite of the delicious omelet. It’s seasoned just right with the merest hint of salt and pepper. “She’s lived here all her life. She’s never strayed from this place.”

      My eyes widen as I swallow a mouthful of food. “You’ve never left here?”

      Rowan shakes her head. “My soul is bound to this place. Why would I ever leave?”

      It seems odd, but I guess it’s not for me to judge. I haven’t exactly traveled the world either. In fact, apart from a family holiday to Paris when I was a child, I’ve never been outside of the UK.

      “So, you know all of Dunshee’s secrets, then?”

      “A few.”

      “Okay, so why is it called Dunshee?”

      “Well, dun means fortress and shee is from sithe, the Gaelic word for faerie.”

      “So, faerie fortress, then.” I pop another forkful of omelet into my mouth, savoring its buttery, eggy taste. Rowan inclines her head, confirming I’ve understood the name correctly. “Why is it called that?”

      Rowan looks to Val as if seeking her permission to answer. Val nods, letting her know it’s okay. Their exchange seems odd to me. It’s as if Val holds some authority over the other woman. I guess it’s not my place to query it.

      “Well,” Rowan says, “according to legend, the hill conceals the entrance to the great kingdom of Laidir.”

      “Laidir.” There’s something familiar about that name. “And I suppose a great king ruled this great kingdom.”

      “Yes, Fionn.”

      “Fionn.” Again, something resonates with me.

      “It means fair-haired,” Val says. “For millennia, he ruled Laidir with his beautiful queen by his side. The kingdom prospered, but then rebellion broke out. Afraid for her life amid the chaos, the queen fled to the mortal realm. Fionn waits for her return.”

      A man’s face flashes into my mind. He’s pale, thin and stunningly handsome. My heart pounds as a shiver runs down my spine. Then I picture a woman, tall with hair as dark as mine, running from him, her white gown billowing in the night breeze. “She didn’t flee from the rebellion. She was escaping him.”

      Val and Rowan exchange a look I can’t decipher.

      “What makes you say that, sweetie?”

      “I don’t know. It just felt like it was the truth.”

      “Well, perhaps it is. Fionn is a great ruler, but a hard man. He made many harsh demands of his queen.”

      “I thought faeries were benevolent creatures.”

      “Oh, they can be,” Rowan replies, “but they’re not the cute little things you find in children’s books. For a start, they’re tall and beautiful. They don’t have wings and they can’t fly. They’re proud and courageous beings.”

      “Really?” It’s a bit disappointing. I loved reading about faeries when I was younger.

      “And they’re capable of great wickedness,” Rowan continues. “Our lore is full of wrathful, jealous beings, wreaking misery on hapless humans, and each other. Faeries can be possessive. Once they have you in their grasp, they never want to let you go.”

      Rowan must see me shudder at the thought as she reaches across the table to lay a reassuring hand on my arm.

      “But, of course, they are also very gifted in the arts,” she continues. “They celebrate the beautiful things in life. They crave pleasure and it you please them, they offer great reward.”

      I nod, taking in what she’s just said. Then I shake my head, laughing at the serious tone of the conversation.

      “We’re talking about faeries as if they’re real.”

      “You’re not a believer?” Rowan asks.

      “Uh, no, I mean the stories are interesting, but the idea of some supernatural realm existing alongside ours? No, I don’t believe in that.”

      “Well, then.” Val pushes her chair back from the table and gets to her feet. “Let’s see if a walk up Dunshee Hill changes your mind.”
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      Fionn

      

      The traitor’s cries are the sweetest music to my ears. Cormac once stood by my side, a man I was pleased to call my brother. He and I fought and won many battles together. There was no-one I trusted more. I even allowed him to spend the occasional night in my queen’s bed. And how did he repay my kindness? He decided to help Cait flee from Laidir. When I was distracted by a minor rebellion in my kingdom, he set her free.

      Since the night he slipped into our private apartments and released her from the shackles binding her to our bed, Cormac has been my prisoner. He’s been chained to the cold, stone wall in a remote corner of my palace where, each day, he’s forced to atone for his sins against me.

      Now, bound to a post in the center of the room, he remains defiant, despite the whipping he’s received. He refuses to repent, to kiss my foot and beg him for the forgiveness I would grant in a heartbeat. Despite everything, I love him still.

      As Brant, my Captain of the Guard, raises the whip to lay another lash across the prisoner’s back, I shake my head. For today, at least, the punishment is over. I turn to Brant.

      “Leave us.”

      The flaxen-haired warrior bows in deference and retreats from the room. I pick up a dagger from the table in the corner of the chamber. It’s a beautifully crafted weapon, its handle fashioned from silver and studded with the finest jewels. Cormac’s eyes widen as I stalk toward him.

      “Such a pity you chose to betray me. We could have done great things together, you and I.”

      He doesn’t respond, choosing instead to glower at me with violent eyes that burn with hatred.

      “Tell me, why did you help my queen flee to the mortal realm?”

      It’s a question he’s been asked every single day. He’s never given an answer. He’s been impressively steadfast in his refusal to tell me what I did to provoke such disloyalty. We were friends since infancy. When I ascended to the throne upon my father’s death, I raise Cormac up to the highest station, that of the King’s bodyguard.

      “Was it because you fell in love with her? Did you think helping her would make her love you back?”

      His eyes flash with fire and there’s venom in his voice as he spits back at me.

      “Did you think that holding her prisoner, forcing her to submit to your will, would make her love you?”

      There’s no denying I restricted my queen’s freedom. It was partly because of my own ruthless nature, the need to have her obedience, and partly to keep her safe. Any challenger to my rule could have tried to get to me through her. I bound her to me ruthlessly for her own protection.

      “She did love me. She worshiped me and soon she will again.”

      My words get the reaction I wanted. Cormac’s mouth opens in surprise. He can’t help himself. He has to know.

      “You found her?”

      “I did. She’s with Rowan and Valenna as we speak. Tonight, I bring her home.”

      “No!” The agony on his face is greater than I’ve ever seen from him, despite the torments that have been visited upon him since he betrayed me.

      I step up and place my hand on his shoulder before driving the dagger deep into his right side. He roars in pain. The wound will hurt, but it won’t kill him. We Fae are not so easily dispatched from this life.

      “You will bear witness as I reclaim my queen.” I want him front and center at the ceremony. “And then, my friend, you will be dealt with.”

      Still unable to entertain the thought of killing him, I turn and stride from the room. I don’t know what I will do with Cormac once Cait is by my side, but I cannot dwell on that right now. There are preparations to be made before my queen comes home. Knowing Cormac will be there, helpless to intervene as I take my bride only heightens my anticipation. I can hardly wait.
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      Cait

      

      The view from the top of Dunshee Hill is incredible, well worth the ache I have in my side after the steep climb up the final fifty yards. There’s a busy road down below, but it’s far enough away for all the sounds of the traffic to be muffled. Looking straight out, there’s nothing but fields, woodland and, in the distance, a river. There are no buildings anywhere in sight, apart from Dunshee House, which looks tiny from up here.

      As I look out over the largely unspoiled countryside, a shiver lifts my shoulders and sets them back down again. Despite the heat of the sun, I feel cold. Glancing around the wide, flat peak of the hill, something unpleasant occurs to me.

      “People have died here.”

      “They have,” Val confirms.

      “What happened?”

      “Well, over the centuries, people have come here looking for a way into the faerie realm. One man tried to climb the hill late at night. He stumbled in the dark and cracked his head open on a rock when he fell. Another had a heart attack before he reached the peak. And then there was that poor woman…..”

      Her voice trails off, as though she’s decided not to share more of the story.

      “What woman?”

      “Well, she climbed to the top one winter’s night, completely naked. She sat over there, by the stone slab.”

      I turn to look at the spot Val points to. There’s a large, flat stone, barely visible in the long grass. It doesn’t look like it belongs there. Perhaps it’s an ancient grave marker, or something.

      “She froze to death, right there.”

      “I’m surprised she got as far as she did with no clothes on. It must have been bitterly cold.”

      “Well, yes, but humans can do extraordinary things when they’re determined enough, and she was clearly on a mission. When they found her, she was clutching an iron dagger to her chest.”

      “An iron dagger? Does that hold some meaning?”

      “Oh, yes. Some people believe iron objects can be used to create a fissure between this world and the supernatural realm. She probably thought if she plunged it into the earth, she would gain access to Laidir.”

      “So why was she still holding the knife? Shouldn’t it have been stuck in the ground, or something?”

      Val shrugs. “Who can tell what happened? Perhaps she couldn’t find the courage to open the doorway. Perhaps the faeries warned her off.”

      “Hmm.” I walk over to get a closer look at the gray stone slab. It’s large. I could probably lie on it without my feet dangling over the edge. There are two metal rings at one end of it, which seems odd. It was obviously dragged here at some point in the past for whatever purpose. There are some markings on it, so I get down on my knees for a closer look. Perhaps my initial thought was correct, and it is a grave marker. “Runes?”

      “Well spotted.” Val comes to stand over me.

      “I wonder what they say.”

      “Abandon hope all ye who enter here.”

      Frowning, I look up at her and she winks at me to let me know she was kidding. I laugh, but that inexplicable sense of dread creeps over me again. As I stare down at the cold, gray slab, my mind pulls me away, to another time and place.

      A woman with long, dark hair is brought here, her arms held by two strong men with flowing blond locks and elvish features. Though there’s fear in her tear-filled eyes, she doesn’t struggle as another man steps forward, his face obscured by the hood of a black cloak. Sensing darkness in him, I shiver. This is the man from my dreams.

      “Who brings this woman to be my bride” he asks in that deep hypnotic voice.

      “We do, sire.”

      He reaches out and curves a hand around her cheek.

      “Do you consent to be my bride?”

      She glances back over her shoulder. I can’t tell what she’s looking at. A frown creases the bridge of her nose. Then she nods, almost imperceptibly, and turns to face her groom.

      “I do, my lord.”

      He takes her hand and pulls her onto the stone slab. He lays her down and….the image disappears. The vision was so startling I find myself shaking. Val puts an arm around my shoulders.

      “What is it, Cait? What did you see?”

      “Nothing.” I shake my head, trying to banish the last remnants of what felt like a distant memory. “Can we go now?”

      Not waiting for a response, I walk off down the hill. Val follows. Something happened here and I can’t help sensing it was bad.

      “What happened?” I ask Val as we trek back down the long path toward the house. “To the faerie queen? What happened to her once she entered the human world?”

      “She stayed too long and became mortal. She lived and died many times over”

      “You’re talking about reincarnation?”

      “Yes. Her body grew weak and faded away, but her essence, her soul, if you will, lived on and was born anew.”

      “So she’s out in the world somewhere, living like a normal human being?”

      I can’t believe I’m talking about the faerie queen as if she’s real. My logical mind tells me all this Otherworldly stuff is pure fantasy, but something niggles at me and I can’t help wanting to know more.

      “Yes, but with each new life, her memories grow more distant. Her connection to the Otherworld is weakening over time.”

      “So she has no idea who she is?”

      “Oh, sweetie.” Val puts her arm around my shoulder. “I’m sure, deep down, she knows exactly who she is.”
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      Fionn

      

      She’s beginning to piece things together. She’ll soon remember who she is, who she belongs to. Being back here, at her spiritual home, is bringing long-forgotten memories to the fore.

      As I emerge from the warm waters of my favorite pool, set within a small, intimate cave deep inside my palace, Breanna enters. Slipping my arms into my velvet robe, I watch her sink to her knees before me. She’s become so graceful over the years, she could almost be Fae.

      “Please, allow me to be of service to you, sire.”

      I put a finger beneath her chin and drag her gaze up to meet mine. Desire glitters within the verdant pools of her eyes. My little human pet wasn’t always so eager to please me. Much patient training was required to mold her into the perfect pet. She’s so attuned to my needs now, she seems to anticipate them before I do. Breanna is a beautiful girl, with flame-colored hair not seen among my people. I’ve enjoyed her body in many ways over the years, but now my queen is within reach, I’ll have no more use for her. Perhaps she senses this, as she shuffles forward on her knees and touches her forehead to my foot. “Please, sire.”

      When she asks with such sweet desperation, I can’t deny her this last opportunity to serve me. “Very well, Breanna. Open your mouth wide and place your hands behind your back.”

      She obeys immediately, knowing that even the slightest hesitation will result in punishment. When I want something, I don’t like to wait. Anticipating the day when my queen will return to me has been sheer torment. Patience is required for a short while longer, but for now, I will make do with Breanna. She’s kneeling up, with her hands behind her back, which pushes her small, pert breasts up. I’ll miss playing with those, but once I have Cait back in my bed, there won’t be room in my life for another woman.

      As I curve a hand around the back of Breanna’s head, I realize I can’t do this, not with Cait so close. Though I haven’t been celibate during the long years of our separation, now that my queen is within my grasp, I can’t be with another woman. Frustrated, I shove Breanna away. I don’t care that she falls to the floor, tears pooling in her eyes.

      “You have pleased me over the years, Breanna,” I say, “but it is time for me to let you go.”

      “As you wish, sire,” she whispers. “What will happen to me now?”

      I could release her back into the human world, but she would find it so changed after being down here for such a long time, she really wouldn’t know how to cope. Setting her free would be a cruelty. “I will allow you to remain here, in Laidir. At the palace, in fact.”

      “Oh, thank you, sire.”

      Poor, foolish girl. “Do not thank me too soon.”

      Her face falls, no doubt as she wonders what I have in store for her.

      “Guards!” Two of my bodyguards run into the room. “Take her away. She is a gift for the Imperial Guard to do with what they will.”

      “No, sire, please.” She tries to hold onto my leg, to stop me moving away. She knows my guards will be hard taskmasters, perhaps even more than I was. Where I am just one man, there are so many of them to keep happy. I shrug her off and she falls, sobbing, to the floor. Her cries follow me out into the hall and along the corridor to my chambers. I need to rest and replenish my energy. This has been a good day. Tonight will be even better.
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      Cait

      

      By the time Val and I get back to the house, the rest of our party has finally arrived. Rowan tells us they’re gathered in the library, waiting for our return. It’s a relief to have them here. It was weird being alone with our professor. Don’t get me wrong. I like Val, but she’s a teacher and I’m her student. We’re not supposed to be friends. Perhaps now that the others are here, we can get on with the writing workshops she promised us and I can put my apparently overactive imagination to better use.

      When we walk into the library, I can’t help but gasp. The room is magnificent, with floor to ceiling shelves crammed full of books. They’re mainly old, leather-bound volumes, but there are some paperbacks in there too. A large wooden desk sits at the front of the room with a shabby red leather chair behind it. The pattern of wear and tear tells me it gets a lot of use. Several comfortable chairs are dotted around the room and there’s a Chesterfield sofa. It’s the perfect place for a writing class and my fellow students have already made themselves at home.

      The three men, Alex, Danny and Connor, occupy the armchairs dotted around the room. I’m surprised they came on this trip. Though they take English literature alongside me, they’ve never really shown much interest in the topic. I got the impression it was a filler subject for them. The three of them are really into sports, from what I can tell. Alex and Danny are both tall and muscular. They’re the type of blond-haired, blue-eyed gods other women fawn over. Connor is built like a tank. To be honest, he scares me a little. His dark hair and eyes give him a sinister vibe. I don’t think I’ve ever seen him smile.

      Ella, Lucy and Yuliya are squashed together on one of the sofas. They always travel as a pack. Lucy, the prettiest of the three, is the queen bee. The icy blonde looks like a supermodel and wears the most incredible clothes, none of which scream ‘college student’. Yuliya and Ella both have darker hair. Though both pretty by anyone’s standards, they’re not in the same league as their friend.

      Since all the other seats are taken, the only option for me is the armchair by the bay window at the back of the room. I don’t mind being apart from the rest of the group. It looks like the perfect spot to get some writing done.

      “Where’s Rachel?” Val asks and I feel a twinge of guilt for not even noticing she wasn’t here. “She had a panic attack.” Danny rolls his eyes in despair.

      I don’t blame him. Rachel does tend to be a bit of a drama queen.

      “Rowan took her to the kitchen,” Lucy says, “to get her something to drink.”

      Lucy sits forward in her seat. “She’s having second thoughts about tonight.”

      I don’t miss the admonishing glare Val shoots in Lucy’s direction.

      “Why? What’s happening tonight?” I ask.

      “Just a little gathering, that’s all.”

      Val’s words make my heart sink. I’m really not very social. It took a lot for me to come on this trip with people I barely know. I didn’t realize there was some sort of get-together planned. I must have missed that in the emails Val sent out about the weekend.

      “Will there be many people at this gathering?”

      “Yes, a great number of my friends will be in attendance. I predict it will be quite a celebration.”

      Well, that’s just fantastic. It sounds like it will be a full-grown party, which is not my idea of fun.

      “But, anyway, that is for later. For now, why don’t we concentrate on the reason we came here, which is to spend some time lost in our imaginations? We can fit in an hour or so before lunch.”

      Considering creative writing is the reason we came to Dunshee, the response from the others is surprisingly flat. As everyone takes out notebooks and pens, I realize my things are upstairs.

      “Where are you going, sweetie?” Val asks as I get up and walk to the door.

      “I just have to fetch my laptop.”

      “Oh, don’t use one of those dreadful things.” She goes to the desk and opens the top drawer to take out a sheaf of paper and a pen. “Do it the old-fashioned way.”

      I’d much rather use my laptop, since my hand tends to cramp after I’ve been writing for a while, but I don’t want to refuse Val. Taking the pen and paper from her, I retreat to the back of the room and make myself comfortable.

      “Right, everyone,” Val says. “I want you to take a moment. Close your eyes, breathe in deep, and then start to write whatever comes to you.”

      I do as she asked, taking a moment to center myself. I picture a scene, noting everything in minute detail. Then I open my eyes and put pen to paper.

      Running through the corridor, her bare feet on the cold stone floor, she follows him toward the exit. Freedom is within their grasp as light shines up ahead. As they run out onto the hillside, he lifts her into her arms and spins her around. They made it. His lips descend to hers, claiming them in a gentle kiss.

      Cries from behind tell them they’re not alone. He pushes her behind him as dozens of soldiers spill out from the realm beneath the hill.

      “Run, my love,” he cries.

      “No, I can’t leave you behind.”

      “You must,” he says. He kisses her once more. “Now go. I’ll find you. I swear it.”

      I put my pen down, read over what I’ve written and sigh. When the image of the couple running toward freedom was going through my mind, it was much more vivid than these words express. I pictured them with absolute clarity, the raven-haired woman I visualized earlier, and a tall, handsome man in what looked like a military uniform from some fantasy film. I felt their kiss on my lips. It had been so real I felt like I was actually there, but now that I’ve written it down, it lacks something.

      “How are you getting on?”

      I look up as Val approaches.

      “You seemed lost in thought for a while there.”

      “No, I just…” I glance past her and realize the others are gone. “Where is everyone?”

      “Dining room. Lunch is ready.”

      “Oh.” I had no idea I’d been daydreaming for that long. “Guess I’d better leave this for now.”

      Val smiles. “Yes, you need to eat. Can’t have you fainting on us later.”

      Yes, I’d hate to fall ill and have to miss the gathering she’s arranged for tonight. Reluctantly, I get up and follow her through to the dining room. It’s not that I don’t want to socialize with the other students. It’s just we don’t seem to have anything in common. None of them has gone out of their way to be friendly during the classes we have together. Of course, I haven’t exactly made an effort either.

      When we get to the dining room, the others are already seated and tucking into what smells like the most amazing roast lamb. There’s only two spaces available and I’m not presumptuous enough to take the chair at the head of the table, so I sit next to Danny.

      As I lean forward to help myself to some food, Danny takes my plate from me.

      “Here, let me do that.”

      “Oh, thank you.”

      His unexpected display of good manners surprises me. I sit back as he loads my plate with meat, potatoes and some green veggies before setting it down in front of me.

      “Wine?” he asks, holding up a bottle of Merlot.

      “I’ll stick to water, thanks.”

      “Let me know if you change your mind.”

      “Urgh!” A groan comes from Lucy, who’s sitting opposite us. “Could you be any more of a suck up, Danny?”

      “I’m just being nice.”

      “Trying to ingratiate yourself, more like,” Yuliya says.

      “Yeah, right, like you wouldn’t try to if you had the chance,” Alex spits at her.

      Suddenly, the table erupts in an argument as people sling accusations about trying to win my favor. I have no idea what they’re talking about. There’s no advantage to be gained in being nice to me.

      “Enough!” Val roars, instantly shutting everyone up.

      I’ve never heard her raise her voice before, but I have to say, that was pretty impressive. The woman can command a room when she wants to. The rest of the meal passes without incident. There’s little conversation and after a while, I realize there’s a strange, nervous energy in the air. It’s like something is coming, but I don’t know what. I don’t like it. I need to get away from the others for a while.

      “Please excuse me,” I say, pushing to my feet. “I’m not feeling great. I need to lie down.”

      “Oh, no.” Val gets up to intercept me before I reach the door. “Should I ask Rowan to prepare you a tonic?”

      I shake my head. “No, I’ll be fine after a little rest.”

      “Very well. Take it easy this afternoon. We need you back with us tonight.”

      Nodding, I head for my room. Since I don’t know the house well, and the corridors are a labyrinth, I take a wrong turn. Instead of finding the staircase to the upper floors of the house, I walk along a narrow corridor and end up outside the kitchen. Rowan and Rachel are inside, standing by the window. They’re huddled together, speaking in urgent tones. I draw back from the door before they see me.

      “It’s painless, my dear,” Rowan insists. “It will be over so quickly, you won’t feel a thing.”

      I frown, trying to work out what they’re talking about.

      “I’ve changed my mind,” Rachel wails. “I can’t go through with it.”

      “You know it’s too late for that, my dear. Fionn expects you to fulfil your promise.”

      Fionn? Are they talking about the faerie king she and Val told me about earlier?

      “But I don’t want to die!”

      What the fuck? I edge a little closer to the door, taking care not to make a sound that will give away my presence in the corridor.

      “Don’t think of it as dying, my dear. It’s a transition from one realm to another, that’s all. And remember, your sacrifice is for the greater good. Fionn will see to it that you get your reward.”

      My stomach lurches as an image pops into my head. Rachel and the other students lying lifeless on the ground. Their faces are pale, their eyes wide. The corners of their lips are turned up in the grotesque parody of a smile. The picture is so vivid I could reach out and touch their cold, dead bodies. As a breeze whispers over my skin, I gasp, a little too loudly.

      My body stills as I wait for Rowan to come out here and confront me over my eavesdropping. When she doesn’t, I turn and hurry along the corridor. Though I have no idea what’s going on here, I have a really bad feeling about it. I have to get away from this place.

      When I finally find the stairs, I hurry up to my room to get my things. I look around and realize I still don’t have my purse. I’ll have to leave without it, but that means I don’t have a way to call a cab, or pay for it either. The only thing I have of value is my laptop. It’s fairly new and cost me a small fortune. If I pawn it, I should have enough money for a bus ticket back to London. of course, I’ll have to find a pawn shop first and I have no idea where the nearest town it. I’ll have to try my luck at hitchhiking.

      Deciding the case is too heavy to carry, I grab my laptop and hurry downstairs to the front door. As I get there, a voice comes from behind me.

      “Are you going somewhere?”

      Startled, I turn to find Val standing in the hallway, the others at her back.

      “I… uh…” No excuse for where I might be going comes to mind.

      “You heard Rowan and Rachel talking, didn’t you?”

      My heart starts to beat more rapidly as Val gives me a semi-sympathetic look.

      “You know why you’re here, don’t you?”

      “No.” I don’t want to know, either. “I have to go home.”

      “You are home, Cait,” Rowan says. “You feel it, don’t you?”

      Shaking my head in denial, I fling the door open to find Angus standing on the other side. Shit. I back up a little.

      “I just want to leave.” I look at Val, attempting to reason with her. “Please, just let me go. Whatever it is you’re into, I don’t want any part of it.”

      “But you are a part of it, sweetie.” As she steps toward me, arms spread wide in a placating gesture, I back farther away. “Your king is waiting. He longs for your return.”

      This is completely insane. Val takes another step closer and panic wells up inside of me. Dropping my bag and laptop case, I turn and run along the corridor, hoping to find another way out of the house. I don’t get far before Connor catches up with me. He’s a big guy, strong and muscular. When he wraps his arms around me, I can’t break free, no matter how hard I struggle. As I kick and scream, he simply adjusts his grip on me, flinging me over his shoulder.

      “Take her to her room,” Rowan tells him.

      Fearing he might drop me, I go limp as he carries me upstairs. When we reach the corridor where my room is located, I start to fight once more. It’s no use. My kicks and slaps make no impact on this hulking brute. He carries me into the room and drops me on the bed. I scrabble off it, but stop as Danny and Alex block the door. There’s no way I can get past the three of them.

      Watching me like I’m a wild animal, Connor backs away. He steps out the door and slams it shut. A key turns in the lock. I don’t have to try the door to know I won’t be getting out that way. I breathe steadily to calm myself as I go to the window. I try to open it, so I can get a better view of what’s immediately below me. It’s a big drop, but if there’s anything down there to soften my landing, it might be worth the risk. The window won’t budge, though. It looks as if I’m well and truly trapped.
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        * * *

      

      Fionn

      

      As the people around me enjoy a lavish feast in celebration of their queen’s imminent return, I feel a strange sensation. It’s something that’s never troubled me before — apprehension. Valenna came to tell me of Cait’s attempt to flee. That worries me. Though they prevented her from leaving, I can’t help but cast my mind back to the night she ran from me.

      Sitting back on my throne, at a table on a raised dais at the front of the banqueting hall, I acknowledge the responsibility I bear for my queen leaving Laidir for the mortal realm. I should have seen the signs, put her under closer watch. She’d been restless as rebellion stirred the kingdom, but I’d dismissed her increasing disobedience, thinking she was simply afraid of what might happen. She’d challenged me, not just privately, but in public, expressing some sympathy for the rebels’ cause.

      Eventually, her behavior became such a problem, I was forced to confine her to our chambers. The day of her escape, she’d fought me and I’d chained her to the bed, vowing to leave her there until she learned her place. When I’d come for her that night, to see if she would repent, the shock of finding her gone had knocked me sideways. Then I’d heard reports she’d been seen out on Dunshee Hill with Cormac, my most loyal friend, and my emotions turned darker.

      “A little wine, sire?”

      I look up as the golden-haired serving girl holds out a silver jug to me.

      “Just a little.”

      I want nothing to dull my senses tonight. I need to experience everything with perfect clarity as I reclaim my queen. I want to imprint the moment on my memory and hers.

      The girl pours some of the amber liquid into my goblet and bows low, before turning to serve those sitting at the lower tables. Everyone of high birth from across the kingdom has come here tonight. They all want to bear witness as I make my queen mine once more.

      My eye goes to the door as Airgid enters the room. A master craftsman, I tasked him with making two very special items for me. He’s kept me waiting, but he’s one man whose transgressions I am willing to forgive. Nobody can work silver like he does. He weaves his way past the tables and nods respectfully as he places a wooden box on the table in front of me.

      “Your task is completed?”

      “Yes, sire.” His chest puffs up with pride. “It is my finest work so far.”

      Anticipation courses through my veins as I open the box. My breath is stolen from me as I see the two matching items nestled on a bed of indigo silk. The first is a silver crown with an intricate rose design. I carefully lift it from the box and examine it from every angle. The workmanship is flawless.

      I place it back on the box and pick up the second item, a silver collar. It is a thing of beauty. It carries the same rose design as the crown, but has an inscription etched on the inside. This woman belongs to Fionn, King of the Laidir Fae.

      “Does it please you, sire?” the old man asks.

      “It does, Airgid, very much. But tell me, will it work?”

      “Aye, sire, it will.”

      The collar has been imbued with magic that will prevent my queen from ever stepping outside of our realm again. It will fit snugly at her beautiful throat, a constant reminder of who she belongs to. My subjects will see it and know that all must bend to my will.

      Once the collar is secured around her neck, she won’t be able to remove it. if she tries to leave Laidir, the collar will send a wave of pain through her so intense she will be incapacitated for several minutes. She will soon learn not to try to escape.

      “Thank you, Airgid. You may go and enjoy the festivities.”

      The old man nods, but I know he won’t join the others. He will return immediately to his workshop on the outskirts of the village, and get started on his next project. His commitment to his craft is impressive.

      As I return the collar to the wooden box, a smile touches my lips. I can’t wait to see the look on Cait’s face as I fasten it around her neck and realizes she’s bound to me forever. But first, I have to make sure she co-operates during the ceremony. The last thing I need is for her to make a fuss in front of the assembled dignitaries. For the sake of unity, they must believe she is returning to me of her own free will. I scrub a hand over my face. I’m going to have to pay her one more visit before tonight.
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      Cait

      

      I have no idea how many hours pass before the door to my room is finally unlocked, but the light in the sky has dimmed, so I’m guessing it’s late evening. Rowan steps into the room, flanked by Connor and Alex. They’re obviously here as muscle, in case I misbehave and lash out at Rowan. I want to yell at them for betraying me, but we were never really friends. They were just my classmates for a while. They don’t owe me any loyalty.

      I get up from where I’ve been crouched on the floor since they left me in here. My legs are stiff, so I lean back against the wall to support my weight. Rowan comes a little farther into the room, a wary expression on her face. She has a glass in her hand, filled with a green, sludgy liquid.

      “I am not drinking that,” I say before she can speak.

      “Now, Cait, there’s no need to be difficult about this.” Rowan’s tone is pleasant, as though she hasn’t been complicit in locking me in holding me prisoner all afternoon. “You don’t want these boys to hold you down and make you drink it, do you?”

      I glance at the grim faces of Connor and Alex, weighing my options. It’s doubtful I could get past them and even if I did, the others would probably stop them before I managed to escape. There’s no way I can fight them off if they try to force me to drink. Being made to swallow it would be deeply unpleasant, so I acquiesce.

      “Okay, I’ll drink it.”

      “Good girl.” Rowan holds the glass out, making me go to her to collect it.

      I take a sniff and screw my nose up in disgust at the pungent smell.

      “What’s in it?”

      A few herbs, some botanicals, nothing harmful.”

      “And what will it do to me?” I know she hasn’t brought me this concoction because she thinks I’ll enjoy the taste.

      “It will help you to relax.”

      My pulse quickens as suspicion floods my mind.

      “Why do you need me to relax?”

      Rowan throws back her head and laughs.

      “You always were so full of questions, mo bhanrigh. Now, drink.”

      With no other option than to comply, I take a tentative sip. It’s surprisingly pleasant. I was expecting a grassy taste with all the herbs in it, but the drink is comforting. It’s sweetened with honey and there’s also a floral note I can’t identify. I sip a little more before I start to feel strange.

      Unsteady on my feet, I reach out for something to grab onto. Rowan rushes forward and puts an arm under my shoulder to hold me up as the glass drops from my hand. It doesn’t break, just thuds onto the thick carpet, but what remains of the drink splashes everywhere.

      “You will feel better in a moment.” Rowan’s voice is odd, tinny. She turns to the others. “Go and prepare yourselves. I will get Cait ready for the ceremony.”

      “Ceremony? What ceremony?” My words are slurred.

      Rowan doesn’t answer me, just leads me into the bathroom. She eases me down to sit on the floor and turns on the taps to run a bath. There’s a bottle on the edge of the tub. She unscrews the lid. The scent of rose fills the air as she pours a generous measure of the fragrant oil into the running water. Hmm, that’s nice.

      As the bath fills, she helps me to my feet and starts to unbutton my shirt. I bat my hand away. Though I feel strangely detached from the world around me, I’m not incapable.

      “I’ll do it myself.”

      Rowan inclines her head.

      “As you wish, mo bhanrigh.”

      My fingers are shaky, but I manage to get off my blouse and bra. Then I go to work on the buttons of my jeans. I have a bit of a struggle to get them off, but eventually manage to undress completely. Rowan helps me to step into the bath. I don’t know if it’s because of the drink she gave me, or if the warm water is the cause, but I feel so relaxed. I’m not even slightly uncomfortably when she starts to wash me with a soft cloth.

      “You’re going to look so beautiful, mo bhanrigh.”

      “What does that mean?” She’s called me that several times now.

      “My queen.”

      “Hmm.” I’m so relaxed, I really can’t think about why she’s calling me that.

      Leaning my head back against the back of the tub, I close my eyes.

      A man steps out of the shadows, but I don’t see his face. He moves toward me and my body thrums with nervous anticipation. His hand dips into the water and he gently strokes my thigh.

      “I missed you, Cait,” he says. “Have you missed me?’

      I don’t reply. My body is so relaxed, I can’t even summon words. I just lie there as he runs his hand up and down my leg. I let my thighs drop open, inviting him to touch me there, but he doesn’t.

      “I need you to understand something, Cait,” he says. “You are mine and it’s time to come home.”

      Time to come home? His words make me stiffen. A frown creases my brow. What does he mean? Where is home? He wraps his fingers around my arm and leans in close to whisper in my ear.

      “Do as I ask, my love, and all will be well. Refuse me and people will suffer. Cormac will suffer.”

      On hearing the familiar name, my eyes spring open. Cormac? Who is he? I know the name, but I can’t place it. I sit up and allow Rowan to wash my hair as I try to untangle the thoughts flooding into my mind. I’m starting to remember things. At least, I think that’s what’s happening. I get a sense that the man in my dreams is real.

      “Are you well, mo bhanrigh?” Rowan asks. “You’ve gone white as a sheet.”

      “I’m fine.”

      Rowan helps me out of the tub. I stand there as she dries me with a fluffy white towel and rubs a delicately scented oil over my skin. Then she leads me out to the bedroom and sits me down at the dressing table. As I look in the mirror, but it’s like I’m not really here. It feels like I’m in a dream, only this time I know with absolute certainty I’m not.

      The words of warning replay in my head as Rowan brushes my hair with a pretty silver comb. If I don’t co-operate, people will suffer. I can’t allow that to happen. Rowan blow dries my hair carefully and leaves it to tumble in soft waves over my shoulders. She goes to the wardrobe and retrieves one of the long white dresses from it. The diaphanous gown she dresses me in is beautiful, but despite it covering me from neck to ankle, I’m as exposed as I would be if I wore nothing at all. Rowan fetches me a pair of soft, silver slippers from the wardrobe and I step into them.

      There’s a knock at the door and Val comes in, carrying a crown of roses.

      “You look so beautiful,” she exclaims as she comes and places the circlet of flowers on my head.

      “Thank you,” I murmur.

      Taking an arm each, the two women lead me downstairs. The other students are all gathered there. Dressed in black robes, they look somber. Rachel’s eyes are red and puffy, as if she’s been crying, but she’s there alongside the others all the same.

      When we step outside, the fresh air hits me and I’m woken from the stupor. Suddenly, it all comes rushing back to me. Fionn’s love, his cruelty, my nights with Cormac. It’s overwhelming. Panicked by the influx of memories, I break free from Val and Rowan and start to run.

      “Connor, go after her,” Val instructs.

      I make it all the way around to the back of the house before he catches me. He grabs my arm, swings me around and hoists me over his shoulder with insulting ease I kick and scream as he brings me back to where the others wait. He sets me down but keeps a tight grip on my arm.

      “Conduct yourself with dignity, mo bhanrigh,” Val urges, addressing me as her queen for the first time. “There will be consequences if you misbehave. Do not defy him.”

      My heart pounds furiously as Connor drags me up the steep side of the hill. Ahead of us is a ring of flaming torches. As we reach the peak, I see people, dozens of them. I look again. No, they aren’t people. These tall, elegant creatures with the long hair and piercing eyes are faeries. I wouldn’t have believed it if I couldn’t see them for myself. My heart lurches as I see a man, bound to a whipping post with heavy chains. His pale eyes meet mine and I feel a tug of recognition. Cormac.

      Another man steps forward and I know instantly he’s the one from my dreams. A shudder shakes me as he moves close and curves a hand around my cheek. Fear spikes through me as his violet eyes fix on my face. As he caresses me, something else takes hold of me — arousal. I may dread this man, but I’m drawn to him as well.

      “Do you know who I am, Cait?”

      Taking in his shimmering, midnight blue tunic and black leather pants, I nod. I could live a thousand lifetimes and never shake off the memory of his penetrating gaze, his coldly handsome face.

      “You’re Fionn, King of Laidir.”

      “That’s right.” He smiles, a gesture which holds some warmth. “But do you know who you are?”

      I shake my head, not yet willing to admit what I know deep inside.

      “You are Caitlyn Dubh, my Queen.” He bends and kisses my lips before pulling back. “Do you remember now?”
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      Fionn

      

      Cait stares at me for several long seconds before nodding slowly. She really is beautiful in this form. That flowing, jet black hair against her porcelain skin is magnificent. Her body is slender, with just enough shape to make her womanly. With such long, elegant limbs, she could almost be Fae-born, like the original bearer of her soul. My queen chose a magnificent vessel to carry her essence, and I can’t wait to make her mine once more.

      “Who are you?” I ask her.

      She blinks a couple of times. “I’m yours.”

      “That’s right, Cait. You’re mine. Do you know what happens next?”

      Her eyes dart toward the stone slab at the center of the hill’s peak and she swallows hard. Good, she remembers. When I first took her as my queen, millennia ago, we held the ceremony here, as my father and grandfather did before me when they claimed their brides. The ritual is a simple one. There is an exchange of promises, the relationship is consummated, and then I crown my queen. Following that, a blood offering is made and we return to Laidir as man and wife.

      “Yes, but I..uh….”

      Whatever objection she’s about to raise, I cannot allow her to speak it in front of witnesses. There are too many people hovering around us.

      “Everyone, take your positions!” I command and people scatter, leaving me and Cait alone. I caress her cheek, loving the fragility of her bones beneath my hand. “Don’t try to defy me, Cait. You know we belong together. Fate decreed it.”

      Her eyes drift over to where my esteemed prisoner is shackled to a post.

      “And Cormac? What has Fate decreed should happen to him?”

      Anger pulses through my veins. She didn’t know who I was when I visited her dreams, but she seems to know him straight away. I tamp down my fury. There will be time enough to punish her for her treachery with my closest friend once I have her back in Laidir with me.

      “Fate will not determine what happens to Cormac,” I tell her. “You will.”

      Cait’s gorgeous blue eyes widen.

      “What do you mean?”

      “I mean that if you perform the bonding ceremony willingly, I will gift his life to you.”

      She huffs out a breath that suggests disbelief.

      “You won’t harm him?”

      I shake my head.

      “Not if you do as I ask.”

      The uncertainty in her eyes wounds me. There was a time when our bond was strong, when we were happy together. I want to regain the love we once shared.

      “Very well,” Cait agrees. “If you swear to me Cormac will be spared, I will go through the ritual willingly.”

      Though that is what I wished for, it’s tainted by the thought she’s only complying to save her lover’s life.

      “Is that the only reason?” I take her hands in mine. “Do you feel nothing for me?”

      As she sinks her teeth into her bottom lip, I find myself growing nervous about her response. Until this moment, getting Cait back was all about re-establishing my dominance over her and silencing those in my kingdom who whisper about her absence. Now, I need more. I want her to desire me as I do her.

      “I…” She hesitates again. “I don’t feel nothing.”

      Sensing her non-answer is as much as I’m going to get from her, I lead Cait through the crowd. As we pass Cormac, he struggles against his chains.

      “Cait!”

      As he calls out to her, she pauses, but I drag her forward. I’m sparing his life for her. She can’t expect me to allow her to talk to him.

      When we reach the stone slab, I turn to address the audience as the humans who’ve volunteered as sacrifices are brought forward. Once Cait and I have completed our part of the ceremony, they will each spill a few drops of blood into the earth to ease my now human queen’s passage back to Laidir. In return for their offering, they will be granted entry to my kingdom, where they will serve me for eternity. They think they’re going to be entering paradise. They really should have asked Valenna for more detail when they agreed to this.

      “The time has come for me to claim my queen. I will take her body and then she will pledge her soul to me.”

      Cait’s eyes widen in fear as she looks out over the crowd. She needn’t worry. Although tradition dictates that our first coupling must take place in the presence of the nobles, I have decided to grant her the gift of privacy. A tall screen is drawn around us. Made from a heavy silk stretched across a bamboo frame, it will shield us from view. It’s a kindness I don’t have to grant her, but I want to show her I can be good to her if she doesn’t fight me at every turn.

      She quivers as I reach out to gently stroke her cheek.

      “Are you ready for this, Cait? I know I am.”
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        * * *

      

      Cait

      

      Am I ready for this? I really don’t know.

      “Remove your dress,” Fionn instructs.

      I hesitate for only a moment, before sliding the straps off my shoulders and allowing the dress to slip down my body. Heat rises to my cheeks as I’m exposed to the cool night air. Fionn prowls around me, slowly, taking in each inch of me.

      “You’re beautiful, Cait,” he murmurs. “And you’re mine.”

      His words send an unexpected thrill through me. As Fionn indicates that I should lie down, I sink to the ground. The slab is cold and hard beneath me. I remember it well from the first time he claimed me. He was rough that night. I wonder if he’ll be any gentler now.

      I watch as Fionn strips off his clothing. His tunic is the first to go. He whips it off over his head to reveal a muscular torso and strong arms. There’s a tattoo in black ink on his chest, runic writing that proclaims him as ruler of Laidir, if my memory serves me correctly. He toes off his calfskin boots and unlaces his tight leather trousers. He shoves them down his legs, but doesn’t take them off.

      His thighs are powerful, but that’s not what draws my attention. All my focus lands on his impressive cock. Long, thick and rock hard, it’s the scariest thing I’ve ever seen. How the hell is it supposed to fit inside me? I can’t imagine we ever had sex, though my slowly returning memories of the life I lived before tell me we did, frequently.

      Seeming to read my mind, Fionn grins smugly as he comes down to kneel between my feet.

      “Don’t worry, mo chridhe, you can take me.” He reaches into the pocket of his pants and takes out a small vial. It contains a bright blue liquid that sparkles in the silvery light of the moon. “This will help.”

      He opens the bottle and drizzles some of the liquid into his hand. Then he parts my legs wider until cool air hits my pussy. He smears what feels like a gel along the length of my feminine slit. Immediately, my skin starts to tingle and I move my hips restlessly.

      Fionn positions himself over me and lowers his lips to mine. There’s a searing heat in his kiss as he marks me as his possession. His tongue pushes into my mouth and the breath whooshes from my lungs. I’ve been kissed before, but never like this. Well, not in this lifetime. The boys I made out with when I was a teenager were like slobbering puppies compared to Fionn. He’s a man of experience, with considerable skills when it comes to pleasing a woman.

      For a moment, jealousy creeps over me and I wonder who he’s been with in recent years. A man like Fionn isn’t likely to have remained celibate since his queen, since I left this place. He must have taken many lovers to satisfy his urges. I shake off the thought. Although glimpses of the woman I once was are slowly returning to me, I don’t yet feel I have any claim on Fionn. What he did before is of no concern to me.

      When he pulls away, my lips are bruised, swollen, and I know that kiss was a promise of what’s to come. That should fill me with dread, considering how large his dick is, but I find myself impatient to experience all this man has to give. I don’t know what’s wrong with me. He’s a virtual stranger, known only to me in dreams, and most of those were terrifying. Yet here I am, growing steadily more desperate for him to fuck me. There must be a full moon, or something, because I’ve clearly gone mad.

      He positions his cock at my entrance and props himself up on his palms.

      “Pull your knees towards your chest.”

      Shaking with nervous anticipation, I do as he asks. He grins at my easy compliance.

      “This may hurt, but only for a moment.”

      He spears me with a single thrust, ripping away my virginity. I cry out as pain makes me go rigid. I clench my fists tight as his cock stretches me wide. My breath comes out in short, desperate pants as I try to adjust. It feels like I can’t take in enough air.

      “Shh, little one,” he soothes. “You’re mine now. Everything is as it should be.”

      Through teary eyes, I look up at him. It’s hard to read his expression, but I think I see pride in his eyes. He’s proud to have been the first to claim me. Anger wells inside me, and then I realize he isn’t moving. He’s giving me time to get used to him. That consideration takes the edge off my outrage.

      Fionn cocks his head to one side and studies my face carefully, as the tension slowly drains out of me.

      “Are you ready, my queen?”

      Words elude me, but I blink slowly and he accepts that as a sign of my willingness to continue. I don’t have time to consider whether he’d have stopped if I asked him to as he draws back and pushes in again. It stings and my mouth twists as I try to get used to the discomfort. Is it like this with all men? As he establishes a steady, predictable rhythm, I find it easier to cope with his massive size. In fact, soon, I start to enjoy this.

      His flesh slaps against mine and I moan and whimper as his hand curves around my breast. He tugs hard on the rosy peak of my nipple. Agony twists into ecstasy. My pussy clenches around his rigid shaft. Two more thrusts have me screaming into the night, unconcerned about who might be listening. As I tumble into a state of white-hot bliss, time and place fall away. Suddenly, I remember all I loved and hated about this man. Most of all, I recall the pleasure he gave me, how much I craved his touch.

      When I return to my senses, Fionn has pulled out of me and is sitting back in his heels, watching me carefully. I feel the warmth of his seed coating my insides. Deep satisfaction washes over me. Fionn takes my hands and looks deep into my eyes.

      “You are truly magnificent, Cait.”

      I’m not sure how to respond to that. I suppose I should return the compliment, but I can’t bring myself to tell Fionn how incredible that was. He rises to his feet and fastens his pants. Then he pulls his shirt on over his head. He bends to pick up my dress and holds it out to me.

      “You should put this back on. We have a public declaration to make.”

      I get to my feet and take the dress from Fionn. It takes a matter of seconds to put it on and straighten it out. When I’m ready, Fionn waves a hand and the screen that was shielding us from view moves to the side. My eyes widen. Telekinesis. I guess I’d forgotten that existed.

      There’s a large crowd of Fae watching us, and my fellow students are kneeling in a row in front of us. Fionn turns to me and takes my hands.

      “Do you accept me as your king?”

      Something about this resonates with me. I’ve been in this spot before, heard him ask the same question.

      “I do.”

      “Will you promise to serve me faithfully until the end of time?”

      “No, Cait, don’t.”

      A yell from across the peak of the hill draws my attention to where Cormac is struggling against his chains. Fionn squeezes my hands tight, a warning of what will happen if I don’t play along. Though I have some doubts about pledging myself to him for eternity, I know I have to save Cormac.

      “I will,” I say resolutely.

      Fionn nods, satisfied with my responses. A tall, fair-haired man in a black tunic and pants steps forward, carrying a large wooden box. Fionn opens it and removes a gorgeous silver crown.

      “I give you this crown as a symbol of your status as Queen of Laidir,” he intones, loud and clear. He gives me a pointed look waiting for me to say something.

      “Thank you, sire.”

      When he takes another item from the box, my stomach churns. He grabs my shoulders and spins me around, pulling me back against his solid chest. He wraps the silver collar around my neck. It feels tight, restrictive at first. I take a few deep breaths, trying to banish the urge to cough as it presses against my throat.

      “I give you this collar as a symbol of your submission,” he whispers in my ear.

      If he thinks he’s going to get that, he’s in for a shock. I don’t know if his queen submitted to him, but it’s the last thing I intend to do. Keeping hold of my arm, he turns back to the people.

      “Make the offering.”

      I gasp as each of my fellow students holds up their right hand and a Fae warrior wielding a dagger steps forward. They cut into the humans’ palms and blood drips to the ground.

      “What’s happening?” I ask, startled by this turn of events.

      “A sacrifice must be made to ease your passage home,” Fionn says. “These pathetic mortals will cross over to my realm and live out their days in servitude.”

      I look at him, stunned.

      “They agreed to that?”

      “Not exactly.” He looks completely unrepentant at having tricked them. “Now, my queen, it is time to go home.”

      A part of me wants to go with him, but another part wants to stay right here. As Fionn wraps his arm around me, I know he’ll never let me go. I cry out as the earth rumbles beneath our feet. The stone slab splits open and together, we tumble into darkness.

      

      
        
        *.*.*.*.*

        Thank you for reading!

        If you want to find out what happens next, check out the Realms of the Sithe series by S.A. Daniels and Alys Fraser, from August 2023.
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        Demons, chicken, ancient magic, just another day in Belvoir County.

      

      

      

      Tucked into the Appalachian foothills with deep Kentucky roots sits a tiny, chicken obsessed, magical hamlet. Welcome to Belvoir County, biggest cocks in Kentucky.

      

      Magical academy meets small town quirk. Merle has been searching for something. Archivist, Pandora wishes it was her, but his research indicates he needs access to elder magic, the really old stuff. Will Merle realize she is the key to everything he needs? She might just be able help him find what he needs and solve the mystery of what’s been terrorizing the town’s chicken breeders before she figures out how to crochet a scarf.
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      Pandora

      My name is Pandora, I fell in love with the one man who never made a joke about my box. In yet another failed attempt at gaining his attention, I sat at a table located halfway between the bar and the poolroom. The people were an odd mix of kids from the college and locals. There were three bars in town. Probably two more than the population could handle. One bar was pretty limited to locals who had nothing to do with the college. One bar that was college students almost exclusively, and this place: older students, professors, a few locals, and college adjacent types, like myself. I wasn’t much for drinking, and I didn’t play pool, but I found myself coming in here twice a week, if not more. And I wasn’t the only one.

      The men at the pool table focused on their game. It wasn’t riveting, but still I could hardly keep my eyes from them. Same for some of the women at the bar. The men were worth watching. At least they were for me.

      There were only three of them tonight. No Ash Weiss, he was probably on call at the firehouse. If he had been here, the gaggle of women here for the smoke show would have been bigger. Two of the men were overly tall. One was almost pretty with squared off features. He wore his longer blonde hair pulled back into a ponytail. He was the star of tonight’s show. Darren Halpern, tall, good-looking, and free with his affections. The other tall man looked nothing like the first one, not model pretty, but he had a strong straight nose, high cheekbones, and a brooding brow. He wore his dark hair shaggy, and not nearly so long. The third was average height, with average looks, and more than average enthusiasm just to be in their company.

      I was here because they were here. After their game, they might come over and trade some banter with me. They might even sit and drink a round. And then again they might not.

      Darren, the blond, would make his way over and pick up one of the nubile, barely dressed, coeds hanging out at the bar. He would narrow his attention in on a pretty one, and she would go home with him. Or him with her. That’s what he did.

      Merle, the other man, wouldn't go home with anyone. I knew this because Ramsey, their personal fan club and self-appointed sidekick, told me.

      “Hey, Princess,” Darren said as he slid into one of the chairs.

      He lifted his chin, and flicked a finger in the air. A waitress showed and slid a foamy beer in front of him. He winked. She leaned over and pressed her elbows together, showing off her boobs. That’s how flirting with Darren went. He smiled, and women handed him their panties. He was that attractive.

      But he didn’t rile up the hormones in my body, no, that was Merle. Merle could flare his nostrils just so and my brain would be quivering goo. He had no clue, and without vomiting my feelings on his shoes, he would never figure it out.

      Ramsey walked toward me. My eyes lifted, and I started to say hi, but he kept on walking. Great, I knew this would be a short night if Ramsey wouldn’t even talk to me. Typically, I could count on him to be left out enough to sit awkwardly with me for an evening. Merle knew lots of people, and they all seemed to find him here every weekend. Even though he was friends with Darren and Ash, he had his own cadre of people who wanted to be around him.

      In some cases, Ramsey hung out with them, and in others Ramsey was cast aside. He never seemed to realize it. He didn’t get that he was a second tier player in their world. At least he was in their world. If I was persona non-grata with him, well, I might as well be invisible.

      I wasn’t even a player, just a desperate wannabe.

      “What?” Darren asked.

      “Huh? What, what?” I asked in reply.

      “You let out a very defeatist sigh. This evening not working out the way you thought? You need another beer?”

      He shot a dazzling grin at me, and not for the first time, I was really grateful that I didn’t have the hots for him. Darren was heartbreak on legs. I swiveled my chair, so I could face him, and see the bar. I didn’t want to look at Merle tonight, it hurt too much.

      “Yeah, another beer would be good,” I said.

      I glanced over at him. He no longer heard me. He was already eyeing his conquest for tonight. There was a gaggle of beautiful lovelies in short skirts and thigh-high boots. I had boot envy. No one made thigh-highs for calves like mine. I was perfectly comfortable squeezing my ample ass into a mini skirt, but I preferred flippy skirts to body-con styles.

      Maybe I should give up on mooning over Merle and just proposition Darren? Of course, that would be a real ego death-trap. Darren would never scope me out for one of his conquests, he didn’t do ample asses.

      “So, who’ve you got your eye on?”

      “What do you mean?” He held eye contact with the one with short blonde hair and big lips. She was pretty, and she seemed to not be able to get her fingernail out of her mouth. She batted her lashes at Darren before turning and giggling with her friends.

      “Who are you stalking to take home tonight?”

      He finally turned his attention back to me. He raked his eyes down my torso, and back up when the table cut off the rest of my body from his view.

      I shrugged him off, and shook my head. Darren was always a flirt, but never more than a casual, meaningless quip with me.

      “Why did you roll your eyes at me?”

      I cast my gaze from side to side. Had I rolled my eyes at him as he flirted? “Did I roll my eyes out loud?”

      “Yes, ma’am, you certainly did.”

      I sighed. Busted.

      “Well?” He held my gaze with his dark blue eyes.

      I tried to toss the remains of my beer down, there was barely enough to get my mouth wet.

      “You’re kind of predictable, that’s all.”

      “Not true. Are you trying to slut-shame me?”

      I laughed. “Not at all, Darren. I am type shaming you.”

      “Oh yeah?” He puffed up as if I was a threat. “I am an equal opportunity womanizer. I’ll have you know that I picked up some hottie who was pushing fifty.” His tone was defiant. “And the girl I hooked up with the night before last was African American.”

      “And they were all beautiful and thin and long-limbed, and…” I gave up. I sighed back into my chair.

      “What’s your point?” He grumbled.

      I cast my gaze from the women at the bar we discussed, to behind me, where I could see Merle and Ramsey in discussion of something intent with a rather grungy looking fellow. What was my point, and did it matter?

      “It doesn’t matter.” I pushed my chair back and stood up. I pulled my coat on. “Have fun, whatever.”

      “Aren’t you gonna stay?”

      “What’s the point?”

      He laughed. His eyes crinkled a bit, and he took a drink. I swear I could hear panties melting and longing sighs coming from the bar. He was attractive, and he knew it.

      My thumbs flew over my phone as I searched for a car service. I didn’t feel like walking tonight.

      His eyes flashed to mine. “The point is, maybe you’ll meet someone.”

      I let out a sharp laugh. “I’m not gonna find a hook-up here.”

      “You aren’t the hook-up type.” The little corner of his mouth quirked up in a sexy little grin.

      “No, Darren. I’m not your hook-up type.” I leveled my gaze at him, and shook my head. “Apparently no one else’s either.”

      I approached the bartender, and got my credit card back and paid for my beers. Checking my phone, I saw that my ride was outside. I ignored the bar behind me and started to get in the back seat.

      I’m not sure why I looked up, but I did in time to see Darren coming out the door. He paused as he shrugged into his denim jacket. Our eyes locked, and held for a few moments. I gave him the briefest of nods, and he continued to put his jacket on before climbing into the back of the car with me.

      Neither of us said anything the entire ride home.
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      Pandora

      I unlocked the door and tossed my things onto the little table by the front door.

      Darren closed and locked the door behind us.

      Still not talking, I took his hand and led him to my bedroom. We both knew exactly why he was here. It would have been foolish to think this was anything other than a challenge. I called him on something he didn’t like, and he was here to prove me wrong.

      He helped me off with my coat and then began kissing me. His hands held my face as his lips slid over and pressed against mine. His lips were soft and masterful. He knew what he was doing. Soon his arms were around me, pulling me in closer, so his tongue could dance with mine.

      Eventually I pushed away from him. “I’ll be right back.”

      I slipped into my bathroom and undressed. Not expecting to have company, I wasn’t wearing the nicest of my undies. Nothing matched, that wasn’t the worry. The concern was in the holes and stains, and general rattiness of my under things. I didn’t need him, or anyone, seeing the state of my clothes. Clothes off, robe on, I made my way back into the bedroom.

      Darren had undressed too. Only he didn’t bother to cover up. He lounged in his naked glory across my bed. I stopped to take in the sight before me. Ripped abs, long legs. His hair was down, and fell over his shoulders like a blanket. And that part that all the women wanted a piece of, well, his sex was as spectacular as the rest of him. He shaved, or waxed, and his overall presentation made me think of a porn star. Hell, maybe he was. I didn’t know what he did for a living.

      For the longest time, I had assumed he was with the fire department. They seemed to have an abundance of hot guys. Then I figured he was another one of the local farm boys. He probably had acreage, chickens, and maybe even some tobacco growing out in the hills. But he never had mud on him, and he lacked that earthy scent that most farmers had lingering around them.

      As far as I could tell, he wasn’t associated with the college, or even college-adjacent. He was a local, but he hung out with Merle. And as far as I knew, Merle wasn’t local. I gave my head a quick shake, banishing Merle from my thoughts.

      I slid onto the bed next to Darren.

      He rolled into me, and his hand undid the tie at my waist. His skin felt soft and smooth and he was so warm. That night I earned exactly why he had the reputation he did. It was well deserved. I didn’t have to think, I only had to feel. And he felt amazing. He made me feel amazing.

      I was boneless and half asleep when he kissed me on the forehead and left my bed.

      I woke up the next morning and felt even worse than I had before. My body felt relaxed, but sleeping with Darren hadn’t changed anything. It had been nothing more than a means to prove me wrong. Darren would and did indiscriminately sleep with big girls. He had slept with me.

      Point. Set. Match.

      I still woke up alone, and I needed to go to work.

      Breakfast, shower, clothes. My hair was damp when I left my little apartment, and the chill of late winter -early spring clung to me for hours, even after it fully dried.

      At work I sorted documents, re-shelved periodicals, and pulled and processed journals to be shipped out to other archives and directly to patrons. Another one of those weird not-quite locals, I didn’t work at Duchamp College. I worked for the W. Duchamp Archives, tucked in next to the Weiss Library at the school. Technically across the street and not on campus. I had moved here to work at the archive.

      Duchamp was a postage stamp sized town tucked into the Appalachian foothills with deep Kentucky roots. It was the county seat, hell, it was the only actual town in all of Belvoir County. All the other names on the map were glorified crossroads with a post office.

      Like the rest of the county, people here were obsessed with chickens. The proverbial chip on the collective shoulder of the women of Belvoir County over fried chicken recipes would have been the stuff of mighty epics, if it wasn’t so ridiculous.

      Since I tried not to eat anything fried, let alone chicken, I didn’t get the fuss. And not being a local, as I was told repeatedly, I just would never understand. I did understand that chickens were the foundation of the robber baron fortune that founded the town, the school, the archives, the whole damned county.

      I kept hoping I would catch a glimpse of Merle coming in to research more ancient esoterica, items of interest to only a few select individuals. But each time it was a shadow, or someone who looked nothing like the tall man I so desperately wanted to see. And at least once every other hour, my body would shiver with the memory of Darren’s masterful touch. Hormones and nerve endings were obnoxious things. I could see how easy it would be for someone to confuse those feelings for love. I was safe from falling in love with Darren, I was already in love with Merle. Only he didn’t know it.

      “Dubbya Duchamp Archives, how may I help ya?” Claudette, the Archive’s receptionist, answered the phone. She pronounced Duchamp as Dushawn swallowing the second half of the u-n sound up into her nasal passages in a nod to the old French pronunciation. Anyone who pronounced the town as Dew-champs gave themselves away as not being from these parts.

      I said Dewchamps once. Claudette has never let me forget it.

      “Pan, can you do a pickup?” she asked.

      I stared at her until she gave me more information. I learned not to answer her until she provided all the information. Claudette was queen of incomplete requests, and then adding in unnecessary tasks. If I said yes to a pickup, it could be anything from retrieving documents from our clients, to making a Taco Bell run.

      “Oh, right. Chris at the Weiss Library said he’s got some material for Dr. Armitage, and he wanted to know if we could piggyback it with our delivery.”

      “Pandora!” our boss, Dr. Simon Bronson, Ph.D., bellowed.

      I scooted behind the counter that separated the bulk of our collection from the general public and stood at the open door to the only office we had. He sat behind a big desk, and looked puzzled at his computer screen.

      “Yes, Dr. Bronson?”

      “Oh good. I have a delivery request.” He handed over a print out of the requested document. “You might have to check with the folks across the street at Weiss on some of these.”

      I scanned over the list. Atlantis. Mesopotamia. “Dr. Armitage?” I asked, recognizing a few of the items. I tried not to smile.

      “How did you know?”

      “Chris already called over to see if we could pick up Dr. Armitage’s order from him.”

      I confirmed that I could not only handle pulling the requested materials, but that I could run to campus and pick up the materials from Weiss Library.

      The Archives weren’t officially part of the college, even though it was the same money, and the same family. Our collection wasn’t exactly based in science, or math, or documented history. It was a bit more eclectic than that. If eclectic was the right term? Dr. Bronson liked to say esoteric. Claudette just called it weird and creepy shit. But she always, always followed that with, “I like that weird stuff.”

      Weird was the easiest way to describe our collection. Part natural history, part antiquity, maybe some paranormal, some magic, a lot of the unknown.

      “Thank you.” Dr. Bronson sounded exasperated. Dr. Armitage was neither from the university nor the museum. He was, in the eyes of my boss, a nuisance.

      In my eyes, he was brilliant, if not a bit eccentric. And I was thrilled to be making a delivery to see him. Unlike the night before, today he would have to speak to me. Dr. Merle Armitage had to account for all items in the delivery and sign for them before I could leave.

      If I were lucky, he would even invite me to stay for a cup of hot tea, which he did sometimes.

      I spent the next hour locating and pulling the documents Merle wanted, this involved making copies from the master files of some of the rarer documents that were not allowed out of the building. With everything collected, I pulled on my coat, wrapped a scarf around my neck, and trudged over to the library on campus.

      The walk was insanely short. The library was on one corner of campus, and the Archives were literally across the street. It was faster to walk and return with an arm-full of books than it would have been for me to start up my scooter and find a place to park it.

      I secured all the books in the cargo crate on the back of my bike, shoved my helmet over my pink hair, and headed out. The weather was confused this time of year. Was it late winter or was it early spring? Trees were blooming, but the rain felt like ice. It was cold and wet, and cars and trucks kicked up so much road dirt. It wasn’t some miracle that I wasn’t covered in grime, it was a little talent I had. And the reason I worked for the W. Duchamp Archives.

      My scooter sputtered to a stop as I parked in against the curb. Thanks to my minor talents, I was clean, not a mud splash in sight.

      I loved Merle’s house. Several large Brahma chickens roamed free in the front yard, ignoring the rain. Then again, it was foul weather. I snorted at my pun, at least I found myself to be funny. There were other smaller breeds, but the huge, fluffy chickens always stood out. Someone had a coop around back. Hell, it seemed like every other person in Belvoir County had chickens. And they had fancy ones, like the big gentle giant Brahmas with their big fluffy feet.

      Merle lived in an upstairs apartment of an old converted Victorian style mansion. The house had been originally built for one of the original Duchamp children. It was ostentatious and large. And completely purple. People called it the Capitulum. I think they were going for a fancy way of saying think-tank. It was part dorm, part cheap rental apartments for researchers, and all wonderful.

      The house was splendid with a wide porch, and a tower. It was the kind of house that doll houses were modeled after. The kind of house, that if a house was going to be haunted, this was the one. It was beautiful and spoke testament to a time when construction was durable, and ornamentation was a necessity, not superfluous embellishment.

      The stairs creaked in the way that old homes creaked. But the treads were solid under my feet. I trailed my fingers delicately over the original wood paneling as I climbed up to Merle’s second floor apartment. Touching this house was irresistible.

      I knocked on the door.

      “Yeah, yeah, yeah. Hold on a second, will ya?” Merle yelled from somewhere inside the apartment as if I had been hounding him to open the door.

      I didn’t suppress the smile that crossed my lips. I could already picture him with his hair mussed, and his eyes bright with intellectual fervor.

      The door flew open, and he was mightier than I had expected. I had to blink a few times and change my focus, looking up. His hair was wet. And there was skin. A lot of it. A line of dark curls trailed down from his bellybutton to vanish beneath the towel that clung to his hips. He had a physique that caught me off guard. I hadn’t expected defined muscles layered over defined muscles to be hiding under his clothes. I always expected him to be, well, generically thin, not cut. And definitely not in possession of that hip bone divot.

      “In!” He demanded.

      I clutched the bundle of documents tighter and stepped inside. I couldn’t find words. In my eyes, in my heart, tall skinny, nerdy Merle was already lovely to look upon. Now to add on super human ideal physique, I had to fight hard not to swoon at his feet. And maybe snag that towel to follow me down as I crashed to the floor.

      He skimmed past me to close the door. He stood close and breathed hard, flaring his nostrils. Damn, he was sexy. Any professional detachment I might have had was gone. I was here to deliver books for the library, and documents from the Archives. The ogling needed to wait for after hours at the bar. But at the bar he was always fully dressed, and frequently had a long dark frock coat over everything.

      Merle turned away from me and crossed the room in a few stomping steps. He muttered something about getting dressed.

      I carefully unwrapped my scarf from my neck, and sat in one of the few chairs that weren’t covered in stacks of papers. I left my coat buttoned, and continued to hold the bag of documents for delivery close to my chest. My knees glowed orange through my tights. They seemed obnoxiously bright in the dim light of his apartment.

      When he returned, he didn’t say anything. It was hard for me to imagine that all that skin and hard muscle lurked beneath his loose jeans and baggy shirt.

      He thrust a hand out to me. “Here.”

      I handed over the delivery. In my stunned state, still reeling from the eyeful of his body, I barely noticed his abrupt choice of words and actions instead of his typical distracted, unfocused, but polite self.

      “Ok, it’s all here.” He scribbled his signature on the top sheet and rattled it in my face.

      I took the paper and carefully placed it in a file folder, so it wouldn’t get too mangled. “Thank you,” I whispered.

      In a whirlwind of confusion, I stood and headed toward the door to leave. No tea today.

      “Pan, stop.”

      Wrapping my hand around the door knob, I paused at his command. My gut twisted and I didn’t dare turn to look at him. I had been so happy to see him. So excited for an excuse just to be near him, and I had been brushed off like I was some stranger. Being completely ignored like I had the night before was almost better.

      “Did you enjoy yourself last night?” There were knives in his voice.

      I still didn’t turn to look at him. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “You fucked Darren last night, didn’t you?”

      “So? What’s that to you?” I turned around, full of defiance.

      Anger curled away from him like steam rising from boiling water.

      I took an involuntary step back, but I kept my words hard. “Seriously, what business is it of yours who I slept with last night?”

      His nostrils flared again, as if there was a bad smell in the apartment.

      “He’s not going to fall in love with you. You know that, right?”

      “I am well aware that Darren is not in love with me. Sleeping with him certainly isn’t going to change that.”

      “So why did you?”

      I tilted my head to the side. Merle was unreasonably angry, but I couldn’t figure out why. I’d seen him around other women Darren had banged, and he wasn’t like this.

      “Are you mad because I slept with Darren, or because he slept with me?”

      Merle growled, and his voice was tight. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “Either you’re mad because I slept with him. Which is none of your business, by the way. So you’re mad at me. And I don’t see why you would be mad at me for sleeping with another man, because you don’t even like me. Or you’re mad because I’m the one who slept with Darren, not you.”

      That brought him up short. He stopped snorting like a mad bull, and ran his hands through his hair, making it even messier.

      He paced in a tight circle. My words had hit him like the slap I had meant them to be.

      “I didn’t think you were that type, Pandora.”

      “What type? The type who likes to be touched? Or the type who isn’t so desperate that they’ll take a pity fuck when presented with the opportunity?”

      “Pity fuck? Why would you call it that?” He sort of chuckled a wry laugh.

      I leaned back against the door. “Because that’s what it was. Look at me, Merle. I’m not exactly his type.”

      Merle stepped in closer to me.

      My pulse reacted, and my breath caught. The rest of me was tired, and confused.

      “I like you, Merle. I’ve liked you for a very long time. But you don’t see me. You want to know why Darren slept with me? Because I called him on his bullshit, and he didn’t like it. And Ash wasn’t around to tell him he was being stupid. Darren had to prove me wrong. I know exactly what went down last night and why. And I could have told him no, but I didn’t. I took the pittance I was offered, because no one else has offered their attention in a long time, and I don’t want to forget what it feels like.” I turned to leave.

      With a crash, Merle’s arms blocked me in. His breath was hot against my neck.

      I closed my eyes and tried to shut my brain up. He was angry because he had feelings for me; he was jealous I slept with another man; he wanted me; he had feelings for me. He. Me. And I couldn’t listen to that. Until I had solid evidence, a confession, I couldn’t let myself believe it. I had talents, reading minds was not one of them.

      I had fooled myself about this man so many times before, I really needed to not let my heart go there.

      His nose brushed against my ear and I shuddered.

      “If all you wanted was to feel, and have a quick fuck, you could have asked me. Why didn’t you ask me?”

      “I told you, I didn’t ask. But when it was offered, I didn’t say no.”

      “So all I have to do is offer?”

      I leaned my forehead against the door. My gut screamed, Yes! If Merle offered, I would. I would, hard and fast. “What are you offering Merle?”

      I felt him back up, no longer trapping me against the door. I twisted, looking back at him.

      He shrugged. “If all you want is sex, I’ll fuck you.”

      I closed my eyes, and turned back to the door.

      “No, thank you, Dr. Armitage. That’s not what I want from you.” I opened the door and left.

      I climbed back onto my moped. By the time I returned to the Archive, I was covered in road dirt splatter. There didn’t seem to be a reason to use my skills. No one would care.
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      Merle

      The door didn’t slam shut behind Pandora. It bounced. It never automatically closed, as if the door wanted to be open. I always had to meticulously close and turn the latch.

      Before I secured the front door to my apartment, I watched Pandora storm out of the Capitulum. Her backside moved with a boom-boom-boom that I physically responded to. And today she wore a little skirt that swished around her bottom in a very hormonally inducing way.

      “Not my finest work,” I muttered. Clearly I handled that interaction all wrong. Completely wrong, and now she was mad at me.

      My phone rang. I turned my head and cocked my ear to the side to narrow in on the location of the ringtone. With a grunt, I tore into one of the piles on the edge of my sofa. It wasn’t there.

      “Keep ringing,” I growled.

      It stopped. I couldn’t magic technology, as much as I would have liked to. Inanimate objects, sometimes, but if they had electronics in them, never. At least that’s what I told myself because I seemed to be completely incapable of holding my hand out and calling my phone to it.

      I let out a general sound of frustration. Blame it on not locating the phone in time, but I knew why I was really pissed. Blame the tall, thin asshole whose nose was too big, and whose hair too unkempt. I didn’t have wholesome square headed conventional good looks.

      Of course, Pandora would find Darren attractive. He was. I’m as hetero-straight as they make them, and even I can see the man is attractive. I pushed over another stack of notebooks and documents—photocopies and scrolls, yes scrolls, I was researching some old shit.

      “Fuck!” And that had nothing to do with the stupid phone that started ringing again.

      “Where are you?” I pushed power into my voice, as if that would help.

      The coat rack with my coat fell over.

      “Seriously?” It worked. I fished around in my coat pockets and came up with my phone.

      “What?” I barked with overt aggression as I righted the rack. “Yes, I’ll be there.”

      It was a good thing I had my coat in my hands. Instead of hanging it up, I shrugged it on. I turned and the full tails of the coat swirled around my knees dramatically. That was the whole purpose of the coat, dramatic flair. It’s why I stole it from some drama department decades earlier. I was a stupid kid, I thought it looked badass, and pirates were cool— they still are, I however am not, not even by default of wearing a cool coat.

      I did not put on any kind of hat as I stepped out. There was effectively dramatic, and then there was overkill.
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        * * *

      

      Pandora

      “Day drinking?”

      Looking up, I glared at my bad life choices. The beer I was having with my lunch was part of a healthy work-life balance. I needed it if I was going to survive the rest of my day at the Archives.

      Darren slid into the booth across from me. A few moments later, a waitress delivered his lunch.

      “Did you have to tell Merle?” I asked.

      “Tell Merle what? I haven’t seen him since last night.”

      I stared hard at Darren.

      He grinned, what I knew to be a charming and disarming weapon of his. It did nothing other than remind me that I had fucked up last night. I never should have slept with him. My self-esteem made some pretty epic mistakes at times.

      He reached across the table and stole the pickle spear I had pushed to the side of my plate.

      “If you didn’t tell him, how did he know we had sex?”

      “Ew.” Darren made a face. “You make me sound so cheap and base.”

      I continued to glare.

      “What? You’re serious? I didn’t tell him a thing. Maybe he was making a good guess.”

      “Maybe I saw you leave together.”

      Spit turned into a deadly weapon and forced its way down my windpipe, choking me. I hadn’t heard or seen Merle come in. I glanced over my shoulder and there he loomed. Ramsey skulked behind him.

      Darren slid farther into the booth. “Oh, do join us. This is going to be an interesting conversation.” His grin had mischievous agent of chaos plastered all over it.

      My insides plummeted. This was not going to be fun.

      “What are you doing here?” Merle asked. I couldn’t get a read on him, he was keeping his emotions very much in-check.

      For a split second, I was glad I had left the road dirt all over my tights. Maybe he would feel bad for me? Maybe I was being an idiot.

      “I am basking in the wit of Darren while feeling clever and smug about eating a brat with sauerkraut and a cold beer in the humorously named gastro-pub called The Cellar, which is ironically located on the second floor. And you?”

      “We’re having a lunch meeting. I picked this place because I didn’t think—” Ramsey shut up after a quick glare from Merle.

      Ramsey had obviously picked The Cellar because he didn’t think anyone but students would be around. And for some reason, Merle didn’t need us to know they were avoiding us. Or me. I was pretty sure it was just me.

      “Hey—” Darren started to complain, finally realizing that I had slipped in an insult to his intelligence. He pointed the pickle spear at me before taking a big bite. “Look, man, I didn’t know there was anything between the two of you.”

      “There isn’t,” I said as I started to scoot out of the booth.

      Merle stood at the end of my bench seat, preventing me from moving.

      Darren looked at the two of us. “This looks like there is something between the two of you. Y’all need to figure it out. You might as well sit down, Merle.”

      I turned on Darren. “Oh, thanks, when did you become a celebrity therapist?”

      Merle pushed me over with his hips as he slid in next to me. “Really?” I complained.

      “Hey, I thought we—”

      “Looks like you and me get to go sit at the bachelor’s table.” Darren cut Ramsey off. He grabbed his burger with one hand and smacked Ramsey on the shoulder a few times before grabbing his drink and leading the other man away.

      That manipulative two-bit so-and-so. I huffed through my nose and settled back onto my side of the bench seat.

      “Darren is right, you know.” His voice was quiet and low. It made my insides twirl around. Most of the conversations I had with Merle were in regard to his research. But that didn’t make my reaction to the sound of his serious voice any less sexually charged.

      I gulped. “How so, Dr. Armitage?”

      “There being something between us.” He twisted and put one elbow on the table.

      “What’s between us is professional, researcher and archivist assistant. If there was anything more, do you honestly think I would have gone off with Darren? Darren wouldn’t have even risen to my bait.”

      “Darren is—”

      “Darren is a lot of things, but there is honor among thieves. He may not have respect for a woman’s autonomy, but he does have respect for a man’s. And he would never proposition a friend’s girl. So, based on that logic, there’s nothing between us.” I couldn’t look at him. I wanted him to refute my reasoning. I wanted him to make some grand gesture where I ended up crushed to his chest, his lips on mine.

      Merle made a low rumble in his throat. It was sexy as hell. He leaned in close. “Pandora.” My name was soft on his lips.

      A loud crash had us jumping and looking around.

      “What the hell, man?” Darren was on his feet, the front of his jeans covered in food and drink.

      “I’m sorry, I’m sorry.” Ramsey flinched and shrank in front of him. He scurried over to the booth.

      “Merle, it’s starting again.”

      Merle jumped from the booth and rushed Ramsey from the restaurant. “Go, go, go.”

      I looked at Darren. What had just happened? I shrugged.

      Darren threw the remaining burger in his hand onto the floor with the rest of his lunch, and what looked like Ramsey’s lunch as well.
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        * * *

      

      Merle

      Ramsey was in a panic. He was always in a panic lately. Then again, I would be too.

      I followed him down the stairs and out of the burger joint.

      He looked up and down the block in an agitated fashion.

      “I’ve got to get out of here, I can feel it. I can feel it,” he kept muttering.

      I grabbed the back of his coat, the collar already damp with perspiration. Hauling him around to the back parking area, I dragged his sorry ass as far away across the parking lot and into the tree line.

      “I thought you were safe. Did you not do your morning ritual?” I tossed him more than simply let him go. He dropped to all fours. The demon was already starting to show on his face. His hair was thinner, his teeth sharper, his breathing noisy and full of phlegm.

      I began an incantation. I misspoke a syllable, the tones were wrong. “Fuck!”

      Shaking the tension from my shoulders, I needed to not let the circumstances of the past morning, the past twenty minutes cloud what I had to do.

      Starting again, I pulled elder magic from the land, letting it flow through my veins, adding power to my words. I chanted and intoned the flow of forces over Ramsey.

      For the better part of the past two and a half years, I had managed to narrow in on which incantations worked to quell his personal affliction. But I hadn’t managed to find the exact one that would separate the demon that possessed him.

      But I was close. The documents Pandora had delivered had to have the key I was searching for. The Archives, one of the most comprehensive collection of esoteric magical documents on this side of the planet, had to hold the key.

      Pandora. She was everything, light and— I felt a surge of heat envelop me, push through and back out. My magic slammed Ramsey in the chest and the smaller man fell back. He landed with a cry. But I didn’t relent. My magic continued to stream into him as my anger and the power I drew upon pushed the demon back into submission. I didn’t want that beast showing its ugly face around here again for a while.

      I didn’t want him, any part of him, getting in my way when it came to Pandora. And he got in the way a lot. It wasn’t charitable of me, he needed help. He paid me well for my help, but he didn’t pay me enough to keep me from having a private life.

      I was fucking that up on my own without any assist from him.

      The sudden lack of magic was audible, like the whooshing sound of a train as it passes by. One moment the air is grinding and loud, the next, silence.

      “Wha…what the fuck was that?” Ramsey bleated like a little goat, and he pushed up to his feet.

      I adjusted my coat over my shoulders. “What was what? You didn’t do your incantation ritual this morning, did you? How many times do I have to tell you, you have to do that every day.”

      “Yeah, yeah, yeah. ‘A ritual a day keeps the demons away.’ You’ve told me a million times,” he grumbled.

      “Even if I said that to you twice a day from the very first day I met you, I would have only said it one thousand seven hundred ninety times. Not even close to a million.”

      I breathed heavily through my nose. “Ramsey, it’s been all over town, Kolby Devin’s place up past Traitor’s Ridge, that wasn’t a bobcat that wiped out half of her prize birds. It was you, wasn’t it?”

      Ramsey had the decency to look abashed.

      “I couldn’t help it. I can’t control it,” he whined.

      I grabbed the front of his coat and pulled him up on his toes. Bringing his face close to mine. I snarled.

      “Nothing will ever be effective if you aren’t willing to do the work. If you want to let that demon ride your ass from now until eternity, then leave. Go out into the wild, get away from people, get away from populations and go feral. If you’re lucky, someone will shoot your ass. You’re lucky that hasn’t happened already.”

      I let go and he stumbled backward.

      He staggered and regained his balance before brushing down the front of his coat and finding his composure.

      “It’s your job to excise this demon. If anyone is at fault here, it’s you. You are failing me.” He turned and began making his way out of the tree line.

      “I gave you a daily ritual to keep that thing in check while I did the research to figure out the origins of that thing. It’s a missing part of a very complex puzzle. The ritual—”

      “The ritual stopped working.” He spun on me.

      “Why didn’t you say something?”

      He shrugged.

      Fuck, I would need to figure out another ritual, something that would keep the demon suppressed while I searched for the spell that would free him. I had found plenty of spells that technically should free him, but they all pretty much left him dead. Separated from the demon that rode his ass, but dead.

      “I didn’t need it anymore. The demon wasn’t putting pressure on my brain—”

      “Stop.” I pinched the bridge of my nose. “Let me get this straight. The ritual was working, the demon wasn’t bothering you, so you didn’t think you needed the ritual anymore, so you stopped. And then the demon reappeared, and the ritual isn’t working anymore?”

      Ramsey looked up at the sky and pursed his thin lips together. “Sounds about right.”

      “Fuck.” I stormed past him, swung around— the tails of my coat spun out dramatically, which is exactly why I stole it all those years ago— “You complete moron. The demon wasn’t bothering you because the ritual was doing its job. Not that you got unpossessed.”

      I reached out, my hand in a tense claw. I snapped my hand shut and pinched my finger and thumb together as if I had caught a fly.

      “Go home. Do the fucking ritual. I have research to do.” I swung back around and stormed off.

      The walk back to my rooms at the Capitulum took me past The Cellar. I paused and looked up at the windows of the second floor restaurant. Would Pandora still be eating her lunch?

      What would I say to her?

      The familiar loud purr of a Vespa engine hit my awareness. I glanced over. Pan puttered past. Her white helmet with red stripe easily identifying her.
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      Pandora

      Rain turned to sleet and then stopped, leaving everything cold and damp. Or maybe that was just me. I was not in the mood to return to work after lunch. Merle and Ramsey ran out of there like the building was on fire. Ironic, since as soon as they were gone, Ash Weiss, the chief of the fire department, sauntered in.

      An overly friendly waitress helped Darren get cleaned up and brought him a new burger. It was Darren’s superpower. He made the women swoon. Hell, even I had slept with him,

      I couldn’t believe I had done that. What a stupid move.

      I overheard Ash and Darren talk about some prize chickens getting torn up pretty bad. I didn’t recognize the name of the farmer involved, but I could only imagine how upset they would have been. It wasn’t until Ash lowered his voice that I started to actively try to listen in. It had to be juicy if the Fire Chief was gossiping.

      On my way back to work, thoughts of how he had described the chickens bothered me. He hadn’t said anything about raccoons or even a bobcat. There was something about his choice of words and the fact that he had been shifty about the whole thing that wasn’t sitting right.

      If I wanted to know the gossip, I was going to have to go to the gossip mill. The biggest source would have been a Ladies Auxiliary event, or a weekly meeting. I had to be a member to get into a meeting, or a guest of one.

      I slid along the counter that ended above the area Claudette had for her desk.

      “Claudette, you’re a member of the Ladies Auxiliary, aren’t you?”

      This chicken thing was really bothering me. I was desperate to find out more, even if that meant asking to be invited to a meeting. I gave her a weak smile and my gut twisted. What had I done? I had basically just signed myself up to be on some committee. I would certainly end up on one if I went to one of their meetings.

      She shook her head with a little laugh. “No, you couldn’t pay me to go to one of their meetings while Maisie Hepple is the president. Why? I thought that community involvement wasn’t your bag of wax.”

      I started shaking my head before changing it to a nod. “Yeah, it’s not. But…”

      How did I tell her I just needed to listen in on some local gossip? I needed access to Nan Weiss, that woman was the pulse of the town. She was a Weiss as in the W. in W. Duchamp. She was a Weiss as in Weiss Library. And if anyone knew what was going on, it was her.

      She was something, I could sense it. She wasn’t a witch, at least not in the traditional sense, not one that I could easily identify. But I still wasn’t sure what she was other than omniscient. At least omniscient when it came to all things Belvoir County, and that meant Duchamp as the county seat.

      “Ball of wax, you mean ball of wax,” I said absently, putting Claudette’s malapropism back in order.

      “Whatever, why you interested in the Auxiliary?”

      “Truth? Gossip. Have you heard anything happening to the chickens around here? I just overheard Ash and Darren talking like they didn’t want anyone to overhear—”

      “Oh.” She leaned forward on her desk, conspiratorially. “Darren Halpern,” she sighed.

      “Really? Darren? I would have pegged you for an Ash Weiss kind of girl.”

      Claudette snorted through her nose. “Ash is hot, but he’s been weird ever since Amber left town. I think she broke his heart. He used to be a total horn dog too. And one I wouldn’t touch with a ten-foot pole and prescription for antibiotics. I went to school with him. No, thank you. But Darren, now he is fine.”

      She took a moment to get lost in her thoughts. She was probably thinking about Darren’s abs. They were good abs, but they were one-thousand percent non-committal abs. I’m sure Claudette thought she would be the woman to get Darren to commit.

      “I can’t say I’ve heard anything recent about chick— oh wait, I did hear that one of the ranches over in Milton County lost like half of their flock. Something got in and tore them up.”

      There it was again, ‘tore them up.’ I don’t know why that phrase was tripping alarms in my brain, but it was.

      Milton was north-east of us. Far enough away that their local gossip didn’t impact us, but not so far that something killing off their chickens couldn’t come into Belvoir and make problems.

      “Oh, really?”

      “Look, if you want to get the good gossip, you need to go to the Guild. They have a stitch and bitch every day.”

      Claudette meant the Craft Guild. It was a fiber arts shoppe on the triangle.

      Duchamp was a small town, college population notwithstanding. Duchamp was so small it didn’t have a town square, it had a central triangle. The college took up all of one side from Duchamp Presbyterian at the northernmost point around the southwest point and along the south side to City Hall. The other half of the triangle from City Hall around the southeast point and back to the big church was downtown and the shops.

      The Archives were located behind the college president’s house on the south-west point, and technically not on campus. The row of shoppes, all with two Ps and a finale E, were quaint and the closest thing to boutique shopping in the entire county. We had a lingerie shoppe, Les Unmentionables, a shabby chic interior decoration shoppe, Coop Décor, and The Craft Guild. Kaffé Coffee took over the corner across the street from the church. There were other stores along the street, but they were just that, stores.

      The Craft Guild was a fiber arts source for quilters and knitters. And Claudette was right, there was always a circle of good town folk sitting around making things with their hands. And good town folk gossiped.

      I neither sewed nor knitted. I wouldn’t even know what to do in that shoppe. How would I go in and look like I belong there while I eavesdropped on the circle’s conversation?

      “You don’t knit, do you?” I asked.

      An hour later, Claudette was leading me into the shoppe. She was on a mission. I needed to learn how to crochet, and she was going to make it happen.

      “Claudette, what brings you in this afternoon?” A silver haired lady with her hands full of small fabric bits asked as we walked in.

      “Pan wants to learn how to crochet. She said she saw a yummy yarn in the window, and it would be a beautiful scarf, but she wouldn’t know how to make that happen. So here we are. Everyone, this is Pandora. Pandora, this well, everyone.”

      Claudette waved her arms around.

      I smiled and waved. I recognized a few of the faces. The only person I knew by name was Nan Weiss.

      “You’re Professor Bronson’s assistant at the Archive, aren’t you, dear?”

      “I am,” I smiled and bit the inside of my cheek to keep from correcting her. It was doctor, not professor. But that didn’t really matter. He wasn’t here demanding that I defend his title.

      The woman with the hand sewing stood and placed her fabric bits down. “Which fiber caught your eye? Let’s start there and see what it would work up with best. Are you very coordinated or a bit fumbley?”

      I blinked at the odd question. “Fumbley? Why?”

      “Well, crochet requires one hook, knitting two needles. Sometimes crochet is easier for the coordinationally challenged.

      “Peggy Jones, that’s a fallacy, and you know it.” Nan quipped. “This young lady rides a motorcycle all over town, I think she could handle knitting.”

      The rest of the group chittered with laughter.

      “Oh, is that you?”

      “That’s me. It’s hardly a motorcycle, just a scooter.”

      With some fussing and talking me out of the expensive wool Claudette claimed I said was pretty, I had a ball of yarn called a skein, and a crochet hook. Peggy Jones plopped me in the middle of their sewing circle between Nan and a woman named Maureen.

      “You might know my son, Chris. He’s a reference librarian at Weiss,” Maureen said before she began showing me how to loop the hook around the yarn. “You hold the yarn still, and let the hook do all the work.”

      Claudette had a project in her lap, and in no time the conversation veered away from teaching me a basic stitch, and a plethora of questions why we weren’t at work— we had told Dr. Bronson we were striking in solidarity of the cold, and would be back tomorrow as we took the rest of the day off. It wasn’t like there was anything pressing, and I had Claudette curious about the chicken situation as well.
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      Merle

      Ramsey was losing it. In the time that I had known him, he had gone from a man on the verge of insanity back to someone who had hope. Something happened in the past month that had him slipping.

      I sat in my favorite chair and sipped at a cup of hot tea.

      The tea I had made for Ramsey sat on the coffee table, cooling as he paced back and forth. He hadn’t even taken his coat off. It desperately needed to be cleaned. At one point it had been a basic tan trench. Now the color was sweat stain and dark splatters of dried blood and gore.

      “Sit down, when was the last time you took your coat off? Hell man, when was the last time you bathed or changed clothes?”

      My personal feelings aside, he was now the physical embodiment of the slimy little toad I had always thought him to be. I didn’t like him. I never had. But he paid well, and no one, no matter how repulsive, deserved to have a demon curse riding them like a trick pony into battle.

      He paused and pulled the front of his shirt away from his chest and sniffed. He shrugged. “It’s been a couple of days.”

      “Smells like a couple of weeks. Have you started doing your morning ritual again?”

      He dropped onto the couch opposite the table from me. His hands were in constant motion, as if he was rubbing lotion into them.

      “Every morning. I still don’t think it’s working. You’ve got to do something.”

      I groaned. I didn’t want to get out of my chair. It was my favorite for a reason. It was warm and comfortable and conformed to my back side the way only an old leather chair could. Setting my tea down, I pushed to my feet.

      I stepped into the dining room area of my apartment. It’s where I did a lot of my small work. It looked more like a hoarder collection of random dried herbs and ceramics in a kitchen without a sink than it did a scientist’s lab, or even a wizard’s lab. I didn’t have a book stand with a large grimoire open, I didn’t have a pointy hat perched jauntily on a skull— I had thought about it for decorative purposes, but didn’t have the shelf space.

      I pulled out a mortar and began tossing a few items into it. Mostly herbs and salts, but I added sprinkles of a few specialized ingredients taken from small stoppered vials.

      I wasn’t a potions specialist, but I needed to give Ramsey a boost.

      “What are you doing?” He asked.

      “Something,” I retorted. “Look, we are close, and I think the demon realizes it. It’s fighting against the bonds, undermining your confidence in what we’re doing here. You have to keep it together. You are in charge of your body and mind, assert dominance.” As I spoke, I added and crushed ingredients together. “Start by taking a shower and burning that coat. Or throw it in the wash. Now, shut up for a second, I’m almost done here.”

      I pulled a trinket from a box I kept for situations exactly like this. Without looking at it, I tossed it into the stone mortar with a clink. I covered the stone bowl with my hand and infused my power into the contents. I pulled magic to me, tapping into the flow of the ley lines that surged with the elder power of the mountains we were in. Power thundered through my body, leaving me shaking. It was done.

      I took a few moments to catch my breath and regain my composure. I wiped at the clammy sweat on my brow. This form of magic always took a lot with it as it traveled through me.

      Turning, I held the bowl out to Ramsey.

      “Keep this amulet on you.”

      He fished the amulet out of the dust that my magic had reduced the mixture to.

      “I’ve got a leather cord you can use to wear around your neck. It will work better if you keep it against your skin.” I put the bowl down and rummaged through a drawer. I knew I had leather cord in here somewhere.

      “Merle, you can’t be serious. I can’t wear this,” he said.

      “You don’t have to, but you should keep it on your person. Against skin is best.”

      “Merle!” He held out his hand with an emphatic gesture.

      I looked at the charged amulet resting on his palm and groaned.

      My amulet box was a collection of junk jewelry picked up from garage sales or the thrift shop. Amulets needed to be real silver. People tossed out tarnished silver thinking it was crap pot-metal all the time. I never bothered to polish the pieces, but I cleansed them in an open crystal container of salt under a full moon. I also didn’t bother to really look at the jewelry, after all it wasn’t for aesthetic purposes, it was for magical use. It didn’t matter what it looked like.

      #1Mom. Yep, even that.

      It was my turn to shrug. “Keep it tucked in. It’ll work.”

      “I’m not someone’s mother. Give me something else,” Ramsey demanded.

      “Ah, just tell anyone it means number one motherfucker, or man of the moment. I can’t charge a second amulet right now.”

      “Merle!”

      “Ramsey,” I barked back. “I’m tapped out. It’s not that I don't want to, I can’t.”

      I carefully made my way back to my chair and sunk into it. It held me like a hug, with no judgment to my post conjuring weakness. Ramsey left, muttering random impotent curses.

      I passed out shortly after I heard my front door close.
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      Pandora

      “You abandoned me at the Guild!” I whined the next time I saw Claudette.

      “You were well ensconced into their little stitching circle, I wasn’t about to pry you out,” she laughed. “So how did it go? Did you get the information you needed?”

      “I was trapped between Nan Weiss and Chris’s mother. I know more about everyone else’s business in this town than I ever wanted to know. Do you know Kolby Devin? Apparently, her chickens got attacked recently.”

      Claudette gasped. “No, oh no, she must be devastated.”

      “It’s worse than that. She’s in the hospital. She’s pregnant and the stress of losing half her pullets and her big rooster—.”

      “Shit, not Marmalade. He was her prize winning cock after Tyler.”

      “Tyler?” I had to blink a few times to get my brain to catch up. He wasn’t one of the names I could recall. Oh… Oh! “That’s her husband. Bejeezus! Claudette, I was trying to figure out if that was the bird’s name. No, not Marmalade. Something like Sagittarius, or maybe Capricorn? Yeah, so… they have her on bed rest and are watching her. I guess the threat to the baby is real.”

      The pleasant expression on Claudette’s face turned serious. “I should take over a casserole. I knew she was nervous about being pregnant. It’s taken them a few years of trying. You’d like her, Kolby is a real kick in the pants. Her Tyler is Ash’s cousin.”

      “Ash as in Fire Chief Weiss? Isn’t everyone in this town his cousin?”

      “I’m not. You’re not,” Claudette pointed out.

      “Yeah, but I’m not from around here.”

      Claudette snorted. “Obviously. What else did you learn?” She pushed back from her desk and spun in her chair.

      I dumped my messenger bag and lunch box on the counter in front of her and pulled out a rat’s nest of purple and blue fibers. “I learned to crochet!”

      Claudette reached out for the mess in my hands. “Is that what you call this?”

      “I know. I was doing really well at the shop, and when I got home something went wrong. I’m going back after work to see if they can help.”

      “You might have to frog the whole thing,” Claudette said as she fingered the wreck.

      “I’m not wasting power turning a lump of yarn into a frog. That’s a waste of energy.”

      I snagged the miserable attempt at fiber arts away from her and hauled my messenger bag back on my shoulder, grabbed my helmet and lunch box, and headed toward my desk area behind the first row of shelves.

      I was about half way there when Claudette was on her feet chasing after me. “Wait, you can turn things into frogs?”

      “I only did it the one time, and I got into trouble,” I admitted.

      “No, seriously, Pandora, you can turn people into frogs?”

      I dropped my bags and helmet on my desk and turned to her.

      “You do know what this place is, don’t you?” I really hoped she did, otherwise I had a lot of explaining to do. A lot.

      “Of course, but … Okay, maybe I never believed in all of it. But there are some people who are always lucky, and Nan Weiss always gets her way. Always. Dr. Bronson told me never to open the books in here, it’s not a library, it’s—”

      “A well curated collection,” we both said at the same time.

      “Right, and if I wanted to read a book, I could go across the street. I mean, we all know if you’re out in the woods, and you hear your name, no you didn’t. I guess…”

      When I first moved to Duchamp, I had expected everyone in town to be somewhere on the preternatural scale. I learned that the same way I learned how to pronounce Duchamp: the hard way. Most people did know, they just ignored all the magical and weird shit going on around them.

      “Can you get me the winning lottery numbers?”

      “Claudette!”

      “Well, if I can’t get you to turn someone into a frog for me, what’s the point?”

      I laughed. She was right, what was the point?

      “If I turned someone into a frog for you”—I wasn’t, but I was curious—“Who and why?”

      She thought for a minute. “Maybe Chris, no Eric. Then I would kiss him, you could be hiding behind the bushes and turn him back, and I’d convince him it was true love’s kiss. And he’d instantly fall in love with me out of obligation.”

      “I thought you liked Darren.”

      Claudette shook her head with slow, deliberate motion, the head shake version of a golf clap. “That man is hot, he knows it, and he is far too liberal with his affections. I might be willing to let him eat crackers in my bed and churn butter a time or two, he is not relationship material. But Eric Dupree, now he is marriage goals.”

      I knew what she meant. Darren was good at churning butter, as she said, but he wasn’t commitment material. He was mistake material.

      “I’m not turning Eric Dupree into a frog. Wait, isn’t he the whiskey guy.”

      “Fine. Bourbon not whiskey. I’ll figure something else out you can witchy up for me.” She spun and headed back to her desk as we both heard the door chime.

      If I hadn’t heard muffled voices, I would have yelled after her, but I didn’t want to appear unprofessional, or have someone important hear me yell about turning men into frogs.

      I had only done it the one time because I didn’t think I actually could, and that boy had been really annoying. He never remembered what happened, but he left me alone the rest of our time together in school. So it was a win-win. I found out I was a witch, and I got the bully to leave me alone.

      I began working on the list Dr. Bronson placed on my desk. He left me a list of tasks every morning. Or maybe he left it at night before he left. The largest part of my job was more librarian than archivist. I wasn’t ensuring the preservation of anything other than information, and I really wasn’t doing much of that unless someone needed a tome that Dr. Bronson refused to let out of the building. In that case I spent hours painstakingly copying down sigils, spells, recipes, strange drawings, whatever was on the page. This usually meant taking photos, but other times it really meant utilizing drawing skills I had to magic into place.

      That morning, I spent my time pulling mundane articles that actually hid factual magic. National Geographic and the Smithsonian were the worst perpetrators when it came to exposing magic to regular people. Of course, they had no clue what it was they were looking at, so pretty much no harm no foul. What that meant for us, at the Archives, it meant that we kept at least one copy of the documentation.

      I balanced a stack of magazines in my arms when Dr. Bronson’s door opened. Merle stepped out. My stomach dropped. Like some idiot, I hadn’t even realized he was there. I should have recognized the deep tones of his voice earlier. In my defense, I was distracted about thinking what could I do for Claudette that would make up for not turning Eric Dupree into a frog.

      That was my excuse, and I was going to stick with it, because I didn’t like the truth. I hadn’t even noticed Merle was in the building. It felt like proof that maybe there wasn’t something between us. When I desperately wanted there to be.

      I liked that he was jealous over Darren. But I didn’t like that he was pissed at me, and I didn’t like the feelings of guilt that were slipping in over it. I had done nothing wrong. Merle hadn’t even let Darren know he was interested. What was I supposed to do? Become a nun until Merle noticed me?

      No, I was living my best life. And right now my best life was riddled with guilt when I should have been enjoying the memories of Darren instead of contemplating performing a banishing spell on that part of my memory.

      Maybe I should ask Merle about that? Would he stop being pissed at me and maybe actually make his own move if I could no longer remember Darren’s abs?

      “Pandora.”

      I jumped at the sound of my name. So lost in my guilt laden thoughts, I hadn’t noticed Merle walking up to me. The magazines slid from my hold.

      “Sorry,” he said before I managed to start babbling. We both crouched down to gather my dropped collection.

      As he reached out for the spill of magazines, I placed my hand on his wrist. “No, Merle, I’m sorry. I really am. I need you to know that.”

      I would have loved to have some spark between us when I touched him, but there was nothing. At least not until his crystal blue eyes locked with mine. It wasn’t so much a spark as it was a complete meltdown. I felt like goo in a Pandora skin suit.

      I might have blinked, but it seemed like one second we were staring at each other, and the next second Merle’s mouth was on mine. His hand cupped the back of my neck, and he pressed me back. I fell onto my ass, and we crashed against one of the bookshelves.

      Fortunately, there was no cascade of toppling shelving units. Those suckers were anchored to the floor for safety reasons, I don’t care what the movies show.

      His face was warm and his lips soft. I tried to record every sensation of him, his scent, the demanding way his hand on my neck held and released like he wanted to control me, but he also didn’t want to force me to do anything.

      I sucked on his lower lip, and felt his teeth scrape against mine. Our tongues danced, and I stopped trying to identify the sensations and let them happen, and reveled in them. He did that sexy romantic move from the movies and all the books of resting his forehead to mine when he ended the kiss. He didn’t let go of me. And I wasn’t about to release the hold I had on his coat.

      “I’m the one who should apologize,” his voice was a rumble.

      “Don’t you fucking dare apologize for kissing me.”

      He chuckled. His face was still so close. Focusing on him was not going to happen, so I closed my eyes. I leaned my forehead more against him, not wanting him to back up.

      “Never. But I should apologize for not kissing you earlier. Like six months, maybe even a year ago.”

      My throat went dry. Six months to a year? How much self-doubt would that have saved? So much, so fucking much.

      “Look.” He sat back on his heels and gazed over his shoulder.

      I opened my eyes, the distance between us now something my vision could handle. I followed his gaze, but had no idea what he was looking at.

      “Could we talk? You know, go somewhere and sit and talk.”

      I nodded. “Yeah, of course.”

      He looked over his shoulder again before standing up. He held his hand out to me and helped me up. As I straightened my dress, and regathered my composure about me, he bent and picked up the spilled magazines.

      He dumped them back into my arms.

      “I’ll give you a call, and we can set something up.”

      “Tonight?” I asked.

      He shook his head. “I don’t think so. I’m going to have to go. Pan.” He leaned in and placed a long kiss on my cheek. “The next day or two. I’ve already wasted enough time.”

      With a swirl of his coat, he took off down the row between the shelves and was gone.
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      Pandora

      After work, I took the wad of what was supposed to be a scarf and headed back to the Craft Guild. Merle said he would call. I needed a distraction. I had things to do, and I couldn’t wait around for him.

      That was a complete lie. I had already been waiting around for him for years. The difference now was that I knew he was interested. And hell, the way he kissed me, he was really interested. I headed to the Guild, more to keep myself distracted than any real concern over my failed attempt at crochet.

      The bells over the shop tinkled and a collection of curious faces looked up from the stitching circle to see who had walked in the door.

      “Pandora, so nice to see you. Have you decided to come crochet with us?” Peggy asked.

      “Yes, but I have an ulterior motive,” I admitted. I pulled the rat’s nest from my messenger bag and displayed my work in shame. “I’m not sure what went wrong.”

      “Oh, honey, come sit next to me. We’ll get you situated.” Maureen scooted her chair a bit to the side, so I could pull a folding chair up to the group.

      She had me pull all the yarn out, what was called frogging. And now I understood what Claudette had meant. Not turning it into a frog, but pulling it apart. The choice of terms didn’t make much sense. This was all new to me.

      I sat with them and didn’t listen to the gossip nearly as much, as I focused hard on counting my stitches and making sure I stopped and started a new row when it was time. Apparently that’s where I had gone wrong.

      With each stitched row, my confidence grew. I still had to count, but I could simply work for a length of time before I had to check my work. This was easier than I had made it. Until it wasn’t. I cursed under my breath as I started to yank the last few stitches out.

      “Now be sure whoever you are making that for, you don’t get too stressed, and whatever you do, don’t curse your work and then give it to someone as a gift,” Nan said from across the circle.

      “What do you mean?”

      “We all put our intentions into what we make. Some of us have a little more intention than others, like you.” She eyed me knowingly. That was her way of saying everyone had power, even if they didn’t have magic, and she knew I had magic. “If you want that to be a gift for someone you love, you need to remember that love as you work. You don’t want to unintentionally give a cursed gift.”

      I laughed and held up the scarf. “Are you saying I’m in danger of turning this into a bad luck charm?”

      “More than you realize.”

      I guess it was a good thing I had never gotten into making jewelry. I could just see myself turning out nothing but cursed amulets. With a sigh, I looked at the beginnings of my scarf and cooed at it, “You are a beautiful learning experience, I rescind my bad words.”

      “Nan, you’re going to turn her into a crazy hooker,” Chris’s mom laughed.

      My expression had to have been crazy shocked, with wide eyes and mouth contorted in horror as I looked up at her. Why was she calling me a hooker? A million thoughts ping-ponged through my head. Of all the bad things I may have done, I had never… and there was nothing wrong with sex work, only the societal misconceptions. I slammed my mouth shut before I said something rude.

      All the women burst out in giggles as Maureen held up a crochet hook. “Hooker.”

      “Oh,” I said slowly as realization dawned on me. Yeah, I definitely had some guilt issues I needed to work through.

      Merle didn’t call the next day, but I didn’t called him either. We didn’t need to be playing this game. Instead of facing the situation head on like a logical adult— which, to be fair, I was not when it came to my feelings for Merle—I hyper focused on my new crochet skills and finished my first scarf. It wasn’t very good, but it gave me an idea, and I was back in the Craft Guild after work buying more yarn.

      When Merle didn’t call the next day either, I decided it was time to take things into my own hands. The man had kissed me. I hadn’t imagined that. Well, I had, lots. Lots and lots, but not that time. That was really us on the floor in a scatter of dropped magazines. My imagination tended to put us in more comfortable situations.

      I sat back in my corner behind the rows of shelves. Letting out a deep breath, I picked up the phone and hit an outgoing line. My stomach flipped. It made no sense to be nervous. I called Merle all the time.

      “This is Merle,” his deep voice rumbled through the phone. It sounded scratchy, deeper in his chest than normal.

      “Uh, hi. It’s Pan,” I said.

      “Oh, Pandora, hello.”

      There was something about the way he said my name. His voice went soft, and I swear it lowered an octave. I gulped, and my toes curled.

      “Did that request come in?” he asked.

      And just like that, my nerves were gone, the knot in my stomach relaxed, and my toes squirmed back into my shoes. He thought this was a work call. Maybe I had imagined that kiss?

      “Ah, no,” I groaned. “I, um…” I couldn’t do it. I was a grown ass woman, and Merle Armitage had me acting like some kind of teenager with a crush.

      “I wanted to follow up on those documents I delivered the other week. Did you need to return anything?” What the hell was I doing? Offering to come pick up books he needed to return? I wasn’t some kind of Archive pick-up and delivery service. No, wait, I was actually.

      “That is kind of you to check, but I am still in the thick of this problem. Did someone need one of the tomes?”

      I shook my head. Not that he could see. “No, no, I just thought I’d check. Okay, you have a good day.”

      I practically slammed the receiver down on the cradle. What the glorious fuck happened? I wanted to fold in on myself. That had been nothing short of humiliating. Maybe he would be absent-minded enough to not realize that call had been completely out of character.

      At least I hadn’t had any witnesses to my embarrassment. I turned to my computer and tried to focus on answering email inquiries instead of dwelling on being a moron. A dweeb. A fool. An idiot to think Merle had really been serious when he kissed me.

      I cringed. Why did he make me feel and respond like I was fifteen and asking a boy out for the first time? Right, because my feelings for him were somehow important to me. He was important to me.

      My phone intercom buzzed, and then Claudette’s voice announced that I had a call on line one.

      “This is Pandora, how can I help you?” At least I was capable of functioning. That alone showed that I had made great strides since I was fifteen. Back then I would have still been crying over the rejection, now I just internalized my feelings of inadequacy.

      “Pandora.”

      My insides flipped and twisted. I closed my eyes and allowed myself a moment of enjoying what Merle’s voice did to me. And then I shut all of that down behind a steel door. I opened my eyes and braced myself against the dulcet, panty melting tones his vocal cords made from air and vibrations.

      Maybe vibration wasn’t the right visual to have given myself.

      “Dr. Armitage,” I choked out.

      “Merle,” he corrected, and I melted. Defenses be damned. “I realize that I didn’t call when I said I would. And that maybe that’s what your earlier call was actually about.”

      I made positive grunting sounds. Merle spoke with smooth confidence, and I was instantly reduced to a caveman vocabulary.

      He chuckled. “I would very much like to take you out.”

      I licked my lips and squirmed in my chair. He had done it, and I was wiggling like I had a tail to wag around.

      “I would like that.”

      “I know we don’t have a lot of options, but would it be all right with you if we stayed in town?”

      “Sure. I’m good with burgers, unless you’d rather something else,” I said. “But maybe not fried chicken.”

      “What do you have against fried chicken? Don’t let that knitting circle of yours know, or they’ll run you out of town,” he chuckled.

      How the hell did he know that I had started crocheting with the ladies at the Guild? I shook my head. This was a small town. He could have seen me through the big picture window. Claudette could have told him.

      “Fine, no fried chicken.”

      “I can meet you at The Cellar,” I suggested.

      “I’d like to come pick you up. Like a real date. If that’s okay with you?”

      Okay? I couldn’t remember the last time a man asked me on a date and insisted on picking me up instead of meeting. “That sounds lovely. What time? Do you know where I live?”

      “Yeah, I know where you live. Apartment B, in the back, right?”

      “Have you been stalking me?”

      “Not intentionally. I’ll pick you up at seven?”

      I bit my lip and blushed. Only the stacks of magazines and books that surrounded me witnessed my exuberance.

      “I’ll see you later.” This time, when I hung up the phone, I hadn’t wanted to. I wanted to stay on the line and listen to him talk about nothing and everything. I wanted to play that stupid game of ‘no, you hang up first,’ because I didn’t want to hang up at all.
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      Merle

      I hadn’t been on a proper date since high school. And I don’t care to admit how long ago that had been.

      My last relationship had been just that, a relationship. I hadn’t considered her to be a girlfriend, and she certainly never referred to me as a boy, friend or otherwise. At least not until she broke up with me and called me a little boy, and a child.

      I had always liked to think of it as having a child like joie de vivre. I believe the exact word was juvenile. She was the one to convince me to meet her for a date, and the next thing I knew, she was moving in.

      So even though there had been women, my dating skills were rusty at best.

      Following proper dating etiquette, I took a shower and wore clean clothes. I stopped and bought flowers. There wasn’t a box of chocolates to be found that wasn’t in the shape of a heart. I chose not to go with the heart shape box because I didn’t want to jump the line and scare Pan off. Or look cheap, buying leftovers from Valentine’s Day.

      Of course, I had been too lax before and almost lost her. That was on me. This was my chance to make it up to her, and I was revving with enthusiasm. Maybe a little too much. I was going to screw things up. I could feel it.

      Standing on the walkway in front of her apartment building, I pulled out my phone and called Ramsey.

      “Merle? Did you find something?”

      “No, not yet. I wanted to check in before I go offline for a bit.”

      “What do you mean offline?” Panic wound his voice tight.

      “I’m not going to be available if something happens tonight. Do you have your amulet on you?”

      “Yeah, that’s me, number one mom,” he sneered.

      “You don’t have to be so snarky. I’ll take that to mean you’re not a danger to yourself or those around you for at least the next twelve hours.”

      “If you would only follow through on your promises, Merle, then I wouldn’t be a danger, ever.”

      I seriously doubted that.

      “We’re closer than ever before. Look, just stay in and lie low for the night. I’ll check in with you in the morning.” I ended the call. I shouldn’t have called. I shouldn’t have let his problems become my problems. But that’s what happened. His curse was mine. But for tonight, I didn’t want to think about the damned thing. I wanted to focus all of my attention on Pandora.

      Turning the ringer on my phone off, I tucked it away before striding up the walkway to knock on her door.

      “Hi!”

      Her bright smile, and bright pink hair caught my breath and got it twisted around in my lungs. I forgot how to speak.

      “Are those for me?” she asked, reaching forward to the bouquet I shoved toward her.

      “Come on in, I’ll get these in a vase, and then we can go. If that’s okay. It’s not like we have reservations, right?”

      She turned and walked up the long hallway that separated her front door from the rest of her apartment.

      I stood by the door and watched her walk away. Gods, her ass was fascinating the way it moved. Round and smooth and… She stopped and looked over her shoulder at me. It was the single most sexy come hither look I had ever experienced.

      “You can come all the way in, you know.” Her laughter was the tinkle of the fairy court, and I was ready to make any bargain to be by her side.

      Her kitchen was one of those small galley layouts, with a long counter dividing the cooking from the living room. She moved around, completely at ease in her own space, and I was pulled into her spell.

      She smiled, and I tried to not look like the gob smacked fool that I was.

      Once the flowers were in a vase, she lifted them to her face and sniffed. “They smell as good as they look.”

      She carefully placed them in the middle of the exceptionally clean counter.

      “Let me grab my coat, and we can go.”

      “Yeah, sounds good.” Go, we needed to go. I promised to buy her dinner, not gape at her like a goldfish gasping for breath.

      I followed her back down the hall as she pulled her coat on, like the good puppy I was. She said heel, and I was ready to roll over and give her my belly for a scratching. She closed and locked her door, and then turned to me and slipped her arm into mine.

      “I hope you don’t mind walking.” I hadn’t really thought about getting in the car and driving over. It seemed like a waste of time having to try to find parking when we literally lived within a few blocks of each other and the restaurant.

      “I have a little trick to keep us dry.”

      The twinkle in her eye had me thinking about signing contracts with demons to have her. And I knew better.

      It wasn’t until she touched me that I relaxed.
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      Pandora

      I don’t know if Merle was actually being witty, or if I was in that everything my crush says is funny mode. But he was most entertaining. As we walked toward town and The Cellar, he started to tell me a story about the chickens at the Capitulum.

      He had me giggling, and I held onto his arm because I didn’t want him to get away.

      At first, I was so nervous, and I figured he had felt that, because he was quiet for a bit. But once we started talking, it was as if we had never been nervous around each other.

      We slid into a booth, and I felt like I was on a date, and not at the same place I had lunch at once a week because there weren’t really many choices in town.

      We ordered, and the conversation went right back. Maybe it was frivolous topics, but it was easy.

      “Okay, I’ve been dying to ask, but a frock coat?”

      “It’s original,” he defended his fashion choice.

      “It’s dashing,” I offered.

      “I always wanted to be a pirate. Or a Shakespearean actor.”

      I snorted, I couldn’t help it. “You, Shakespeare? Quote something,” I demanded.

      Merle shook his head. “I can’t remember any of the lines. But the man could write the hell out of a scene. He knew romance, banter, and comedy.”

      “What’s your favorite?”

      “Taming of the Shrew,” he said with a half-smile.

      Oh, that was a new expression. And it was scrumptious. It did something to his lips that had me wanting to crawl across the table and grab his collar, drag him to me and lick the seam of that smile.

      “Whatever you are thinking, I think the answer is yes,” he said. His voice dropped, and I felt the timbre of his words through my entire being.

      I stopped chewing on my lip. “You like bossy women?”

      “Sharp tongue, soft lips,” Merle crooned.

      His low, rumbled words made what was left of my insides liquefy.

      “Hey, wait a minute.” I had to try to remember the lines. Asses were made for bearing… no, I wanted the wasp line. “If you’re calling me waspish, best beware my sting.”

      “I’m the one with the prick you need to be careful of.” A slow, prideful grin started to cross his lips.

      A sudden laugh escaped my lips before I could control it. I clamped both hands over my mouth.

      I wasn’t the only one to laugh, with a chuckle Darren stepped up and dropped his hand onto Merle’s shoulder.

      The sudden burn of a blush hit my cheeks. I wasn’t sure why I was blushing.

      “Did you just call yourself a prick?” I asked.

      “No, sweetheart, he just tried to warn you about his needle dick.”

      Merle shrugged the other man off. “I was attempting to twist the bard’s words to the situation. Shakespeare was a natural at witty banter and scathing barbs.”

      “And this is neither,” Darren proclaimed. He slid into the booth next to Merle, forcing him to move over. Merle did so begrudgingly. “Where’s your shadow?”

      “He wasn’t invited,” Merle grumbled. “And neither were you.”

      I enjoyed watching him get defensive of our time together. At least that’s what I hoped was happening.

      “Since when do I need an invitation?” Darren asked with high ego and a higher lack of awareness.

      I gave him a look. I hoped I had you dumbass all over my face the way I pursed my lips and knit my brow.

      “What? Oh, shit, this is a date. You’re on a date.” He practically leapt out of the booth as if it were on fire. “Why the fuck did you come here on a date?”

      There were only a handful of restaurants in Duchamp, where else were we to go?

      Darren patted Merle in the center of his chest and looked at me. “My guy here’s a stud. Forget everything I said about needle dick. Hung like a fucking horse.”

      He leaned in close and stage whispered at the side of Merle’s head. “I’ve got her all warmed up for you. You’re a shoe in. Don’t fuck this up.”

      It wasn’t exactly the kind of talking me up that was necessary. My gut dropped as I feared it would only remind Merle of what Darren and I had done.

      Merle shot a glare at Darren’s back as he retreated to the other side of the restaurant.

      Merle looked back at me and stared for a moment. “I have completely forgotten what we were talking about.”

      “Me too,” I giggled like some kind of a kid. I slid my hand over my face and wanted to fade.

      “You seem younger than I think you are when you laugh like that.”

      I inwardly groaned. Had I just projected my thoughts of being a giggly preteen into his head, and now he was picking up on it? Time for damage control.

      “It’s the chubby cheeks and good genetics, plus bathing in the tears of my enemies really helps keep up the youthful appearance.”

      “I wouldn’t say you have chubby cheeks.”

      I lifted my brows and titled my head. If he said I wasn’t fat…

      “I’d say you have a heart shaped face, with a pointy little chin.” He reached across the table and softly pinched my chin.

      I felt my lower lip tremble. It was a good thing I was sitting because I lost knee function. I always wanted someone to like my stupid chin. It was pointy. It jutted out at the end of a fairly strong jawline for a woman. And I had chubby cheeks that people liked to squish together, forcing me to look like some kind of goldfish with puckered lips. I had endured that face squish my entire youth. And even as an adult, far too many people felt comfortable squishing my face. But no one had ever treated my chin like it was cute.

      “You seem more like the bathe in the blood of virgins type, but I can see tears of your enemies working.” He flashed me a toothy grin, and whatever piss-poor lame flirting we had managed to achieve before being interrupted was now back.

      We sat in that booth until the waitress told us they were closing up, and we needed to go.

      Merle walked me home, and I kept us dry from the cold rainy weather.

      I opened my door and stepped in. He didn’t follow.

      “Do you want to come in?” I asked.

      He leaned against my open door frame in the yummiest way possible. He was all tall and lean and I wanted to kiss him. I wanted him to kiss me.

      “Yeah, I do. And that’s why I’m not. This was a proper first date. Hopefully, that means I get to kiss you good night at your door.”

      Merle could kiss me good morning in my bed if he wanted. Instead, he was being mister proper. Kudos and brownie points. He behaved on the first date, hopefully on the second one he would not.

      I stepped in close and grabbed the front of his coat and tipped my face up to his.

      “I would very much like for you to kiss me.” I was done leaving my wants and needs from this man to chance.

      His lips were warm. His fingers were a bit chilly as he cupped my face and continued to work his lips over mine. My lips parted, and I darted my tongue out for a taste of him. He responded in kind, and our tongues teased each other, but never fully committed to twining and dancing together.

      He sighed when he eased away from me, letting his hands drop to my arms. I still clenched his coat in my fists.

      “Good night, Pandora.”

      Reluctantly, I let him go. “Good night, Merle. I had a nice time with you this evening. Would you be interested in coming over for dinner tomorrow?”

      A slow smile spread across his face. “I would be delighted. I’ll bring the wine.”

      “Great. It’s a date.”

      “It’s a date.”

      And like our earlier phone call, I wasn’t ready for it to end. I waited at my door as he strutted down the walkway. He pulled his collar close around his neck and hunkered into his coat as he walked off into the weather.
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      Pandora

      “Pandora, would you mind?” Dr. Bronson always asked would I mind when it meant something was tedious, and he probably should be the one to be doing it.

      “What do you need, Dr. Bronson?”

      “Dr. Armitage requested a certain passage. It’s a bit of a poem.” He unrolled a very old piece of vellum. The scroll wasn’t particularly long, but he still didn’t unfurl it to its full length. Using the tip of a retracted mechanical pencil, he drew a circle in the air above a collection of markings that to the untrained eye might look like chicken scratches.

      “This section, if you please. It is an incantation.”

      “Are there any other sections of the scroll he might need?”

      Merle had been collecting bits of poetry, and incantations, for a very long time. They all centered on casting away something. If this ancient document had another piece to whatever puzzle he was working on, maybe it had something else as well?

      “No,” Dr. Bronson answered. “Just the section I showed.”

      I nodded.

      He carefully recoiled the scroll and slid it into a leather case. “I had to pull some strings for the archivist at—” he stopped, cutting himself off. “Well, I had to make promises that I would keep this under my guardianship, so I’m sure you understand why we need to have it copied. Can’t be handing out other’s valuables all willy-nilly.”

      “No, we can’t,” I said as I gingerly took the scroll.

      For the most part, I enjoyed working at the Archive. Dr. Bronson was innocuous enough, but there were times he tested my patience. If he promised to oversee the handling of the scroll, then he should be the one to make the copy, not me. Better yet, he should invite Merle into the office and allow him to examine it himself. There might be nuances in the ancient markings I might miss with my copy.

      And another thing, the secret archives of the Smithsonian were not exactly a secret to those of us in the field.

      I bit my lip and thought about Merle’s kiss last night as I headed back to my desk. If I copied this, I could get it over to him this afternoon and see him before tonight’s dinner date. I unrolled the scroll and pulled out a piece of craft parchment.

      The chicken scratch was ancient, Sumerian or older, cuneiform. If Merle was tapping into Sumerian texts, whatever it was he wanted separated was holding fast.

      The base material of the scroll had an uneven, modulated coloring. Not certain if that had any importance to what I was copying, I pulled out the small pallet of water colors.

      One of my talents lay in my ability to perfectly match a transcription. If this was a spell, I didn’t have the knowledge or power to activate it, but I could duplicate it so the next person with the skills and power could view my work and get the same results as if they were working with the original.

      It’s why my “cute little magic tricks,” landed me the job in the W. Duchamp Archives.

      Magic trick aside, the work took concentration and time. Before I knew it, the day had mostly passed. If I wanted to get this over to Merle and see him at all today, I needed to finish up. Even knowing I would see him soon enough for dinner, I couldn’t wait. Besides, I knew he was waiting for this.

      I carefully placed the scroll back in its case before putting the copy into a file folder and into my messenger bag.

      “I’m going to take this over to Dr. Armitage, he’s waiting for it,” I announced as I hurried out.

      The blustery cold weather continued. At least we had a break from the rain. If we were any farther north, it would be snow. As much as I wasn’t a fan of the wet and the cold, I was less of a fan of the bitter cold that came with snow and ice. The weather should have turned by now. I wanted it to be spring already.

      I parked my scooter and hung my helmet off the handle bars before heading up to the Capitulum. With a warble of chicken noises, the big fluffy Brahma cock headed toward me. He was like a puppy, so happy to see me, so eager for a pat on the top of his head.

      “Hey there, dopey bird. You be careful, some boogeyman is after chickens.” I ruffled his feathers again, and then a terrifying squawk headed toward us. It was another fluffy breed of chicken, only this one was small. It looked like a fluff of cotton in comparison to the big guy who now took a stand between me and my would-be assailant.

      The little guy came after me with all the fury of remembering he was the descendant of dinosaurs. I was not in the mood to have my ankles pecked or scratched up by a miniature chicken with a Napoleon complex.

      I scampered up the stairs and into the front hall. Every time I stepped into this place, I could feel how it must have been to have lived in such a luxurious home. The wood paneling just got to me. Or maybe it had something to do with knowing Merle Armitage was at the top of the stairs, and if I was lucky he might meet me wrapped in a towel again.

      Damn, that had been one hell of a surprise. Of course, the circumstances hadn’t been the best. I shook that thought off. That was the past, forgiven, excused.

      I knocked.

      Merle peered around the door as he opened it. His eyes widened with a touch of surprise before he opened the door wider.

      “Pan!” He swept me into his arms.

      I wanted to melt into his warm embrace. I did for a minute, and then I remembered I was there on official business. With a clearing of my throat, I stood up out of the hug.

      “I have a copy of that poem you were waiting for.” I pulled the file folder from my messenger bag.

      Merle looked like a kid eager for a present. His gaze focused on the folder, and he made grabby-hands before he could actually take the folder from me.

      His eyes scanned hungrily over the copy. He read over it again, the next time his lips moved as he read it to himself.

      “This is perfect!” He beamed at me. His smile lit up his entire face.

      The next time he pulled me to him, he accompanied the hug with a kiss. And I kissed him back. Our lips slid together. And this time when I reached out to taste him, his tongue twined and danced with mine.

      The strap to my messenger bag slid from my shoulder. I was vaguely aware as the bag thudded against the floor. Merle shifted around to put the folder down without ever breaking the kiss. And then he was back, clutching the back of my jacket.

      I slid my fingers into the mess of his hair and held him.

      He shifted his grip on me. His hand grabbed my ass, and he pulled my hips forward. A low growl sounded deep in his throat. The sound was sexy and exciting. I may have moaned, I know I was panting for breath when our lips parted before we were trying to consume each other again.

      He let go of my ass and started to work on the buttons down the front of my coat. I shouldn’t stay, shouldn’t be doing what we were doing. I was on the clock. But I didn’t want to stop, and that’s where my priority was.

      He pushed the coat off my shoulders and began working on the buttons of my blouse. His mouth abandoned mine to nip and kiss along my jaw and down my neck. I leaned in and clutched him to me. His kisses and touch were leaving me breathless. He could have all of my air, all of my skin. All of me. I definitely moaned as his kisses worked their way onto the base of my neck.

      He cupped the side of one of my breasts.

      “Merle!”

      The door to his apartment burst open like a shot.

      We both jumped. Merle turned to face the intruder. I gasped and clutched the front of my shirt closed.

      “Oh, what are you doing here?” Ramsey asked with an accusatory tone.

      I gulped, trying to remember what I was doing there. I had a purpose that didn’t involve sucking Merle’s tongue down my throat, even though that is what I had been trying my best to do.

      “Did you even knock, man?”

      Ramsey looked twitchy. Over the past few weeks, he had progressively gotten stranger and more distant than he typically was.

      My foot hit my messenger bag. Right, I had been making a delivery. I bent over and scooped up the bag. “I should get back to work,” I announced.

      I took a step toward the door, but Merle stopped me, wrapping his large hand around my arm. I looked back up at him.

      “Tonight still good?” He actually looked worried.

      I flushed and bit my lip. “We can continue this later. Yes, tonight is still good.”

      I trailed my fingers down the wall on my way out.
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      Merle

      It seemed like Pandora was always walking away from me. There was something fundamentally wrong about that.

      My gaze slid to Ramsey. “What are you doing here?” I asked with a sigh.

      “You didn’t return my calls.”

      I turned away from him and picked up the folder with the copy Pandora had delivered. I brandished it at him. “I’ve been busy.”

      “Is that what you call it? Looked more like something non-professional going on between you.”

      Ramsey reached out and grabbed the folder. He opened it and stared at the copy. Slowly he lifted the copy from the folder. “Is this it?”

      I took the page from him. “Yes. I think so.”

      “What are you waiting for? Can we do this? Can we do this now?”

      “I need time to prepare. I have to figure out where in the process this fits in.”

      “Tonight?”

      I shook my head. “I’ll have to study this for a bit. And I have an appointment tonight.”

      “What do you mean, appointment? I should be your priority,” Ramsey’s voice started to wind up.

      I tilted my head back and closed my eyes. “Ramsey. I will work on this when I can focus and really give it my undivided attention.”

      “And when do you think that will be?”

      “Do you have the amulet with you?”

      Ramsey glared at me.

      I lifted my brows in a silent question.

      With a grumble, Ramsey started to search through his pockets.

      “It needs to be against your skin for maximum effect.”

      Eventually, he held out his hand, the #1Mom amulet in his palm.

      I turned and stepped across my living room and yanked open a drawer. I pulled out a leather cord. Turning, I held it out to Ramsey.

      “You need to wear the amulet.”

      He snatched the cord from my hand and slipped the pendant over it before tying a knot in the ends, and yanking it over his head. With another glare, he turned and stormed out of my apartment.
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      Pandora

      “This is romantic,” Merle said as he popped the cork on the wine

      I paused, not certain if he was mocking my attempt at creating a soft mood or not. The overhead lighting was off, but the strings of fairy lights were on. There were lit candles on the low coffee table along with the box of pizza and the wine glasses. One of those perpetual fires that are always popular around Christmas-time was on the TV.

      I didn’t know where to look, and I twisted my fingers together.

      He poured the wine and handed me a glass. “It’s nice, Pandora, I like it. You’ve set a mood that even I can see. And I can be a little blind to more subtle hints.”

      I only meant to take a sip, but I sucked down the entire glass. “So, are you telling me not to be too subtle?”

      “I’m saying”— he took the glass and set it on the table— “I’ve missed clues before. I appreciate your forthright message this evening.”

      He set his glass down. I don’t think he had even taken a sip. When he started to lean toward me, I leaned toward him. That first kiss was tentative, unsure. We were like teenagers who wanted to do more but had no idea what to do or say. Confidence was not present for either of us at first.

      Either confidence or desperation slammed into me first, and I wrapped my arms around his shoulders and dragged us closer together. Merle responded in kind. And then we knew what we were doing, what we wanted. We wanted each other.

      Our lips pressed and tugged, sliding across each other in an attempt to merge. My lips parted on a sigh. At last, we were on the same page, and it was a hot and needy page.

      Merle’s tongue slid over my lips before delving in to find my tongue for its dance partner. His hand cupped the back of my head, holding me in place.

      I knotted my fingers in his hair. I don’t know if I leaned back, or he pushed into me, but soon I was back against the couch and his body was over mine. His thigh pushed between my legs, hiking my skirt up. He pulled the skirt up higher as his other hand ran down my leg before slipping my shoe off and running back up to grab and claw at my thigh.

      We had both dressed for a date, even though we were both well aware that we were not going out. I wore a cropped sweater in bright colors— I was so tired of the persistent gloom of winter and eager for spring—with a black flippy skirt and tights. I should have skipped the tights and shoes. I hooked my leg over his as I tugged his shirt tails out of his jeans. I wanted to touch his skin, feel the muscles that I knew he kept hidden under his clothes.

      He pulled back and looked down at me. We were both panting. I don’t know what he saw when he looked at me, but I did not miss the hunger in his eyes. It was thrilling, and hot. He tore at his tie and then with rapid, almost inhuman speed undid the buttons of his shirt. Grabbing my hands, he placed my palms on his chest. I guess he wanted me touching him too.

      He lowered back to me, this time he slid a hand under the hem of my sweater and cupped a breast. He moaned as his hand slid over the satin and lace of my bra.

      I made sure to wear something that was more sexy than practical. I hoped he didn’t care that the one I had on was somewhere in between. Sexy bras at my size could be cost prohibitive, but I did my best.

      His thumb ran over the thin fabric, caressing my nipple, and I forgot everything about the bra. My underwear only mattered because it was between me and Merle.

      I arched into his hand, wanting more of his touch. His mouth on mine was heaven, his hands on me were torture. I needed more of both. My hips rocked against his leg. He pressed his thigh harder against my core, so I could ride his leg as he continued to run his hands over me.

      His lips were fire against my skin. I wanted every blistering touch he could give me. At the same time, I couldn’t kiss him enough. I cried when his mouth left mine to place teasing bites across my exposed mid-section.

      “Can you get this off?” His voice was a rasp of want as he tugged on my sweater.

      I squirmed to pull it over my head, and then he helped yank it off the rest of the way. He tossed it somewhere. I didn’t care, all that mattered was the way he looked at me.

      He looked at my breasts and licked his lips. It was all I had ever wanted, Merle to see me with desire, to want me the way I wanted him. And it was happening. He wanted me. I saw it in his eyes, felt it in his touch. There was no hiding the hard press of his erection through his jeans.

      I reached my hand out and trailed it down his abs. There was that sexy trail of hair leading away from his belly button and vanishing behind his jeans button. With a twist of my fingers, I undid that button.

      His hand grabbed mine. He tugged until I looked up into his eyes.

      “Your couch is nice and all, but maybe we should move this to the bedroom?”

      I tried to sit up. “Are you sure?”

      The couch offered a level of safety. We could stop at any time and making out would be good enough. The bed, my bed, insinuated follow through and no clothes.

      “I want to make love to you, Pandora. We aren’t kids fumbling for a grope in our parent’s basement. Unless I read your gesture here wrong, that was the plan. Wasn’t it?”

      I nodded. “Yes, this is a seduction,” I admitted.

      He lowered his face back to mine. His breath gentle against my skin as his lips brushed against mine. “My seduction, or yours?”

      I pressed into him, sealing our lips together. “I’m not sure,” I admitted.

      He rolled away and to his feet. He stood there, chest heaving with desire, and held his hand out to me. “Allow me to seduce you.”

      I slid my hand into his and got to my feet. I had to twist and kick off the one shoe I still had on. “Let’s seduce each other. It will be more fun that way.”

      I led the way to my room. With Merle following, I couldn’t resist, I reached behind me and unhooked my bra and tossed it over my head.

      He made a guttural sound that made me smile. He made me feel sexy, and I had always wanted to do something like that. I didn’t have time to turn around and pose for him. By the time I made it to the side of my bed, Merle was wrapping himself around me, crushing my breasts to his chest, skin to skin.

      “You won the seduction. I am yours.” He lowered his lips back to mine, and I was his.

      He eased me to sit on the bed, and then he was between my knees, worshiping my breasts. There was no other way to describe the way he touched and tasted me. His caresses were soft and demanding. His mouth sucked and licked and pulled me into him.

      I had to brace against the mattress, so I could stay upright. I held his head to me with my other hand. Moans escaped my lips. I wanted to touch him in return, but I could barely manage with what he was doing to me. His kisses trailed between my breasts and down my mid-section. With reverent handfuls of skin, he touched my belly the way he caressed my breasts.

      Merle unfastened the button on the side of my skirt. I hadn’t noticed he also had my undies, until, in a single drag of clothing, he pulled my skirt and my tights down. He stepped away from me long enough to pull them from my body, and then he was between my knees again. He lifted one leg to his shoulder. I fell back with a gasp when he lowered his head between my legs and licked at my core.

      “Oh, oh, that’s. Oh.” I didn’t know what to say. I hadn’t expected him to go there first. I wasn’t complaining, not at all.

      His tongue slipped between my folds and twirled around my clit.

      I grabbed a handful of blanket with one hand and fisted his hair with the other.

      He pressed and kneaded the thigh that wasn’t hooked over his shoulder as he devoured me. There was no other word for the way he enthusiastically licked and sucked and delved his tongue into me.

      I whimpered and made little mewling sounds. I couldn’t form words. He was magic, pure magic. His tongue took me to the edge, and then he stopped. Oh, that was a skill I couldn’t decide if I really liked or hated at that moment. I wanted to cum all around him, and he denied me.

      He climbed over me and pressed his mouth against mine, and this kiss was fierce and demanding. I tried to clutch him to me, but he was up again, and then he latched back on to my breast. If it was his goal to leave me a helpless quivering mass of need, then he was doing a very good job of it.

      “Pan?”

      I gasped and tried to respond. All I could do was pant and catch my breath. I looked at him. He was still in his jeans. It took me a minute, but I was finally able to say, “Yeah?”

      “Just checking. You still want this?”

      I tried to laugh. “You tease. Please, Merle, yes.”

      He pushed his jeans down.

      Holy shit, skinny guys and their big dicks. His erection sprang out, long and perfect. I reached for him and ran my hand over his hot velvet length.

      “Please tell me one of us was smart enough to bring condoms to this seduction,” I said as I pointed toward my dresser, where I put the box I had purchased when I went out to pick up the pizza.

      “I’m good,” he said as he picked up his jeans and pulled a pack out of his back pocket. He had it open and sliding over himself. He seemed to be going painfully slow. I wanted him inside of me, touching me, loving me, and he stood there wrestling with the stupid condom.

      “Need help?” I teased.

      He shrugged. I rolled to my side and placed my hands on him again. Damn, he felt nice. I reached out for the bedside table and pulled out a small bottle of oil from the drawer. I slicked up my fingers and his shaft. The condom slid on, and I continued to slide my fingers over him, cupping his balls.

      He practically growled as he pushed me back and crawled onto the bed.

      I didn’t feel so helpless anymore. I hooked my leg over his hip and lifted my core for him. He slid in exactly where I wanted him. Had wanted him for so very long. Our eyes locked with each other as he slid into me and eased back to thrust in deeper. The walls of my core throbbed and pulsed in time to his thrusts. He had already driven me to the edge of orgasm once. I was so very close.

      I clutched at him, and he pulled my nipple into his mouth again, twisting and pinching the other one. He loved my body with a skill I could only have wished for.

      “Merle,” I whimpered. I wasn’t capable of screaming when my orgasm hit. It was all encompassing. It took everything from me, my vision, my senses. I was throbbing muscles and starbursts. But he didn’t stop. He kept thrusting and sucking and driving me deeper and deeper into my ecstasy.

      And then he shuddered and pressed hard against me.

      My vision cleared, and I saw a silent scream on his face as he hit his release.

      He pressed his hips tight to mine and relaxed with a sigh.

      I ran my hands over his arms, all the muscles tight and bunching as he supported himself above me. He shivered and then slipped away. He was gone for a moment, and then he slid into the bed and pulled a blanket over us as he bundled me into his arms.

      “Thank you,” he whispered against my hair.

      “Thank you?” I asked. I understood what he meant. That had been better than I had imagined, but what had he meant? I had Merle in my bed. He was naked, he had just rocked my world, and I still felt uncertain about us.

      “Yeah, thank you for being everything and more.” His voice trailed off as he passed out. I guess I had rocked his world too. I knew men got sleepy after, but I had never slept with a guy who passed out on me quite like this.

      After getting up to get myself clean, I padded out to the living room and blew out the candles. I put the pizza away for later. We could reheat it when Merle woke up, if we were even hungry. I already wanted seconds of him.

      He stirred when I crawled back into bed and snuggled close to him.

      “I fell asleep, didn’t I?” He mumbled.

      “It’s okay, you earned it. I think a little nap sounds like a good idea.”

      “Is that what you normally do? Take a nap?”

      I pushed up on my elbow, so I could look at him better.

      “What’s that supposed to mean? What I normally do?”

      “You know, seduce men and then take a nap? Is that what you did with Darren? Or did he spend the entire night? Or did you do the walk of shame from his place?”

      I sat up and ran my hand over my face. A moment earlier I had thought that putting a sleep shirt on had been stupid, and I wanted to feel Merle’s skin against mine, now I was glad I had a shirt on so that I didn’t have to worry about covering myself.

      “I don’t remember what I did with Darren. Do we have to talk about him right now?”

      “Well, I think I should know what to expect. Seduction’s complete, should I just leave?”

      “What? Seduction’s complete? Is that all this was to you? How fast could you get me into bed?” I groaned. I had been an idiot. He didn’t want me for me. This was some pissing contest between him and Darren, and I was the measuring stick.

      “Yes, yes, you should just leave. Go!” I pointed out of my room.

      Merle looked at me with wide eyes.

      “Pandora, that’s not—”

      “I really don’t care what you meant to say right now. You need to leave. Just, just go.”

      Pulling the blankets over my head, I flopped back onto the mattress.

      I heard Merle shuffling around gathering his clothes. I wrapped my arms around my head and tried to not listen and did my best to make no sound as I cried. This had all been such a terrible mistake. All of it, from Darren to Merle and back again. I had fucked up yet again. I hurt, and I only had myself to blame.

      When the front door closed, I stopped trying to hide the sounds of my crying.
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      Pandora

      I couldn’t decide if I should swear off men or just Merle. He had been hurtful. And I was tired of having my feelings destroyed by him. Of course, trying to be an adult about it hadn’t prevented me from balling my eyes out most of the night, and being late to work the next morning.

      I left my sunglasses on as I tried to breeze past Claudette’s desk.

      “You’re wearing jeans to work. You never wear jeans. Oh, did someone have a little too much fun last night?” she cooed in a teasing voice.

      She thought I had a hangover, and not one from crying. And I did wear jeans to work, only they tended to be black and paired with a professional blouse. This morning’s jeans had a natural hole in the knee, and I was wearing a band shirt. I didn’t really care. It was raining out. I was dressed and had on clean undies, and that should have been enough for anyone to expect from me.

      I pushed the glasses more firmly on my face. “Wine was involved.”

      “I knew it,” she said entirely too loudly.

      I winced.

      “Solo drinking or…?”

      “Solo. I got myself drunk and took advantage of my date. It was a party.” It didn’t sound like I had a good time, and that was the point. I really wanted her to leave me alone.

      “Oh good, Pandora, you’re late you know.”

      “Yes, Dr. Bronson. I know.”

      “Would you please compile a list of everything we have lent and outstanding with Dr. Armitage? I would like to put together my month’s end report.”

      Today, his nasal upper crust accent felt like running a cheese grater over my bruised brain.

      “Yeah, sure.”

      I trudged my way past him and to my desk. After taking my own sweet time to put everything away, messenger bag in the lower desk drawer, coat on the coat rack in the corner, lunch box in the mini fridge in the mini break room next to the bathrooms, I sat at my desk and didn’t really do anything.

      I didn’t want to care about anything Merle. And that meant I didn’t want to reach across my desk and grab the file folder where I kept track of everything Merle had checked out, and what copies he had.

      I honestly could have handed Dr. Bronson the information he asked for in a matter of seconds. But I didn’t care this morning, so I dragged my feet.

      I didn’t want to see Merle’s name, I didn’t want to feel hurt. I didn’t want to overthink it, and worry if I overreacted last night. I had totally overreacted last night. What was I thinking, kicking Merle out? He had as much said he was an idiot when it came to social clues, and then he went and insinuated that I was some kind of tramp— and, no, wait, that was me over-thinking and spinning out of control again.

      Maybe he wasn’t trying to out-seduce Darren, maybe that was my own insecurities.

      I don’t know how long I stared down at my open hands resting on my legs. I felt so beat. My hands were empty, so was my soul. Not true, my soul was filled with pain. I sniffled. Damn it. I was crying again.

      Dr. Bronson cleared his throat. I looked up at his scowl. “The information for my report, Miss Evans.”

      Shit, I was in trouble. He never called me Miss Evans. I didn’t really think he had remembered I had a last name.

      “Yes, Dr. Bronson, I have the information right here. I just need to—” I stood up as I pulled the file. My hands didn’t want to work properly, and I misjudged what little strength I did have.

      The file folder spun out of my grip and crashed to the floor, spilling its contents.

      Dr. Bronson watched the whole thing and shook his head before retreating while admonishing my clumsiness. I was about to tell him I just need to write up the notes from this week, and instead I now faced having to pick everything up and resort it all back into order.

      The file didn’t simply have a list of documents, it held a copy of everything Merle had requested in case I needed to access it again quickly. All two years of his research wasn’t included, but a good year’s worth was. I had only started to maintain a duplicate after realizing I was pulling the same documents and copies over and over again.

      Sitting on my knees on the floor, I looked at all the papers as they were scattered in front of me. The last time I was in this position, Merle had kissed me like he had been wanting to kiss me for a very long time.

      I shook my head, I needed to stop thinking about him until I could maybe sit down and talk to him. One of us owed the other an apology. I wasn’t completely convinced it wasn’t me.

      “That’s not right.” The information in front of me, spells, diagrams, poems, they were all in the wrong order. I rearranged the information.

      This made more sense, but it wasn’t in the order Merle had gathered the information.

      I put everything back in Merle’s chronological order, with the cuneiform poem as the last item.

      “Huh?”

      I stared at the documents and images. Without moving them, I found the list documenting all of Merle’s recent acquisitions. Picking it up, I walked to Dr. Bronson’s office.

      “Do you know what Merle, Dr. Armitage, has been researching?” I asked as I handed over the one piece of information he wanted.

      “I can’t say I’ve really been paying attention. His focus has been so scattered as to not make much sense.”

      I nodded and left. It made sense to me. Merle had always been interested in a deeper way of curing a curse. But then again, I did more of the actual research than Dr. Bronson. I had always thought it was Merle researching on a more generic level. A catch-all curse dispeller.

      But that last cuneiform poem had been for tearing something apart at its foundations. I returned to the information I had left on the floor. In this new configuration, each piece of information fit together with more fortitude.

      He needed to call on old powers. Earth-old powers, and bring in elder gods. Whatever it was he wanted to render was— What? It was what? What was I missing?

      I pointed my way through the configuration, translating the fragments to the best of my ability. This was to render, no not render, rend asunder. Something was missing in the poem I had copied. But what? What had I missed?

      I grabbed the leather case and practically launched the scroll from inside. Unfurling it, I held it up, so light would fall across it. Instead, the light illuminated from behind, and— “Oh fuck.”

      I slammed the scroll back into the case and scrambled to get everything off the floor. Shoving it all into my messenger bag, I ran. I forgot my helmet and coat, but I had magic for that.

      I hit the walkway running when I got to the Capitulum. A few chickens squawked as I bum-rushed them out of my way. There wasn’t time for the fur ball of fury when the little fancy rooster decided I was fair game since the big Brahma wasn’t around to run interference.

      I kicked at the tiny bird that still thought it was a dinosaur and kept running up the stairs until I was at Merle’s apartment.

      I pounded on the door.

      “I thought you were angry with me,” he said as soon as he saw my face.

      “Yeah, well, I did too. But clearly I’m not so angry as to want you to end up in whatever hell you are about to invoke down on your ass.”

      “What is she doing here?” Ramsey complained.

      I locked eyes with him. Why hadn’t I ever seen it before? “You’re the demon possessed.”

      “What are you talking about? What is she talking about, Merle? You said you never told anyone.”

      Merle looked from me to Ramsey. “I haven’t told her anything.”

      “He didn’t need to. I figured it out.”

      “I don’t want her here, make her leave.”

      We were all yelling over each other.

      “I can’t just make Pandora leave.”

      “I’m not going anywhere until I show you this. It’s why your spells haven’t been working.”

      “If she won’t go, then I’m leaving.”

      I ignored him as he stomped about and pulled on his coat.

      “Everything has been out of order. You’ve been working your spells in the order you’ve gotten the pieces, haven’t you?”

      Merle nodded.

      I pulled out my messenger bag and laid out the revised orientation of everything. The last poem actually fit somewhere in the middle.

      Merle reached out and started to shuffle the papers around. I put my hand on his arm to stop him.

      “No wait. Look.” I pointed as I recited a few lines. “See how they fit together now? But there’s more.”

      The door closed behind Ramsey.

      I pulled out the scroll and held it up to the light.

      “Look.”

      Merle’s finger followed over the lines of the cuneiform, but when he saw the pattern the light made through the vellum, his jaw dropped open.

      “It’s a reversal. This line should be chanted in the other direction.” He looked at me with bright eyes. And then ran for the door. Flinging it open, he shouted, “Ramsey, she’s done it!”

      He stopped and looked down. Bending over, he picked something up and clenched his fist. “Fuck.”

      He was down the stairs, taking them two and three at a time.

      I was still staring at the floor of the landing where he had picked something up. There were fresh drops of blood.

      A strangled scream sounded above us.

      Merle stopped, turned and began running up the stairs. A trail of blood drops guided us to the third floor and to the door of a vacant apartment. I followed, only stopping at the top of the stairs when he held out his arm like a gate, keeping me from rushing past him.

      “What did you find?” I whispered.

      “Amulet.” He held out a tarnished #1Mom pendant. “It’s the only thing that was keeping him contained the past few weeks.”

      “Is he… was he the thing that’s been tearing up the chickens around the county?”

      “Unfortunately.”

      There was another garbled scream.

      Merle didn’t hesitate. He followed the trail of blood drops, practically anticipating where the next one would turn into a different room. He stopped short and put his arm out again, keeping me behind him.

      There was more blood on the floor, and now feathers. In the corner, hunched over, shoulders rounded, facing away from us was Ramsey. He made gnashing and snarling noises.

      “Ramsey,” Merle said. His voice had an over tone of magic to it, rounding out the sound, resonating it through the floorboards. It was a command with a lot of push to it.

      Ramsey rotated, twisting so that he faced us. He was hunched over, and consuming one of the small fluffy chickens.

      I wanted to gag, I also wanted to sigh with relief. It wasn’t the big sweet cock that strutted around the front, but the nasty little attitude bird. Not that it deserved to have its heart ripped out by Ramsey and whatever was happening to him.

      “Drop it.” Merle’s command sounded like he was talking to a dog, and not the man who for the past two years I associated as Merle’s self-appointed groupie.

      Ramsey dropped what was left of the bird. He hissed, showing off a row of needle sharp teeth in a snarling lip-less mouth.

      “Ramsey,” Merle said again. This time I understood it to be a command for the man to supersede the demon that was possessing him.

      Ramsey began twitching. He clawed at his neck as if he wanted to climb out of his skin. And then, he did.

      I clutched the back of Merle’s shirt, untucking the tail from his waistband in the process. This had officially gone way past my pay grade. I couldn’t decide if I was a badass frozen in place by fear, or determination. Was I just too stupid to run, or did I really think I could help Merle?

      The trench coat— that was never quite right— that Ramsey typically wore slipped from the thing’s shoulders. It was naked, I couldn’t call it a man, thought it was male, but it didn’t resemble a human. The demon didn’t resemble much of anything that I could think of so much as a shaved bear, or a horror movie rendition of a werewolf. There were odd areas of skin that were too tight and showed off all the muscle and tendon that lay beneath, and at the same time there were pockets of saggy flesh that hung and flopped around. All of it was a sickly dead gray color, with darker areas that were almost black in hue.

      He crouched into the corner. He snarled, slimy ooze dripped from the sharp teeth in his mouth.

      Merle pushed me behind him. Didn’t he know what I was, after all we had gone through?

      Maybe he didn’t realize I could do more than keep my tights free from road dirt.

      He began chanting, an incantation in a foreign tongue. It had to be the spell he had been working on for all these years. It felt fuzzy, and interfered with my powers. Maybe he was casting a protective layer around me before he—

      Ramsey sprang forward. The elongated claws that were once his hands, left deep scratches in the wall paper and tore gouges into the plaster and lath walls.

      I didn’t think, I acted. I shrugged off the wooly coating Merle’s magic wrapped around me and pushed my power at the thing that was Ramsey.

      I thought ‘freeze.’ I probably should have pushed the concept of “stop,” or “hold.” Whatever, it worked, only I had intended on stopping his forward motion, freezing him in space. What I did was turn him into a Ramsey-demon-cicle. The drool crystallized, and he hit the floor, dropping straight down, with a heavy thunk.

      I blinked a few times. I didn’t know if he would survive the thawing out process or not. And frankly, I didn’t want to be around. That creature was going to be cranky. I grabbed Merle’s arm, tugging him to come with me. He didn’t budge.

      Fuck, had I accidentally zapped him with my intentions too?

      I looked up at him. He wasn’t frozen. He was deep into his incantation. The sound coming from him was low. Not quiet low, but frequency low. It buzzed in my ears, and I almost couldn’t hear him. His eyes had started glowing an eerie pale blue. Slowly, as if he were doing tai-chi, his arms shifted positions. Almost as if the incantation and arm positions worked together to build his spell.

      I did quick magic. Dirty drive-thru quality spells. What Merle was doing was the equivalent of a six Michelin star dining experience, compared to my ‘you want fries with that?’ instant gratification.

      But my insta-freeze bought him the time he needed to do whatever it was he needed to do. I could feel the same fuzzy feeling coming from him again. I backed away because now I could see the shimmer surrounding him. Feathers, horns, ancient power.

      As he chanted, he changed. His hands, moving slowly and smoothly through the thick air, turned into fur covered black clawed paws. No longer in jeans and a button down, his clothes had morphed as well into some kind of layered kilt, and an ornamental breastplate over bare skin. His lower legs thickened, grew short dense fur, he had hooves.

      Oh. I backed away even more. He was channeling the powers that could control, defeat the demon that Ramsey had become. That meant Merle wasn’t simply channeling the necessary powers, he was trans-morphing into the deity, or mage who had ultimate control over the thing. That was some serious shit. So were the split wings that sprouted from his back.

      I should know who-what he was drawing into him. For the past two years I had pulled the articles, helped to locate the ancient scripts he had wanted. I had read enough to understand what he was researching. I had copied enough cuneiform.

      The Akkadian god that shimmered in front of me was either Anu or Enki. I should have known this stuff. What kind of Merle fan-girl was I if I didn’t know exactly who or what? He could have been an even older, unknown god. It didn’t matter, he was glorious, and frightening, and he was taking his time with whatever it was he was doing to Ramsey.

      My freeze spell started wearing off. A puddle of ice-melt formed around the demon’s body. The creature’s legs started to twitch as he was no longer held against his will.

      “Merle,” I sort of growled under my breath. I had no idea if he could hear me at all. Or if he even cared.

      “Merle!” I hoped he could hear me through his intonations. Ramsey was thawing out fast, and Merle’s magic was cooking crock-pot slow.

      The big spells, the really powerful ones, they took time. I didn’t know if we had enough. Breathing carefully, in through my nose and blowing long slow breaths out of pursed lips, I needed to think fast, needed to trap Ramsey again.

      “Trap!” That was it.

      I pushed the thought and all the visuals that went with the concept of “trap” in the direction of the thing that was Ramsey.

      It twitched, and then stopped moving as a thick gooey coating of what looked like amber formed around the creature.

      I let out a short, sharp breath. That worked. My heart pounded in my chest, but this time I felt stronger for it. I glanced over at Merle. An aura formed around him, and that thick fuzzy magic feeling took shape in heavy dark light around him.

      I scrambled away from him. Dark light was serious shit. It took a practitioner of exception skills and ego to wield it. Dark light was next to impossible to explain. It was opposites. It still glowed, all while sucking in all the light.

      The amber coating that surrounded Ramsey began rattling. It cracked and shook apart. Chunks fell away from him. He twitched and shuttered before rolling to his feet. His body hunched over as if it wanted to walk on all fours, but the front legs didn’t quite meet the ground. Amber shards flew off of him when he shook like a dog climbing out of a lake.

      In my attempt to give Merle and the dark light a wide berth, I had put myself between him and Ramsey. Now I needed to get out of there, and fast. I scrambled backward, tripping in my panic. Fuck it, I was going to crawl if that’s what it took to get away from the smack down that was going to happen once Merle was finally powered up.

      I heard the scream. I shouldn’t have turned, but, too late. It had my attention. I barely had enough time to throw my hands up over my head in a warding cross. Everything went dark.
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      Merle

      The energy I commanded shook the foundations of the curse that held Ramsey.

      Pandora’s last containment spell fell apart.

      I roared, pushing more power. Then Ramsey leaped for her. I no longer cared if I preserved the human within. He had attacked what was mine, my beloved. I reached down and ripped the demon away from her collapsed form. She lay perfectly still.

      “No!” I tore the demon spirit in half. Ramsey fell to the floor, and the shreds of what was left of the demon spirit dissipated in the flames of my mystical aura.

      I lifted Pandora. She was limp. I clutched her to my chest, curling over her still form.

      It had taken years of study to gain this power, and it was specifically to separate two spirits, the demon from the human. The power I currently possessed was for destruction, not to restore life.

      Trails of lava streamed down my face. My tears burned down my throat.

      She let out a small moan.

      I shifted so I could look upon her.

      She gasped, and then she was upright, clutching my arms and staring me in the eyes.

      “Whoa,” she said in wide-eyed awe. “Merle?”

      I tried to say something, but the tongue in my mouth felt foreign, and the words I did say were not in English.

      “Okay,” she said with a nod, as if she understood me. “I don’t speak Sumerian. Okay, okay, okay.”

      She leaned in against my chest, and I felt consciousness leave her for a second time.
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      Pandora

      I woke up in a room that wasn’t mine. The sheets smelled like Merle. I groaned and rolled over, thinking this was a cruel dream. It was the kind of dream that tore a hole in my life, and I’d have to spend the rest of my waking day recovering from the damage that was never really there.

      I had never been in Merle’s bed, so why wasn’t this dream putting him in my bed instead? At least he had been there, once.

      “Pan?” Merle’s voice, soft and distant, filtered in through my brain.

      I flopped to my back like a thrashing fish, and flailed about as I tried to sit up.

      Merle’s arms were around me, and he made cooing sounds as he helped me. “You’re awake. How are you feeling?”

      I scanned my gaze around his room, not necessarily taking in the industrial bookshelves that needed a good dusting, or the action figures still in their boxes thumb tacked to the wall as a form of art. I was looking for my memory, as if it could be perched on the bedside table in the form of a plushy or something. There was plate of his favorite peanut butter cookies and a mug of tea, with the tea bag tag hanging out. I did not find my immediate memory.

      Merle longer glowed. At least I remembered that…

      And then I remembered that thing lunging for me. I flinched and tried to brush off the invisible ghost of a memory as Ramsey attacked.

      I clutched Merle’s arms, panting with fresh panic.

      “You’re all right. You’re safe. Your protective shield saved you.”

      I blinked hard a few times and looked deep into Merle’s eyes. Flecks of gold picked up the light and danced around. He had pretty eyes, kind eyes. And I couldn’t read them, couldn’t read him.

      “What happened? Where’s Ramsey?”

      I pushed the blanket off my legs and positioned myself so that I sat on the edge of the bed. I looked up at Merle. The last time I had looked at him, he had been a god, well channeling one, I think. Now he was just…

      Oh hell, now he was still painfully attractive, maybe even more so.

      “I need to go.” I was on my feet, unsure of anything. Was I dressed? Did I know where my shoes were?

      Why was I in Merle’s apartment?

      Oh, right, I was in Merle’s apartment because the confrontation with Ramsey had taken place in the vacant attic apartment.

      Groaning, heart sick, I remembered Ramsey chewing on that bossy little fluff ball of a rooster. I hadn’t liked the poof of aggression, but it hadn’t deserved becoming a demon snack.

      I pressed my hands over my face, and then to the sides of my head, as I became aware of a pressure headache. It felt like weather was rolling in. Like the pressure of a spring storm and not a continuation of the miserable winter drizzle that had taken over. Then again, I had had that same ache in my head when I had raced up the stairs earlier.

      “Pandora, you should rest. I’ll make you tea.” Merle held his hands out as if he wanted to stop me, but wasn’t certain what to do.

      Tea? He wasn’t even British, and he seemed to think tea was going to fix everything. I might as well pour it directly into the hole that was eating away at me.

      A rumble of thunder shook the building.

      I stumbled into the living room. It should have been lit up with the hazy, diffused light of late afternoon, but the incoming storm changed the light. Merle needed more lamps.

      “Where’s Ramsey?” I couldn’t help myself. I wanted to leave, but I also needed to know what happened.

      “On his way back to Chicago, I think.”

      “You don’t know?”

      Merle shook his head. “I don’t care.”

      I sucked in a startled breath. “You don’t care? The man’s your friend and—”

      “No.” Merle lifted a hand and brushed away my words. “He was never my friend. He had tracked me down to fix him. All he did was cause problems for the people around me. He hurt you.” Merle’s voice was practically a growl.

      “I’m sorry, Pan,” he said slowly. “I didn’t want you to get caught up in the mess that Ramsey had brought to me.”

      I let out a bitter laugh. “Oh, no, but you had no problems letting me be your research assistant for all of it.”

      “Dr. Bronson was supposed to be the one…”

      “And who do you think he has had doing all the work? I wasn’t simply some delivery service, Merle. Who made the copies of the documents? Who poured through the scrolls looking for the requested pieces of information? I’m the one who directed you away from a Eurocentric demonography and into something older. I was involved, whether you intended it or not.”

      “If you knew, why didn’t you say something?”

      “If you liked me, why didn’t you tell me?”

      Merle made some hemming and hawing noises, not saying anything identifiable. He ran a hand through his hair as he looked at my shoes.

      It probably wasn’t fair of me to bring that up, but it felt the same. If we had something to share, why hadn’t we?

      “I didn’t realize Dr. Bronson wasn’t the one doing the work in the archives. I thought you were simply his assistant. I mean…” He looked out a window.

      The wind was tearing through the branches of the nearest tree.

      “I guess I hadn’t really looked up from solving one question to see the answers to others that danced around me. I should have realized you were not simply a delivery service for the Archives. I have to keep secrets in my line of work. I guess I got too used to keeping everything a secret. Even my feelings.”

      I scoffed and shook my head. “Secrets. Isn’t that the point of living in Duchamp? All the secrets are out in the open to the point everyone just ignores them and goes about their business. Here’s a secret for you Dr. Armitage, I’ve been in love with you pretty much since I’ve met you. But you don’t see me. Sleeping with Darren was stupid. I was feeling sorry for myself. You wouldn’t even talk to me that night. But it was my mistake, and I own it. If you can’t, aren’t willing to forgive me of past mistakes, then I’m sorry I’ve wasted my time.”

      I stared at him, and he matched my hard gaze. He didn’t say anything. The gaping hole in my soul grew larger.

      Energy crackled between us, or maybe that was the storm finally breaking. Lightning flashed.

      I saw the god in his face, the one he had channeled. His cheek bones were harsh and sharp, horns curled back from his brow. There was a flicker of wings, like a reverse shadow behind him. And then it was just Merle again.

      Just, ha. As if there was anything ordinary about the man. But it was just him, and as extraordinary as I thought him to be, as magnificent as he really was in his powers and magical form, he was just a man. A man who would never see me the way I so desperately wanted him to.

      The power flickered and went out, plunging the apartment into an eerie late afternoon twilight. In the dimness, I turned on my heel and was out the door and down the stairs. The dark wood paneling that I always took precious time to admire and touch was ignored in a blur. I crashed out the door of the Capitulum.

      I was brought up short by a gaggle of large Brahma chickens nervously pacing back and forth on the porch, having sought shelter from the sudden storm. A few of those small fluffy birds mixed in with the larger docile ones. A pang hit my heart as I remembered Ramsey’s teeth on the stupid little rooster.

      The big rooster, the one that came up to my knee, warbled nervously after a boom of thunder and pressed against my leg as hens gathered around my ankles like I was some kind of chicken solace, or mama hen. I was neither. At least I hadn’t been five seconds earlier. I was surrounded by more fowl than I had ever seen roaming the grounds. Were they multiplying?

      A flap of feathers headed toward my face and I caught a chonky hen mid-flight.

      “What are you trying to do?” I asked as I pulled her in close to calm her. “You don’t fly.”

      There was nothing for me to do. I had to calm myself to calm the chicken in my arms. I wasn’t going to get away anytime soon. Besides, it wasn’t safe on my scooter in this heavy rain. I held the bird with one arm, gently petting the head of the big one who still pressed against my leg, and watched the rain.

      “You’re still here.”

      My insides clenched and I closed my eyes. I hadn’t heard the door open. My escape hadn’t gone the way I needed to too. When it was me and the nervous birds, I had been calm. I needed to be for them. Now my heart raced, my nerves jangled. I wanted to throw up and run away. I wanted to bury myself under a mountain and hide.

      “The chickens don’t like the storm, and they all seemed to gather here instead of in their coop,” I said feebly.

      Why was I still talking to him? Wading through the mass of birds toward the front steps, I stepped down the first few, turned, and put the hen in my arms down before continuing out into the cold rain. I finished my descent. The big Brahma rooster followed me, crying at me the entire time.

      “Pandora, stop.”

      I stopped. I actually turned around and looked back at Merle. He picked up the big cock and tucked it into his elbow. He held the bird carefully. It settled like a fussy baby. Lightning and thunder crashed again, and the bird squirmed. Merle had more patience and compassion for the fucking chicken than he managed to have for me.

      I looked up into the sky. The rain fell harder, making a roaring sound that filled the world. I wanted to scream back at it, but all that came from my mouth was a sob.

      “Pan.” Merle’s voice was softer, closer.

      When I opened my eyes, he stood in front of me. Rain streamed down his face and plastered his hair down, even while it tried to rebel and curl at the ends. I glanced at the soaking wet chicken in his arms. Why was he out here? His heart wasn’t breaking. He didn’t have his life’s blood draining from his soul, needing to be washed away with the storm.

      “What are you doing?” I somehow managed to ask. I don’t know how my tongue could form words now that I was facing him again.

      There was a squawk, and then Merle’s arms were around me. He pulled me into his chest, cradling the back of my head as his lips descended on mine. All of my senses were enveloped by him, the warmth and hard press of his body, the taste of those stupid peanut butter cookies on his lips, the hint of pine from his body wash shampoo combo product.

      He kissed me like he meant it, and I kissed him back like I was drowning, and he was air. I gasped for breath between attempts at sucking him into my body.

      “There is nothing to forgive you for. You love me, and I am a fool,” he finally said. He held my face close to his. I was entwined and captured. The big wet cock pressed against my leg. It was as if the chicken was forcing my body against Merle’s.

      He needed to keep talking, or I was going to run. Yes, I loved him. Yes, he was an idiot. I wanted to be in his arms more than anything, but not if all I was for him was convenient. I could get convenient, and not have my emotions tied up in knots, from Darren. But that’s not what I wanted. I wanted Merle.

      But I needed him to want me, too.

      “I don’t know how you can love me.” He slid his lips over mine again, and this time I poured everything in that kiss. I no longer wanted to consume him, I wanted to give all of myself to him. I needed him to feel the turmoil he caused in my heart, my soul. I needed him to feel the emptiness inside of me that only he could fill.

      This time the electricity didn’t spark between us, it blew us apart. There was a loud bang, a sizzle, and a pop. I landed on my ass about five feet from where we stood, that silly wet cock crawled into my lap, cooing like a purring cat. I gasped, and then started laughing.

      Merle was on his ass too, about ten feet from me. A scorched starburst marked the spot where we had been embracing. He ran his fingers through his hair and then stared at his fingers. Smoke trailed up from his fingertips.

      He managed to move quickly in his shock. He was on his feet and skidded to a stop on his knees next to me in a blink.

      “Pan, Pandora, are you okay?” His hands frantically patted down my arms and over my thighs. His hand brushed wet hair from my face, and he forced me to look at him.

      “Shocking,” I laughed.

      Merle laughed and leaned his forehead against mine. “Life certainly is interesting with you around, Pan.”

      I closed my eyes. I was the idiot here. I had so easily slipped back into wanting to be with him. One kiss and I was ignoring my own choices because in the end the only choice I wanted was him. I sucked in a breath, preparing to tell him I needed to leave. We couldn’t do this anymore. My heart couldn’t take it.

      “I love you,” he said.

      When he tipped his face to kiss me, I stared wide eyed at him.

      “You what?” I pushed him back.

      The rain eased, and we mostly dripped at each other.

      “I love you, you little witch. You turned and walked out my door, and I saw the ghosts of our life together leave with you, echoes of our children and pets. You walked out my door, and happiness and meaning walked right behind you.”

      I was crying again. I gulped and tried to pull him closer. The stupid big chicken was between us.

      Merle pushed the rooster out of my lap. “The only cock I want to come between us is mine.”

      I launched myself into his arms. We fell over onto the wet walkway. He rolled until I was on top of his chest and looking down into his face.

      “I love you. I don’t deserve you. You know me better than I know myself. You figured it out, and you came to help when it wasn’t your problem.” He kept trying to hook my wet hair behind one of my ears, but it just kept falling forward. “I wouldn’t have been able to pull on the powers I needed to rip the demon out of Ramsey without you.”

      “Did you do it? Did you free him from the demon or simply send him away?”

      “He tried to hurt you. I no longer cared if I killed Ramsey in the process. It worked. With your help, the demon was destroyed.” The Adam’s apple in Merle’s throat bobbed as he swallowed.

      “You think a little demonic possession is going to scare me away?” I smiled at him. He smiled back. His features softened when he smiled. He had a breathtaking smile. I thought he was painfully handsome when he brooded and glowered. A stern look from Merle made my insides tingle, but his smile melted me. “When you said you saw echoes of our children, did you mean it?”

      He nodded. “I meant it. I saw all the possibilities of happiness with you, and I realized I was going to lose all of it.”

      “You haven’t lost anything.”

      “You’re right here, aren’t you?”

      I leaned down to kiss Merle and was cock blocked by that over-sized, pitifully scared chicken. Dripping with rain, the big Brahma stuck his face in between ours and made mournful noises.

      “I have hot tea and towels inside,” Merle said with a defeated sigh.

      “Yeah, we had better get out of the rain.”

      A car stopped on the side of the road. I recognized it. Darren. The tinted window lowered, revealing a little old lady. Nan Weiss. I hadn’t expected to see her.

      “And I always thought ‘too dumb to get in out of the rain’ was reserved for the chickens.” She clucked her tongue and shook her head.

      “Get a room, why don’t you?” I could hear Darren laughing as the window went back up and the car pulled away from the curb.

      I started laughing too. Merle rolled me away, and we managed to get to our feet.

      “Upstairs,” he demanded.

      I left damp finger marks on the wood paneling on the way as I let him lead me back to his apartment. And his bedroom.
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      As the owner of Besoins, a magic spell shop, Marin Girard is used to a variety of people walking through the door. What she isn’t used to is incredibly attractive detectives showing up and asking why one of her charms was used to hide a missing person’s bike.

      Eager to help the police solve the case and uphold her shop’s integrity, Marin volunteers to search for other spells. A little breaking-and-entering later, she discovers a hidden room and calls the police thinking she’s saved the day.

      When the body of a murdered witch is found inside the room, Marin becomes a suspect.

      What’s a witch to do? Can Marin save her name, save her store, and save the missing college student—all before getting arrested?
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      Will Dalton popped the latches on a clear plastic storage container. “If you don’t mind me asking, why do you need cremated remains?”

      At five-nine, he was a few inches taller than me. Neatly trimmed steel-gray hair peeked out from beneath his Milwaukee Brewers ball cap. Will had the leathery, tanned skin of a man who’d worked a lifetime outdoors. His age was hard to judge. Having gray hair didn’t mean much. A simple illusion magic spell could give you any color of hair, and sometimes hair grayed prematurely. Mine had turned white, with liberal streaks of gray and silver, in my twenties (as had my grandmother Girard’s and her grandmother before her). If he were a witch I’d guess his age near the eighty-year mark based on the deep wrinkles creasing his face, but he was a natural so I lowered my estimation to late fifties or early sixties.

      “I’m going to set a bone and ash perimeter around the barn and dry lot.”  The musky tang of goats and damp wool permeated the air, making my eyes water. “It will be the best first-line defense and anchor my other spells.”

      In the past month, someone had stolen a pot-bellied pig, a sheep, and two fainting goats from Dalton’s petting zoo. The police recommended installing security cameras after the second theft. When the robber magically fried the cameras and stole the goats, Mr. Dalton called me. My usual clients were supernaturals who needed boundary wards and protective spells cast on their businesses or home. Thanks to the marketing efforts of my employee, Priya, I was getting more calls from naturals—non-magics like the Daltons.

      Will took the lid off. “I’d appreciate it if you didn’t mention this to my wife.” Wispy puffs of ash spiraled up as he poured the chalky remains of a Shetland pony into a super-sized muck bucket. “We had Feisty for twenty-nine years. Livie took it hard when he passed.”

      “I won’t say a word,” I assured him. Not a problem since I hoped to never cross paths with Livie Dalton.

      Ever.

      Normally, I enjoyed answering potential clients’ questions. In the ten excruciating minutes I’d spent on the phone with her, Mrs. Dalton had bombarded me with the relentless precision of my senior year Potions Master. To say I was relieved she couldn’t be here today was an understatement.

      He stepped back, resting his elbows against a wooden fence rail. A black calf with dark, liquid eyes approached and sniffed at his jeans pockets. Chickens pecked the ground near his booted feet. I liked birds, at a distance. I hadn’t realized they could be so territorial. My ankle still stung from an aggressive hen’s bite.

      Mentally crossing my fingers the chickens didn’t venture any closer, I poured a Ziploc bag of finely chopped herbs into the bucket and stirred.

      “So what all are you putting in there, Ms. Girard?”

      “Please call me Marin.” I added half of a second bag to the mix. “Rosemary, flax, sage, and a few other things I need for the spell.”

      “Will there be enough to go around the barn?” Will patted the calf’s head.

      “Enough for the barn and dry lot.” I eyeballed the bucket’s contents and shook in a bit more. I had a third bag on hand, though I doubted I’d need it.

      “My neighbor recommended you,” Will said. “Deacon Finley.”

      The name didn’t ring any bells.

      “He’s a hawk shifter. Told me you did the protection spells on Murphy’s Restaurant. Heard some wild claims about people being magically hauled out of there when they tried to start a fight. Deacon claims it’s true.” He paused, looking expectantly at me.

      “It’s my Do No Harm spell. The claims are true. If you try to harm someone physically or with magic, the spell removes you from the premises.”

      Do No Harm had its genesis in an Advanced Defensive Magics college project. I’d had a crush on the Teaching Assistant and, hoping to impress him, threw myself into creating a spell that would prevent fights. My brilliant idea didn’t pan out the way I expected. Instead of halting aggression, I wound up with a paralysis spell that immobilized the attacker. My achievement didn’t wow the handsome TA.

      Even though I’d earned an A on the project I hadn’t been satisfied with the results. I continued tinkering with the concept after graduation. When I merged my experimental anti-aggression spells with my protection wards, Do No Harm moved from theory to reality.

      Will nodded. “Deacon also mentioned his wife and daughter love your shop. Besoins, is it? Funny name.”

      “It’s the French word for ‘needs.’ My father’s family came from Rouen, France.” My spell shop catered to both do-it-yourself witches and those in need of ready-made spells. Since I hired Priya two years ago, the clientele had expanded to include naturals and shapeshifters.

      He fell quiet as I murmured the binding incantation taught to me by my paternal grandmother. The occasional bleat of a goat or an animal stamping its hoof, along with bird chatter, were the only other sounds.

      By this point, most of my clients would have left me to work. Will followed me, offering to haul the muck bucket as I sifted ash and bones onto the ground in a thin line. His sun-weathered skin took on a faintly greenish tinge as the gray-white matter disappeared into the crusted earth.

      The bone and ash ward would keep two-legged and four-legged predators out and had the added benefit of preventing the animals from escaping. Because magic was used to destroy the security cameras, I decided to add a second layer of protection. For the right price, anyone could buy a spell, that’s how I made my living after all, but a spell of that caliber couldn’t have been activated by a natural. A witch was the likely candidate, and I doubted they were stealing the animals for some warm-and-snuggly reason.

      Since the area was open to the public during the day (and the thefts had all occurred at night) I set a dusk-to-dawn protection ward on the barn and dry lot fence, using the perimeter spell as an anchor. I keyed the secured area with hair from Will, his wife, and his handyman, so they could pass through freely.

      As I ran through the emergency deactivation procedure with Will a car horn sounded, two short beeps. I looked over to see a white SUV pulling into the long driveway.

      “Huh, she’s home early.”

      “Mrs. Dalton?”

      If he heard the alarm in my voice, he didn’t comment on it. “Livie might have a few questions for you.”

      A knot of dread formed in my stomach. Transportation spells were the stuff of legends and storybooks, right now I wished with every fiber of my being such a feat of magic could be true.

      Will nodded at the muck bucket. “You finished with that?”

      “Yes.”

      Will grabbed the braided nylon handle. He hurried over to the water spigot, turned it on, and rinsed out the bucket.

      I gathered up my supplies, mentally preparing myself for the inquisition.

      The SUV stopped next to the dry lot. A petite blond wearing oversized oval sunglasses hopped out. She opened the back door, and a black dog the size of a small bear lumbered out of the car.

      “Hey, Livie.” Will turned off the water.

      “Hey.” She slammed both doors shut, then stalked forward. The shaggy dog trotted alongside her. Squawking chickens scattered out of their path.

      “Glad I caught you.” Livie Dalton whipped off her sunglasses. Her blue eyes blazed with indignation. I prayed her fury wasn’t aimed at me.

      “I know we didn’t talk about it before. Any chance you can put a spell on that” —she pointed across the dry lot to a pole-mounted camera aimed at the barn door— “and the one out back so they can’t be knocked out?”

      Tension drained out of me. Thank the goddess I’d included the cameras.

      “Believe you me,” she continued, “if those lousy shitheads who stole from us show up again, I want their faces on camera.” As if distressed by the sharpness in Livie’s tone, the bear dog pressed against her legs.

      “Already taken care of. The cameras are within the ward’s protection.”

      “Good.” She gave me a cheerless smile. “Now, how high does this barrier magic go?”
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      I entered Besoins through the back door. The stock room, consulting room, and public bathroom were on the right side of the hall. Our combination kitchen/classroom (hosting classes was a recent addition) was on the left, along with the stairway leading to the second floor. Navy drapes, decorated with an ivory moon and silvery stars, covered the doorway leading into the main shop. Someone had shoved aside one of the velvet curtains, allowing the hum of activity in the shop to drift down the corridor.

      A decade ago the brick building had housed a small mom-and-pop restaurant and barber shop on the main floor, with a consignment shop and dentist’s office on the upper level. Following the property owner’s death, a court battle over a contested will dragged on for three years. The next owner undertook a massive remodeling venture and ended up filing for bankruptcy. A messy divorce put the building back on the market two years later and I snapped it up. The first thing I did was a massive negative energy cleansing ritual.

      “Marin?” Priya Carmichael popped out of the kitchen. She wore a flowy, cap-sleeved emerald tunic over black leggings. Dark lilac-colored hair cascaded over her shoulders. “Wow. That must have been a complicated job. I thought you’d be back an hour ago.”

      I grimaced. “Livie showed up.”

      Priya wrinkled her nose in sympathy. “That sucks. You’ve got dirt on your face and there’s something in your hair.” She plucked a green flake from my braid and showed it to me.

      “Alfalfa. I’ll run upstairs and clean up a bit before I go into the shop.”

      “Okay.” Her eyes traveled over my dusty jeans and loose-fitting black t-shirt.

      “I was at a farm!” I growled. “What did you expect me to wear?”

      She raised her hands in a placating gesture. “I didn’t say a thing.”

      Lately, my neutral-toned wardrobe was a much-discussed topic among my employees. Stella had called it “safe.” Scarlett declared it ”unimaginative and dowdy.” Abby deemed it “downright dull.” After grumbling about their lack of respect for professionalism, I pointed out simple basics were easy to mix and match. I couldn’t help but tease them that their comments would be noted in their yearly review.

      I knew my aversion to bold colors was a childish strike at my mother, who adored vivid reds and oranges. Danielle Girard was an ambitious woman. She’d honed her illusion magic into a fine-edged weapon. She’d ridiculed my decision to open Besoins, calling it a prosaic venture. Our versions of success were polar opposites.

      Priya remained silent during these discussions about my fashion choices. The stealth operator tricked me into going shopping. She cajoled me into trying on wild colors and patterned fabrics I’d never have considered wearing. Her persistence paid off. I had bought several items, including a flirty violet dress, though I hadn’t worn them yet.

      “If I’d worn any of my new clothes they would’ve had calf drool on them,” I groused.

      “Okay.” Grinning, she took my bag. “I’ll put your things away. As soon as the coffee’s finished brewing I’m going to do inventory.”

      “Now?” I eyed her suspiciously. She never refused to do inventory, but she certainly never volunteered for the job. “It sounds pretty busy out there.”

      “Well, Scarlet said you were getting antsy. I knew you’d come in after closing and do it yourself since no one had gotten to it yet. I thought I’d steal your control freak thunder and get it done before you got back.”

      I wasn’t a control freak. Much.

      She glanced at the curtain-covered doorway. “And Vixen’s out there,” she said in a hushed tone.

      Vixen, no last name that I knew of, was a blood donor for the local vampire Prime and his household. Beautiful, curvaceous, and blonde, Vixen coveted Priya’s vampire boyfriend, Miles Garner.

      I’d only met Miles once and while he seemed a nice enough fellow—for a vampire, I had reservations about their relationship.

      “Ah. So really, you are …”

      “Hiding.” She rubbed her forehead. “I know. I should ignore her, but honestly, I’m not up for being adult today.”

      “Okay then. Hideaway. I’m going to change. Have fun with the inventory.”

      Thankfully, before the bankruptcy, the remodeler had created two cozy apartments on the second level. I occupied one and my father, Gabriel, rented the other. After my parents’ divorce, he’d moved into an efficiency apartment in a sketchy neighborhood. I’d been relieved when he’d accepted my offer to move in. It helped that Besoins was within walking distance of Kingston University, where he worked.

      I washed my face, slathered on moisturizer, then reapplied my mascara and lip gloss. I brushed out my hair and, in the interest of time, pulled it into a low ponytail instead of rebraiding it.

      I’d put on gray slacks and had stretched out my hand to take a white button-down shirt off its hanger when my eyes slid to the colorful shirts I’d bought with Priya. They were a little more form-fitting than I liked. I wasn’t hung up on my body. Well, no more so than the average woman. I’d worn size twelve (with the occasional sliding up or down a size) for twelve of my thirty-four years. Would I like a more defined waist or thighs that didn’t touch? Sure. However, I didn’t have the “I love exercise” gene and I wasn’t wasting my money on illusion magic that would “airbrush away thirty pounds for thirty days.”

      My gaze lingered on a silk shirt with swirls of turquoise, gray, and pale pink. It was lovely, something for a special occasion.

      Priya would disagree with me and say it was perfect for every day.

      Impulsively, I slipped it on. The feel of silk against my skin felt decadent.

      I turned around to face the full-length cheval mirror in the corner of my walk-in closet. A rush of pleasure went through me. I’m not a vain woman, but I have to say, I looked good. With a spring in my step, I hurried downstairs.

      Scarlett Novak stood behind the register. The color of her short, wavy hair matched the fuchsia tutu poofed around her waist and slim hips. She bore an expression of polite neutrality with the determination of a swordless knight wielding a battered shield against a fire-breathing dragon as a customer leaned into her space and rapped her knuckles against the L-shaped counter.

      Shock flickered across Scarlett’s face when I entered the shop. “Marin … you. Never mind.” She motioned me over. “This customer wishes to speak to you.”

      The knuckle-rapping woman whirled around. Slender, wearing yoga pants and a “Nama-stay in bed” t-shirt, her dark eyes widened in recognition. “You!” She stalked toward me. “I have a bone to pick with you.”

      Scarlett rolled her eyes heavenward and blew out an exasperated breath. The next customer stepped forward in line and handed Scarlett her basket.

      When I’d run the store solo I knew every customer’s name. I didn’t recognize the irate woman standing before me. “How may I help you?”

      “My son was doused with green glitter!” The hostility radiating off her could have started a fire. I flinched when she jabbed her finger at me. I only managed to hold my ground knowing if she meant me any real harm Besoins’s protection spell would have yanked her out of the store. “It stained his hair, his skin, and his school clothes!”

      Drawn by the woman’s shrill voice and wild gesticulations, a cluster of witches and naturals gathered around to watch the spectacle, Vixen among them.

      Confrontations made me queasy. Hoping to soothe her, I adopted a gentle tone. “We have spells that can remove any stain, right over here.” I took a few tentative steps towards the shelves, then stopped when she didn’t follow.

      “I don’t need a spell!” Her volume escalated. “My son could have been injured. He could have been concussed!”

      I had no idea what she was talking about. “I’m sorry. What can I do for you?”

      “You sold a dangerous hide-it charm to a miscreant. You’re responsible! You shouldn’t sell spells to children!” Her face turned an alarming, non-Zen shade of red. “I’m reporting you to the Witch Council. You won’t get any more of my business and I’m going to tell everyone what you’ve done.” Spinning on her heel, the woman stormed out.

      Silence reigned in the wake of her departure. I hoped no one noticed I was shaky after the encounter.

      The hide-it charms were my spells. Created with the illusion magic I’d inherited from my mother, they could be placed on small items and render them invisible. How could something as small as a hide-it charm cause a concussion?

      A little steadier, I glanced around at the shoppers lurking nearby. A few shrugged. Others averted their eyes, moved away, and began whispering. Witches were terrible gossips. Word would spread through Kingston like wildfire about this dramatic scene.

      A platinum-blonde witch in monochrome black attire with a silver hoop at the corner of her lower lip took a step toward me. She held a frosted-glass bottle of concealment lotion. A large, rectangular blood-red ruby dominating her left ring finger caught my eye.

      I considered telling her that particular brand was excellent at covering a variety of blemishes. Given her perfect complexion perhaps she already knew about the lotion’s superior coverage. I offered a smile and asked, “May I help you?”

      “No … I’m just looking. Thanks.”

      Over by the feather bins, Colleen, a plump witch wearing a vibrant yellow caftan, waved her fingers at me and mouthed, “Love the shirt!” I would have taken it as a compliment but her smirk made me skeptical.

      When I stepped behind the counter, a witch with sleek black cornrow braids that reached her waist said, “That’s what you get for selling spells willy-nilly.”

      Scarlett gave me a wry smile as she bagged the dozen or so potions and spells the witch had purchased. She dipped her head toward me, and whispered, “That was intense.”

      “Mmhmm.” My heart rate had almost returned to normal.

      “You look amazing.”

      “Thanks,” I murmured.

      “It’s one thing selling a defensive hex to a healing arts witch, Marin,” the black-haired witch continued. “It’s quite another selling already activated spells to someone without a drop of magic in them.”

      I’d heard this argument against selling magic to naturals before. It always amazed me that certain witches were fine buying ready-made spells for themselves but opposed naturals having access to the same.

      Specific magic ran in family lines—healing, illusion, and elemental, to name a few. Because of twisty family trees, some witches could perform magic in a variety of areas, though with varying degrees of success. A few witches spent decades learning and refining magic beyond the ones they inherited. If you wanted access to magic outside your purview, you either bought or traded spells.

      I didn’t respond. With a harrumph, she gathered up her bags and left.

      When no one else approached the register, I asked Scarlett, “Any clue what our dissatisfied customer was talking about?”

      “It’s the assassin game.” Scarlett leaned against the mahogany counter, the stiff nylon tutu around her hips rasped in protest. “It’s all the rage with the middle school kids.”

      “What is it and why do I have a yoga mom threatening to turn me into the Council over it?”

      “It’s a kids' game. There are teams. You’re assigned a hit. If you kill” –she made air quotes— “an opponent you get points. But you have to have physical proof of the kill. Seems our magic glitter and invisible ink are rated number one as means of proof. We’ve sold scads of it. Even the naturals are buying it.”

      “And a hide-it spell was somehow used for a—hit?”

      Scarlett nodded. “At first they used squirt guns. Now they’ve gotten more inventive. Your spell hid a water balloon positioned over a partially opened door. The unsuspecting victim walked through the door and boom!” Her hands flew up in an exploding gesture. “They died. I had a teenage girl in here earlier this week asking me if your spell would work on Vaseline. She planned on poisoning her target by spreading it on the door handle. She’d bound her own illusion spell to the Vaseline so it would stain the victim’s skin blood-red. She came back yesterday to buy more charms. Said it worked perfectly.”

      I couldn’t visualize how that would work, but I wasn’t going to ask. “Why am I just hearing about this now?”

      She shrugged. “I don’t know. We have kids in here all the time. Haven’t you noticed we can barely keep magic glitter on the shelves?”

      Her gaze drifted past me and she jerked, standing ramrod straight. My heart skipped. I turned, half expecting to see yoga mom. Instead, Vixen and the platinum blonde walked up to the register. I sighed in relief.

      Vixen had her hair up in a casually messy bun. Fine scars and puncture marks in various stages of healing decorated her throat. Her perfume was an alluring combination of oranges, anise, and cloves.

      “Did you find everything you were looking for?” I asked.

      She set two bottles of Rejuvenate, a popular energy potion created by Thea, a shapeshifter healer, and several hide-it charms on the counter. “I did.”

      “Your perfume is lovely.”

      Vixen’s shoulders tightened. She stared at me, as if unused to compliments. Finally, she said, “Thanks. It was a gift.”

      Colleen joined the line as Scarlett finished ringing up the items.

      I handed a paper gift bag with the Besoins logo on it to Vixen. “Come again.”

      “Just this.” The platinum blonde handed Scarlett the concealment lotion.

      “Did my order of Egyptian clay come in?” Colleen asked. Dozens of silver bangles adorned her arms.

      “Not yet. One of us will call you when it does.” I put the lotion in a bag and handed it to Vixen’s companion. “Come again.”

      Colleen set her basket on the counter. She gave the departing women the side eye.

      Scarlett waited until the two had left before commenting, “I can’t believe Vixen keeps coming back after activating your Do No Harm spell and getting hauled out of here.”

      If I had to guess I imagined she came back for the Rejuvenate. She could go directly to Thea Lykaois to purchase it, but I doubted she’d venture into pack territory. Vixen’s only other option was buying it here as I had an exclusive distribution contract.

      Since I didn’t like to talk about customers in front of other customers, I shrugged.

      Scarlett had no such scruples. “I’m a little surprised she came in here with a witch. She’s always so snarky with Priya.” She wrapped bubble wrap around an amber glass bottle filled with a caustic scour spell.

      “Foolish witches,”  Colleen grumbled. “Vampires only want us for our blood. The magic in it gives them a hell of a power boost. And once they’ve had a taste they become addicted. It never ends well for the witch.”

      “Or for blood bunnies,” Scarlett murmured.

      Colleen uttered an expletive, letting us know her thoughts on the naturals who voluntarily fed vampires. “Do you have any more of Mr. Abernathy’s locating spells? There weren’t any on the shelves.”

      “There are a few left in the stock room. Scarlett, will you—”

      “Sure. Do you want the fifty-yard locator spell?”

      “Yes, just one.”

      Tutu bobbing up and down, Scarlett zipped over to the hallway and disappeared through the velvet curtains.

      “You be careful, girl.” The silver bracelets on Colleen’s arm jangled as she pointed a canary yellow lacquered nail at me. “Stop selling spells to idiotic teenagers. Better to lose a little money than rile up witch parents.”

      I donned my professional of-course-you’re-right smile.

      “Priya’s already alienated some witches in the community by dating that ridiculous vampire.” She studied me for a long moment. Huffing in exasperation, she said, “I’m wasting my breath. You’re just like your father. You won’t listen to good advice.”

      Before I could make an unwise, rude reply, two men entered Besoins, diverting my attention. I knew for a fact I’d never seen either in my store before. The first man wore cowboy boots with his suit coat and tie. He had enviable thick, ink-black hair and a stern expression on his face.

      The second man earned a doubletake. The word dashing fired through my mind. He didn’t look precisely like Westley from “The Princess Bride” but the vibe was there—the shape of his face, his athletic physique, and the way his auburn hair fell rakishly across his eyes. A small smile played over his full lips.

      “Got it!” Scarlett’s proclamation startled me. She held up a neon orange golf ball triumphantly.

      “Anything else?” I managed to ask Colleen as I imagined how the attractive newcomer would look in the Dread Pirate Robert’s black ensemble.

      “That’s all.” Colleen inserted her credit card into the reader. “Text me when the clay comes in.”

      “Of course. Receipt with you or in the bag?” I asked.

      The men stopped, standing just behind Colleen. Thick, dark lashes framed the pirate’s forest-green eyes.

      “In the bag.”

      I dropped it inside and handed the paper sack to her. Colleen half-turned, and scowled at the pair.

      “Pardon me.” Her lip curled in distaste.

      “Ma’am.” Cowboy boots, who had the wild, earthy energy of a shifter, stepped back, allowing her to pass.

      “Marin Girard?” the pirate asked.

      “Yes?”

      “I’m Aidan Kelley with Kingston’s Paranormal Enforcement Division, and this is my partner, Detective Court Harding.”

      The frisson of attraction evaporated, replaced by a spike of anxiety. Had yoga mom called the police?

      “I understand you make hide-it charms,” Aidan continued.

      She had! Seriously? I bit back my irritation and said, “I do.”

      A witch came out from between the shelves. Her dark eyes raked over the two men, and she walked over to the fresh herbs display, conveniently close to the counter.

      Aidan slid a nickel-sized silver disc out of a plastic sleeve and handed it to me. “This was found covering up a bike.”

      A bike? Had someone jinxed a bike for the sake of the assassin’s game? “What I sell in the shop can’t hide anything that big.” I accepted the charm. The brush of his fingers against mine sent a shiver through me. It took a moment to regain my composure and focus on the thin, circular object. The spell on it had been expended. Beneath the cool signature of my magic a second, unfamiliar magic was imprinted on the metal. “This is one of mine, but there’s another spell overlaid on it.”

      Scarlett leaned in to take a peek; the stiff tulle of her tutu rustled. “A charm that size will hide a coffee-table picture book. You found more, right?”

      The detectives looked at each other.

      A natural drifted closer, feigning interest in a glass display case of ceremonial knives. Caspian, a divination witch who couldn’t keep a secret if his life depended on it, stood with his arms crossed over his chest, not making any bones about his interest in our conversation.

      “No,” Aidan said. “This is the only one.”

      “It would probably take seven or eight of those to hide a bike.”

      “What’s so important about the bike?” Scarlet asked. “Who’s bike is it?”

      Ignoring her question, Detective Harding focused on me. “Do you keep records of who buys your spells? Sales receipts?”

      Scarlett gaped at him. “Do you know how many of these we sell in a week? They’re really popular.”

      “The customer gets an itemized receipt for returns,” I said. “The only thing I have is credit card information and the total sales amount. I don’t have a way to track that for you.”

      “You mentioned there’s another spell on the charm,” Harding said. “Can you tell us anything about that magic?”

      “No.” My father was a magic sensate. If not for the sliver of magic I’d inherited from him I wouldn’t have been able to detect anything beyond my spell on the charm. “You should take it to my father. Gabriel Girard—”

      Detective Harding cut me off. “Head of the Magical Antiquities Department at the University. We’ve worked with him before.”

      “Dad should be able to pinpoint the exact magic for you.”

      “What’s so important about the bike?” Scarlett asked again.

      I held the charm up. “Are you sure there weren’t more of these on the bike?”

      The men shared another look. After a rapid exchange of eyebrow communication, Harding shrugged.

      “Possibly.” Aidan pursed his lips, blowing out a breath. “I … stumbled over the bike. When it rematerialized, Detective Harding found that charm laying in the grass between the spokes.”

      The witch and the natural hovering nearby gave up all pretext of shopping and drew closer.

      “If there are more of these.” Harding nodded at the charm. “Do you think you could find them? Track your own magic?”

      It was a fair question. Some witches couldn’t sense magic at all, and those who could usually couldn’t distinguish their magic from any other. I’d been called a few times by customers who had forgotten where they’d hidden an item and needed me to locate the activated spell. Priya thought I should charge for my time. It happened so seldom, I considered it good customer service.

      “It depends. How big of an area are we talking about?”

      “Why don’t you take her out to the site?” Harding took the plastic sleeve from Aidan, squeezed the sides, and held it out to me. I dropped the charm inside. “And show her. The University isn’t far from here. I’ll walk over and talk to Professor Girard.”

      “Hey!” Scarlett slapped her hand against the counter. “What’s so important about this bike?”

      Everyone, including the nosy customers lurking around us, turned to stare at her.

      “It’s a missing person case.” A growl infused Court’s voice, raising the fine hairs on my arms. “That’s all you need to know.”

      “Ms. Girard. Would you come with me, please?” Aidan asked.

      “Priya and I have the store.” Scarlett nudged me. “Go on.”
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      I hadn’t expected to be nervous riding in a police car. The coded dispatch calls and answering responses didn’t concern me. It wasn’t Aidan’s driving. He navigated the black Ford Taurus in a quiet, competent manner, never deviating from the posted speed limit. It was my keen awareness of him that rattled me. When I wasn’t sneaking glances at his profile like a smitten teenager, my eyes lingered on his broad hands, precisely placed at ten and two o’clock on the steering wheel. My imagination plagued me with thigh-clenching speculation whether those strong hands would be smooth or roughened as they stroked over my skin. Even when I reined in my overactive imagination, within the confined space the mossy wood scent of his cologne proved a heady distraction.

      The prolonged silence between us, as he negotiated through the traffic, scratched at my nerves. I toyed with the hem of my silky shirt. The swirls of color were lovely, but right now I needed the calming reassurance from one of my no-nonsense, neutral-toned classics.

      “Can you” —I cleared my dry as dust throat— “tell me anything about the missing person?”

      “Jonah Budney. He’s eighteen, a freshman at Kingston U. Plays for the school’s soccer team. Lives in the dorms. He works two days a week at his uncle’s pharmacy. When he didn’t show up for his shift, the uncle called Jonah’s parents. When they couldn’t track him down, they called their alpha. Twenty-four hours later, they notified us.”

      “His poor parents. They must be frantic.”

      “They are.”

      “I didn’t expect you to give me so much information.”

      “We had an audience at the store.”

      Aidan slowed as we approached a vacant lot. He parallel-parked between two trucks.

      The long stretch of open ground, comprised mostly of crabgrass and creeping Charlie, had a land-for-sale-or-lease sign posted near the street and yellow crime scene tape staked around one of the recently planted birch trees. Newly constructed apartments in varying degrees of completion bookended the empty lot. The closest one was little more than a forest of two-by-fours with construction workers hammering and sawing away. Across the street, there were three apartment buildings—at least partially occupied based on the number of cars in the parking lots. At the end of the long block, a billboard listed the various amenities offered to entice new renters.

      This wasn’t a seventeen hundred-square-foot home. Looking for a nickel-sized charm in this vast area would be like looking for a needle in a haystack for me. My jittery fingers fumbled with the seatbelt. “Did someone see Jonah out here?”

      We were on the eastern edge of Kingston. Shifters tended to live in the city’s northern and western regions. While witches weren’t as confined to a geographic area, by and large, we still congregated into isle-like capsules filled with magic users. There were some blended neighborhoods, but this area wasn’t one of them.

      “No. My magic drew me here.”

      “You’re a Seeker?”

      “I am.” He got out of the car. “Before you ask, no I can’t find buried treasure or your missing cell phone or a lost dog for you. People only.”

      I’d known a Seeker in college. She’d always worn gloves. During a group project, I learned her control over her seeking magic was intermittent. Without gloves, her magic randomly sparked, swamping her with information about the last person who’d handled the object. Ignoring the urge to track them down inevitably led to her skin itching as if she’d wallowed around in poison ivy. She’d born it all with a grace I’d admired.

      I scrambled out of the car. A warm breeze carried the scent of fresh tar from a patchwork of repair jobs down the street. “I’m not trying to be nosy.” I absolutely was. “Do you use a focus to locate people?”

      “When I was younger, I needed a personal item, something that held sentimental value in order to track.” He strode over to the taped-off area. “I still orient myself with those objects as well as immediate family and/or close friends. Once I’ve caught the essence of the individual I don’t need a focal element.” Aidan pointed to a yellow flag rippling in the breeze. “I tripped over the concealed bike’s tire there.”

      I scanned the immediate area. I didn’t see any glinting metal among the weeds, nor did I feel anything. Not even a ping of magic.

      “Do you sense anything?”

      “No.” I didn’t want to question the police force’s search efforts, but I’d honestly expected to find they’d overlooked other charms. It didn’t make sense. One charm couldn’t cover an entire bike. There had to be more.

      “We’ve been over that patch of ground with a fine tooth comb.” He nodded to the taped-off area. “We need to know if there are any more active spells. Let’s go over this open area, then around the buildings. You lead and I’ll follow.”

      “All right.” I went to the right, heading for the newer construction. The only thing I felt was the warmth of the sun.

      Two construction workers paused to watch us.

      Even though they couldn’t know what we were doing a wash of performance anxiety hit me. Under their curious gaze, I swung back toward the opposite end of the lot. My more-or-less straight path brought us within a dozen feet of the bike’s location.

      “You said your magic brought you here. Do you still sense Jonah at all?”

      Aidan came alongside me. “There’s a tug. Court and two of the pack’s best trackers went all over this area. Jonah was here, but it’s like he disappeared into thin air. Things are … tense with the pack right now.”

      I bet they were. A year ago the local wolves had rescued two thirteen-year-old deer shifters. No one was ever arrested for the death of the predator who’d transported the young girls in the trunk of his car. According to the scuttlebutt, the coroner barely managed to identify the man’s eviscerated remains.

      “I swear someone’s blocking my magic.” He scraped his fingers through his auburn hair. “Jonah could be nearby or twenty miles away. It’s frustrating.”

      “Shield magic?” There were different degrees of shield magic. Look away spells were the most commonly used. Some shielders could soundproof rooms. A popular (and expensive) ward spell among those with a kid who dreamed of being a rockstar. A small percentage of practitioners could render themselves magically invisible.

      “That’s my guess. Tracking witches capable of masking themselves is almost impossible. I’ve never had any problem tracking shifters or humans until this case. We don’t have a magic sensate in the department or I’d have them out here checking.”

      If a ward blocked magic I doubted a sensate would feel anything. I could be wrong. I’d ask my dad.

      “Twenty miles is your range?”

      “Twenty-seven actually.”

      Impressive.

      Right about now, I’d give up caramels if I could detect my magic within a quarter-mile range. I felt like I was wasting the detective’s time.

      A glint of metal caught my eye. Even though I didn’t feel a whiff of magic I stopped, bending to examine the object.

      “What is it?” he asked.

      Irritated with myself, I stood, handed him a dime, then resumed walking.

      Ahead of us stood a nearly completed apartment complex. Grooves of bare earth, packed down by a steady stream of foot traffic from hauling supplies back and forth, cut through the sparse weeds.

      I’d decided to turn and sweep out another dozen feet or so for the next pass across the lot when a faint buzz of familiar magic caught my attention. A weight lifted off my shoulders.

      Excited by the discovery, I practically shouted, “This way!”

      “You’ve got something?”

      “Yes.” Admonishing myself not to run and stay focused, I headed toward the three-storied building where bricklayers worked, perched high on scaffolding.

      Mounds of sawdust littered the ground around us. I veered around a pallet of bricks. Aidan caught hold of my arm, stopping me before I walked in front of two men carrying drywall. His fingers were smooth. The warmth of his touch seeped into my skin.

      I grinned at him like a giddy fool.

      Fortunately, he wasn’t looking at me but at the workmen.

      He didn’t release my forearm until they’d passed.

      Get a grip, Girard.

      The thunk of work boots reverberated through the air as the men ascended a wooden ramp.

      Mentally reprimanding myself to pay attention to my surroundings, I led the way.

      “It’s close. Maybe on the other side of that ramp.” The increasing hum of magic brought us to a shaded space where the ramp and the brick wall met. Using the toe of my shoe, I probed the corner. My foot connected with a solid, squishy object. The instant the hide-it charm was knocked off, a blue and gray backpack materialized. I stared at it in disbelief. There was no way the small silver charm laying in the dirt could mask a bag of this size. There had to be another spell layered over mine.

      “Don’t touch it.” Aidan pulled disposable gloves from his pocket. He put them on as he crouched down onto his heels.

      As the daughter of an academic I had a fairly comprehensive knowledge of magical subsets. I’d learned more since opening Besoins. For the life of me, I couldn’t think what kind of magic could boost the power of my spell. My fingers itched to pick up the charm and examine it.

      Aidan unzipped the bag and looked inside. I hoped the contents would offer up a clue to Jonah’s location. A note with an address would be too much to hope for.

      My attention returned to the innocuous silver charm laying on the shadowed ground. A chill of unease dashed through me. Had someone used black magic to alter the hide-it spell? For Jonah’s sake, I hoped not.

      Black magic was fueled by torture or death. I wasn’t naïve enough to think we didn’t have practitioners in Kingston. The thought of someone capable of wielding it made me nauseous.

      Tearing my gaze from the disk I focused on Aidan. “What’s in there?”

      He rooted around in the backpack. “Workout gear. Manga books. Protein bars. Lots of crumbs. An empty water bottle.”

      I looked back to the vacant lot. “Do you think he came out here voluntarily? Was he meeting someone? Why is his backpack over here?”

      “All good questions. I wish I knew the answers.”

      There hadn’t been any bite to his words, but I felt the heat of embarrassment creep up my neck all the same.

      I wondered who laid the charms on the bike and bag, and why? I kept those thoughts to myself.

      “Hang on.” He pulled out a white receipt and squinted. A smattering of sawdust fell from the paper. He held the receipt out to me. “Don’t touch it, but can you make out the store’s name?”

      I leaned forward, bracing my hands on my thighs. Despite the smudged ink, I could make out the letters a-n-d-e-r-s and below that e-l-r-y. The item purchased was easy to read. A gold bracelet and four charms.

      Pricey.

      “It could be Hollanders Fine Jewelry.”

      “Never heard of it.” Aidan stood, holding the backpack by the top strap. Sawdust drifted off it like snowflakes. “Do you sense any more of your magic?”

      Since he wasn’t calling his partner or hustling me back to the car I decided the bag, like the bike, wasn’t a vital clue. I felt oddly deflated.

      “Not here. I’m happy to search some more. I have time.” I glanced up at the building. “I suppose you already checked in there.”

      “We did.”

      

      
        
        *.*.*.*.*

      

      

      

      After a fruitless sixty-minute search, Aidan brought me back to Besoins. I should have been content with the backpack’s discovery. Instead, I carried the weighty sense I’d let Aidan and Jonah’s parents down.

      The atmosphere in the shop crackled with anticipation. Unfortunately, the energy wasn’t generated by avid shoppers. A committee of six concerned parents, comprised of witches and naturals, waited for me.

      They swarmed me like a hungry pack of wild dogs, snapping out their questions about the assassin game and my involvement in it, and growling at my “I don’t know” refrain and “I’m not involved!” My protestations that I’d only learned about the game earlier today did not sit well. It became apparent that underneath their bluster was a genuine concern for their children. It made me think of the Budneys and the weight of their worries and fears.

      I had no answers for these parents either. All I could do was listen to them. And I did.

      Eventually, they ran out of steam and filtered out.

      I pressed my fingers against my temples where a headache had bloomed. I needed caffeine and something to eat. Since Rebecca Bauer and Ashley Johnson were bearing down on me a trip to the kitchen would have to wait.

      Both women sold spells through my shop, and both were talkers. I wasn’t in the right frame of mind to hammer out business negotiations.

      Please let this be a short conversation.

      “Marin, you know I love you.” Rebecca gave me sweet smile sugary enough to cause a cavity. “But all this drama isn’t good for business.”

      “It’s all right,” I assured her. “They’re just concerned about the game. It won’t hur—”

      Ashley cut in. “I’m not comfortable with you selling my spells to shifters and naturals.”

      “I’m sorry. What?”

      “We have our reputations to think about.” Rebecca laid a hand over her heart. “Really, it’s best if only witches use magic.”

      Where was this coming from? Rebecca made out like a bandit selling her potions here.

      Ashley leaned forward, invading my space, a spark of challenge in her gray eyes. “Either you sell my spells to witches exclusively. Or I’m going to pull all my products.”

      My temper flared. I wasn’t a fan of ultimatums.

      “Besoins is open to all.” I strained to keep my voice light and professional. “If you don’t want to sell your spells here, that’s your right. Ashley, our agreement is commission-based. You are free to remove your spells at any time. I’ll print up your current sales and get a check to you by the end of the week if that’s what you want. Rebecca, I purchased your spells. If you’re adamant about not selling your products here, you can buy back the remaining stock, and I’ll pull them off the shelves tonight.”

      Rebecca sucked in a breath.

      Maybe I hadn’t been as calm and collected as I’d thought.

      “Fine,” Ashley said through gritted teeth. “I’ll come by tomorrow for mine.”

      A fine tremor vibrated through my hands. I curled my fingers into my palms. “What would you like to do, Rebecca?”

      “I—well—I,” she sputtered.

      “You should reconsider your sales policy, Marin.” Ashley spun on her heel and stalked to the door.

      “You shouldn’t sell magic to hooligans.” Rebecca hurried after her.

      I walked over to the L-shaped counter and braced a still shaky hand against the reassuring wood. “I could have handled that better.”

      “Here.” Scarlett held out a caramel wrapped in wax paper.

      “Zanders! Thank you.” I unwrapped the caramel and took a bite. Bliss.

      “Those two are just using the game as an excuse,” she said. “Stella told me the last time Ashley dropped off scour potions she demanded we keep track of who bought each one. Stella very politely told her we wouldn’t be doing that.”

      “I should have been more diplomatic.” I wished I could have a do-over. I took another bite of caramel.

      Scarlett huffed out a laugh. “There are only three of Ashley’s potions left. I can pull Rebecca’s health potions off the shelves right now.” She flicked her fingers and an entire shelf of bottles silently rose into the air. Not a single bottle wavered.

      I could lift a bottle or two by casting a spell. Scarlett’s command over earth, air, fire, and water boggled my mind. It had broken her mother’s heart when she decided not to pursue advanced elemental magic studies and dropped out of college. Alia Novak constantly bemoaned the fact Scarlett’s talent was wasted working at Besoins.

      The Scarlett who came to work for me two years ago had been burned out, sullen, and unfocused. Alia might have a point, however, I’d take this happier, contented version any day. I’d take a happier version of myself right now too.

      “No. Leave them.”

      “Fine.” The bottles settled back onto the shelf. Scarlett hopped up onto the counter, spun her legs around to face me, then hopped off.

      “Seriously? Will you please walk around the counter?”

      “Where’s the fun in that? Besides, no one’s here to see. Here.” She held out a lime green post-it note. “Don’t shoot the messenger.”

      I read the note. Livie Dalton wanted me to call. Between the spell search, the upset parents, and me snapping at two vendors, I didn’t think I could muster the energy for a long conversation with Livie. The base of my skull ached.

      “Let’s pretend I didn’t see this.” I stuffed the message into my pants pocket. “Where’s Priya?”

      “She had a six o’clock appointment in Whitefish Bay. With the traffic, she wanted to give herself plenty of time to get there.”

      “Right. I forgot about that.”

      “How was your trip with Detective Kelley? He’s a hottie.” She went up on her toes and twirled like a ballerina.

      “Scarlett, really? That’s a bit shallow.”

      She shrugged. “It’s true though. And he’s single.” Her grin was unrepentant.

      I couldn’t deny my attraction to him. He was intelligent, easy to talk with, and oh, those hands. I’d date him.

      Not that there would be any dates. Aidan hadn’t shown any interest in me other than as a helpful citizen. And I hadn’t been all that helpful.

      “I thought he looked familiar but I couldn’t place him,” Scarlett said. “Caspian knows him.”

      That didn’t surprise me. The much-sought-after divination witch was a busybody.

      “The detective graduated with my brother, Sean.”

      Sean was twenty-five, three years older than Scarlett. Which meant Aidan was nine years younger than me. Well outside my plus or minus five-year dating range. Not that there would be any dating.

      “So where did he take you?”

      “I don’t think I’m supposed to talk about it.” I pressed my fingers tightly against the insistent throb in my temples. I didn’t think coffee would cure this headache. “I’m going back to the kitchen.”

      “You need a soother?”

      “Maybe. I think if I eat something it will help.”

      “Priya brought in blueberry muffins.” Scarlett checked her watch. “I’ve got a soother in the kitchen. It’s one of Thea’s. You eat and I’ll fix up a cup for you.” She hurried over to the front door, tutu flouncing, and locked it.

      “What are you doing?”

      “It won’t kill anyone if we close fifteen minutes early.” She skipped—yes, skipped—to the doorway and pushed back the starry velvet drapes. “Thea’s herbal concoctions are way better than Rebecca’s if you ask me.”

      She’d get no argument from me. Thea Lykaois might not be a witch, but her healing remedies were pure magic.

      Not in a skipping mood, I followed her down the hall. A fan-shaped wedge of late afternoon light spilled from the kitchen doorway, illuminating most of the passageway.

      Planters with lavender, thyme, and rosemary rested on the kitchen window ledges. Tiny, cylindrical glass bottles filled with essential oils were scattered across the granite countertop, probably from last night’s class. Scarlet and Stella meticulously cleaned up after their classes. That meant Abby had taught yesterday.

      Scarlett glared at the essential oils. “I’m not cleaning up after her.”

      “You don’t have to. I’ll talk to her.” Abby didn’t work until this weekend. I’d tidy up later.

      Eight high-backed chairs surrounded a long rectangular oak table I’d got at a second-hand shop. A plate with the promised muffins sat at the end of the table.

      I accepted the paper towel Scarlett handed to me as I took a seat. I peeled off the baking cup then broke off the top of the muffin, my favorite part, and set it on the paper towel.

      Scarlett went over to a shelf, took down a ceramic mug, and filled it with water.

      I broke off a chunk of muffin and ate it.

      “Can you at least tell me if you found any more of your spells? Wherever it was you went?”

      I winced when she put the mug in the microwave. We had a perfectly good kettle on the stove. It didn’t take that long to boil water.

      “I found one spell.” I wondered again if Jonah placed the charm on his backpack. If not him, who? And why had he been out there in the first place?

      “What was it hiding?” A conspiratorial tone infused her words.

      “Scarlett.”

      Who had hijacked my spell? Had they used black magic to do it? I hoped my dad would share his thoughts on the charm. He could be a stickler for protocol.

      “Okay. Okay.” She held up her hands in placation. “Even though you won’t spill any good details about your trip, I’ve got some info for you.”

      “About?” I popped another wedge of blueberry muffin into my mouth.

      “You missed so much while you were gone.” A mischievous light sparked in Scarlet’s violet eyes. “Caspian gave us all the dish on tall, dark, and handsome Detective Harding and the yummy Detective Kelley.” She opened a cabinet door and took out a pale green glass bottle no bigger than a deck of cards. “We also learned about the missing shapeshifter.”

      “We?”

      “All kinds of people came in after you left. It kept Priya and me hopping. Before I forget, we’re completely out of tag-it charms, locating spells, and black tourmaline.  Anyway, Bree Garcia came in and she’s best friends with the girl who dates Jonah Budney’s roommate.” Scarlett watched me, gauging my reaction to the name.

      Why was I not surprised she knew it? I wondered if the Paranormal Enforcement Division had leaked it or if word had spread from the shapeshifter community?

      “Go on.”

      Unable to get a rise out of me, Scarlett huffed in exasperation. “Bree was there when Detective Harding interviewed the roommate. Jonah hadn’t been home for two nights. Which was unusual for him. He’s pretty serious about his studies, apparently. And he rode his bike everywhere. He kept it in his room, which ticked his roommate off to no end, because yuck, mud and stuff from the wheels, right? And the bike’s gone, so obviously, wherever he went he rode his bike.” She looked at me expectantly.

      I wiped my fingers on the paper towel. “I’m not telling you where we went.” The backpack flashed in my brain like a neon sign. Why had it been there? By that building?

      She stuck out her lower lip, pouting. “You’re no fun.”

      “How many people were in the store when Bree told you all this?” I divided the muffin top into four pieces.

      “It was packed.”

      Scarlett’s version of packed and mine differed greatly. She was prone to hyperbole.

      However, knowing how much witches liked to gossip I had no doubt everything that was said had spread like wildfire.

      The microwave dinged. Scarlett took out the mug, opened the green bottle, and slowly tipped it, adding a few drops of liquid to the hot water. Placing the mug in my hands, she ordered me to drink it. The pleasant minty scent didn’t mask the bitter taste of the tincture.

      “Anyway” —she drew in a huge breath— “he met a gal, his friends think she’s a witch, but none of them met her and Bree thinks she’s a natch with a spooky vibe, but she knows she’s older because the guys had been ribbing Jonah about dating an older woman the last time she saw him.”

      Somehow I actually understood Scarlett’s rushed, ramble of words and overuse of pronouns. What if the mysterious older woman lived in one of the apartments near the area Jonah’s bike had been found? Had he gone to see her, and then what? Run away with her? Or been kidnapped?

      Scarlett plopped into a chair beside me. “Do you think we’ll have more angry parents when we open tomorrow?” She stole the last piece of muffin top.

      “Hey!” I smacked at her hand, purposefully missing.

      Laughing, she ate it.

      “Maybe. Hopefully not.” The throbbing between my temples eased. I drained the rest of the mug, grimacing at the bitterness.

      Why hide the bike and backpack in the first place? You could dump them anywhere. Why were they at that location? Why hadn’t the shifters been able to scent the bag? Or the workout clothes inside it? Aidan said the police had searched the building. But what if one of my spells was concealing something else of Jonah’s inside there and they’d missed it? I should have asked Aidan to let me do a quick walk-through.

      “Are you going to call Mrs. Dalton back?” Scarlett asked.

      “I really don’t want to.” Being drilled by a hyper-curious client wasn’t appealing at the moment. I had enough annoying questions cycling through my head.

      I imagined Jonah’s parents had endless questions plaguing them too.

      Scarlett arched a brow at me. The imperious gesture was identical to her mother’s—she would not appreciate me commenting on that fact. “What do you always tell us?”

      “Don’t swear at the customers?”

      She made an impatient, rumbling sound in her throat and rolled her eyes. “Don’t put it off.”

      Whining wouldn’t be dignified. She was right. Livie probably only had a question or two. I needed to get this over with. I retrieved the crumpled note, then dug out my phone.

      If I called the Paranormal Enforcement Division, would Aidan still be there? Would he think I was crazy asking to go through a building they’d already searched? I tapped in Livie’s number.

      It would probably be a waste of his time. I didn’t want to pull him away from something important. I could take a quick look myself.

      The call connected. My belly tightened in anticipation of Livie’s rapid-fire inquisition.

      The possibility we’d missed something that would lead the PED to Jonah ran through my brain, round and round like a hyper gerbil on an exercise wheel.

      A third ring. A fourth.

      The call went to voicemail.

      “Leave a message,” Livie’s recorded voice insisted.

      I sagged in relief.
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      I cruised past the partially occupied apartment buildings. Now that I was here my idea of searching the building seemed ridiculous. I wouldn’t be able to get inside. Besides, the police had a host of magic users at their disposal and they hadn’t found anything.

      Except I couldn’t let go of the damned backpack. They might have stumbled upon it eventually, but …

      The parking lot had filled up quite a bit since we’d left. A jogger, several walkers, and three kids on bikes were out enjoying the fresh air. A gray SUV and a white sedan were the only vehicles parked on the street now that the construction crews were gone. Neither car was close to the stretch of road directly in front of the backpack’s location.

      I looped around the block.

      The smart thing to do would be to call the PED and ask for Aidan. He’d probably let me go through the building. Maybe.

      More likely he’d think it was a waste of time. Or worse, he’d think me a nuisance.

      What-ifs ear wormed through my head. The loudest being what if I missed something that would ease the Budneys' torment?

      Stewing over it all was only driving me crazy. I was here. It wouldn’t take that long to check.

      I turned into the parking lot and found a spot at the far end that put me across from the ramp. A man walking a golden retriever paused on the sidewalk while the dog enthusiastically investigated a newly planted birch tree.

      After another few minutes debating my sanity, I shut off the car. The dog walker continued down the sidewalk. I got out of my MINI Cooper. At least in my jeans and black t-shirt, I felt comfortably inconspicuous … until I pressed my key fob. The double chirp sounded like a shotgun blast in the quiet neighborhood.

      Whether real or imagined, I was convinced a score of eyes bore down on me as I crossed the street. The back of my neck itched.

      I searched for cameras and found none, which surprised me. I’d expected more security. I walked up the ramp, half-excited at the prospect of searching and half-terrified that someone would pop up and demand to know what I was doing.

      The door had a keycode lock. Simple enough to bypass with my magic. There weren’t any cameras to capture my image. No one would know if I went in and took a peek. Anyone passing on the street probably wouldn’t even look twice at me. Ten, fifteen minutes tops to check the place out. I couldn’t live with myself if another of my spells was inside, hiding another clue.

      I wiped my sweaty palms on my pants. A rush of adrenaline surged through me as I disabled the locking mechanism. I turned the knob.

      No one shouted at me to stop.

      No alarms blared.

      I slipped inside. Collapsing against the door, I sucked in air like I’d run a race. It took me far longer to catch my breath than I’d liked.

      The interior was gloomier than I’d expected so I cast a simple illumination spell. A white orb of light bloomed in my palm. Sawdust, nails, and a few hand tools littered the plywood floor. The distant sound of a whirring motor—possibly a fan—drifted through a stairwell positioned several feet up the hall on my left. To my right, someone had mounted a large fire extinguisher on the wall. The end of this hall opened onto another.

      Breathing back under control, I flipped the deadbolt. In the silence, each sneakered footfall sounded like a Clydesdale tromping along.

      Half of the apartments had entry doors installed, but no locks. I chose one without a door and walked inside. The builder was stingy with windows, but I had enough light I didn’t need my orb. At each odd creak or clack, I’d pause, worrying what had caused the noise. It made for slow going. Fifteen minutes later, not only hadn’t I felt even a twinge of magic, I hadn’t made much progress. I’d make a horrible burglar.

      I stepped back into the hall and froze. From the entry, I heard the ding-ding-ding of someone punching keycode numbers.

      Great. Now I’d get caught trespassing by the foreman or some real estate agent. I darted into the doorless apartment I’d just searched. The mechanical whirr of the deadbolt unlatching kicked my heart rate up into the stratosphere. I plastered my back against a kitchen wall, praying to the goddess and straining to hear.

      A man spoke. “She gave me a scour spell.”

      I waited for someone to answer him. And waited.

      “It won’t take that long.” He had a subtle accent. German, maybe.

      Either he was on the phone or his companion had an ultrasonic voice.

      The heavy slap of shoe leather against the plywood floor made me jump.

      Please don’t find me. Please don’t find me.

      “Okay. Okay. I’ll just get our things out then.” The resonance of the footsteps changed as he moved quickly downstairs.

      I eased out from my meager hiding place. Poking my head out into the hall, I cast a dim orb and gauged the distance to the door. Could I make it there without the newcomer hearing me? My stomach churned. Saliva flooded my mouth. I felt on the verge of throwing up.

      Right now I’d give my eye teeth to be an illusion witch capable of invisibility. Hesitantly, I edged down the hall, ready to sprint for the door if I heard the man coming back up the stairs. Sweat poured off me by the last six feet.

      I nervously eyed the stairwell opening as I ever-so-slowly turned the deadbolt. I cracked the door open, and mentally cursed. Near the ramp, a silver Corolla idled at the curb. With the sun glinting off the windows I couldn’t tell if there was anyone in the driver’s seat. The kids on bicycles buzzed past, laughing and shouting at each other. I closed the door.

      Maybe I could find another door, and sneak out that way. And be caught. I could hide and wait. And be caught.

      Damn it. What had I been thinking coming in here? I didn’t relish the thought of calling my dad to come bail me out of jail. My brain tumbled through my limited options. Sending up a silent prayer to Hecate, I snuck into the closest apartment.

      Once again, I braced my back against a wall. Rubbing my upset stomach with one hand, I mulled over the brief, one-sided conversation. I supposed cleaning spells would be helpful at a construction site. Out of professional curiosity, I wondered how many scour spells they went through. I could give them a nice discount if they bought in bulk. Ashley wasn’t the only kitchen witch who sold those spells at Besoins.

      I stopped calculating pricing when the man came back up the stairs. I tried to identify a rumbling whirring sound. Wheels against plywood? The front door opened and closed. Then silence. I waited for the sound of the deadbolt locking.

      It didn’t come.

      My leg muscles felt rubbery as I cautiously crept out to the hall. I stared at the door for a ten-count, then tiptoed across the floor. The front door was unlocked. The foreman wouldn’t make that kind of rooky mistake, nor would a real estate agent. He’d locked it before going down into the basement. Why not now? I cracked the door open. A slender, sandy-haired man wrestled a large soft-side suitcase into the Corolla’s trunk. He slammed the lid shut, then jogged to the driver’s door and got in. Someone sat in the back seat.

      It bugged me that he hadn’t locked the front door. Would you use a suitcase to haul tools? It didn’t seem likely. Just who had gone down into that basement?

      The car pulled away.

      I threw the deadbolt and cast a quick freeze spell on it that would disable the keycode panel for a good half hour. The scent of wet paint was strong in the stairwell. There were three light switches on the wall. I bypassed them, bumped up the wattage on my orb, and hurried down the stairs. Near the bottom, I felt the hum of my magic.

      I’d been right! Something else was hidden here.

      Beneath my excitement and jubilant sense of vindication, my residual nervousness was still alive and well. Glancing back to the stairs every few feet I followed my magic to a doorless entrance with the letters “exer rm” spray painted on the drywall. I walked through the large room and entered a combination shower/changing area. Along with my magic, another’s buzzed like a swarm of bees. I stared at a long stretch of bare drywall. There had to be several spells here. But where? And what were they?

      I swept my foot along the gray concrete floor encountering nothing. Resting my hand on the wall, I closed my eyes and tuned into the familiar vibration of my magic. I sidestepped. Eyes still closed, I slid my hand up.

      To the left.

      Another few inches up.

      My fingers connected first with a tacky rubber cement substance, then with a smooth stone the size of my palm. I grasped the edges and tugged.

      The spell broke. A  white fiberglass door appeared, protected by my lock-tight spell, and—damn it!—someone else’s magic.

      I really wanted to know more about the witch who was messing with my spell work.

      I pounded on the door in frustration.

      My hand ached from banging against the door. That was a stupid thing to do. I shook it out.

      Why had someone hidden this door? What was on the other side? Or who?

      I knocked on the door. “Hello? Jonah? Anyone in there? Hello?”

      No one answered.

      That was good. Right?

      I pressed my ear against the cool fiberglass and listened.

      Nothing.

      I hoped that was good.

      I pulled out my phone and called the PED.

      “Detective Kelley has gone for the day. Would you like to leave a message?”

      “I may have found something of importance in Jonah Budney’s case. Detective Kelley may … want to take a look at it.”

      Five minutes later Aidan returned my call with “What did you find?”

      “A locked door with the unidentified magic and my own.”

      “A. Locked. Door.” He snapped out each word.

      “I wanted to help. I couldn’t stop thinking about the Budneys and the backpack and the charm and how your team’s magic didn’t find it and the shifters didn’t scent it and I was worried I’d missed some—”

      He cut in with a brusque, “Where are you?”

      “At the construction site where we found the backpack.” I seriously hoped he wouldn’t arrest me for breaking and entering. “In the basement.”

      “Stay where you are. Do not touch anything. We’ll be right there.” He hung up.

      I debated whether or not to call Dad and warn him he might need to bail me out.
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      “They didn’t arrest me.” I stirred another splash of caramel creamer into my mug, then took a sip of steaming hot coffee, relishing its heady aroma. “It was no big deal.”

      It had been. I’d never been so afraid in my life, especially during Detective Harding’s interrogation. Detective Kelley had listened in stony silence while Harding hammered away at everything I said until I was tripping over my words. His blatant skepticism about the man with the suitcase actually being there nearly brought me to tears. A female detective with Kingston’s Robbery/Homicide, a uniformed officer, and another plainclothes officer (who may have told me what division he was with but I couldn’t remember) also questioned me about my actions. It was a harrowing experience I never wanted to repeat.

      I took a seat across from my dad at the spindle-legged breakfast table a great-aunt had given my parents when they’d first married. Somehow I had inherited the square pine table after their divorce. It had dozens of nicks and scratches but the inlaid wood remained lovely.

      “Marin,” he said, the mild reproach in that single word reduced me to a surly teenager.

      “What?”

      “No big deal? You broke into that building.” The prematurely white hair that I’d inherited from his mother had skipped over Gabriel Girard. His sleek black hair only had a strand or two of silver. No wrinkles creased his face—even when exasperated with me. Naturals often guessed him a decade (or two) younger than his fifty-eight years. “You are a business owner. A member of some regard in this community. What were you thinking?”

      “I just wanted to help. I thought— ”

      “You didn’t think. You get an idea in your head and” –he stabbed his index finger against the tabletop three times in quick succession, hammering in his point— “damn the consequence. You have the same bull-dogged persistence as your mother.”

      I rolled my eyes. The woman made a living manipulating people’s minds with her illusion magic. I was nothing like my mother.

      “Dad, no one’s going to find out.”

      He gave me a flat stare.

      I wouldn’t mention all the officers who had seen me last night, it would just prove his point.

      “Whoever owns the building didn’t want to press charges,” I assured him. For which I was eternally grateful.

      From his expression, my assurance meant nothing. If I were a teenager he’d happily ground me. Despite the shadow of my interrogation hanging over me, I bit back a grin remembering the times he’d doled out a month-long sentence to me or my sister—which generally meant a weekend at most for me and usually a week for my devil-may-care sister.

      “I seriously doubt word is going to leak out, Dad. Do you think they want the community to know they had me open a magically sealed door neither of their Master-level spell breakers could?”

      I’d been astonished when Detective Kelley came upstairs and asked for my assistance. I’d jumped at the chance to help (and possibly redeem myself). Unfortunately, my opening the door hadn’t earned me any brownie points.

      Dad set his coffee down. All traces of exasperation vanished from his face. “They couldn’t open your lock-tight spell?”

      “It wasn’t just my magic. Someone messed with my base spell. The power was like nothing I’ve experienced before. Breaking it wiped me out. That magic felt … weird. Almost like a second skin over my spell. No. That’s not quite right.” I stared down at my coffee, struggling to explain the odd sensation. “Bonded, maybe?”

      Interest sparked in his brown eyes. “So a different magic than what was on your hide-it charm?”

      “No. I think it was the same caster. I wouldn’t swear to it, but it felt familiar.”

      “Really?” Dad leaned forward, forearms braced on the table. Every vestige of fatherly concern evaporated. He’d gone into full-on professor mode. “Do you think they’d let me examine the door?”

      “I don’t know. They hustled me out the moment I cracked the spell.”

      Detective Harding’s vise-like grip hadn’t left bruises but I could still feel the imprint where his large fingers had clamped onto my arm. He’d handed me off to an officer, barking out an order to escort me to his vehicle. Exhausted from breaking through the altered spell, I didn’t even mind when she put me in the back seat. I watched for an ambulance. If someone had been inside the hidden room, they’d call one. With each passing minute my eyelids grew heavier. I took the absence of an ambulance as a good sign. I hoped they’d find a clue about Jonah’s whereabouts.

      Two seconds after closing my eyes, Livie called. The answer to her theoretical magic question occupied me for a solid ten minutes. By that point, it felt good to talk about something unrelated to the apartment building and my actions. Any curiosity I had about the insides of the hidden room was held at bay by her relentless follow-up questions.

      When the officer returned, she nimbly avoided my inquiries as she walked me to my car. She sent me off with instructions to go straight home and a reminder that someone would contact me to sign my statement.

      Thinking about going into PED to sign it, and run into the Detectives, practically gave me hives. I consoled myself with the hope whatever had been in that room would lead to Jonah’s return.

      After a fortifying sip of caffeine, I said, “They might let you study it after they’ve finished processing everything. You probably would have better luck asking Officer Kelley rather than Harding though.”

      He waved off my suggestion. “Harding will let me look. We have an excellent rapport. The charm he brought me was quite interesting.”

      That perked me up. “What type of magic was on it?”

      Dad’s grin was as broad as the horizon. “Amplification.”

      Color me intrigued. I’d never heard of that subset.

      “Yesterday was one surprise after another,” he continued. “First, I had a meeting with a visiting scholar. A vampire.” He waggled his dark brows at me. “His request to visit our achieves was quite controversial, you know. He’s very reserved. Not much of a talker, which is a disappointment. Then Harding showed up with your charm. I recognized your magic immediately, of course. It had a fascinating overlayer on it.”

      His mouth twisted as if he’d bitten into a lemon when he said fascinating. My concerned-daughter senses prickled. He unconsciously did the same thing when talking to friends about my mother. Danielle Girard was an ambitious woman with flexible morals. She didn’t practice black magic but her flirtation with the shifting shadows of gray magic was the driving force behind their marriage’s demise.

      He continued, “I’ve encountered amplification magic before in my studies. Never met anyone with that specialization though. They are as rare as white tigers.”

      I was afraid to ask, but I had to know. “Did you detect any gray or black magic in the spell?”

      He toyed with his coffee cup before answering. “No. But there was something odd about it. Frustratingly elusive. Like a shadowy imprint.” His lips twisted again. “I had Kayla examine it as well.”

      His archivist, a lynx-shifter, had the uncanny ability to detect objects infused with magic and could discern gray magic from black. My father lived in fear another University or some museum would lure her away.

      “I’d love to know more about the practitioner’s background,” he said.

      So would I.

      “I want to learn more about their lineage. I’m not surprised they’ve kept their ability under wraps. Many would love to get their hands on an amplification witch.”

      “Do they just magnify magic?”

      “Oh no. Genghis Khan enslaved a witch who could increase his troops' stamina. In the fourteenth century, there was a Parisian family of perfumers who amplified the scent of aromatic oils. In the seventeenth century, the Smith twins amplified storms, and perished in a hurricane of their making.”

      From somewhere in the living room, my phone rang.

      Dad glanced at his watch, then pushed back from the table. “I should go. I have a Department head meeting in half an hour.” He picked up his plate and cup.

      I stood and, following the ring tones, hunted down my phone.

      Dishes clattered in the sink.

      “Marin, don’t break into any more buildings. I don’t know any criminal lawyers.”

      “You’re so funny.” I found the phone perched on the arm of the couch.

      “I’m serious.”

      “Bye, Dad.” Priya’s name displayed on the screen. “Good morning, Priya.”

      “I know you weren’t coming in for another hour,” she said without preamble, “but Ashley Johnson says she’s here for her spells.”

      “I’ll be right down.”

      

      
        
        *.*.*.*.*

      

      

      

      Given the number of customers in Besoins and the sour expression on Ashley’s face, I steeled myself for a dramatic confrontation. Three witches who came in each Friday morning before their coffee clutch watched us from the dried herbs bins. A teal-haired witch cast covert looks our way from the book section.

      “I’ll reconsider selling through you again when you wise up, Marin.” Ashley glared at a natural browsing through the shop.

      As much as I’d love to point out the success of her sales was due to customers outside the witching community, it would likely provoke her into a tirade. Best to keep those thoughts to myself. “If you change your mind, you’re always welcome to bring in your spells.”

      The teal-haired witch made a strangled sound that could have been a stifled sneeze or a half-snort. I glanced her way, wondering if she doubted I’d ever wise up or if perhaps she had a little truth-seeking in her blood and had registered my insincerity.

      Either unfazed by or oblivious to the witch’s reaction, Ashley snatched her small sack of potions off the counter and stalked out.

      Priya finished restocking a shelf of beeswax candles before joining me. “That went better than I expected. Think there will be any others pulling their spells?”

      “Who knows? I hope not.”

      Hand on hip, she studied me with cool indifference. “Hair in a bun. Gray pants. Ivory shirt. You’re rocking the corporate look today.”

      Her paisley top was a riot of purples, greens, and blues. She had enough color for both of us.

      “Good. I want to look my best for my eleven o’clock with the Stewarts. Their son recommended me. He’s a deputy for the county.”

      “Impressive.” Priya ripped off the top sheet from a notepad. “Here.” She thrust a list of names and phone numbers into my hand. “I put stars by the ones you need to call. I can take the others. Most of the voicemails were from parents wanting to know what the assassin game is and if their kids were involved in it. Like we’d know.”

      “I’ll return the calls before I leave.” I scanned the names. A giant star with an exclamation point caught my attention. Livie Dalton. What now?

      Why hadn’t she called my personal phone?

      The front door banged open. A woman with sunshine yellow hair and big-framed glasses rushed inside. “Jess! Arial! Heather!”

      The witches picking through the plants and herbs rushed forward.

      “Did you hear?” The flush-faced newcomer’s chest heaved as if she’d run a great distance. An impressive feat given her peep-toe stilettoes. “They found another witch’s body.”

      I felt both shock and dismay at her news. A dead witch. Did I know them?

      Wait. Another?

      “Who?” Arial asked.

      I stuffed the note in my pocket, then Priya and I joined the cluster.

      “I don’t know who. Just that her body was found at a construction site.”

      I stiffened. There was a lot of construction going on in Kingston. It didn’t mean the woman was found in the same apartment.

      With a growing sense of apprehension, I wondered what exactly had been behind that door. Since I hadn’t seen an ambulance I made the assumption no one had been trapped on the other side.

      “Where?” Heather asked.

      “No idea.”

      “How’d you hear this?” I asked.

      “I, uh, know someone who works at the Medical Examiner’s office.”

      “When did this happen?” Jess asked.

      “Late yesterday.”

      The naturals drew near, hovering on the periphery of our gathering like skittish birds.

      I felt a little skittish myself. “You said they found another witch.”

      “Clancy Jaeger.” The teal-haired witch piped up. “She disappeared about a month ago. Her family didn’t report her missing ‘cause of her drug problem. She’d go off for days, sometimes a week at a time. Eventually, she’d show up at the Mission and one of them would go pick her up. Except this time, the police showed up at her parents' door and notified them of Clancy’s death. They were devastated.” She shuddered. “They couldn’t have an open casket funeral because her body was shriveled up. Husk-like. As if someone or something drained her dry.”

      “No,” Heather said, shaking her head. “She was hit by a car. That’s why they didn’t have an open casket.”

      “No,” the stilettoes witch said. “My sis—, my friend at the ME’s told me Clancy’s body was nothing but a sack of bones. The witch brought in yesterday wasn’t in much better condition.” Her voice dropped to a whisper. “The theory is Clancy was murdered by a vampire or a black witch.”

      Everyone stilled at that.

      A shiver raced down my spine.

      “Were there bite marks?”

      “Any sign of torture?”

      “Maybe the two deaths aren’t related.”

      Stilettoes spoke over her friends, “The police think they are.”

      The front door opened again and Silas Abernathy came in. Round-faced, with an even rounder belly, and an unruly salt and pepper beard, the retired teacher carried a cardboard box, presumably filled with his location spells. He froze when he saw the pack of women.

      “I guess you already heard.” He adjusted his grip on the box.

      At our blank looks, he said, “The police found Raven. She’s dead.”

      A chorus of “who?” resounded.

      “The missing witch from the posters we put up,” Silas said as if that cleared everything up.

      The only poster I remembered seeing lately was for a lost collie. A quick glance at the community board by the front door confirmed there wasn’t a missing persons poster there. From the quizzical expressions on the faces around me, no one else here had seen the posters either.

      “Ah, well, maybe you haven’t seen them,” he said. “I volunteer at the Mission. Raven was a regular there. She hasn’t been in for two weeks. We were worried.” He shook his head, a mournful expression etched on his face. “Someone murdered her. Terrible. Just terrible. The police found her in the basement of an abandoned building. They think she was squatting there.”

      My stomach twisted.

      “Only one witch was brought in last night and they found her at a construction site,” Stilettoes snapped out.

      Hugging his box close, Mr. Abernathy took a step back. “Well. I know the police found one of the Missions cards on her. They contacted the Director last night. He, uh” —Silas averted his eyes, his cheeks pinkened— “called a few of us.”

      Two witches dead, and one of them had probably been hidden behind a door magicked by two of my spells. A wave of vertigo threatened as the ramifications struck me.

      Several conversations broke out at once. I retreated from the chaos, step by slow step. A woman on the periphery whispered with Silas, presumably filling him in on the conversation he’d missed. Two of the coffee-clutch witches started pumping Priya for information on the vampires. The other witches soon joined in.

      “I doubt a vampire is involved,” she assured them. “Rafe keeps a tight leash on those in his territory.”

      Rafe was one of twenty Primes who ruled over the US vampires. I didn’t know how a vampire became a Prime, only that they were powerful, ruthless, and old. A vampire stupid enough to step out of line was summarily executed. Unfortunately, they could leave behind a long trail of dead bodies before they were caught.

      Questions hazed my mind. Was the amplification witch working with a vampire? Or a black witch? Was the man with the suitcase involved?

      I needed a distraction before I drove myself nuts with unanswerable questions. I pulled the message list out of my pocket. There were four starred names on it. One was Destiny Johnson, a cousin of Ashley’s. I could predict how that call would go.

      At any other time I would have gone into the consulting room to make my calls. Now I had the irrational conviction if I left the shop I’d miss hearing something that would prove Raven couldn’t possibly have been trapped behind that locked basement door. Making a compromise with myself, I stepped into the hall, arranged the curtains, and angled myself so I could keep an eye (and ear) on the group. Resigned to fate, I called Destiny.

      Predictably, she wanted to pick up her unsold spells. We made the necessary arrangements. The second call was to a vendor who wanted to swing by for her check. She didn’t come out and say it, but I doubted she’d be bringing more stock with her.

      I clutched my phone to my chest. Anxiety washed through me. If it got out my spells were involved in hiding a murder victim there’d be an avalanche of vendors leaving Besoins.

      Priya walked toward me carrying Mr. Abernathy’s box of spells, a puzzled expression on her face.

      Shoving down the rising panic, I forced myself to give her a reassuring smile (at least I hoped that’s what it looked like) as I reentered the shop.

      She headed to the register and I fell into step beside her.

      “I wonder what kind of magic they had?” she asked

      Panic nipped at me. What had I missed?! “Who?”

      “Raven and Clancy.”

      Okay, I hadn’t missed anything. I was being ridiculous.

      “Were they strong casters?” she continued. “Was their power what drew the black witch’s attention? Or were they on the lower spectrum of magic users like me? And easy to overpower?”

      “You are not on the lower spectrum, Priya. You are a kick-ass spirit communicator.”

      Her ability to speak with the dead was a double-edged sword. Most people confused communicators with necromancers, black witches who controlled the dead. Educating the public on the difference was an uphill battle.

      Priya set the box on the counter. “I can’t brew a potion and most five-year-olds can cast better than me.”

      We’d had similar conversations before. I cocked my head and leveled what all my employees called the “do you want me to kick your ass” stare at her.

      She heaved a sigh. “Okay. Fine. But I still wonder what kind of magic they had.”

      “You think it’s a black witch?” The thought made my skin crawl.

      Priya scooped up three yellow golf balls (the twenty-five-yard radius locator spells) from the box and placed them on a shelf below the register. “Definitely. I meant what I said. Rafe won’t tolerate anyone stepping out of line. Especially now. He’s negotiating with Prime Alaric to take over Minnesota. The vampire who governs Minnesota is here. So are Rafe’s Governors Kievan and Millicent.”

      I choked back a laugh. ”Millicent? I’m sorry. I can’t picture a vampire with a sweet name like Millicent.”

      “Don’t let her hear you say that. She’s vicious. You don’t get to be a vamp Governor by being sweet.” She made air quotes with her fingers.

      “You’ve met vampire Governors? Color me impressed.”

      “Gods above and below. No! I stay far away from the house when the big wigs come to town. Even Miles is making himself scarce. He’s staying with me.”

      The teal-haired witch and two other women lined up, ready to check out.

      “I’ll ring them up, Marin. You finish up your calls.”

      Feeling foolish, because I still couldn’t make myself walk back to the consulting room, I tucked myself back behind the velvet curtain.

      Blessedly, Livie’s call went straight to voicemail. I gave her my personal number again. The coffee witches had left by the time I made the last starred call. It too went to voicemail.

      I had ninety minutes, give or take, before my warding appointment so I tackled the other numbers on Priya’s list. As she’d said they were mainly parents with questions about the game. Most of them hung up disappointed with my answers. The silly notion I’d miss something faded. My worries stewed away on a low boil.

      After I made the last call I crumpled up the paper and threw it in the waste basket. I wished I could throw away my nagging thoughts as easily.

      I distracted myself by tidying up and restocking shelves. A few customers trickled in. I listened as they shared whatever variation of the missing witches' story they’d heard. No one had anything new to share.

      My phone pinged a calendar alert.

      “Priya, I’m heading out.”

      She frowned at me. “You look a little green in the gills. Are you feeling okay?”

      “Stressed.”

      “The assassin game will blow over.” Priya hugged me.

      “You’re right.” And something far bigger than a kids’ game could explode in my face.

      I went upstairs for my purse and keys. In the privacy of my apartment, I considered calling Aidan. I didn’t need rumors and theories, I wanted concrete information. But the chances of him even taking my call were slim to none.

      The inside of my car was toasty warm from the morning sun beating down on it. I lowered all four windows to let the heat escape. Three minutes later, agitated by the wind messing with my hair, I raised them back up. I flipped through my favorite radio stations as I drove across Kingston. Even Taylor Swift couldn’t distract my thoughts away from the missing witches and their deaths.

      My phone rang through the car’s audio system and the Stewarts' phone number appeared on the center console screen. A glance at the clock told me I wasn’t late. Why were they calling?

      The traffic light ahead of me switched from yellow to red. I braked, stopping behind a gleaming white SUV, and pressed accept on the screen. “I’m on my way.”

      Mr. Stewart’s baritone voice boomed through my speakers. “Marin. I’m sorry for the short notice, but we have … reconsidered the security system. Our son thinks we should go with the Eyes On You full spectrum system.”

      Eyes On You was a middle-of-the-road non-magical system. Mrs. Stewart had been quite adamant about needing more protection than what they offered. My stomach dropped. Apparently, my customers weren’t the only ones who enjoyed passing along information. It didn’t take a detective to figure out Deputy Stewart had talked to one of the officers present last night. And that conversation had cost me this job.

      “Please bill us for your consultation and drive time. Again, I’m sorry.” Mr. Stewart didn’t sound sorry. He sounded anxious.

      “Not a problem.” I gripped the steering wheel so tight my knuckles hurt. “If you change your mind, you’ve got my number.”

      He hung up before I’d finished speaking.

      Damn it!

      The light changed to green. The cars in front of me pulled away. I muted my radio and followed.

      Drumming my fingers against the steering wheel I wondered what exactly the deputy had been told. Whatever it was had sent the Stewarts running. I wished I hadn’t gone to the apartment. That stupid door had been my Pandora’s box.

      My intention to help could wind up costing me my reputation, my business, and my employees' livelihoods. I hadn’t helped Jonah or the Budneys. And what about those poor women?

      My vivid imagination served up a door swinging open to reveal an emaciated body sprawled on the blood-stained concrete floor. A shivering chill raced through me. Despite the warm day, I cranked the car’s temperature up ten degrees.

      My spells had been used to hide Jonah’s property and the locked room. A disaster loomed on the horizon. I didn’t have time for a pity party. I needed to find an amplification witch.

      How?

      Good question. I had no idea.

      Traffic slowed again for another stop light.

      Even though I hadn’t seen inside the room, I was convinced Raven had been in there. How did the suitcase man fit in? I had no doubt he was involved somehow. Was he the amplification witch? What had been in that case?

      Since the police seemed to doubt his presence they certainly wouldn’t ask any questions about him. They wouldn’t look into any connection between him, Raven, and Clancy. If there was a connection. Did the women know him? Had both witches been killed by the same person? For the same reason? Had he killed them? Why? Was Jonah tied into this? How?

      I could drop in on Mr. Abernathy. He knew Raven. Maybe he could answer a few questions. I checked the street sign attached to the traffic lights. Seventh Avenue.

      Huh.

      I was less than a mile from Mission of Hope. Maybe the Director or some of the volunteers would talk to me. Hopefully, I could find an answer or two there.

      I turned left at the light.

      Over the years, the Mission of Hope had changed locations several times. The current site was a two-storied brown brick building. In addition to providing meals and temporary shelter, the organization worked with multiple agencies to help people find jobs, affordable housing, and provided food assistance. I’d never been inside the Mission, though I’d contributed to several fundraisers throughout the years.

      I found a parking spot a block from the main entrance. Using the Kingston Metro parking app I entered the parking space number and then dithered over how long I’d be there. There could be wait time. I might get lucky and meet some chatty people. Or no one would talk to me and I’d be done in minutes. That last thought kicked up a flurry of doubts. I opted for an optimistic thirty minutes, locked the car, and started walking.

      Pessimism hounded me as my low heels clicked against the sidewalk. What exactly was I going to ask? Would they answer my questions? Or would that be considered a breach of privacy? I rehearsed a few opening lines in my head. Rejecting them all as lame or bordering on ridiculous.

      Keep it simple. The right words would come to me and I’d find that thread that tied Raven to the suitcase man. Then I’d hand it over to the police.

      Holding onto that hope, I grasped the doorknob, the metal warm from the sun, and opened the door.

      The tidy reception area smelled faintly of pine cleaner and coffee. A rack of brochures and four white, hard-plastic folding chairs took up the left side of the room. Children’s drawings decorated the beige walls. From the hallway straight ahead of me I heard the shuffle of activity and murmur of indistinguishable voices. To my right, a narrow-faced woman looked up from a battered laptop that had seen better days and smiled at me.

      “How may I help you?”

      Answers. There could be answers here. I took a steadying breath.

      “Good morning, I’m Marin Girard. If it’s possible I’d like to speak to the Director.”

      “Do you have an appointment?”

      “No.” I gripped my purse, holding it in front of me like a shield. “I don’t. But I won’t take up much of their time. I have a few questions about Raven.”

      The receptionist’s hand rose to cover her heart. Sorrow filled her dark eyes. “We’re all devastated. Are you with the police?” She popped up from her chair. “Mr. Hampstead said you might come by.”

      “No, I’m—”

      “Raven was a tortured soul,” she cut in, coming around the desk. “You know she was a seer, of course. Such a shame. She had trouble protecting her mind. Started using drugs to block her sight. Of course, it made things worse. Drugs always do. If you’ll follow me.”

      The front door opened. I turned to see Aidan Kelley entering.

      No. No. No. Why did he have to show up?

      I had a moment to appreciate the way his black suitcoat accentuated his shoulders and lean waist before his forest-green eyes connected with mine. Surprise flashed over his face, immediately followed by a very pissed-off scowl.

      “Please have a seat,” the receptionist told him. “I’ll be right with you.”

      “Marin?” His steely glare froze me in place. “What are you doing here?”

      “I’m—”

      “Do you two work together?” Her voice held a note of concern.

      “No, I’m—”

      “What are you doing here?” He snapped out the question.

      “Are you both here to speak with Mr. Hampstead?”

      Aidan caught hold of my elbow. He gave a tight-lipped smile to the confused woman. “Ma’am. If you’ll excuse us.” He steered me to the door. “We need to talk.” He hauled me outside.

      Once we hit the sidewalk, he demanded, “Why are you here?”

      I was tired of being manhandled by Kingston’s finest. I shook loose from his grip and backed up, hoping to reclaim some personal space. He followed.

      “I heard a young woman named Raven was murdered last night. She was either found at a construction site or in the basement of an abandoned building. I put two and two together and figured her body was found in that hidden room and I had questions.”

      “You heard a woman was murdered.”

      I didn’t like the way he said heard, as if I’d made the story up myself.

      “From who?” he asked.

      Exasperated, I threw my arms up. “Half of the witches in Kingston!” Scarlett wasn’t the only one who could exaggerate. “Where no one can keep a secret. Including police officers who saw me in that basement.” I knew I should shut up, but I’d built up a head of steam, and it felt good to vent. “Who knows what they said, but I can read between the lines. Suddenly I’m not trustworthy. I was just fired from a job. Which isn’t right because I had nothing to do with that poor woman’s death.”

      “And yet,” a dangerous glint flashed in his eyes, “your spells were on that door, and the backpack, and on the bike.”

      “Don’t you think I know that?” Anger, frustration, grief, one emotion after the next boiled up, threatening to drown me. It was too much. I whirled away from him and struck out for my car. Annoyingly, he kept pace.

      “Detective Harding has a theory. Some attention-seeking criminals like to involve themselves in the investigation.”

      “I—am not—a criminal!” I sputtered. No wonder the Stewarts canceled on me. If Harding thought I was involved it wasn’t a stretch to imagine he’d shared his opinion with others at the crime scene last night. Did Aidan think I was involved? Did he think I was trying to sabotage their investigation?

      I was trying to help!

      I wanted to strike out and hit something. “It haunts me that some witch has hijacked my magic and a woman is dead. Do no harm means everything to me.”

      “So why did you come here?”

      “Because of Raven and Clancy’s connection to the Mission.”

      There was a slight hesitation in Aidan’s stride at Clancy’s name. He quickly recovered.

      “I thought I’d see if there’s a link between them and the man—”

      “What man?”

      Ahead at the crosswalk a bright orange hand burned bright. Either unfazed or unaware of the clear “don’t walk” signal, a couple walked through the crosswalk.

      “The guy I heard talking. The one with the suitcase.”

      “I thought you didn’t see him?”

      “I didn’t!” I stopped at the curb. Aidan would probably fine me for jaywalking if I didn’t. I spun to face off with him. “But he’s involved. I’m sure of it. You guys won’t ask any questions about someone you think I made up so I decided I would. Someone at the Mission might know who they hung out with and maybe it would point to the suitcase guy.” The image of a faceless body crumpled on the concrete floor flashed through my mind. Hot bile burned my throat. I cradled my arms around my stomach. “And possibly lead to Jonah. I suppose it could be a coincidence his things were found nearby, but I don’t think so. Is he mixed up in this? Is he a victim? No idea. I do know some witch has dragged me into this by using my spells and I needed to do something.”

      Aidan watched me with a frank appraisal. I refused to flinch away from his penetrating stare.

      “Tell me about Priya’s magic.”

      His question caught me off guard. “What?”

      “Can she call the dead?”

      “Can she—” Unable to catch up with the abrupt change in topic my brain froze like a glitchy computer screen.

      “Call the dead?” he finished for me. His stance had relaxed, as had the tone of his voice. This Dr. Jekyll act made me suspicious.

      “No. She’s a communicator, not a necromancer.” Where was he going with this?

      “But she can talk to the dead, right?”

      “Yes, if the person hasn’t passed into the next realm and if they aren’t in death shock, she can talk to them. Why?”

      “I can’t feel Jonah.” He scraped his fingers through his hair, shoving it back. “There’s no magical spark. No pull. I’ve lost my connection to him. His parents want to know if he’s dead. Can she tell them?”

      “It depends.” I held up a hand at his grunt of exasperation. “She’s told me spirits do one of three things if they don’t move on. They either stick close to their body or to the place where they died, or they attach themselves to a loved one. If he is dead …” A deep sadness pierced me at the thought of Jonah’s death. I looked up at the sky, blinking back a sheen of tears. I took a moment to collect myself then said, “If he’s dead he might cling to one of his parents.”

      “Do you think she’d meet with the Budneys?”

      “Possibly.” I swiped at my eyes. “I’ll give you her number and you can ask her.”

      “Thank you.” A fleeting smile curved his lips.

      I rummaged through my purse until I found my cell, then opened my favorites contact list. “Here.” I turned the screen to Aidan.

      “Read it off to me, please.”

      After he read the number back to confirm it, I said, “I’ll text and give her a heads up.”

      “I appreciate that.” He slid his phone into the inner pocket of his suit coat.

      “Can you tell me anything? Was there anything else in the room? I know there weren’t cameras on site, but did anyone else’s security feed catch the man with the suitcase?”

      “Go home, Marin.” His expression shuttered into a no-nonsense cop demeanor. “Or go back to Besoins. I appreciate you’re upset. But is it for Jonah and Raven? Or for yourself? If you really want to help, you can do that best by staying out of police business.”

      Stunned by the verbal slap I stared at him. Yes, I was worried about my business. Was that a crime? I also wanted to help—both to locate Jonah and find justice for Raven and Clancy. The two things weren’t mutually exclusive. At least not in my mind.

      I squared my shoulders, plastered on my best the-customer-is-always-right grin, and managed a civil, “All right.”

      Detective Kelley headed back to the Mission. I genuinely hoped the Director could shed some light on his cases.

      The “don’t walk” signal flashed in warning. I crossed against the light.
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      I walked into Besoins still fuming over my conversation with Detective Kelley. It took a moment for my brain to process the strange tableau before me. My father stood between a blond-haired man, wearing a knee-length black frock coat, embroidered vest, and charcoal gray trousers, and Scarlett, who’d gone with a silver theme today for her hair and clothing. I tried to puzzle out why my father was here when he should be at the University. And why was Scarlett here? She wasn’t scheduled to work today. The employees who should be here, Priya and Stella, were nowhere in sight.

      Movie star handsome, the Victorian-garbed stranger had wavy blond hair that brushed his shoulders. He canted his head, politely listening as Dad chatted with Scarlett. As I approached the group I realized Scarlett wasn’t talking. She looked like a freaked-out cat pinned down by hungry wolves. What on earth—?

      Dad caught sight of me. “There you are.” He waved me over. “I want to introduce you to my esteemed colleague, Franz.”

      Colleague? A sense of foreboding crept over me.

      Franz flicked his blue eyes toward me. My heart skipped in my chest. A thin ring of gold surrounded his pupil.

      My father had brought a vampire into Besoins.

      Merciful Lady preserve us.

      Old witches’ tales claimed the ring of gold thickened as a vampire’s hunger grew. How thin was thin enough? I frantically tried to remember what Miles’ eyes looked like.

      The sound of bottles clinking startled me. I wrenched my gaze away from Franz and scanned the room. My father’s faith in his scholarly friend behaving himself notwithstanding, if a witch saw a vampire in my store it would spell disaster.

      What had my father been thinking?

      If my hands weren’t jittery from fear mixed with a dash of desperation I could cheerfully strangle the man.

      “Franz, this is my daughter, Marin.”

      A natural browsed through the health potions. She seemed completely unaware of the predator in our midst. I prayed there weren’t any other customers beyond my line of sight.

      I had to get Gabriel Girard and his new friend out of here. The sooner. The better.

      Struggling to remain calm, I managed a steady-voiced,  “Nice to meet you.”

      Franz inclined his head regally.

      “Dad, what brings you to Besoins?”

      “I told Franz about your antique jewelry box.”

      “Oh?” I’d had the intricately carved chest since I was six. Even though mom had been sure I’d break it, the old box had survived my tender loving care. Why had my dad even mentioned it to Franz?

      Fully in professor mode, Dad turned to Scarlett, who hadn’t so much as blinked. Her hair, eyelashes, and lips were the same shimmery silver as her dress and tights. Standing statue still with her attention firmly locked on Franz, she reminded me of a mannequin sidewalk performer.

      “The box was enchanted by a Bavarian witch during the troubled times of Duke William the fifth’s reign. Also known as William the Pious, the Duke ruled Bavaria from 1579 to 1597.”

      1597?! That couldn’t be right. I’d heard my father talk about the jewelry box countless times. In my defense, there were scads of Williams in history, and Dukes galore. I’d known the box was old, but I’d thought it was Queen Victoria old, not Queen Elizabeth the first old. I revised my opinion of my mother’s protests before refocusing on the task at hand. I had to derail my father off his lecture track or we’d be here for hours.

      If he and I were at home I’d go with the time-honored tradition of yelling “DAD!” at him. It was the most effective means, though in this public setting, even with only a few witnesses, I imagined it would be viewed as impolite if not downright hostile.

      “Dad. I think—”

      Unperturbed by my first attempt, he verbally marched on. “He was responsible for the execution of many witches, including the woman who spelled the box. My friend, Ian, had it in his personal collection. He often had students try to unlock the box. All their spell work failed.” Dad chuckled, then winked at me.

      Eye contact. Excellent. I smiled and tried again. “Dad.”

      “He was flabbergasted when Marin unlocked it with her magic. You should have seen his face when we discovered the papers inside it.” A soft chuckle. “Ian wrote three books based on those pages.”

      I darted a nervous glance over my shoulder at the front door. “Dad.”

      “He gifted the box to Marin and credited her for the discovery of the papers in his first book.”

      I would have to yell at him. I hoped shouting wouldn’t offend the vampire. Or frighten the customer.

      Franz cleared his throat.

      “Yes. Yes.” Dad shook his head ruefully. “Apologies. I do ramble on sometimes.”

      I was torn between gratitude and irritation that, with a casual gesture, the vampire accomplished what would have taken me umpteen interruption attempts to achieve. At least I hadn’t had to embarrass myself by yelling.

      “Marin, Franz would like to examine the box. He may know the spell caster’s identity. It’s quite exciting.”

      He could examine it all he liked. Just not here.

      “Of course. I’ll go get it.” I shot a look at Scarlett. Her face had a bluish cast to it.

      She gave me an imperceptive nod and mouthed, “Hurry.”

      My oblivious father resumed lecturing as I headed for the stairs. I broke into a run once I got passed the velvet curtains. Minutes later, thigh muscles burning and gasping for breath, I reentered the shop cradling the wooden box in my arms.

      Franz stepped toward me. My survival instincts screeched.

      “Here.” I thrust the box at Dad. “I’m sure you’ll be,” I drew in a lungful of air, “more comfortable studying it in your office.”

      Franz offered another regal nod as my father took custody of the treasure. Without giving him a chance to speak, I patted Dad’s shoulder and quickstepped around him, pivoting him to face the door.

      “Take all the time you need with it.” I discretely gulped in more air while escorting them out. With the vampire’s acute hearing, I probably sounded like a winded racehorse.

      The satisfying snick of the door’s latch was music to my ears.

      I turned to find Scarlett bent over hyperventilating.

      “Take a break.” I steered her to the hallway as our lone customer set her purchases on the counter. I managed a few more restorative breaths before greeting the woman.

      She grinned, fanning herself. “Oh my! Those men were hot! I’d buy a calendar if they were in it.”

      Franz had been strikingly handsome, it must be a requirement to becoming a vampire. All the better to lure in prey I supposed. But my dad?

      I choked back a snort of disbelief. “Did you find everything you needed?”

      “You don’t happen to have either of their phone numbers, do you?” she joked.

      At least I hoped she was joking.

      Once I was alone, I braced my elbows against the counter and rested my head in my hands. My nerves were shot. This day had been a nightmare.

      “Hey.” Scarlett slipped back into the store.

      I straightened up. “Hey.”

      Silver strands of hair at her temples were damp, presumably from splashing water on her face. “I’m sorry. The only vampire I’ve been around is Miles and he isn’t like most of them. I just—froze.” She shivered and hugged herself.

      “You did great. There’s nothing to be sorry about.” I walked around the counter and wrapped my arm around her shoulders, giving her a gentle squeeze. “I can’t believe Dad brought a vampire here!”

      “My esteemed colleague.” Scarlett parroted my dad, then burst into giggles. She clamped a hand over her mouth when she couldn’t stop.

      “Right?” Tonight we’d have a little talk. He could NOT bring Franz by again. It had been sheer luck my customer hadn’t realized one of the hot guys was a vampire.

      “Do you think he took him to Vivian’s for lunch?”

      “Dear goddess I hope not.” Vivian’s was an amazing Italian restaurant frequented by Council members. A horrifying thought struck me, making me jerk as if electrified. “What if he invites Franz over for a home-cooked meal tonight?”

      Overcome by a fit of laughter, Scarlett doubled over.

      Rubbing her back, I composed a stern text to my father in my head. When her giggles subsided, I asked, “Why are you here? Where are Stella and Priya?”

      She stood, wiping her eyes. “Stella had some babysitter drama and she won’t be here for another hour. And Priya got a call from Detective Kelley.”

      My temper flashed. The next time I saw him would be too soon. The man thought I was self-centered and shallow, only worried about my business. And he possibly agreed with his partner who thought I was a criminal. The very idea they could believe that pissed me off.

      “She’s meeting with Jonah’s parents at two. Pri asked me to cover for her so she could meditate and get ready. I didn’t have any plans. So here I am. Believe me, she owes me big time now.” Scarlett frowned at me. “Why are you here? I thought you had a ward job.”

      “Nope. They reconsidered their options and fired me.”

      Scarlett’s violet eyes widened. “No!”

      “Yes.”

      Her expression went from surprised to incredulous. “Because of the assassin’s game?”

      “No, not the game.” Indignation spiraled up again. I opened my mouth, ready to vent my frustrations over the deputy, only to close it again as I thought about Jonah, Clancy, and Raven. I rubbed a fist over my sternum trying to ease a knot of tension tightening my chest. “You heard about the missing witches?”

      “Yeah, Priya filled me in. Why?”

      “I opened—.” I broke off. I couldn’t start there. She’d bury me in questions. “Let me go back a bit.” I chewed over how to start the story. I’d love to skip over the part where I broke into the building. I’d made light of it this morning with my dad. Scarlett wouldn’t let me get away with that.

      She waited, watching me with an intensity that made me squirm.

      A flush heated my face. “I’m a little embarrassed to tell you.”

      “I see that.”

      The front door opened and two men entered. The younger man stopped to hold the door open for a delivery woman carrying three boxes. I didn’t know whether to curse their timing or be grateful for the reprieve.

      “Hold that thought.” Scarlett turned to the witches. “Good afternoon, gentlemen. Can I help you?”

      I headed for the ginger-haired delivery woman.

      The name, Fern, was embroidered on her khaki shirt. “Hi. Got a few things for you.”

      “Thank you.” I accepted the stack of boxes from her.

      Fern picked up the electronic signature pad perched on top. I hated using them. No matter how carefully I wrote, my name always looked more like a toddler’s scrawl than a legible signature. “I’ll need you to sign for the top two.” She followed me over to the counter, where I deposited my load.

      The scratched-up center section of the screen stubbornly remained blank as I attempted to fill in the missing letters of my name. With a sigh, I gave up and handed the machine back to Fern.

      She didn’t even check the screen. “Have a good one.”

      The boxes requiring my signature had plastic sleeves with packing lists enclosed. I sliced open the plastic and checked the contents. Nothing that required refrigeration. Good. The third box was from an artist who created custom tarot and oracle cards. I carried all three back to the store room. I’d sort everything out later.

      When I returned Scarlett and the younger man were at the register.

      “Did you hear a young woman died at the Mission?” he asked Scarlett as she rang up his purchases.

      “At the Mission?” she asked.

      It didn’t surprise me the location had changed. I was curious how many other versions of Raven’s discovery were out there. I worried what alterations had been to the tale of me unlocking the spelled door.

      “A volunteer found her in the basement and called the police.”

      I joined her behind the counter.

      “So sad.” She handed him his bag.

      “It is,” he agreed.

      Scarlett moved to the inner corner of the L-shaped counter. “Harrison informed me he has a long list and doesn’t need me hovering over his shoulder.” Crossing her arms, she leaned into the nook. “I’m all ears. Spill.”

      I stuffed my hands into my pockets. “I told you I found a spell yesterday with Detective Kelley.”

      “Um hmm.”

      “They had shifters, witches, and naturals out there searching the area for clues earlier. What I found should have had Jonah’s scent on it.”

      She crossed her silver-booted ankles. “You think someone used a scour spell on whatever it was you found?”

      “There were crumbs and sawdust inside it. Any decent scour spell would have obliterated them.”

      “Okay. Then why didn’t one of the shifters catch Jonah’s scent on—” She raised an eyebrow.

      I didn’t think I could make it through this entire conversation without slipping up and saying backpack. “All right. Fine.” I glanced around. I still lowered my voice even though I didn’t see Harrison, and answered, “His backpack.”

      She grinned broadly in satisfaction.

      “Do. Not. Repeat. That.” I threatened.

      “The hide-it doesn’t mask scent. You don’t think a scour spell was used. Do you think someone used a shield spell over your magic? They can’t make things invisible, but they do block sound, smell, and magic.”

      I considered the question. Full shield wards were ridiculously expensive. Even a small spell to cover a backpack would be pricey. Maybe the amplification witch could create shields?

      “I suppose it’s possible. Dad said there was something odd about the charm Harding brought him. I think he called it shadowy or misty, something like that. As good as he is I don’t know if he could tease out the presence of shield magic. I’ll have to ask him.” My list of things to ask him kept growing. I should write them down before I forgot.

      “You found the bag and—” Scarlett stretched ‘and’ out like it was taffy.

      “It bugged me that it was left there and I worried if the PED missed the backpack, maybe they missed something else. I kept thinking about Jonah’s parents and how worried they had to be.”

      She made a rolling “go on” hand gesture.

      “So I went back to the building where the backpack was hidden… it was a newly constructed apartment building.” I took a deep breath. “And I broke into the building to hunt around.”

      “You didn’t.” Boots hitting the floor, Scarlett jolted out of her relaxed position.

      I winced.

      “You did! What did you find?”

      The front door opened again. Two more customers walked in.

      The phone rang.

      Scarlett groaned.

      I answered the phone and experienced déjà vu.

      “Marin, I’m sorry but I’m won’t be able to keep our appointment Monday.”

      I mentally cursed. Reggie Smith wanted an estimate on warding his hardware store and had set up the appointment over a week ago.

      “Would you like to reschedule?”

      There was a long beat of silence before Reggie answered. “I’ll get back to you on that.”

      I tried to reassure myself the cancellation had nothing to do with my spells concealing Raven’s body.

      We had a steady stream of customers over the next half hour. Several people shared their versions of Raven’s discovery with us. One story, from a rat shifter, practically gave me a heart attack. He mentioned Hex magic had been used to hide Raven. Wrong magic, but it wouldn’t be long before the identity of the actual spells came to light.

      In the lulls between helping customers, I brought Scarlet up to date with everything I’d done and the few things I’d learned, which wasn’t much.

      The store cleared out once more allowing me to finish up with my Detective Kelley encounter.

      Scarlett paced between the counter and the bookshelves; the heels of her boots tapping against the oak floor. “Okay. What do we know about the building?”

      Of all the possible things I’d imagined she’d say, that hadn’t been one of them.

      “Nothing. Why?”

      “You don’t know who the owner is, right? You didn’t actually talk to them?”

      “No.”

      “Okay. Suitcase guy had a code to get in there. Why did he have access? Does he work there? Does he own the place?”

      “The police don’t seem to think he’s all that important.”

      “Good, then we won’t be stepping on their toes if we ask around about the property.”

      “Wait. Wait. Wait.” I held up my hands and made a slowdown gesture. “We aren’t asking about anything. I was lucky the owner declined to press charges. I don’t want to stir up a hornet's nest.”

      “Give me a little credit, won’t you?” Scarlett paced back to the counter. “I can find things out without anyone connecting you to that place. You need to worry about those chatty cops. If more people cancel security jobs, we’ll be in trouble. I like my job. We need to be proactive.”

      Stella Johansen came in through the back door. “Hey! Sorry, I’m late.” Stella described herself as forty, fluffy, and frazzled. She was fabulous.

      Just shy of six feet tall, the Nordic blonde had first been a long-time customer. Four years ago she’d approached me about a job, opening with, “If you keep going like this you’ll run yourself into the ground. You need an assistant. I need to get out of the house before my twenty-month-old twins drive me insane. Let’s help each other. Hire me.”

      Since coming to work for me she’d had another set of twins, girls this time.

      “I come bearing gifts.” Stella held up a drink carrier with three coffees. “Caramel latte for Marin, although I didn’t expect to see you here already. Nice surprise. You actually get to drink it while it’s hot. And a mocha for Scarlett the Silver Wonder.”

      “I love you.” Scarlett picked up her drink and mine. “And a double espresso for you?”

      “Of course.”

      “I need to make a few calls, Stella.” Scarlett passed me the latte. “Mind if I take a fifteen-minute break?”

      “Take thirty.”

      I removed the lid, inhaled the scrumptious steam, then took a cautious sip. Delicious.

      “I’ll be in the kitchen if you need me,” Scarlett called over her shoulder. “Have Marin fill you in on her adventures.”

      “I heard about the kids' game drama from my sister-in-law and my mother-in-law told me there were two handsome cops in here asking about some spells. Did something else happen?”

      “Unfortunately, yes.”

      A customer walked into Besoins.

      “Hold that thought.” Stella set the beverage holder on the counter, then greeted the young woman.

      My cell rang. I enjoyed another sip before pulling the phone from my pocket. I groaned when I saw the number. This conversation would take a while. Heading for our consulting room, I answered with a pre-emptive, “Hello Livie, sorry we’ve been playing phone tag.” Then braced myself for a verbal onslaught.

      “Have your ears been burning, Marin? I’ve been singing your praises to everyone I know.”

      Really? “Thank you.”

      “We got them!” Livie cheered.

      Rubbing my abused ear, I switched the phone to my other hand. “The thieves?”

      “Yes! We’ve got video of someone trying to break into the barn.”

      “Wonderful. Did the police identify them?” I walked into the consulting room. Two comfortable sage green barrel chairs faced each other with an oval burled wood coffee table between them. I scanned a tall display shelf standing in the corner to my right. Each shelf held crystals and candles, artfully arranged by Priya. I didn’t see any citrine, a boost of positivity would be handy right now.

      I collapsed into a chair.

      “Not yet. It’s only a matter of time. The guy’s magic bounced right off your spell. He fell on his butt!” Livie cackled. “He tested the ward in several different areas then finally gave up. I made a video clip.” She snickered again. “You have to see it. I’ve sent it out to my friends and family already. I’ll shoot it over to you.”

      I heard a beep. Before I could check my phone to see who was trying to reach me Livie said, “Oh! That’s me. I’ll call you back later, okay?” And she hung up.

      I stared at the phone, a tad shell-shocked. Not only was it the shortest conversation I’d ever had with the woman, I didn’t think she’d asked me a single question. If she had, she sure hadn’t waited for an answer. I thanked my lucky stars she’d called with good news.

      My phone pinged. I checked messages. As promised, Livie had sent the clip. I took a long drink of my latte, then set the nearly empty cup back on the table.

      The black and white video showed a slim figure wearing a hoodie. They flung a spell at the camera and a bloom of white filled the screen. When it cleared the person was sitting on the ground. As they made it to their feet I caught a brief glimpse of a lip ring, not an uncommon sight these days. The person wiped their hands on their dark jeans as they walked off the frame.

      Something nagged at me. I played the video a few more times. Despite the image’s surprisingly good quality I couldn’t see more of the person’s face. They stood and … What was wrong with their hand? I hit pause, tapped to scroll back some, then studied the image. I took a screenshot and used my fingers to blow up the image.

      A rectangular cut stone, large enough to cover their left ring finger from knuckle to knuckle. No diamonds or filigree encircled the gem. There wasn’t any way to tell the color of the stone, but I thought I knew the identity of Livie’s thief.

      Anger spiked through me. Was the witch who had come in with Vixen a gray magic practitioner? Or worse? Those poor animals had been stolen to either boost her magic or she’d sold them to someone to boost theirs. I didn’t know her name, but it would be easy enough to track down. Priya didn’t know every single person affiliated with the vampires, but I bet her boyfriend, Miles, did.

      I noticed the time as I brought up Priya’s number. Her meeting with the Budneys started in ten minutes. I doubted she’d have her phone on, and even if she did, I wouldn’t disturb her.

      My skin prickled from agitation. I stood and paced around the small room.

      Vixen knew the woman’s name. I could call and ask her. Except one, I didn’t know the number to Rafi’s residence where she lived, and two, Vixen didn’t strike me as the most cooperative woman.

      Using a little more force than necessary, I swiped my phone’s screen and thumb-stabbed my way to the recent calls icon. I’d give Livie the information and she could pass it along to whoever was working on her case. They could deal with Vixen.

      The call went to voicemail.

      “Livie, it’s Marin. Call me. I think I know who the thief is.” Jabbing the end button, I shoved the phone into my pocket and resumed pacing. I’d only taken a few steps when Scarlett came in. Her face pinched with worry.

      “I have good news and bad news.”

      I swiped an amethyst off the shelf, clutched it to my chest, then dropped into a chair. “Give me the good news first.”

      “The property is owned by a corporation.” She slowly lowered into a chair. “Seth Dominic is the CEO. A woman I used to date dug a little deeper for me and discovered the corporation is one of Rafi’s.”

      “Crap.” I gripped the amethyst tighter. “You call that good news? A murdered witch in the basement of a building owned by one of the most powerful Primes? He has to be furious.” I rocked back and forth. My stomach felt like it had twisted into a gordian knot. “What’s the bad news?”

      “I’m waiting for confirmation.” Scarlett fidgeted in her seat. “The guy who told me this wasn’t there. But he trusts the person who told him the information.” She tugged at the hem of her shimmery dress.

      “Just tell me.”

      “The police found evidence of black magic in that room.”

      I stilled. “What kind of evidence?”

      “I know your mystery guy talked about a scour spell, but he obviously didn’t activate it because there were animal bones, ashes, and scorch marks on the floor. A shifter told my friend he smelled goats.”

      “Livie’s stolen goats.” It couldn’t be a coincidence. Either the ruby-ringed thief had been inside that hidden room at some point or she could identify the black magic witch she’d sold the goats to.

      “What?”

      I checked my phone again. Livie still hadn’t responded to my message. I had to talk to Vixen.

      “Scarlett, we can help the police! Livie sent me a video of their thief. I don’t know her name, but Vixen does. Can you get the phone number to Rafi’s residence?”

      “I can. But you need to hear the rest.”

      Dear goddess, there was more?

      “Jonah’s scent was in the room too. They found traces of his blood.”
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      A multitude of competing thoughts swarmed my mind, moving so fast I couldn’t process anything. I stared at the phone in my hand wondering when I’d taken it out. The amethyst lay on my lap.

      “Marin?” Scarlett reached across the coffee table and touched my knee. “Are you okay?”

      Jonah had been there. In that basement. Trapped in that room.

      “I need to call—” Livie. Vixen. Aidan. No. Not Aidan. It was petty but I was still mad at him. Detective Harding then. The police needed to know about Livie’s thief and bring her in for questioning.

      I focused on Scarlett. She looked like a mournful puppy. I wasn’t sure I could take any more news, good or bad, right now, but I had to know. “Did your friend tell you anything else?”

      “No. That’s it. I’m sorry. I—I thought— Are you all right?”

      I gave her a reassuring smile. “My brain exploded like Mt. Vesuvius, but I’m okay now. I just need a moment.”

      “All right.” She squeezed my knee gently, then stood. “I’ll check on Stella. I want to reach out to a few more people, but only if she isn’t swamped out there. You’re really okay?”

      “I am.” Liar. Liar.

      My gaze landed on the forgotten caramel latte sitting on the table. I laid the amethyst down and retrieved the cup. Taking a few minutes to collect myself, I finished off the room-temperature drink and considered what I’d say when I talked to Harding. I didn’t want to sound like a blithering idiot. And if I blurted out what I’d just learned the Detective would, rightfully, wonder where I’d gotten my information. Well, he probably wouldn’t be curious. He’d assume I had firsthand knowledge and issue a warrant for my arrest.

      Admonishing myself not to be so melodramatic, I called the Paranormal Enforcement Division.

      Between the first and second rings, I wavered, debating who to ask for. It would be easier to explain everything to Aidan. He probably wouldn’t arrest me if I slipped up and mentioned Jonah’s presence in the room. I should set aside my bruised feelings and talk to him.

      After the third ring, the operator answered.

      “This is Marin Girard. I’d like to speak to Detective Harding about Jonah Budney’s case.”

      I didn’t know what it said about me that I’d rather talk to the man who thought I was involved in a murder rather than the guy who called me self-centered.

      Five minutes later, I deeply regretted my decision.

      “So let me get this straight, Ms. Girard. You want me to talk to a woman with a lip ring who wears a big stone on her left hand because you think she stole some goats from a petting zoo.”

      I winced at his scathing tone. “I can send you the clip.”

      “You don’t know her name,” he continued. “You know nothing about this person other than she bought something at your store and walked out with a member of Rafi’s household.”

      “If you’d talk to Vixen—”

      “I have two active cases right now, neither of which is a theft case. Please stop wasting my time, Ms. Girard.” He hung up.

      Well, that was an epic fail. Maybe once he cooled off he’d make the connection between the goat thief and Raven’s death and call me back.

      Probably not.

      Hopefully, whoever was handling the Dalton theft cases would be more receptive to my information. I pressed Livie’s number and nearly threw my phone across the room in frustration when I got her voicemail again. “Livie, please call me when you get this message.”

      Why hadn’t she called me back already?

      My phone pinged. Scarlett texted the phone number for Rafi’s residence. I hesitated, suddenly nervous about making the call. Rationally, I knew the chances of Rafi answering the phone himself were slim to none. He had underlings galore. Yet something inside me quailed at the prospect of talking to the Prime.

      Feeling twitchy I stood and walked out into the hall. I started pacing, turning my phone over and over in my hands while I gave myself a mental pep talk. On the fourth lap, I made the call.

      A deep, gravelly male voice answered with an anticlimactic, “Yeah?”

      I’d expected a more formal greeting from a Prime’s household. Had Scarlett given me the wrong number? “May I speak to Vixen?”

      “Yeah.” He put me on hold.

      I resumed pacing while I waited.

      “This is Vixen.” Her voice was low and sultry.

      “Hello, this is Marin Girard from Besoins.”

      There was a long stretch of silence before she spoke again, this time in a far less welcoming tone. “What do you want?”

      “You came into the shop with a friend yesterday. A platinum-blonde witch.”

      Another long pause. “I wouldn’t call her a friend.”

      “Can you tell me her name?”

      “Why?”

      “I’d like to talk to her.”

      “What’s in it for me?”

      Her response caught me off guard. This time she was on the receiving end of silence as I scrambled to figure out what she would deem fair compensation for a name. “I can—give you a twenty percent discount on your next visit.”

      “Two bottles of Rejuvenate,” she counter-offered.

      “All right. I’ll set them aside for you now. What’s her name?”

      “I need a ride. Come pick me up and I’ll tell you everything I know about Her Majesty on our way.”

      “I just need—”

      “Bring the Rejuvenate.” She hung up.
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      During the interminable thirty-minute drive I vacillated between an irrational fear I’d forgotten the Rejuvenate and sheer panic over going to Rafi’s home. I touched the bottles at least a dozen times either to reassure myself they were still in my purse or to remind myself why I was putting myself through this torture.

      The neighborhood had acres of manicured lawns and six-foot-high wrought iron fences surrounding each property. I pulled into Rafi’s driveway. Two large R’s decorated the center of each opened gate. I slowed for the uniformed guard, who waved me through. White-knuckling it up the winding drive, I gaped at the mansion. With its steeply pitched gabled roof, round towers, and tall chimneys with decorative caps, I felt like I’d slipped through the veil of time to an era of Kings and Courtiers. Priya called the residence a château and I had to agree with her.

      No matter how grand it was, no force on earth could compel me to go inside.

      I nearly wept in relief when I saw Vixen waiting for me. I braked to a stop, left the car in gear, and moved my hobo bag off the passenger seat. She looked stunning in a hunter-green wraparound dress with a surplice neckline and matching heels. Her honey-blonde hair was in an elegant chignon. Hips swaying, she walked with the grace of a catwalk model. The only thing she carried was a tiny clutch barely big enough for a phone. Where was she going?

      She didn’t try to mask the derision on her face as she eyed my MINI Cooper. She opened the car door, and said, “You own a clown car.”

      I forced a smile. “Hello to you too, Vixen.”

      She elegantly lowered herself into the seat.

      “Where would you like to go?” I asked as she closed the door with a little more force than necessary.

      “Where’s the Rejuvenate?”

      I took the bottles out of my bag and handed them over.

      She cradled them in her lap, stroking the bottles like they were gold bars. “Head to West Burleigh.”

      Stowing the hobo bag behind my seat I calculated the fastest route to Burleigh.

      “Put on your seat belt, please.”

      “Seriously?”

      I sighed. “Vixen put on your seat belt.” I waited until I heard it click, then drove around the circular driveway, heading back to the street.

      “Has your Father ever mentioned Franz?”

      I glanced sideways at her, wondering why she had brought him up. “Yes.”

      “He’s okay for a brainiac. He travels all over doing weird research and he’s always writing academic papers. He’s a bit of a snob, very into opulence. Hotels are too common for him. He always stays with one of the Governors or with Rafi.”

      Where was she going with this? And why wasn’t she telling me about the platinum-blonde witch? I ground my teeth to keep from snapping at her.

      “So everyone thought it was weird when he showed up with Leesa, two e’s, four months ago and introduced her as his new assistant.”

      Hope surged through me at the woman’s name.

      The guard gave us a two-fingered salute as we rolled past.

      “She’s not exactly his type. She’s a little too modern and if you saw where she lived—” Vixen shuddered. “Let’s just say her place doesn’t come anywhere near the standards of living Franz expects.”

      I waited for an SUV to go by before pulling onto the street. “So this Leesa, with two e’s, is the platinum-haired witch?” I decided to confirm rather than assume anything. Vixen might be messing with me.

      “Yeah. And we think it’s odd she doesn’t travel with him when he’s galivanting all over, hunting through dusty archives or whatever he does. I mean, shouldn’t an assistant go with her boss? It’s not like he has an office for her to work out of here.”

      “Does Leesa have a last name?”

      Ignoring my question, she prattled on, “At first Franz brought her to the house a lot. She didn’t hang out with him or Nolan or Rafi.”

      I’d heard Priya mention Nolan. The vampire managed Rafi’s household.

      “She usually found one of the donor crew and hung out with them. She thinks the guys are dumb, but they always reported their conversations with her back to Nolan. Leesa asks a lot of questions about vampire politics and Rafi in particular. So Nolan asked me to buddy up with her.”

      Traffic picked up considerably once we were out of the subdivision. Vixen launched into a monologue about the blood crew and her rise through the ranks since Nolan had taken over as House Manager. I flexed my fingers on the wheel. With each passing block, the need for more substantial information about Leesa, like a last name and where she lived, pounded through my veins with the intensity of a bass-heavy rap song. Vixen didn’t seem in any hurry to answer my question.

      “I’ve learned quite a bit about our little witch,” she said, giving me hope she would finally get back to Leesa.

      “She’s from Minneapolis originally. Not a fan of shifters. Would never come out and say it to your face, but it’s easy to figure out she believes witches are superior to naturals. She’s very tight-lipped about her magic. Went to college, and fell in love with a vampire, but things got complicated. Don’t they always.” Vixen sighed. “She claims vampire boy gave her that monster rock she wears. I did a little digging and found out she got kicked out of college. Couldn’t find out why and Nolan said it wasn’t all that important so I dropped it. Turn left at the next light.”

      We weren’t anywhere near Burleigh yet. “Left? That takes us away from—”

      “Turn left at the light.”

      “Fine.” Since she didn’t seem inclined to tell me a last name, I threw out, “Do you know where Leesa lives?”

      “I told you I’d tell you everything I know about our little witch. Chill.” She caressed a Rejuvenate bottle.

      Vixen remained quiet while I got into the center turn lane and waited for the signal to change. I made the turn. For the next mile, I endured listening to a recital of Leesa’s many faults.

      “She doesn’t have a car.”

      Apparently, neither do you, I mentally grumbled. My patience was wearing thin.

      “She uses the bus or has one of the crew taxi her around. When Leesa gets lonely she calls the guys and asks them out for lunch or has them pick things up for her. She pays, of course. She’s fond of those ready-to-go spells you sell at your shop.”

      I glanced sideways and found Vixen grinning at me like the Cheshire cat.

      “Interesting, right? Then, probably two months ago, boom! Franz stopped bringing our little witch to the house. Oh, she still does things with the crew. And I still hang out with her from time to time. She keeps asking questions about our vampires and their activities, but she twists herself in knots trying to avoid even the briefest interaction with them. Around the time she stopped coming over, our vampires noticed a change in Franz. You may know this, and if you don’t I’m not giving away any secrets by telling you, vampires max out strength-wise in their second century. Franz is oooolllldddd but his strength—”

      Out of the corner of my eye, I caught her making a so-so gesture with her hand.

      “Rafi asked him about his increased strength. Franz played it off, saying Rafi was imagining things.” She harumphed. “Like a Prime can’t sense shifts in power.”

      Icy fingers slid down my spine. A normal witch’s blood gave vampires a power boost. How much more would an amplification witch’s blood give them?

      “Shortly after that conversation, he quit staying at the house. Lately, Leesa won’t let anyone come into her apartment. Claims Franz doesn’t want anyone disturbing him because he’s at a critical stage in his research and writing some major paper. She’ll have us pick her up and drop her off, always on the street outside her place. Yesterday was no exception. Pull over and park.”

      Startled, I asked, “What?”

      “Park. There’s a spot up there, you can pull into easy.”

      I slowed, signaling for a lane change, then eased in behind a city bus. Vixen huffed, apparently unhappy that I’d missed the spot she’d indicated. I found another opening and took it.

      “I want to show you something.” Vixen flicked the clasp on her little clutch and pulled out her phone.

      A minute later she handed it to me. The image on the screen was a book, the tan leather worn and stained, with a sigil burned into the cover. I didn’t recognize the elaborate mark.

      “Scroll to the end,” she ordered.

      The next two images presumably were inner pages of the book. Not only was the writing illegible, I felt compelled to look away.

      I swallowed hard. Merciful Lady. I was looking at a private familial grimoire. One spelled

      so only the witch who’d written it could read it, or one of their descendants. What was written on those pages? And why did Vixen have a picture of it? The next image showed a spiral-bound notebook. The writing was little more than spikey scrawls, a few decipherable words, but most of it was either shorthand or a personal code.

      “Why are you showing me these?”

      “Leesa Lang lives in that building.”

      I looked up from the phone to where she pointed. A six-storied apartment building kitty corner from where we sat. Instead of being relieved that Vixen shared the last name and where Leesa lived, my churning stomach told me I wouldn’t like what she told me next.

      “Third floor. Apartment 315. There’s a key swipe for residents to get past the vestibule, but that won’t be a problem for a witch like you, will it?”

      The fine hairs on the back of my neck raised. Alarm bells clamored in my head. I couldn’t look away from the building.

      “Leesa isn’t home. She’s got Connor playing chauffeur for her and he’s under orders not to bring her back for another hour. Franz hasn’t stayed there for several days. He’s working at the University right now and usually doesn’t leave until late evening. Rafi believes Franz has found a magic elixir. He wants both of these books. He’s happy to pay you for your time and trouble. In fact, as a down payment, he’s prepared to issue a statement that you’re working for him to help track down the witch killer.”

      Panic seized me. With help like that, I could kiss my life in Kingston goodbye. Me working for a vampire. Not just any vampire. A Prime. Those who didn’t shun me for that alone would turn on me when my name was linked with a witch killer. “As generous as that offer is, it really isn’t necessary.”

      She made a low, throaty chuckle. “Rafi thought you might say that. So he instructed me to tell you in exchange for the books he won’t issue the statement.”

      “The books might not be in there.” I hated the desperate whine in my voice.

      She shrugged. “Bring us whatever you can find.”

      “He won’t be able to read the grimoire,” I rasped out. “It’s spelled. I can’t read it if that’s what he thinks.”

      “Let him worry about that.”

      The car door opened. I snapped my head around to see Vixen exiting the MINI Cooper.

      “You’ve got our number. Call before you drop by. Thanks for the Rejuvenate. See you later.” She slammed the door, crossed in front of my little car, and hopped into a black Hummer idling beside me. The massive vehicle was hard to miss and I hadn’t even noticed it sitting there.

      Vixen lowered her window. “One hour.”

      The Hummer drove away.

      I stared at the apartment building again. What had I gotten myself into?
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      “Stupid, stupid witch.” I slammed the car door shut. I’d been so bound and determined to learn Leesa’s name I walked right into Rafi’s trap. A murdered witch and kidnapped wolf shifter didn’t faze him in the least. All he cared about was getting his hands on another vampire’s research.

      I kicked my poor abused car tire before heading to the building. I should have called Aidan, given him everything I knew, and let him contact Vixen. Then I’d be at the shop right now, crafting charms or restocking shelves or working the register. But no, here I was, about to break into a witch’s apartment and steal a grimoire that might have a power elixir for vampires in it.

      I waited for a city bus to go by, then crossed the street.

      What kind of protection spells did Leesa have on her apartment? Hopefully not another amplified lock-tight spell. I couldn’t afford to be wiped out if I wanted any hope of searching for the books.

      This was insane.

      Feeling light-headed and jittery, as if I’d mainlined two double espressos, I fumbled the phone out of my pocket, nearly dropping it. It took me a few shaky tries to reach the recent calls icon and find Aidan’s number.

      “This is Detective Kelley.”

      “Leesa Lang, L-E-E-S-A, has been stealing animals to fuel black magic spells. I’ll send you a video clip from Olivia’s cameras.”

      “Marin?”

      I rushed on. “I know it isn’t courtroom-worthy evidence, but I’m sure the person on it is Leesa. I don’t know if she’s the black magic practitioner or if she’s working with them. Either way, she is connected to Raven and Jonah and possibly Clancy, but Clancy’s more of an educated guess.”

      The apartment entrance loomed ahead of me.

      “Whoa. Whoa. Whoa. Back up.”

      The card swipe to enter the building either didn’t work or it was a sham. The door opened with a simple push.

      “All I wanted to do was help. But I keep screwing up. First, I wanted to make sure you guys hadn’t missed one of my spells inside that building and wound up finding a torture chamber.”

      Two corridors branched off the empty lobby.

      “Marin,” Aidan shouted.

      “Then, I learned about Jonah’s blood and saw the video.” My gaze skated over a bank of locked mailboxes and a stairway before landing on an elevator flanked by ceramic pots containing some kind of enormous palm plants. “Well, I saw the video first.”

      Since I had no intention of hiking up three flights of stairs, I hurried over to the elevator and jabbed the call button. Repeatedly.

      “But I swear to you all I wanted was her name, then the police, you and Harding, would have someone to question who actually was a criminal instead of me, and then you could find Jonah. I really hope he’s still alive.”

      “Where are you?!”

      “I got her name all right.” A bitter laugh wrenched out of me. “Congratulations, you’re right. Where my business and reputation are concerned I am self-centered and shallow. Although, I never thought I’d be forced into a situation like this. I want you to know I’m not proud of myself and I’m not doing this voluntarily.”

      “I’m in my car. Tell me where you are. Now.”

      The elevator door opened.

      I gave him the address. The button marked ‘three’ lit up when I pushed it. “I’m getting in the elevator so this call might drop.” The door slid shut. “I’m not usually so stupid. But I was hyper-focused on finding out Leesa’s name and I talked to Vixen, who is one of Rafi’s blood bunnies. I don’t like that description but she is a conniving—no, never mind. She showed me pictures of a grimoire and told me, Franz—he’s a vampire scholar—probably found a potion that increases a vampire’s power. They think it’s in the grimoire. Rafi wants it. And what he’s doing is basically blackmail.”

      “Marin, listen to me. We’ve confirmed there was black magic used on the basement door. Don’t do anything.”

      “Can you put out an APB on Leesa Lang and Franz? Pick them up? Question them? Leesa is with a guy from Rafi’s blood crew. I don’t remember his name.” The elevator door opened. “I don’t know where they are. She has platinum-blond hair though, great skin, a lip ring, and wears a blood-red ruby. It’s huge. Franz is at the University.” I scanned doors for apartment numbers. Guns ‘N Roses blared through 310’s door. “You should question him about Jonah. Crap! He’s working with my dad. Will you call my father and warn him about Franz?”

      “I just left your dad. He’s the one who confirmed the black magic. I’m on my way.”

      I could hear someone’s TV through the door marked 313.

      “Marin, are you listening to me? Meet me in the lobby.”

      “315.” I stood in front of Leesa’s apartment. “This is weird.” I didn’t sense my magic. Had she paid another witch to ward the door?

      “Do. Not. Go. In. That. Apartment,” Aidan ground out.

      I didn’t want to go in there. Staring at the door, I disconnected the call, then silenced my phone. What if I didn’t find the books? What would Rafi do to me then? And if I found them? Thinking about the grimoire in Rafi’s possession terrified me. At least when I’d broken into the other apartment building I’d done it for a worthy cause.

      That thought parted the storm clouds of dread with a shimmering thread of light. I could still help Jonah. Somewhere inside this apartment, there might be a clue as to where he was or what happened to him. Holding onto that promise with a death grip I focused on the door once more.

      Unsure of what protections were on it I cast my first spell. I froze when the deadbolt snicked open. That was too easy.

      Tension hummed through me. What if this was a setup? My imagination served up the faceless body, depleted and withered like a mummy, crumpled upon a concrete floor. Was I walking into a trap? Could I be the next Raven?

      This was insane.

      I pressed my ear against the door to listen. I didn’t hear anything, which did not reassure me. At all.

      Stupid vampires.

      For the umpteenth time, I wished I hadn’t called Vixen.

      Drawing in an unsteady breath, I gripped the doorknob. If someone was waiting for me I wouldn’t go down without a fight. I gathered my magic around me, turned the knob, and opened the door.

      Heart galloping out of my chest, I stepped inside.

      No one attacked me.

      With a giddy rush of relief, I closed the door. Then the muscles in my arms and legs shook so violently it felt like an earthquake had taken over my body. I collapsed against the door, struggling not to throw up.

      I did not have the constitution for a life of crime.

      While I waited for the involuntary tremors to calm I played through my conversation with Aidan. Had I described Leesa using only her hair color and her smooth complexion? The man must think I was a blithering idiot. Had I told him about Rafe? Aidan said my dad was with him. Why?

      No. That wasn’t right. Try as I might, I couldn’t remember exactly what he said. I was reasonably sure he told me there’d been black magic on the concealed door though.

      That sobered me.

      I took in my surroundings. The living room, kitchen, and tiny dining area were a combined open space. A tan couch and a big-screen TV on a low plastic table were on opposite sides of the spartan living room. No knickknacks. No pictures on the walls. No books. The air smelled faintly of greasy takeout food.

      Still shaky, I pushed off the door. I’d taken a few testing steps when I noticed the familiar hum of my magic.

      I followed it to a bedroom. Two unactivated hide-its lay on the nightstand next to a queen-sized bed that took up most of the room. The mattress was so thick I wondered how Leesa got into it without a step. A mirror and dresser flanked a closet door on the far wall. I walked over to the dresser and spotted a lock-tight and a few more hide-its on top of it. Why did she need so many? What else did she need to hide?

      The second bedroom was significantly larger than the first and was set up as an office. Rows of books lined two barrister bookshelves. A sturdily built walnut desk sat in the center of the room with an ornately carved, high-backed chair behind it. An overstuffed easy chair and reading lamp were tucked into a corner. Several spiral-bound notebooks covered the top of a matching ottoman.

      Magic emanated from both rooms but there weren’t any charms laying out in the open in the office. I decided to start there and search for activated spells.

      The first charm I discovered in the back of a desk drawer. It hid a slender white box with Hollanders Fine Jewelry stamped on the cover. Remembering the receipt in Jonah’s backpack, the name sent a jolt through me. I lifted the lid—unsurprised to find a charm bracelet, along with a cameo pendant and two rings. Why had Leesa hidden these pieces? I had the unsettling thought I was looking at trophies.

      I found the next spell beneath the easy chair, concealing a cloth-bound journal marked with blood. Someone had traced a sigil on the book’s cover. It was clumsily drawn but it resembled the one I saw on Vixen’s phone. I opened the book. For a moment I saw words written in a looping script. Then the letters blurred. I placed the book beside the jewelry box and continued hunting.

      The last hide-it took longer to track down. I had to move boxes and stacks of books out of the closet. Then get a butter knife from the kitchen to pry up the floorboards. I reached in, sweeping my hand around until my fingers bumped into the charm. I removed it and used the flashlight app on my phone to search the hidey-hole. Whatever she’d hidden here was gone. Why had she left the charm behind? Had the grimoire been in there? Or was it hiding in plain sight? I didn’t sense any more active spells in the room.

      With a heavy sigh, I stood up and brushed dust bunnies off my slacks. I scanned the shelves of books and the ones I’d removed from the closet. Unfortunately, a tan spine didn’t jump out at me. How much time did I have left? I rifled through the notebooks on the ottoman, skimming the pages for Jonah’s name. I didn’t find it. Parts of each notebook seemed to be written in code. Unlike the spikey handwriting from Vixen’s photo this writing resembled the journal’s.

      I looked over at the desk. When I opened the journal I hadn’t felt compelled to look away or close it. Maybe if I focused a little more I could read the entries. A clue would certainly help right now. I picked up the book.

      Someone knocked on the front door. I froze like a rabbit. My grip reflexively tightened on the book. Had I locked the door? Maybe whoever it was would go away. More knocking, harder and louder now.

      I tiptoed out of the office, closing the door to hide the mess I’d made.

      “Marin! I know you’re in there.”

      Aidan. The memory of him saying he was on his way slapped me.

      What if the journal and notebooks didn’t satisfy Rafi? What were the odds Aidan would let me keep searching? Not good.

      I could hit him with my paralysis spell.

      Jail time or Rafi destroying my life?

      “Marin!” He pounded on the door.

      Ugh!

      Still holding the journal, I marched through the living room. I turned the thumb latch and then tried to open the door. It didn’t budge. Disgusted with myself, I flipped the latch back and jerked the door open.

      Aidan stood there, fist poised—ready to pound again, scowling like a pissed-off dragon. He opened his mouth. Before he could yell at me, I grabbed hold of his upraised arm and yanked. Hard.

      Off-balanced, he pitched forward, knocking me into the door. He took several lunging steps into the living room while I righted myself, dropping the journal in the process.

      “I told you to wait in the lobby,” he shouted as I shut the door. “We cannot be in here!”

      I engaged the deadbolt. “Stop yelling or the neighbors will call the police.” Even though I’d heard the click, I turned the doorknob and tugged to confirm it had locked.

      “I am the police—” He stiffened. Slowly, he turned.

      I bent to retrieve the book. Aidan remained stock-still.

      “Aidan, what’s wrong?”

      “I feel him. Jonah. He’s here.” He raced to the bedroom.

      “Here?” Stunned, I ran after him.

      Aidan went straight to the closet. He tried to open the door. “The knob won’t work.” He threw his shoulder against the door. “Jonah? Jonah! Can you hear me?”

      Why hadn’t I searched this room more thoroughly? Glaring at the charms resting on the dresser, I tossed the journal onto the bed and joined Aidan. I ran my hands over the wood. The magic beneath my fingers stung. I jerked back, bumping into the bed and nearly falling onto it.

      A muted thud came from the other side of the door.

      We both called out, “Jonah? Jonah!”

      Another thud.

      Aidan turned to me. “Can you get it opened?” Desperation darkened his eyes.

      “My spell is faint, but it’s there. I don’t know what’s layered over it.”

      “Black magic augmented the amplification magic on the other door. That’s what your dad said.”

      “This feels different. I’m going to try, but I think you better call in your spell breakers.” I’d take all the help I could get.

      He shoved the bed over until it hit the nightstand, giving me a little more space to work, then started making calls.

      The magic binding the closet door fought with mine. Heat built beneath my hands. The persistent stinging radiated through my palms and up my arms. I didn’t hear Jonah call out, but found his slow, rhythmic blows against the door reassuring.

      With all my focus on breaking the amplified spell, I didn’t hear the snick of the deadbolt or the front door opening.

      “It isn’t my fault!” Leesa all but shouted.

      I wheeled around. Aidan held a finger up to his lips. He drew his gun from its holster.

      “I nearly lost control,” a man with a soft German accent said. “You have to make me another potion. I don’t know what we’re going to tell him. He expected results by now.”

      I knew that voice. Suitcase man.

      “Franz, I told you it’s magic, not science.” Leesa slammed the door shut.

      Franz. Cold fear seized me. Suitcase man was a vampire. A gun wouldn’t stop a vampire. Had I told Aidan about the elixir?

      Aidan took a step forward. I grabbed his arm, drawing him back. He tried to shake me off.

      Frantically, I whispered in his ear, “He’s a vampire and hopped up on some power potion.”

      He mouthed, “Down.”  We wedged ourselves into the space between the closet and the bed.

      “If Gabriel hadn’t left when he did, I would have attacked him.”

      I shoved my fist into my mouth to keep from crying out at the same time Jonah thumped against the door.

      “This is not acceptable,” Franz said. Could he hear our hearts beating? Could he smell us?

      “It’s too hard. I’m working out of my element. I need more time.”

      I turned my head to look up at the mirror. From my angle, I could only see half of the doorway. Wishing I were anywhere but here, I stared at the mirror and the doorway’s reflection.

      Jonah thumped again.

      “We don’t have the luxury of time. That shifter is in there hammering away. If your shield spell doesn’t hold, we’re going to have to kill him.”

      “We need him.” Leesa came into the bedroom, cradling a hand against her reddened cheek. “You need him.”

      “Do what you have to. Sacrifice another—” he broke off. “What’s this?” Franz roared. He grabbed the journal off the bed. “You told me you burned this. Does it have his notes in it? What else are you keeping from me?” He backhanded Leesa with the journal. The force of the blow sent her crashing into the wall.

      Aidan jumped up from his crouched position. “Police! Freeze!”

      The vampire spun about and streaked away.

      Aidan followed, scrambling around the bed and jumping over Leesa.

      As I rose I heard what sounded like a miniature explosion in the living room. Leesa moaned. She’d curled into a ball, slowly rocking.

      “Stop!” Aidan called out. “Police!”

      I edged around the bed. She rolled, hand coming up to cast a spell. I hit her with my paralysis spell.

      My gaze went to her upraised hand as I stepped over her. Thin white scars crisscrossed her palm.

      Only a jagged edge of the front door remained. The rest of the shattered pieces lay in the hall. Cautiously, I poked my head out of the apartment. Several neighbors were doing the same as me, peeking out to see what was going on, but not venturing out. They tossed rapid-fire questions back and forth at each other.

      Approaching sirens wailed. They sounded beautiful.

      I returned to the bedroom, stepping over Leesa once again. Jonah hit the closet door again. I placed my sore hands on it and went back to work.

      “Marin, will you release your spell?” Aidan stood next to Leesa. “I need to get the anti-magic cuffs on her.”

      Another officer loomed in the doorway.

      I had no idea how much time had passed. Exhaustion draped over me like a wet blanket. My hands throbbed. The damned unbroken spell mocked me.

      “Sure.” The paralysis spell obediently crumbled.

      Aidan and the officer helped Leesa sit up. Her head lolled like a newborn’s.

      “How’s it coming?” Aidan brought her hands behind her back and snapped on handcuffs. Eyes unfocused, she grinned up at me.

      “I need help. Are the Master Breakers on the way?”

      “They are. Harding will be here soon too.”

      In a slurred voice, Leesa said, “They can’t help.” She started laughing.

      “I think she has a concussion.” I flexed my fingers. Small blisters had formed on them as well as my palms.

      “Jefferson, where are the paramedics?”

      “They’re on their way up.”

      Leesa laughed all the while the two men helped her onto her feet. Braced between Aidan and Jefferson, she continued to laugh as Aidan Mirandized her.

      “Do you understand the rights I’ve just read to you?”

      Head down, she answered, “Poor Jonah. He’s going to die before you break my spell.” Her head lolled back. “I liked him. Poor Jonah.” Her knees gave out. Aidan and Jefferson supported her.

      A tall woman with Bassett hound eyes came in. “Building is secure. We’ve started questioning the neighbors. Do you need help in here?”

      “We’re good. Just need the paramedics to look her over.”

      “Stupid little witch.” Leesa tilted her head, squinting at me. “You don’t have what it takes.”

      “Let’s get her out to the living room,” Aidan said. “We can wait for the paramedics there.”

      She laughed and kept laughing as Aidan and Jefferson walked her out.

      I turned back to the closet. What spells had she used to seal this door? Gently massaging my palm, I considered her words. I didn’t have what it took.

      I didn’t have experience with shield spells. Was that what she meant? Until the other night, I’d never gone up against a black magic spell. Breaking it had wiped me out, but it hadn’t burned my hands like this.

      What had she said to Franz? I’m working out of my element. Had she pushed herself too far? All I needed was a hairline fracture in her spell work. I thought about the thin, white scars on her hand. Had she started out using gray magic to power spells beyond her capabilities? Could I use it to augment my magic? A dangerous idea sprouted in my mind.

      Aidan walked into the bedroom. “Is there anything I can do to help?” He nodded at the closet.

      My plan might not work. But if it did and I could free Jonah it would be worth it. Right?

      What would the cost be? I could endure a little pain. Would that be all I’d have to pay? I’d seen firsthand how gray magic had changed my mother. She’d always been brilliant and ambitious. And before her dabbling, she’d also been warm and loving. Some witches could resist the allure of gray magic, using it only now and then. Others became addicted to it and craved more and more power, finally turning to dark magic.

      “Do you have a knife?” I asked.

      His eyebrows furrowed. “Yeah.”

      “Is it sharp?”

      “Yes.”

      I held out my hand.

      He pulled out a pocket knife and gave it to me.

      I swallowed hard. It was only one spell. Freeing Jonah was worth it.

      How many other witches had assured themselves the same thing?

      I was not my mother.

      I sliced my palm. Holy Hecate, it hurt. Blood welled up in the short, shallow cut.

      “Marin! What the hell?”

      I dipped a finger into my blood and traced the sigil on the door, sending up a prayer to the goddess I remembered it correctly.

      “What is that?” he whispered.

      “Hopefully, what it takes.” Whimpering like a baby I cut again. Deeper and longer. I swore like a sailor. Then I slammed my bloody hand over the sigil and cast my magic. It felt like jumping into a lake of fire. Searing heat scorched my blood. Pain shredded me.

      An eternity later the spell fractured. I staggered back. Someone caught me. My nerves screamed at their touch.

      “Open it,” I whispered hoarsely.

      The closet door opened. I saw Jonah lying on the floor, his skin parchment-thin and gray. Then everything went black.
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      I woke up to find myself lying on a narrow, cushiony cart with an IV in my arm. The half-empty bag hanging on a hook over my head had a murky green substance in it. A dull ache hummed through my bones. The room was cold—a welcome change from the volcanic heat  I’d endured battling Leesa’s magic. I wanted to sit up. I tried to grip the railing and failed. Someone had swaddled my hands in enough gauze bandaging that they resembled puffy white footballs.

      “Marin.” My dad jumped up, knocking the plastic chair he’d been sitting in over. “How do you feel?” He hovered over me, his eyes bright with a sheen of tears.

      Exhausted. Cold. Hungry. “Okay. Where’s Jonah? Is he going to be all right?”

      “Detective Kelley told me the doctors stabilized him and moved him to ICU.” Dad kissed my forehead. “The pack healer is working on him.” He reached for a cord looped around the lower railing and pressed a red button.

      “I need to sit up.” He helped me, then adjusted something on the back of the cart so I could lean back against it.

      “Mr. Budney came in to see you about an hour ago.” Dad pulled the thin blanket up and tucked it in around me. “He said he could never thank you enough, for all you did to help find and rescue Jonah. He also said if there is ever anything you need from the shifter community, come to him. I’m so proud of you.” He pressed a kiss against my cheek. “The detective should be back in a bit. He wants to talk to you.”

      “Did Detective Kelley mention anything about arresting me?”

      “No. But you are grounded until you’re eighty-five.”

      I smiled. “Okay.”

      “I’m not joking.” Dad leveled me with a disapproving paternal glare.

      Chastened, I asked, “How long have you been here?”

      He checked his watch. “Detective Harding called two hours ago and told me which hospital they’d taken you to.” He righted the plastic chair and sat down. “It’s a miracle I didn’t get stopped for speeding.”

      A red-haired nurse wearing black scrubs stepped into the room. “You’re awake.”

      “She’s ice cold,” Dad said. “Can you get a few warm blankets?”

      “Absolutely.” He turned and left.

      “The girls have been calling. I’ve answered as many of their questions as I can.”

      Priya, Scarlett, Stella, and Abby. It wouldn’t surprise me if they knew practically everything that had happened. It did shock me that they weren’t here.

      As if reading my thoughts, Dad continued, “I’ve asked them to wait and swarm you once you’re home.”

      When the nurse returned he took my temperature and checked my blood pressure while Dad piled warm blankets on me. Then the nurse rattled off an extensive list of every possible symptom I might be experiencing. He recorded all my one-word responses on a laptop.

      As he checked the now nearly empty bag of green fluid, I asked, “Do you think I’ll be able to go home soon?”

      “I’ll update the doctor and he’ll make that call.”

      Aidan came in as the nurse left. Seeing the grim look on his face, my guts tightened.

      “Is It Jonah?”

      “No. Jonah’s critical but stable according to his doctor. His parents and Alpha are with him.” He nodded to my father. “Mr. Girard.”

      “Then what’s wrong?” I asked. “I can tell from your expression something happened.”

      “Leesa is dead.” He scrubbed a hand over his face. “She had seizures in the ambulance and arrived at the hospital unconscious. The doctor informed me she coded in CT and despite their best efforts she died. There will be an autopsy.”

      “What about Franz?”

      Aidan grabbed a rolling stool chair, pushed it over to my cart, and sat down. “Harding and I went to Rafi for help in that quarter. Rafi’s better equipped to capture and contain him than we are. Harding explained we needed to question Franz about the part he played, if any, in the deaths of two witches, and the kidnapping and torture of a shapeshifter. I mentioned we also had questions about a spell book he took with him when he fled the crime scene.”

      Had I told Aidan about the journal? Or the spell on it? Would Rafi think Franz had the tan leather grimoire? Caught up in a whirlwind of other questions, I missed what he said next.

      My father’s burst of laughter snapped my attention back. “I bet Rafi didn’t take that well.”

      “If looks could kill.” Aidan tilted his head and made a hanging noose gesture, complete with his tongue lolling out. “But he allowed us to search the room Franz stayed in when he was in residence.”

      “I’m sorry. Could you repeat that last bit?” I asked.

      “Harding threatened Rafi we’d come back with a search warrant if he didn’t let us look at any books Franz left on the premises. He said they, and the spell book he stole, were key pieces of evidence.”

      “Harding said Franz stole the book?” I asked at the same time my father asked, “Did you find anything?”

      “He didn’t leave much behind. No personal items. We collected the few books in the room, but haven’t gone through them yet. Maybe you could take a look at them for us, Professor Girard?”

      “I’d be happy to. Maybe in a day or two? After Marin’s home and feeling steady.”

      “Of course.”

      The red-haired nurse walked in holding an IV bag. This one filled with a bright aquamarine fluid. “Doctor Murray said he’ll check you after this healing infusion and if everything looks good he’ll send you home with salve for those burns. You’ll need to make a follow-up appointment with your doctor.”

      Dad patted my arm while the nurse switched out bags. Aidan spun around on his stool.

      Detective Harding walked in, looking like he could cheerfully murder someone.

      “Court.” Aidan hopped up from his seat. “Did Rafi come through?”

      “Oh Rafi helped us all right,” he growled out, sounding for all the world like a pissed-off grizzly. “One of his minions delivered Franz’s head to the Captain. According to the minion Franz resisted” —he made air quotes— “arrest.”

      Stunned by the news, the room fell silent.

      “I—uh—thought vampires turned to ash when they died,” Dad said.

      Stone-faced, Harding said, “This one didn’t.”

      “He didn’t want us to question him,” Aidan spoke low as if talking to himself.

      “Gabriel, could I trouble you to come with me?” Harding asked. “Because of the black magic burns Marin sustained we’d like a sensate to examine the books at the crime scene before we move them.”

      Dad looked at me. “I don’t want to leave you.”

      I heard concern, and perhaps a little fear, in his voice. I knew my father. From the time he’d received Harding’s call until I’d woken up, he’d been imagining the worst-case scenarios. He hadn’t asked me yet how I’d broken Leesa’s spell. I wouldn’t lie to him, but I wouldn’t add to his stress level right now either. He needed a distraction and I needed time to polish my story.

      “I’m fine. Go.”

      “But they might let you go home soon.”

      “I can give her a ride home,” Aidan volunteered.

      The memory of his hands on the steering wheel popped into my head, sparking my imagination. Why did my brain like to torture me?

      It took a little more haggling, but Dad finally relented and left with Detective Harding.

      I had a score of questions for Aidan now that my worried father was gone. “How did you know about the spell book? Did I tell you? What did I tell you about the grimoire?”

      His laugh didn’t sound happy. He grabbed the stool chair again and took a seat. “Let’s see.” He closed his eyes for a moment. Tilted his head from side to side, then opened them, pinning me with a furious glare. “If memory serves, you said a vampire scholar had a grimoire with a potion spell that increased vampiric power and Rafi was blackmailing you into retrieving it for him.”

      I swallowed hard.

      “And since I’m a detective I surmised Rafi might let you off the hook if he thought Franz had the spell book. Was it the one Rafi was looking for?”

      “No. I think it was Leesa’s spellbook.”

      Aidan blew out a breath. “That might be just as bad.”

      “You think he has her book?”

      “I have no doubt. It sounded like she was having trouble with the spells. Hopefully, she didn’t copy them into her own notes. And if she did, hopefully, Rafi won’t be able to read her book. If we’re lucky she’s the last of her line. Because we do not need Rafi’s power amplified.”

      The next question popped into my head. I shifted restlessly. I dreaded knowing his answer, but better to get this over with. “Am I under arrest?”

      He worked his jaw from side to side. Splotches of red flushed his face. I wished I could pull the blankets up over my head.

      “You did NOT listen to me. You SHOULD have waited until I ARRIVED.” He didn’t shout so much as snarl out the words. I winced with each sharp delivery.

      After making me squirm with worry for an interminable age, he said, “No.” He held up his index finger and pointed it at me. “Don’t ever do that to me again. You aged me twenty years with that stunt.”

      A giddy rush of joy swept through me. No, not for the sane, logical reason I wasn’t going to be arrested. But because when he’d said Don’t ever do that to me again, I’d had the ridiculous, toe-curling thought does that mean I’ll get to see him again?

      What was I? Fifteen? Ridiculous.

      “You, Marin Girard, are trouble.” He shook his head.

      Trouble. That sobered me. “I found an empty hidey-hole in the office. I think the tan leather grimoire I was meant to find might have been in there.”

      “You said it was empty?”

      “Yes. I hope your officers find that grimoire. If it isn’t there. Who has it?”

      “A problem for another day.”

      I almost mentioned they should have Dad check for my magic, but then Aidan spun the stool like a kid. Round and round he went, his grin mischievous, slightly arrogant, and extremely dashing.

      Toes-curling beneath the covers, I volunteered, “If you need me to check for any more of my spells, I mean after the crime scene is processed and whatever else you need to do in there, I’m happy to help.”
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        Witches and Shifters, Vampires and Chameleons

        The matchmaking cats of the goddesses

        have their work cut out for them in Zero, Kansas

      

        

      
        Pippa has no intention of ever mating. She loves being a single witch and relishes the freedom that comes with it.

      

        

      
        Jared is the alpha wolf of the Wildfire Pack. They’ve just relocated to Zero, Kansas, when he meets his mate. Too bad she wants nothing to do with the mate bond.

      

        

      
        Only the matchmaking cats of the goddesses can save this match now.
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      Bygul blamed Kitty Claus for this latest assignment.

      Ever since K.C. mentioned how challenging witches were to work with, it was all the other matchmaking cats could talk about.

      Even though they already had full case loads, the cats were determined to move witches to the top of their list.

      Then K.C. returned to tell them of a newly formed coven in need of both familiars and mates.

      That was when Bygul knew all his protests would come to naught.

      As far as the other cats were concerned, this coven represented a pawsitively purrfect opportunity to match a lot of homeless cats with their purrfect human companions and to do some matematching as well.

      At least that’s what Soraya kept saying, and unfortunately, Tivali and Muezza agreed with her.

      Which meant Bygul was along for the ride, because there was absolutely no way he could trust those three to matematch a bunch of witches without his assistance.

      The moment they arrived in the tiny town of Zero, though, and Bygul saw exactly who the members of the coven were, and even worse, who its leader was, he knew K.C. had set them up.

      The lazy, pompous cat was probably laughing his fool head off right now.

      Because there was no way even the best matchmaker at Pawsitively Purrfect Matches—Bygul himself, thank you very much—could help these insane witches achieve their happily ever afters.

      
        
        *.*.*.*.*

      

      

      

      Pippa was bored.

      Not a good circumstance, to be sure, but it couldn’t be helped.

      In the beginning, she’d been thrilled to find other witches in similar circumstances as her own—that is to say, lone witches without a coven to anchor their magic—and had leapt at the opportunity to form a coven with these slightly unstable—okay, mostly unstable—witches.

      In the beginning, it had been wonderful.

      They’d settled in this small town called Zero, which in Pippa’s opinion had been on a downward slide toward a population count that matched its name, when they had arrived.

      A somewhat charming, sleepy town in the middle of nowhere, Kansas, where any magic Pippa’s newly formed coven happened to unleash would be mostly unseen by the rest of the world.

      In fact, it was the perfect spot for the brand of chaos that Pippa’s magic tended to cause.

      It was wonderful in the beginning.

      Not having to worry about her coven members judging her for her lack of control over her magic.

      It wasn’t her fault that the well from which her magic sprang was more like an ocean with hurricane-force winds, now was it?

      Yet, her original coven—The Witches of Salem, dating back to 1600, thank you very much (so very pompous and cliched, not to mention, wrong)—had believed exactly that.

      Pippa was a danger to society, they claimed, and too bad it was the twenty-first century, for if she’d been born back at the formation of Salem, she’d have been burned at the stake for certain, and the world spared her out-of-control magic.

      While that might have been true, Pippa couldn’t believe they’d found it necessary to point it out. Rude!

      Then they’d given her a choice—be stripped of her magic or banished.

      Well, no one was stealing Pippa’s power, even if it did make her life chaotic and miserable upon occasion.

      So Pippa had chosen the lone witch lifestyle, which wasn’t much different than the rest of her life, given her parents had died when she was a child and the rest of the coven had washed their hands of her long before her banishment.

      It was the glitter incident that had been the final straw.

      It wasn’t as if she’d done it on purpose. She’d been trying to multiply the pastries for the meeting that afternoon and well, she’d ended up casting the vacuum cleaner instead, not that she’d realized it at the time.

      It was a truly unfortunate turn of events that the vacuum happened to be full of glitter her coven leader had just vacuumed up after her granddaughter’s visit.

      It was a weird bit of magic, actually.

      Pippa was quite fascinated at how her casting had turned out.

      She’d wanted pastries and instead had gotten glitter.

      Mounds and mounds of glitter.

      The really weird thing was that the glitter didn’t multiply until the vacuum was turned on.

      It was probably the delay Pippa had embedded in her casting. She’d wanted the pastries to multiply only when the platter had just one pastry left. It would ensure enough pastries to last the entire meeting, but wouldn’t take up too much space in the kitchen.

      It was a brilliant casting, if Pippa did say so herself.

      It was simply unfortunate that she somehow missed the platter and got the vacuum cleaner instead, something that didn’t make a lot of sense considering the vacuum had been in a closet at the time while the platter had been right in front of Pippa.

      Then again, for all she knew, the pastry spell had worked as well.

      She’d been banished long before the platter of pastries had reached just one, so for all she knew, she’d left the coven with an ever-generating pastry platter, which would be entirely unfair, considering they’d banished her.

      She should have taken the platter with her.

      They certainly didn’t deserve it!

      After all, it wasn’t Pippa’s fault one of the witches knocked a plateful of crumbs on the floor and then insisted on vacuuming them up.

      And it wasn’t Pippa’s fault that once the vacuum exploded, spewing glitter everywhere, no one thought to turn off the vacuum cleaner for several minutes, which resulted in ever increasing amounts of glitter exploding all over her coven leader’s living room.

      It wasn’t like Pippa had intended that result. Besides, no one had been hurt in the rather large, repeated glitter explosions.

      You’d think she’d set the place on fire the way they’d responded though. And to be clear, fire was kind of Pippa’s specialty, especially when her magic was going haywire, so setting the place on fire had been a definite possibility.

      Somehow though it seemed glitter was worse than fire.

      All those fires she’d accidentally started over the years and not once had any of them resulted in banishment.

      But explode a tiny bit of glitter, and suddenly, she was public enemy number one.

      Okay, so most of the highest-ranking witches in the Coven happened to be at the leader’s house at the time and had all been covered in glitter—they probably still sparkled to this day, something which gave Pippa great joy in imagining—but banishment seemed a rather harsh punishment for such an innocent crime!

      Pippa had been quite upset at the time, but as it turned out, banishment had been a blessing in disguise for she was now part of a much more accepting coven.

      No more witches looking down their noses at Pippa, thank you very much.

      Of course, it had been difficult in the beginning, living the life of a lone witch without a coven to back her up, but then she’d met Natalie and Morana, then later, Tempest and Amaryllis.

      Then they’d discovered the town of Zero and had just decided to settle there when Rowan and Jo walked into town.

      In a matter of months, Pippa had somehow gone from a lone witch to one of seven and that was just fine indeed.

      Except now, Pippa was bored.

      Nothing ever happened in this town of seventy-three inhabitants, seven of whom were witches, and Pippa was tired of all that nothing.

      The only male in the entire town who was within two decades of Pippa’s own age of thirty-three was Rowan and he was a fellow witch and coven member.

      Pippa had a very firm policy about witches. She didn’t do them. Ever. And most definitely not witches from her own coven.

      Never kiss where you plan to sleep and all that.

      Which meant she hadn’t had sex in about seven months now and that was a terrible record to have achieved, let alone lived through. Especially for a witch.

      Sexual frustration played havoc with a witch’s control, and for witches like Pippa, whose control was shaky at best, that was never a good thing.

      And since she was in a coven with six other witches who were in the same boat as her, they were now a coven of extremely cranky witches with dwindling control of their magics.

      Even Rowan, who had taken to driving three towns over for a little action, was starting to get grumpy.

      After all, who wanted to drive two hours to have some fun, then have to drive two hours back?

      “We need men.” Amaryllis broke the silence at breakfast to say what they were all thinking.

      Well, perhaps not Rowan or Jo.

      “Uh, excuse me,” Jo said. “I’d like to put in an order for eligible women please.”

      “Hear, hear,” Rowan said.

      Predictable.

      Boring and predictable.

      It was sad really. Seven of them and not one of them bi.

      Pippa let out a huge sigh.

      She really wished she was bi.

      Then maybe she could reconsider her stance on no witches. After all, women were so much more reasonable than men.

      “I say we cast a spell,” Natalie said.

      Natalie was their unacknowledged leader. She refused to accept the title of High Witch and just glared when anyone suggested she was in charge of—well, anything—but whether she acknowledged it or not, she was in fact, their leader de facto.

      After all, it was Natalie who discovered Zero, a town perfect for their needs.

      It was also Natalie who had paid for their rather large complex to be built. Pippa had never asked where the money came from as she figured she was better off not knowing.

      Ignorance is bliss and all that, not to mention plausible deniability if the cops ever asked.

      Finally, it was Natalie who’d come up with the name of their Coven, a name that never failed to make Pippa giggle.

      So, yes, despite all of Natalie’s objections, she was most definitely the High Witch of the Zero Cum Laude coven.

      Of course, this wasn’t exactly a good thing, since Natalie’s magic was of the sort that kept her on the brink of madness, which made her at best unpredictable, and at worst, utterly dangerous.

      “You want us to deliberately cast a spell?” Tempest exclaimed.

      “Well, we are witches, aren’t we?” Natalie demanded. “What are we good for if not casting spells?”

      “I’m not sure this is a good idea,” Morana fretted. “What if all the eligible men I call are dead?”

      As far as Pippa was concerned, this was a valid fear given Morana’s status as one of the strongest necromancers in modern history.

      Too bad she also had zero control when using her powers.

      She’d been known to raise entire graveyards, causing chaos and outrageous hours of overtime for the Witches Council and their enforcers.

      It was actually quite a miracle they hadn’t stripped Morana of her powers yet, particularly after her last disastrous summoning.

      Pippa’s theory was they were afraid of Morana’s reaction should they try. No one wanted to face off against an army of zombies commanded by a witch necromancer.

      “Oh, don’t be ridiculous,” Natalie said. “Dead people simply do not qualify as eligible.”

      “Depends on your definition,” Morana muttered.

      Pippa grimaced. She had to agree with Natalie on this one. Dead was the very definition of ineligible as far as she was concerned.

      “Look, it can’t be that difficult,” Natalie said. “All we’ll do is cast a spell asking the universe to send eligible men and women to settle in Zero.”

      “We chose this town for a reason,” Rowan protested. “The minute you cast a spell like that, our sleepy town of seventy-three residents will suddenly become an overpopulated metropolis and we’ll have to move again. There’s no way we can keep our powers from revealing themselves in the middle of a city.”

      “So, we’ll cast a spell for eligible paranormals,” Natalie said. “Problem solved. Then we won’t have to worry if someone notices our magic going astray.”

      Astray was one word for it.

      Berserk was another.

      Maniacally destructive yet a couple more.

      “If we cast for paranormals, we run the risk of pulling other covens to us,” Jo protested.

      Natalie sighed. “Then we’ll cast for non-witch paranormals. Can we get on with it now?”

      “Hold on a minute,” Tempest said. “Are we just pulling them in for a visit or are we looking for people to actually move and make a life here? Because that makes a big difference, don’t you think? I mean, what if they don’t want to live here, but our spell makes them stay and being a prisoner makes them so angry, they go on a murdering rampage and the next thing we know, we’re all victims of a psychopathic serial killer?”

      Dead silence as everyone stared at Tempest, who finally shrugged and muttered, “It could happen.”

      “Okay,” Natalie said, drawing out the word, “so we’ll cast for eligible paranormals who are seeking a new start.”

      “In a quiet town,” Amaryllis spoke up for the first time since she’d put forth the need for men. Her head was down, her eyes trained on the patterns her fingers were making on the table’s wooden surface. “A quiet town,” she repeated, her voice dropping to a whisper.

      Amaryllis was pathologically shy. She rarely spoke, even with them, and when she did, she never made eye contact.

      “Of course, Amari,” Natalie said gently. “We all want this town to remain quiet and peaceful, so we’ll weave that into the spell as well.”

      “So,” Pippa drawled out the word. “A spell for non-witch, non-serial-killing, eligible paranormals who are seeking a new start in a quiet, peaceful town.”

      “Exactly!” Natalie said cheerfully. “I don’t know why we didn’t think of this earlier.” She stood and clapped her hands. “Come on, everyone. We’re going to transform this town and solve all our problems at the same time.”

      Pippa shook her head and climbed to her feet, trying not to think of all the things that could go wrong, a list that was practically endless when considering they’d never cast a spell as a coven before.

      Given how complicated this particular spell had become after one small conversation, it really wasn’t the spell to start with either.

      “Cheer up, Pippa,” Morana said, bumping shoulders with her. “At the very least, our days of celibacy are soon to be over. What could possibly be wrong with that?”

      Great. If things weren’t already destined to fall apart, that challenge sent out to the fates ensured they now were.

      “We’re doomed,” Pippa muttered as she followed her coven outside to their circle of power.

      
        
        *.*.*.*.*

      

      

      

      “I thought K.C. said Zero was practically a ghost town,” Bygul growled, glaring at the stores K.C. had described as boarded up and empty, that instead had gleaming windows and were a hive of activity, with people bustling in and out, carting boxes back and forth. “Are we in the right place?”

      “Well, that shop there says Zero Books, so I’m guessing yes,” Tivali said.

      “That doesn’t even make sense,” Bygul grumbled. “It’s a book store. Why would you call it Zero Books if the store’s full of books?”

      “It’s the name of the town,” Muezza said. “All the stores seem to have Zero in their names.”

      “That makes even less sense,” Bygul said. “Who wants to live in a town called Zero?”

      “Didn’t K.C. also say the town was mostly full of non-paranormals?” Soraya asked.

      “Yes, and I’m pretty certain he said the only exceptions were the witches,” Muezza said.

      “That can’t be right,” Tivali said, “because those are most definitely wolf shifters.” She nodded toward a group of adolescents chasing each other around the town square.

      “And I’m pretty sure that human over there’s a vampire,” Soraya said.

      “Oh, don’t be ridiculous,” Bygul snapped. “Vampires are just a myth.”

      “That’s not what Nefertiti says,” Soraya argued. “She says vampires used to be avid nature lovers, but then a witch cast a spell and now all vampires get severe sunburns anytime they’re out in the sun too long. The witch even made it so no medicine or clothing could shield them from the sun’s effects. They mostly stay inside now except at night, but that doesn’t mean they don’t exist.”

      “Well, who am I to contradict a queen of Egypt?” Bygul said dryly.

      Muezza snickered. “Please. You contradict them all the time.”

      Bygul thought that was a bit of an exaggeration. “Only when they’re wrong.” He didn’t say what else he was thinking, that Nefertiti was cracked in the head if she truly believed vampires existed.

      She probably thought they had risen from the dead and had no reflections either.

      Talk about ridiculous.

      “This is probably good news,” Tivali said. “There’s a much wider pool of mate candidates now. Matches can take so long when we’re having to somehow arrange for a human to relocate to meet his or her match.”

      “True,” Bygul said. “I suppose we should get to work. First, we need to match this little guy with his purrfect human companion.” He glanced down at the black and white kitten sleeping at his feet.

      “I vote Pippa,” Muezza said. “She needs a familiar today.”

      “Yesterday would have been better,” Soraya said.

      “Why? What happened yesterday?” Bygul demanded.

      “Well, I’m not positive it was her,” Soraya said, “but apparently several garages spontaneously burst into flames last night.”

      “How could you possibly know that?” Muezza demanded. “We just arrived and you’ve been lying down the entire time.”

      Soraya gave a lazy stretch and flicked her tail. “I don’t see why I can’t lie down and still be useful. After all, it was while lying down that I was able to read about the garages.” She rolled over, revealing the newspaper she’d been lying on.

      Bygul walked over and gave the newspaper a quick scan.

      Interesting.

      Apparently, spontaneous combustion of property had become quite common in Zero over the last several months.

      Thankfully no one had been hurt.

      Yet.

      “Right then,” Bygul said decisively. “Pippa it is.”
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      Well, at least Pippa wasn’t bored anymore.

      Their spell had worked.

      Sort of.

      It had brought an inordinate amount of people to Zero, all of them paranormals and most of them eligible.

      Most of them because what they hadn’t really foreseen—and probably should have—was that most paranormals weren’t loners by nature.

      This meant that somehow their sleepy town of seventy-three residents ballooned to over five hundred in a matter of weeks.

      First, a wolf pack moved into the area, then came a vampire coven followed by a coalition of Chameleons.

      “Chameleons,” Tempest said in disgust when Pippa pointed out the newest group had to be chameleons. “There goes the neighborhood.”

      “Oh, don’t be so judgmental, Tempest,” Natalie said. “I have it on good authority that Coalitions avoid running their cons in the communities where they live, so rest assured, we’re quite safe—probably safer, in fact, than if we had no Chameleons in our midst.”

      “As if we have anything of value to steal anyway.” Jo snorted.

      “Personally, if they are chameleons, I’m impressed Pippa figured it out,” Morana said.

      “Oh, they’re chameleons all right,” Pippa assured her.

      “How exactly are you so certain?” Natalie demanded. “No one ever knows unless the chameleons admit it themselves.”

      Pippa shrugged. “If you just think about it a minute, you’ll realize it’s quite obvious. They can’t be witches, unless we somehow screwed up our spell—”

      ‘We didn’t,” Natalie insisted.

      “—and the wolves are all acting like they’re part of the pack while the vampires keep demanding to know how the chameleons are able to stay outside so long.”

      “I can’t believe they told them a witch cast a spell on them.” Tempest scowled. “Those damn vampires have been pestering me for the spell ever since.”

      “Personally, I was impressed a witch managed to reverse the original spell,” Natalie said, “and a bit envious of the power it would have taken.”

      “Me too,” Morana said.

      Everyone else nodded in agreement.

      “I told the vampires there was no such spell,” Pippa said. “Then I told the chameleons that unless they wanted us to out them, they’d better come up with a better excuse for not turning beat red when outside during the day.”

      “We should have specified loners,” Amaryllis lamented, glaring at her shoes. “I’ll never be able to go into town again.”

      “Oh, come on, Amari.” Pippa slung an arm over her shoulders. “There’s no need for drastic measures. Anytime you want to go into town, we’ll go with you. We’ll run interference as often as you need us to.”

      “Just say the word, Amari,” Rowan promised.

      Amari didn’t respond.

      “I heard the bookstore is reopening,” Natalie said.

      Amari peeked up at her, then redirected her eyes back to her shoes. “Really?”

      “Yes, really,” Natalie said. “It’s the one good thing with so many moving to Zero. We’re actually on the road toward having a functional town again.”

      “What I don’t understand is why we’re suddenly overrun with vampires,” Tempest said. “In what world are vampires eligible?”

      “It’s all my fault,” Morana said. “I told you I shouldn’t participate in the casting. My magic did exactly what I said it would—it called the dead.”

      “They’re not dead, Morana,” Tempest said in disgust. “They’re undead.”

      “Yes,” Morana agreed, “and what do you think the undead are, but people risen from the dead?”

      Tempest grunted, a look of dismay on her face. “You mean our spell really did call the vampires to town?”

      “Of course it did,” Natalie said. “Why else would they be here?”

      “I just thought it was a coincidence,” Rowan said.

      “And I really hoped it was one,” Jo said, “because vampires are in no way eligible mates.”

      “Who said anything about mates?” Pippa exclaimed in horror. “Why are you saying mates?”

      Jo glanced around at the rest of the coven, all of whom looked as horrified as Pippa felt. “I thought that’s what we were casting for. Right? Our mates?”

      “Are you kidding me?” Natalie exclaimed. “Tell me you’re joking.”

      Everyone glared at Jo.

      “Of course, I’m not joking. Isn’t that what we agreed to? We all talked about our need for mates, right here at this table, then we went outside and cast a spell calling them to us.”

      “Not our mates!” Rowan snarled.

      “We just wanted a little bit of sexual fun,” Pippa said, feeling quite faint at the thought of a mate.

      One man for all eternity?

      What a nightmare!

      
        
        *.*.*.*.*

      

      

      

      “I’m sincerely impressed you found this place, Corwin,” Jared said.

      The search for new territory had taken entirely too long.

      Five years of living on less than a quarter of their original territory had taken its toll on all the pack members.

      They had fought the ruling, of course, but in the end, the government had won and the pack had been forced to sell the majority of its lands to the government in an eminent domain case.

      Losing the lands had been a wound that would never heal, but seeing the woods the pack had explored for centuries razed for the building of a super-highway had been like a knife to the heart.

      Jared had immediately sent his enforcers to search for a new territory, but the search had lasted for years.

      There just wasn’t that much open space left in the world anymore and what was out there was often unavailable for private purchase.

      That this town in the middle of Kansas had so few non-paranormal residents and so much empty territory in every direction was as unexpected as it was welcome.

      Even so, it had been a traumatic move for everyone involved.

      When their entire lives had been spent on the ancestral lands of their people, and their identity was wrapped up in those lands, leaving them was difficult at best.

      “It’s weird,” Corwin said. “I’d just about given up on Kansas. So much open land, but very little of it perfect for our needs. I was actually heading home when I had this urge to go south instead. An hour later, I drove into town and felt as if I’d finally found the place for us. Woods to the south, prairies to the east, and an almost deserted downtown. So much property available for purchase.”

      “And the rest is history.” Jared grinned. “We’re just lucky we found the town before the vampires and that other pack.”

      Corwin scowled. “A lot of good that did us.”

      Jared chuckled. “You’re not still holding a grudge against that witch, are you? What’s her name again?”

      “Natalie,” Corwin muttered. “If she hadn’t spoken up, there wouldn’t have been any land for the vampires or the other pack to purchase because we’d have it all.”

      “The territory you did manage to buy is larger than all of our ancestral lands put together, even the parts we’ve lost over the years, so I wouldn’t worry about it.”

      “Except now we have to share borders with a bunch of witches, vampires and another pack.”

      “Speaking of the other pack, do we know anything about them? I don’t think I’ve met any of them before.”

      “I’m sure they mentioned the name of their pack.” Corwin paused for a moment, then shrugged. “I can’t quite remember what it was, though.”

      “Well, find out, will you?” Jared led the way into the Zero Diner, his stomach rumbling at the smells permeating the space.

      “No time like the present, right?” Corwin nodded toward a table at the back where some of the wolves in question were having lunch.

      “Perfect,” Jared said.

      A few moments later, they were seated with the wolves, laughing and chatting like they’d been friends for years.

      Jared was certain they’d planned to ask the wolves something, but he’d completely forgotten whatever it was.

      No matter though.

      It must not have been that important.

      
        
        *.*.*.*.*

      

      

      

      Pippa was hiding out.

      She’d been planning to go into town to scope out the newest residents and possibly choose her next bedmate, but then Jo had gone and ruined everything.

      So instead of joining the coven as they ventured into town, Pippa had retreated here, beneath one of the weeping willows that ran along the stream at the back of their property.

      Considering how she was feeling at the moment, the closer she stayed to water, the better.

      The problem was she saw no end in sight to this completely unbearable situation.

      All those eligible men wandering around town and Pippa couldn’t risk getting to know a single one of them.

      All she’d wanted was someone to shake the sheets with. Instead, she faced the very real threat of finding her mate.

      At least only Jo was idiotic enough to make that particular casting.

      Maybe they’d get lucky and her magic would only manage to snag one mate—her own.

      Unfortunately, Pippa had never been that lucky, not even once in her life. Instead, she seemed to specialize in bad luck.

      Case in point: her hormones were in complete turmoil, demanding she take action now, while the magic in her well boiled toward the surface, closer and closer to an explosion.

      Worse still was knowing she now had to avoid all the eligible men in town, meaning there was no relief in sight.

      Her frustration was so high, her magic was practically sizzling across the surface of her skin.

      Pippa closed her eyes and drew in a deep breath, trying to calm herself down.

      It didn’t work.

      Her fingers tingled with the need to release some magic and she glanced around frantically, wondering what she could safely set on fire.

      Not the willow trees.

      Not the grass.

      Would the stream burn if she ignited it?

      “Meow.”

      Pippa froze in shock as a small kitten rubbed its face against her knee, then climbed into her lap, stretched out and promptly fell asleep.

      “What? Where’d you come from?”

      The only answer was a loud rumble.

      “Are you—are you purring?”

      She leaned over and peered into the kitten’s face.

      The rumbling got louder.

      It was purring.

      Unbelievable.

      Pippa glanced around, but of course, there was no one nearby and now she was trapped with a sleeping kitten in her lap, unable to move until it decided to wake up.

      She let out a sigh of exasperation. “The least you could do was wait until I got comfortable too,” she informed the kitten. “After all, it’d be nice to take a nap with you.”

      Maybe if she—

      Pippa inched slowly to the right, freezing every couple seconds when the kitten seemed about to wake.

      Finally, Pippa had managed to turn her body enough that she was no longer leaning against the trunk of the tree.

      She then began the arduous task of straightening her legs without dislodging the kitten stretched across them.

      That was an extremely lengthy endeavor because it involved slowly shifting the kitten as well until the kitten was stretched out lengthwise along Pippa’s legs.

      She waited a moment to make sure the kitten wasn’t going to wake up, then slowly began to lower herself to the ground.

      When the kitten let out a rumble of discontent at the movement, Pippa froze, halfway between sitting and lying down, holding her breath as the kitten shifted and stretched, all without opening its eyes, before finally falling quiet again.

      With a sigh of relief, Pippa continued her slow descent until she lay flat on the ground.

      She then closed her eyes and fell into a light doze as she pondered her well and the fact that it had fallen silent and the sizzle and burn that had scraped at her skin had mostly dissipated.

      Endless, lazy moments later, she woke to the raspy feel of a kitten’s tongue scraping across her left eyelid.

      “Ew!” She giggled, rubbing at her eye and scooping the kitten into her arms.

      “Thank goodness my eyes were closed. I don’t think that would have felt great on my eyeball.”

      She could have sworn the kitten smirked back at her, which was just disturbing.

      “So where’d you come from anyway? Do you have a name?”

      No answer, of course.

      “Hmmm. Well, for now I think I’m going to call you Hocus Purrcus in honor of your ridiculously loud purr.” Cradling the kitten against her chest, she climbed to her feet.

      “Let’s go see if anyone’s missing a kitten, shall we?”

      
        
        *.*.*.*.*

      

      

      

      “You’re a genius, Bygul,” Soraya crowed.

      “Well, that’s kind of you to say.” What he really meant was, of course, I am, but he didn’t like to brag.

      Still, it was nice to know the other cats recognized his talents.

      “How did you know she would go to town if we gave her the kitten right then?” Soraya asked.

      “Because all the other witches were already in town, so she couldn’t ask them,” Bygul said. “I did get a bad turn when she decided to take a nap instead of heading right out.”

      “She’s lucky we were there,” Tivali said sourly. “The kitten could have run away if we hadn’t set up that shield to keep him inside it.”

      “Eh, the kitten knows a good deal when he sees one,” Muezza said. “He didn’t even try to run away. He just stayed right beside his human the entire time.”

      “Yes, but she didn’t know that, now did she?” Tivali scowled.

      Bygul knew it was because she worried so much about the earthbound cats and the dangers that surrounded them there, but there was only so much they could do for the cats they matched to human companions.

      At the end of the day, they had to let them all, humans and cats alike, live their lives and hope for the best.

      “Well, I for one, am super impressed,” Soraya said. “Hopefully Pippa will meet some humans in town and we can start narrowing down mate choices for her as well.”

      “I doubt it will be that easy,” Tivali said. “She seems like a difficult woman.”

      Soraya huffed. “You’re just annoyed because you don’t think she’s protective enough of the kitten.”

      “She’s not,” Tivali snapped. “Plus, she didn’t even cuddle him that much and she never kissed him, not even once. What kind of monster could resist that cute little face?”

      “Oh, please,” Muezza muttered.

      “I’m serious, Muezza. This match is beneath us. We should have chosen a different witch, or even better, one of the humans in town.”

      “No way,” Soraya exclaimed. “K.C. will never let us live it down if we fail to match these witches.”

      “I suppose you’re right.” Tivali sighed.”But I want it understood that I’m participating under protest.”

      “So noted,” Bygul said dryly. “I’m sure K.C. was exaggerating about how difficult witches are to match, so let’s just get started, shall we?”

      Actually, Bygul was pretty certain K.C. had understated the case when it came to these specific witches, but he wasn’t going to mention that to the others.

      Had to keep their spirits up and all that.

      Even if the matches were doomed.

      
        
        *.*.*.*.*

      

      

      

      Darren, the wolf seated across from Jared, lit up when the diner’s door opened.

      Jared glanced over his shoulder and raised an eyebrow.

      The woman standing in the doorway was quite the sight.

      Gorgeous, sexy as hell, and clearly there for the lucky wolf now standing and striding across the diner toward her.

      “Damn,” Corwin muttered at his side. “Who’s that?”

      “That’s Lucky,” one of the other wolves said. “She’s Darren’s mate.”

      “Talk about lucky,” Corwin muttered.

      Jared had to agree.

      Lucky was dressed entirely in green, sporting a tiny, flared skirt and spiked boots that between the two showcased an amazing amount of skin. She wore a tiny tank top that bared her midriff and shoulders and left little to the imagination.

      She had a headful of bright red hair that sprang around her in a halo of curls and begged a man to run his fingers through them.

      “I’m in love,” Corwin sighed.

      “Don’t let Darren hear you say that,” a wolf named Bruno said. “He’ll rip off your head before you even manage to introduce yourself.”

      Corwin grinned. “Understood.”

      At that moment, the door behind Darren, who was busy kissing Lucky, opened again.

      This time, a number of women traipsed in.

      “Great,” Corwin muttered, glaring at the woman in the lead. “I just lost my appetite.”

      Jared grinned. These must be the witches, led by the infamous Natalie. “Well, since you’ve already eaten half a cow, I don’t see how it’s that big of a loss.”

      “Hey, I’ll have you know I had room for the rest of that cow until she walked in.”

      
        
        *.*.*.*.*

      

      

      

      It wasn’t until Pippa was pulling into the diner’s parking lot that she remembered she was supposed to be avoiding the eligible men in town.

      Damnit.

      “I should have had one of the others bring you into town,” she said to Hocus Purrcus.

      She debated just leaving, but she’d already committed so much energy to this task, she hated to give up now.

      She’d started her venture into town at the vet’s office, assuming they would be able to tell her whether the kitten belonged to anyone, and could also check the kitten’s health and give it any necessary vaccinations at the same time.

      Unfortunately, there had been a sign on the door stating the vet was at the diner having lunch.

      So here Pippa was, about to enter the only restaurant in town, which meant it was probably full of all the eligible men she’d been trying to avoid.

      “It can’t be that bad, right? After all, what are the chances my fated mate is inside this diner at this very moment? I’d say it’s highly unlikely, wouldn’t you?” She glanced down at H.P., who was rolling around in the seat next to her, playing with nothing obvious while ignoring her.

      She sighed. “I guess we should go ahead and get it over with.” She scooped the kitten into her arms and headed for the door of the diner. “Look, there’s Morana’s truck. That’s a good sign, don’t you think? Maybe the whole lot of them are inside and we can swoop in and out so quickly, no one else will even notice we’re there.”

      The kitten was too busy batting at the ties on her hoodie to bother replying.

      Pippa pulled open the door to the diner, stepped inside and was halfway across the room, heading for the table where her coven was seated, when all hell broke loose.

      
        
        *.*.*.*.*

      

      

      

      Darren’s mate, Lucky, had just finished explaining to Jared and Corwin that she was not just a fairy, thank you very much—her pointed ears have given the fairy part away—but a leprechaun fairy, if you please.

      She’d then gone into a mini lecture about how not all fairies were leprechauns, but all leprechauns were fairies, and therefore, it wasn’t acceptable to simply call her a fairy because that would be like calling an alpha wolf a mere canine.

      Considering Jared had never met a fairy or a leprechaun before (and he was pretty certain by the look on Corwin’s face, that he hadn’t either) and until now hadn’t given a single thought to the possibility that they might be more than myth, Jared was rendered speechless.

      He truly had no idea what to say in response.

      Congratulations?

      You’re my first leprechaun?

      Will you marry me?

      Definitely not that last one. She might be sexy as hell, but he could tell by the look on Darren’s face that the wolf would fight to the death to keep her.

      At that moment, the door to the diner opened again and all the wolves around him sucked in a deep breath.

      Jared turned once more to see what had everyone’s attention and the world around him faded away.

      Lucky was gorgeous and oozed sexuality from her pores. It was the entire package, from her clothing to the way she walked to her wild and unruly hair.

      This woman, on the other hand, was practically the opposite of Lucky, yet still somehow had the power to bring the entire diner, that was mostly filled with men, to a complete halt.

      She was wearing a black hoodie over black leggings that were tucked into black motorcycle boots. She had a mass of black hair piled on top of her head in a messy bun and a black kitten in her arms.

      She stalked across the room with purpose, and much like Lucky, oozed an innate sexuality that brought every unmated beast in the room to attention.

      For a moment, Jared had the insane thought that she was heading for their table, but then he realized she was focused on the witches.

      Of course.

      She was halfway there when the cat in her arms went insane.

      The kitten sprang upright from where it had been draped over her shoulder and let out a loud hiss.

      It then launched from her shoulder and landed in the middle of a table where a couple wolves from Jared’s pack were seated.

      It let out another hiss and launched from that table to theirs where it let out a yowl to frighten the dead.

      It spun to face Corwin, let out a hiss and snarl, then spun back to hiss at Jared.

      Jared grinned.

      The cat knew when it was surrounded by predators.

      “Aw, it’s okay, darlin’,” Matthew, one of Darren’s wolves crooned, scooping it into his arms.

      The kitten immediately relaxed against Matthew’s chest and let out a deep rumbling purr.

      Jared’s jaw dropped.

      Seriously?

      He glanced at Corwin, who just shrugged, looking equally perplexed.

      “Is the kitten yours then?” The woman who had carried the kitten inside asked Matthew as she approached their table.

      Jared stiffened as she came to a stop next to his chair and her scent swept over him.

      “Nope.” Matthew sent her a grin. “I’m just really good at soothing wild creatures.” He winked, then added, “I’m Matthew.”

      Jared scowled, fury sparking inside him at the blatant interest on Matthew’s face.

      “Pippa.”

      “So, Pippa. What brings you into Zero?” Matthew asked.

      “I’m looking for the vet. I saw a sign saying he was here at the diner.”

      “Pretty sure he just left,” Darren said.

      “Damn,” Pippa leaned over and reclaimed the kitten from Matthew. “Gotta go. Thanks.” She whirled and raced out the door.

      Jared shoved back his chair, tossed some bills on the table and followed her out, Corwin scrambling to follow him.

      They arrived out front just in time to watch Pippa pull out of the diner’s parking lot and drive off.

      “What’s up?” Corwin asked.

      “I think she might be my mate.”

      And she’d been completely oblivious to his presence, not even acknowledging him at all.

      So rude!
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      After an hour spent at the vet’s office, Pippa left with her kitten, secure in the knowledge that no one had called about a missing kitten.

      Truthfully, she would have been surprised, considering there were no other properties near their own, which meant someone had probably dumped the poor thing.

      “The kitten’s a boy,” the human vet, who had to be ninety if he was a day, had informed her. “You’ll need to get him fixed unless you want a lot of kittens running around come spring.”

      So, Pippa paid for the vet visit and the vaccinations the vet had given the kitten and made an appointment to have him neutered later in the week.

      She just hoped the ancient human was as competent with surgery as he seemed otherwise.

      She stepped out of the vet’s office, only to stumble to a stop.

      “What are you guys doing here?” She strode over to where the coven was hanging out around her car and Morana’s truck.

      “We thought you were coming to join us for lunch, then you just left,” Tempest said.

      “And you didn’t even introduce us to the kitten,” Natalie said.

      “So we had to follow you to meet her,” Jo said, holding out her arms eagerly.

      “Him,” Pippa said as she settled Hocus Purrcus in Jo’s arms.

      “He’s so cute,” Jo murmured as she stroked H.P.’s fur, who let out a loud, rumbling purr in response. “Where’d you find him?”

      “Down by the stream, but he found me.”

      “This is wonderful,” Natalie said, “Our coven has its first familiar. Congratulations, Pippa.”

      Pippa froze in the act of reaching out to pet H.P.

      She hadn’t even considered—she’d never been deemed worthy enough for a familiar in her old coven and it just hadn’t occurred to her that this might change now that she was free from them.

      “I think we should go back to the diner,” Jo announced.

      “What? Why? We just left there,” Morana said.

      “There were too many people,” Amaryllis whispered.

      “I didn’t get my dessert,” Jo said. “The pies looked excellent. Besides, I’m pretty sure my mate was in the diner, but you guys hustled me out too fast for me to find her.”

      Everyone stared at Jo.

      “How do you know that?” Pippa finally demanded.

      Tempest shrugged. “I just know. I felt it like a shiver across my skin. She was there and I didn’t get the chance to meet her so we should go back.”

      Natalie sighed. “The things we do for you, Jo. Fine. Everyone back to the diner.”

      Pippa turned and headed for her car. She’d just settled H.P. on the passenger seat when Jo opened that door, scooped him into her arms and settled down with him in her lap. At the same time, Amaryllis climbed into the backseat.

      “What’s going on?” Pippa asked suspiciously.

      “You’re driving us to the diner, of course,” Jo said.

      Pippa scowled. “I was planning to go home.”

      “You need to eat,” Amaryllis said softly from the backseat, “and I don’t want to go back there without you.”

      Pippa sighed.

      She couldn’t possibly say no to Amaryllis, who tended to cling to each of them in different ways.

      When they were out in public, Amaryllis preferred to be close to Pippa for some reason. She’d actually been surprised Amaryllis had agreed to go into town when Pippa had refused.

      “Fine.” She started the car and drove out of the lot, following Morana’s truck back to the diner.

      
        
        *.*.*.*.*

      

      

      

      “Tell me again why we drove over an hour, just so that we could check out an animal shelter.” Corwin looked at Jared like he was crazy.

      Frankly, Jared couldn’t exactly disagree with that assessment.

      This was a stupid idea.

      Still, he was here and he wasn’t about to give up now.

      “Come on,” he said impatiently. “Let’s check out the kittens.”

      Corwin raised an eyebrow. “You, alpha wolf of our pack, want a kitten?”

      Damn.

      This really was a stupid idea.

      Jared set his hands on his hips and glared at the shelter in front of him.

      Corwin snickered. “This I’ve got to see. Well, come on then. I’m sure the pack will be delighted when we return with a kitten.”

      What they found inside the shelter, though, was just depressing.

      So many unwanted cats and dogs everywhere. Even a rabbit or two.

      “Now I’m just depressed,” Corwin muttered.

      Jared nodded. He wanted to adopt them all, which was ridiculous. An alpha wolf and his pack taking in an entire shelter’s worth of domesticated animals?

      It was absurd.

      He was ready to leave empty-handed, mostly because he couldn’t decide and it was easier to leave all of them behind than it was to just take one, but then he saw Chester.

      That was the name on the cage anyway, though the giant cat inside it looked nothing like what he imagined a Chester should.

      The cat was pitch black and unlike all the other kittens and cats who were rubbing against the cage and meowing, some even reaching through the cage to bat at them as they walked by—and Jared was pretty impressed the cats weren’t put off by the scent of wolves in their territory—this cat was stretched flat, chin resting on a stuffed wolf, deep, unrelenting black eyes glaring at them, as if daring them to stop and pet him.

      Of course, Jared had to accept that challenge.

      He stopped in front of Chester’s cage and reached a couple fingers inside to stroke the cat’s paws that were within reach.

      Or at least he tried to.

      The minute his fingers entered the cage, Chester swiped an angry paw at him, hissing in fury.

      The most impressive part about it was that Chester never lifted his head from the wolf or reared back when he hissed.

      He just stayed in the same lazy sprawl, head on his stuffed toy, and swatted Jared’s hand, ripping some skin away in the process.

      Jared shook out his hand and chuckled.

      “I see you met Chester,” the volunteer who was showing them around said.

      “What’s his story?” Corwin asked.

      “He belonged to an elderly gentleman who recently passed away. His relatives tell us that Chester had lived on the streets until the man took him in, so he’s really mostly feral. Perhaps it would have been kinder to let him go back to the streets, but none of us could bear to do that. He’s already so sad from losing his owner.”

      Jared let out a grunt.

      That right there was part of the problem.

      His owner.

      Humans were so ridiculous. As if anyone could own another living being.

      Chester wasn’t upset because he’d lost his owner. He was devastated because his lifelong companion had passed away.

      “We’ll take him,” Jared said.

      Corwin raised an eyebrow, but said nothing.

      “Are you sure?” The woman asked. “It’s important you be absolutely certain because poor Chester can’t go through this again.”

      “We’re sure,” Corwin said.

      Twenty minutes later, they drove way from the shelter, a giant, yowling, hissing, very angry cat in a carrier in the backseat of Jared’s truck and the bed full of other cat paraphernalia he’d somehow been conned into purchasing.

      Essentials, of course, like cat food, a litter box and litter, but also a giant cat tree and a bag full of toys, a cat bed and a perch the woman had sworn Chester would adore if he placed it by a window.

      “You’re a sucker,” Corwin snorted. “Tell me again why we have a cat, not a kitten?” He had to practically yell in order to be heard over Chester’s yowling. “Actually, tell me why we came here for a kitten in the first place?”

      Jared just sent him a look, but didn’t bother to answer.

      Corwin snickered. “So, where exactly are we going? Because you just missed the turnoff to the den.”

      “I thought we’d get some advice about cats from the only person I know who actually takes care of one.”

      Corwin burst into laughter. “Are you talking about Pippa? Dude, you don’t even know her. She didn’t look at you once in the diner. The only person she spoke with was that wolf, Matthew, so unless he’s with us, I doubt she’ll know who you are.”

      Jared scowled.

      Matthew.

      That wolf had better stay away from his mate or there’d be hell to pay. “I’ll sick Chester on him,” he muttered.

      “What’s that?” Corwin yelled over the howling.

      “Nothing,” Jared shouted back. “Just keep a lookout for Pippa’s car.”

      
        
        *.*.*.*.*

      

      

      

      “I totally didn’t see that coming,” Bygul said.

      “Me neither,” Soraya exclaimed excitedly, “but isn’t it the most amazing thing ever? We weren’t even trying to match a cat to the wolf shifter and somehow it happened anyway.”

      “Except he only adopted the cat to get the attention of Pippa, who let’s be clear, probably won’t even care,” Tivali said.

      “Now, Tivali you don’t know that,” Bygul said.

      “I think we should give that homeless litter of kittens to Jared’s pack,” Soraya said.

      “What?” Muezza, Tivali and Bygul all exclaimed at the same time.

      Muezza lifted his head from his paws and stared at Soraya. “Why would we do that?”

      “They’re wolves!” Tivali exclaimed in horror. “There’s no telling what they might do to those poor kittens.”

      “They’re not wild animals, Tivali,” Soraya said.

      “No,” she said severely. “They’re wild shifters.”

      “Okay, enough, already,” Bygul said impatiently. “The pack isn’t our assignment at the moment. We need to focus on Pippa and the kitten, Hocus Purrcus. We have to make sure they bond fully and that Pippa’s magic activates the cat’s, so that he can become a true witch’s familiar.”

      “And how exactly are we supposed to do that?” Tivali asked. “This is why K.C. said matching witches are so challenging. That cat’s diabolical, getting us to take on an entire coven. It was probably his assignment in the first place and he was too lazy to do it himself.”

      Bygul growled low in his throat, infuriated he hadn’t considered that possibility. “That damn cat,” he muttered. “He’ll probably take all the credit for the matches we make too.”

      “That’d be just like him,” Muezza agreed. “Get us to do the job for him, then take all the credit.”

      Bygul sighed. “Well, there’s nothing we can do about it now and I’m not abandoning the kitten before he’s been well and truly bonded to the witch, so we might as well get to work.”

      “Yes, but again, how exactly are we supposed to accomplish that?” Tivali asked.

      “Well, in the case of witches, subtlety is never the way to go.”

      
        
        *.*.*.*.*

      

      

      

      Pippa had no idea how a simple trip to the diner for dessert had turned into the hours-long ordeal that it was, but it had and she was stuck.

      It had become pretty obvious within a few moments of arriving that Pippa’s presence was an absolute necessity if she wanted to keep her coven sisters out of trouble.

      She had no idea how she hadn’t noticed the problem previously. She’d just been so startled by H.P.’s behavior when she’d walked into the diner the first time that she hadn’t really noticed anything else.

      Now, however, there was nothing to distract her from the way her sisters managed to snare the attention of every single human and paranormal inside the diner the moment they entered it.

      From the human waitress, who introduced herself as Starlight, to the paranormal and human diners scattered throughout the restaurant, everyone’s attention was on Pippa’s coven.

      “What did you guys do?” Pippa hissed as they sat at a table in the middle of the room.

      “What are you talking about?” Natalie asked dismissively.

      “Everyone is staring at us.” How could she not notice?

      Amaryllis let out a soft whimper from where she was hunched at Pippa’s side.

      Pippa reached over and rubbed her shoulder, “Sorry, Amari.”

      Amari just shook her head and whispered, “No. It’s my fault. I’m sorry.”

      Pippa’s eyes narrowed. “What do you mean it’s your fault? What did you do?”

      “I lost control of my magic,” Amari whispered.

      “When?” Pippa exclaimed.

      “When didn’t she?” Natalie asked dryly.

      Amari hunched down further and Pippa glared at Natalie, who rolled her eyes, then said gently, “It’s okay, Amari. The effects will wear off soon enough.”

      “Yeah, in about seventeen hours,” Tempest muttered.

      Pippa sighed and looked around. “Did you lose control in here?”

      Amari nodded.

      “Plus the grocery store, the bookstore and the clothing store,” Jo said cheerfully.

      Pippa closed her eyes. Dear goddess.

      “Sorry,” Amaryllis whispered again.

      “It’s all right, Amari,” Pippa reassured her. “There’s nothing we can do about it now, just try and ride out the side effects. Did any of you guys get hit with the whammy?” She glanced around at the others.

      Natalie shook her head. “No, my casting seems to have held and made us immune to each other’s magic, or at least to Amari’s. Fingers crossed it works for the rest.”

      “So, ladies.”

      Pippa looked up to find a vampire towering over them, an inquisitive look on his face.

      “You’re witches, right?” He snagged a chair from the next table over and shoved his way in between Amaryllis and Pippa.

      Amari instantly shrank back from his form, which towered over both of them even sitting down.

      The vampire was huge.

      “I’m Lassiter.” He held out his hand to Amaryllis.

      Silence fell as everyone waited to see whether Amaryllis would acknowledge him or not.

      For a long moment, Pippa thought she would ignore him, but the vampire clearly had infinite patience because he just waited until finally, Amaryllis lifted her hand and set it in his.

      “Amari,” she whispered, stunning Pippa and the others.

      Amaryllis rarely spoke to strangers and when she did, she always introduced herself as Amaryllis.

      “Amari,” the vampire rumbled, holding her hand between both of his and staring down at her bent head. “It’s a true pleasure to meet you. Would you introduce me to the rest of your coven?”

      Silence, then Amari shifted a little and without raising her eyes once, went around the table and said each of their names.

      Lassiter didn’t bother to look away from her to acknowledge any of the others as they were introduced. He simply repeated each name, then waited for the next.

      Great.

      Amari’s magic must have been particularly strong today.

      Pippa sighed, trying to figure out the best way to get the vampire to move along.

      Except it soon became apparent that he was the least of their problems.

      As if Lassiter’s approach had signaled the witches’ table was open for business, they were swamped with visitors.

      Vampires.

      Chameleons.

      Wolves.

      Even humans.

      They all approached to introduce themselves and to flirt or request a date or on one memorable occasion, to propose marriage.

      To Jo.

      She glared at the wolf and snapped, “Uses your senses, for goddess’ sake, and notice that I’m much more interested in the beauty standing behind you.” She winked at the blushing vampiress who had shyly approached and was patiently waiting her turn to introduce herself.

      The poor wolf who had proposed gulped and darted a look over his shoulder. He glanced back at Jo with wide eyes and exclaimed, “I’m so sorry. I didn’t realize. I’ll just go now.”

      He fled to laughter.

      The only ones not laughing, Pippa noticed, were Jo and the shy vampiress she was now chatting quietly with.

      A few moments later, the two of them wandered off to grab their own table and that was the last they saw of Jo for a while.

      Pippa scowled.

      That was how it was supposed to work!

      A little bit of fun, some sexy times, a see you later and that was all.

      No worries about finding one’s true mate or falling in love.

      Unless that was Jo’s mate.

      Pippa’s eyes widened and she glanced across the table at Rowan, who also looked a bit spooked.

      Hadn’t Jo said her mate was there in the diner somewhere? And hadn’t she cast the spell specifically for their mates to arrive?

      What if her spell had actually worked and she’d just wandered off with her fated mate?

      And what if that happened to the rest of them? It could happen at any time!

      Pippa glanced around at the chameleons, vampires, wolves and humans who were still hanging out, flirting with her sister witches.

      After a few moments of panic, she realized she wasn’t feeling an overwhelming sense of attraction toward any of the people in the diner, so she figured she was safe.

      Not that everyone else could say the same.

      Poor Amaryllis was still very much the center of Lassiter’s attention and another vampire named Blade was focused on Morana.

      Thankfully, though, Natalie, Rowan, Tempest and Pippa had so far been immune.

      Of course, that didn’t bode well for Pippa finding a bedmate anytime soon.

      A huge crash erupted behind them, making everyone, including Hocus Purrcus, jump in surprise.

      The cat leapt to his feet, all his fur standing on end and then for some inexplicable reason, started hissing at Blade, who was seated at the end of the table, leaning awfully close to Morana.

      Blade just raised an eyebrow and grinned.

      H.P. skittered across the table sideways, knocked a glass over, spilling water everywhere, then leapt straight into the air with a yowl when the water hit his paws.

      Of course, when he landed, he did so in a puddle of water, which sent him scrambling across the table toward Pippa, who caught him when he launched himself into her arms.

      “It’s okay, H.P.,” Pippa murmured, stroking his fur down and trying not to wince as his claws dug into her shoulders.

      Poor thing was shaking like crazy.

      “Oh, dear,” Morana said. “Sorry about that.”

      Pippa froze and slowly raised her eyes to Morana.

      “Why is she sorry?” Amaryllis asked, leaning around Lassiter who was still sitting between them, trying to charm his way into a date with her. “Pippa, why is she apologizing? I don’t like it when she apologizes.”

      “What’s wrong?” Lassiter stretched out his arm, caught Amari around her waist and lifted her onto his lap. “You’re safe here, Amari. Why are you so upset?”

      “I don’t know,” she wailed, “but I know there’s a good reason for it. Pippa?” She looked toward Pippa again, as if she could somehow reverse time and undo whatever disaster Morana had caused.

      Amari began wringing her hands.

      Dear goddess, could things get any worse?

      “Okay, Amari. Everything’s going to be fine,” Pippa said, “Just try to stay calm, all right?” Damn it was getting hot in here.

      She couldn’t decide if that was her magic or Amari’s heating things up.

      “But she’s apologizing, Pippa. Morana, why are you doing that? I don’t like it when you apologize.”

      “It was just a few spiders,” Morana said. “And a beetle. And a mouse or two.”

      “What’s that?” Starlight demanded, hands on hips. “There aren’t any mice in the diner.”

      “He was in the walls, died there quite some time ago,” Morana said. “I’m not quite sure where he’s at now.”

      “Oh, my goddess.” Pippa groaned.

      “Seriously, Morana?” Natalie exclaimed.

      “I’m sorry, but the crash of dishes startled me.”

      Or more likely, Blade had made her so nervous, she’d panicked and lashed out.

      Dear goddess, it was hot in here. “Amari, you have to calm down.”

      Natalie looked at Pippa sharply. “Are you hot, Pippa? Because that can’t be Amari’s magic. We’re immune, remember? I think maybe you need to calm down.”

      Great. Pippa wiped the sweat from her brow, closed her eyes and pictured the lake on their property, calm breezes sweeping across its surface, sending gentle droplets onto her sizzling skin.

      Calm.

      Cool.

      “You’re soooo beautiful,” a loud voice proclaimed, shattering the moment.

      Pippa’s eyes flew open to see several chameleons hovering around Tempest.

      “Knock it off,” one of them said, shoving a second chameleon to the side. “I saw her first.”

      “Hey, both of you knock it off,” a third chameleon snapped, shoving his way between the two and capturing Tempest’s hand  in this. “Sorry about that, love.” He lifted her hand and brushed a kiss across its surface, which was when thunder rolled through the room

      Pippa glanced toward the windows just in time to see lightning streak across the sky and dark clouds begin to form.

      “Tempest,” Pippa exclaimed. “You’re not helping!”

      “Pippa, do you see any spiders?” Amari asked. “Or a mouse? Morana, where are the mice now?”

      “Why are you worried about spiders and mice, Amari?” Lassiter asked, but his words were drowned out by Blade, who let out a horrified shriek and leapt to his feet, brushing his hair and shirt and shaking his entire body as if he were being attacked by an army of insects.

      Which, now that Pippa looked closer, might actually be what was happening.

      Only it was an army of arachnids rather than insects.

      She wasn’t sure when they’d appeared or how she’d missed them until now, but there was an entire trail of spiders marching from the front door of the diner to their table, and they were all of them—every single one—making a beeline for the vampire.

      It was as if they were on a mission.

      In other words, he’d definitely made Morana nervous.

      “One or two spiders?” Pippa demanded.

      “Oops,” Morana said.

      “Oops?” Blade shrieked. “Get them off me! Get them off!”

      “There’s something weird about those spiders,” Lassiter observed.

      “That’s because they’re dead,” Jo called cheerfully from her table across the room.

      “Dead?” Blade’s voice hit a decibel Pippa wasn’t sure even hers could reach. He whirled on Morana. “You raised the dead?”

      She shrugged. “Well, I am a necromancer, you know.”

      Pippa chuckled. If that didn’t scare him away, literally nothing would.

      “It could be worse,” Morana said.

      “And often has been,” Natalie observed. “Remember that Civil War battlefield?”

      Pippa shuddered. She preferred not to remember that particular event.

      Blade glared at Morana. “No wonder my powers of persuasion aren’t working on them.”

      Morana looked intrigued. “You can actually control creatures as tiny as they are?”

      He shrugged. “It’s a gift, but not when they’re dead.”

      
        
        *.*.*.*.*

      

      

      

      “Holy hell,” Corwin said as Jared pulled his car into the diner’s parking lot. “That’s a lot of spiders.”

      “Are you sure they’re spiders? Because spiders don’t typically act like that. Maybe they’re ants.” Jared parked and the two of them stared through the windshield at the long line of creatures that were slowly marching down the sidewalk toward the diner.

      “Those would be outrageously large ants,” Corwin said.

      “But seriously. Have you ever seen spiders march in a line like that?”

      “That would be a no.” Corwin squinted through the windshield at them. “I can’t tell what kind of spiders they are from here, but that giant one there is definitely a daddy long legs.” He cocked his head, “Though it doesn’t appear to have eight legs anymore. Daddy two legs.”

      Jared groaned. “Maybe it’s not a spider then.”

      “Oh, I’m pretty sure it’s a spider. Creepy spider. Yeah, I’m gonna be having nightmares about Creepy Two Legs over there.”

      At that moment, a feminine shriek blasted through the air.

      Jared and Corwin looked at each other, then leapt from the car and bolted toward the diner.

      Halfway there, Jared’s brain caught up to his eyesight and he realized what he was seeing.

      “Corwin,” he barked. “Are you looking at these spiders?” He crouched down and stared at the creatures as they marched by.

      They were all sizes and species, from what he could tell.

      And Daddy Two Legs wasn’t the only spider missing some legs and other body parts.

      Every single spider marching by appeared to be in some stage of decomposition.

      “How in the hell are they even walking?” Corwin asked as they watched a spider lumber by on legs that were all twisted and tangled together.

      “Personally, I’m just happy they don’t seem too interested in consuming our brains.”

      Corwin snickered. “Zombie spiders. Now I’ve seen everything.”

      Moments later, they opened the door to the diner and walked into chaos.

      Humans, wolves and vampires were standing on chairs and tables all around the room.

      The only ones who didn’t seem bothered by the spiders were the women seated at the center table and the other wolf pack.

      How embarrassing!

      Jared’s wolves were all standing on tables while the other pack and the witches were sitting around, eating pie and chatting amongst themselves, completely unperturbed.

      “Hey, Starlight,” Corwin called to the waitress standing on the lunch counter. “What’s up with the new customers? I thought this place had a firm no-zombie-spiders policy.”

      Starlight rolled her eyes at him. “Very funny. I don’t suppose you have a solution for this situation?”

      “Burn down the building?” Corwin suggested.

      At that moment, a vampire standing in the middle of Pippa’s table, leaned over and shouted in one of the other women’s faces, “Do something!”

      That was when Pippa let out a huge sigh and slowly stretched to her feet.

      She was still holding the black kitten, Jared noticed, which reminded him.

      He’d left poor Chester in the car.

      He was contemplating whether he should bring the cat into this chaos, when Pippa swept her arm out and flung fire from her fingertips.

      The fire rained down on the spiders like tiny droplets of water, and the spiders, every single one of them, burst into flames, then crumbled to ash.

      “Dude,” Corwin muttered. “Your mate’s a firestarter.”
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      “Did we know she could do that?” Tivali demanded.

      “You mean raise the dead?” Bygul asked.

      “I’m not talking about the necromancer!” Tivali exclaimed. “I’m talking about our target witch and her ability to shoot fire from her fingertips. Because I know we’re cats of the goddesses and all, but I’m not a fan of fire.”

      “Yeah, me neither,” Muezza said. “Maybe we should rethink this whole assignment.”

      “Don’t be ridiculous,” Bygul said. “The plan is working perfectly.”

      “Perfectly?” Soraya exclaimed. “There were zombie spiders!”

      “And fire! Let’s not forget the fire,” Tivali said.

      “Yes, but the kitten darted right to our witch and Pippa comforted him. That was really good thinking, knocking over that stack of plates, Soraya.”

      “I’d say thank you, but the zombie spiders kind of ruined the moment,” Soraya said.

      “Of course, they didn’t. They actually helped. After all, I’m pretty sure the spiders are what sealed the deal. Pippa and Hocus Purrcus are well on their way to a full-fledged bond at this point.”

      “As long as she doesn’t set the kitten on fire,” Tivali said.

      “Oh, come now. Don’t you think you guys are being a bit dramatic?” Bygul asked.

      “There were zombie spiders!” Soraya said again.

      “And they were on fire!” Tivali said.

      
        
        *.*.*.*.*

      

      

      

      “Be right back,” Jared muttered to Corwin, then raced out to his car.

      Chester lifted his head and gave a half-hearted growl when Jared opened the car door and pulled out his carrier.

      “Seriously?” Corwin demanded when Jared returned. “You don’t think there have been enough beasts inside the diner today?”

      “Nope. This is my in and I’m taking it.”

      “You’re an idiot,” Corwin said even as he followed him across the room.

      Jared lifted the carrier onto an empty table right next to where his mate was seated, then plopped onto the empty chair beside her..

      She turned her head and stared at him.

      He grinned. “Hello, Pippa. My name’s Jared. I hear you’re an expert on cats.”

      Behind him, Corwin groaned, but Jared ignored him and waited patiently for his mate’s response.

      
        
        *.*.*.*.*

      

      

      

      Pippa was certain she’d misheard the very handsome wolf whose voice sent shivers down her spine.

      Finally.

      A potential bedmate.

      And he was right in front of her.

      Asking about cats.

      Weird.

      Why would a wolf need an expert on cats?

      She really must have misheard him.

      “I’m sorry,” Pippa said. “What did you say?”

      “You’re an expert, right?”

      “I don’t think anyone has ever referred to me as an expert on anything, unless it’s causing chaos,” Pippa said, intrigued by the entire conversation. “What am I supposed to be an expert on again?”

      “Cats,” he said.

      Dear goddess, he really was a wolf asking about cats.

      Tempest burst into laughter. “Did you hear that, you guys? Someone’s claimed our Pippa’s an expert on cats.”

      “I could be an expert, Tempest. You never know.”

      Tempest grinned. “Was it the cougar clan that did it?”

      Pippa rolled her eyes.

      “Cougar clan?” Jared growled, the raspy sound making Pippa shiver.

      “Oh, yes, our Pippa must have dated at least—what do you think? Twenty? Thirty of them?”

      “For goddess’ sake, the clan didn’t even have that many eligible cougars in it,” Pippa exclaimed.

      The wolf at her side let out a low growl. “Who are these cougars and where can I find them?”

      “Far from here,” Tempest said cheerfully. “That was what, a good twelve hundred miles and seven months ago?”

      “So, what do you need a cat expert for?” Pippa asked.

      “I just adopted a grumpy, depressed cat.” Jared gestured toward the next table.

      Pippa’s eyes widened when she caught sight of the huge black cat inside the carrier sitting there.

      “His name’s Chester,” Jared said.

      Hocus Purrcus caught sight of the cat inside the carrier and immediately started growling.

      His growl slowly filled the room, rumbling on and on and on.

      Pippa sighed. “It’s okay, buddy. No one’s going to let the big, bad kitty free in the diner.”

      H.P. leapt down from her lap, stalked over to the next table, then jumped onto a chair and from the chair to the table, then to the top of Chester’s carrier.

      The entire time, H.P. never stopped with the rumbling growl.

      He slowly crept across the top of the carrier until he reached the front, where he stretched out and leaned over to peek at the cat inside.

      When Chester didn’t react, H.P. slowly put his paws on the front bars of the carrier and leaned in closer.

      The two cats were nose to nose for a long moment, then all hell broke loose.

      Chester let loose with a yowl that sounded as if all the demons in hell had been unleashed on earth.

      H.P. jerked back with a loud hiss, did a flip mid-air and landed on his feet between the two tables.

      Chester kept yowling and H.P. let out a mimicking yowl, then leapt back onto the table, raced around the carrier to the front and stared inside, yowling the entire time.

      “Why are they doing that?” Pippa called, pitching her voice to carry over the cacophony.

      “How would I know?” Jared shouted back. “I thought you were the expert.”

      “I just found the kitten this morning!” Pippa leaned closer to the wolf. “Your cat’s much older. You probably know a lot more than me.”

      “Not likely,” Jared said. “I just adopted him an hour ago.”

      “Great,” Pippa muttered.

      For a few moments, the only sounds in the diner were that of the two cats serenading each other, but with so many wolves present, what happened next was inevitable.

      One wolf let out a loud howl, then another wolf joined in, then another.

      Within moments, every wolf in the diner was howling, including Jared.

      “Oh my goddess,” Pippa muttered.

      Any moment now—

      Yep. There went the first wolf.

      Clothes fell to the floor in shreds as one wolf after another burst free from their human forms and then—

      Dear Goddess, they were chasing their own tails.

      So freaking predictable.

      Thankfully, most of the humans had left in the aftermath of the spider incident, though Starlight was still working, and interestingly didn’t seem too terribly surprised to see so many of her patrons shift into their wolf forms.

      Pippa eyed Jared, hoping to get an eyeful when he shifted, but apparently, he had better control than the other wolves in the diner.

      “I can’t stand it,” Amaryllis shouted. “It’s too much!”

      Oh, crap.

      Pippa whirled to face Amari. “Just hang on. We’ll leave and you can—“

      Too late.

      Pippa’s hair blew back as Amari’s magic whipped past in a frenzy.

      It landed in the middle of the room and exploded like a bomb, sending sex magic everywhere.

      
        
        *.*.*.*.*

      

      

      

      “What the heck just happened?” Bygul demanded.

      “Oh, my,” Tivali said, wide eyed as she stared down at the people in the diner.

      “That vampire just carried off the human waitress,” Soraya observed.

      “Oh, dear,” Tivali said. “Do you think she’ll be okay?”

      “Who cares about the human?” Bygul said impatiently. “Did anyone see where the kitten went? Or our witch?”

      
        
        *.*.*.*.*

      

      

      

      “We have to go!” Pippa shouted. “Now!” She scooped up Hocus Purrcus, grabbed Amaryllis by the arm and bolted for the front door.

      It was like running the gauntlet.

      Wolves and chameleons and vampires were everywhere, all of them desperate to steal a kiss or a mating, perhaps both.

      In her panic, Pippa’s magic burst from her skin in a rush, forming a lasso of fire around the coven and pulling them with her to the door.

      The lasso was all that was keeping the other paranormals back.

      The coven spilled from the diner and raced toward their vehicles.

      Half of them piled into Pippa’s car while the rest dove into Morana’s truck.

      As paranormals stormed out of the diner, Pippa threw her car in reverse, whipped the wheel to the left and tore out of the lot, Morana’s truck right behind her.

      “Good news,” Tempest reported from the backseat where she was staring out the back window. “The diner doesn’t appear to be on fire.”

      “It’s a frigging miracle,” Pippa said.

      “And no one’s following us,” Tempest continued. “Except for the rest of the coven, of course.”

      “Even better,” Pippa said.

      “I’m sorry,” Amaryllis whispered from where she cuddled Hocus Purrcus in the passenger seat. “So sorry.”

      Pippa snickered. “It’s okay. Honestly, that was the most fun I’ve had in ages.”

      Tempest let out a bark of laughter from the backseat and the next thing they knew, all three of them were howling with laughter.

      
        
        *.*.*.*.*

      

      

      

      Jared scowled, furious that his mate had gotten away from him.

      His wolf was scratching at his skin, demanding to be let out so he could chase after her.

      Meanwhile, wolves and vampires were either racing off to find their mates, pairing up or heading several towns over to find a hookup.

      Several wolves invited Jared and Corwin to join them, but both declined.

      “You don’t have to stay with me, Corwin,” Jared said. “Go find someone to spend the night with.”

      “Eh, my wolf isn’t interested in just anyone,” Corwin said. “He’s been acting weird ever since we arrived here.”

      Jared glanced at him sharply. “Is it your mate?”

      Corwin shrugged. “No idea. If we’d met her, though, you’d think my wolf would let me know.”

      “Yeah, my wolf sat up and howled the minute we saw Pippa standing in the door of the diner.”

      “Exactly. I can’t imagine my wolf containing himself when we do meet her, so I’m guessing he’s just tired of waiting. And speaking of waiting, what are you doing hanging out here? Aren’t you going after your mate?”

      “Have you forgotten Chester? I really should get him settled at the den first.”

      Corwin grinned. “Well, let’s get to it then.”

      “You’re just eager to see the cat’s reaction to all the wolf scents.”

      “And our packmates’ reactions to having a cat in their midst.”

      Jared grimaced. It was definitely going to be an interesting evening, to be sure.

      
        
        *.*.*.*.*

      

      

      

      “You were amazing, Pippa,” Jo exclaimed as she walked into their coven house, holding hands with the shy vampiress. “By the way, this is my mate, Annika.”

      Annika blushed as everyone rushed to offer their congratulations.

      “We’ll have to celebrate your mating at the next moon ceremony,” Rowan said.

      Pippa couldn’t understand why Jo and Annika beamed at that news. It seemed incomprehensible that Jo would be so happy to have found her mate.

      Actually, Pippa had never understood the appeal of tying oneself to another human being. It just seemed like another cage to her.

      “So, Pippa.” Natalie pulled her attention back to the conversation. “I’m curious because Jo’s right. You were quite effective today with your magic.”

      “You really were.” Tempest said. “I can’t believe you used your fire magic twice today and nothing burned to the ground.”

      “I was sure the diner was toast,” Morana agreed.

      “How’d you do it anyway?” Natalie asked.

      “I have no idea,” Pippa said.

      “I know how,” Amari said. “It’s Hocus Purrcus. He’s becoming your familiar.”

      “I always figured that was just propaganda,” Pippa said. “Not to mention blatant stereotyping.”

      “The brooms are stereotyping,” Natalie said.

      “I like the brooms,” Amari protested.

      Pippa snickered.

      “Yes, I know,” Natalie said. “And don’t think I’m unaware of how many of you have striped knee-high socks in your closets.”

      “Hey,” Morana said. “Don’t knock ‘em ’til you’ve tried ‘em.”

      Natalie rolled her eyes. “I think I’ll stick to my solid–colored knee-highs, thank you very much.”

      “Oh, yes,” Pippa said. “You’re breaking all the stereotypes with your pointed witches’ hat and wooden staff.”

      “‘You shall not pass!’” The six of them chorused together, then burst into laughter, Annika giggling with them.

      “Yes, yes, very funny,” Natalie said. “But back to the whole familiar question. It’s not propaganda or stereotyping. Familiars can do wonders for a witch’s control and the best familiars in the world are felines.”

      “Hmm. It’s really too bad you didn’t keep one of those cougars, Pippa,” Tempest said. “Imagine the power you could wield with a cougar at your side.”

      Pippa rolled her eyes. “Please. Those cougars had great stamina, but they weren’t very bright. Fantastic in bed? Yes. Familiar potential? Absolutely not.”

      Amari giggled. “Good thing Hocus Purrcus found you then, I guess.”

      “Good thing,” Pippa said dryly.”So you think H.P. is the reason I had better control of my power today, Natalie?”

      “I think it’s a definite possibility. Where was the cat when you cast your magic?”

      Pippa thought about it a moment. “I’m pretty sure he was in my arms when I burned the spiders and he was definitely in my arms when I cast the fire around us so we could get out of the diner. That’s not super helpful though because it’s not like I’m going to carry the cat around with me everywhere I go.”

      “Well, first of all,” Natalie said, “that’s kind of the point of having a familiar. Most familiars become incredibly attached to their witch and will follow him or her wherever they go. So it’s not really about you having to carry the kitten because he’ll get really good at keeping up with you.

      “And secondly, the stronger your bond with Hocus Purrcus, the better your control will be, whether he’s with you or not. Basically, think of the kitten as an extension of your well.”

      “So another receptacle for her power?” Morana asked.

      “Not so much a receptacle as a source,” Natalie said. “An effective familiar can help a witch tap into the full range of his or her power.”

      
        
        *.*.*.*.*

      

      

      

      “Hold it right there!”

      Jared glared at the stair he stood on.

      He’d almost made it.

      He’d managed to slip by the door to the pack dining room where there were sure to be many pack members eating dinner.

      He’d made it past the entrance to the kitchen where more pack members were probably gathered, chatting and cooking.

      He’d made it almost all the way up the stairs.

      Three more steps and he would have been on the second floor of the packhouse, mere steps from his own quarters, where he could have let Chester out to explore in peace.

      Instead, he now had to deal with her.

      Which meant he’d probably have to deal with all of them.

      He dragged in a deep breath for courage, then turned slowly on his heel and descended the steps toward the scariest sight in the world: his mother, arms crossed, hip cocked and a calculating look on her face.

      “Yes, Mother?”

      “What exactly are you carrying up those stairs? Because I can smell it from all the way over here, yet cannot imagine why my son, the alpha of the newly relocated Wildfire Pack, could possibly be sneaking a cat into a wolf den.” She raised an eyebrow at him.

      Jared heaved a long sigh. “Corwin called you, didn’t he?”

      She grinned at him. “He did. I thought he was kidding, of course, and laughed like a loon, then hung up on him.” She shook her head. “Now get down here and show me this poor cat you’re thinking to raise among wolves.” She turned and stalked back into the kitchen.

      Jared swallowed a groan and followed his mother to his doom.

      
        
        *.*.*.*.*

      

      

      

      “So, Hocus Purrcus, what do you think of your new digs?” Pippa watched as the kitten bounced around her room, sniffing at everything.

      “Apparently, we’re supposed to work on fusing our magic or something like that. I’m not even sure what that means, but Natalie seems convinced we’ve already started the process.”

      Hocus Purrcus didn’t seem that interested as he was busy exploring the tree Jo had grown in the corner of  Pippa’s room. “Because Hocus Purrcus needs a place to climb,” she’d said.

      Pippa hadn’t protested because she’d assumed the tree would be growing inside the giant planter Jo had dragged into the room.

      That had not been the case.

      Oh, it had probably been Jo’s intention to grow the tree inside the planter, but what actually happened was the tree grew through the floor and out the roof and now Pippa had a giant tree in the corner of her bedroom and an unexpected skylight in the ceiling.

      As long as Hocus Purrcus didn’t climb all the way up and out onto the roof and as long as it didn’t rain before they managed to cast a spell sealing everything tight, Pippa didn’t really mind the tree.

      She loved the way its branches had spread across the ceiling and formed a canopy over the entire room. It was almost like sleeping outside, but with all the comforts of her own bed.

      “So what do you think, H.P. Would you like to practice some magic?”

      Before the kitten could decide one way or the other, a soft tapping came from the window beside the bed.

      Pippa stood, opened it and leaned out. “What are you doing here?”

      Jared, the wolf from the diner, stared up at her. “Hey. I was wondering if you’d like to compare notes on caring for cats.”

      Was that kind of like an invitation to look at his etchings or was he really that desperate to know what to do with his newly adopted cat?

      Well, he was a wolf, so it could go either way.

      “Sure. Shall I come down or did you want to come up?”

      He glanced around. “Not sure how—”

      She grinned and pointed to the left. “Just climb the tree.”

      His jaw dropped. “Is that tree growing through your wall?”

      “It is. It started outside, but then it kind of curved into the house and now it’s growing through my bedroom and out the roof.”

      “That doesn’t exactly seem safe.”

      “Please. Who’s going to break into a house protected by seven witches?”

      “Huh. Good point. Right. I’ll be right up.”

      She grinned and watched as he walked over to the tree, examined it from both sides, chose a spot and started to climb.

      She wasn’t actually sure he’d be able to get inside the house. After all, there might not be enough room for him and the tree, but he disappeared from view, so she supposed it was possible.

      A moment later, Jared’s head appeared at floor level where the tree first entered her room.

      His arm muscles bulged as he pulled himself inside, causing heat to rush through Pippa as she watched.

      “Impressive,” she said.

      He grinned up at her, then bounded to his feet. “For a moment there, I thought I might have to shift to make it through, but there was just enough room.”

      “Which means I really need to seal that up as soon as possible since if you managed to fit through, Hocus Purrcus won’t have a bit of trouble.”

      He grinned. “Hocus Purrcus? Is that the kitten’s name?”

      “It is.”

      As if he understood them, Hocus Purrcus suddenly leapt down from one of the many branches of the tree and attacked Jared’s shoelaces.

      “Hey, there, little guy.” Jared crouched down and began petting H.P., who flopped onto his side and filled the room with his rumbling purr.

      “When I adopted Chester, the woman at the shelter told me I needed a cat tree, so I spent two hundred dollars on this monstrosity that took over an hour to get set up in the packhouse.

      “Seriously?”

      “Yeah. It wasn’t because of the weight or because we had to put it together. No, it came fully assembled. The problem was that every pack member had an opinion about where the tree needed to be. The only thing they could agree on was that it had to be in a common area and not my bedroom.”

      Pippa grinned. “So the wolves of your pack want access to the cat?”

      “Pretty much.”

      “And not because they’re planning to eat it or anything. Right?”

      “Of course not! We’re not savages.”

      “Sorry. Just had to make sure.” Pippa grinned.

      Jared scooped the kitten into his arms and stood again. “Anyway, my point is, your tree is way better than mine. So far, Chester has shown it no interest and I’m not entirely convinced the damn thing won’t end up being a very expensive dust collector.”

      “I’ve heard cats can be rather stubborn.” This had to be the weirdest conversation Pippa had ever had in her bedroom with a member of the opposite sex.

      Apparently when he’d asked to compare cat notes, he’d been serious!

      And here she’d been hoping to see some etchings.

      
        
        *.*.*.*.*

      

      

      

      Jared couldn’t believe he was inside his mate’s bedroom.

      He’d figured out which window was hers based on scent alone.

      Then, the higher in the tree he’d climbed, the stronger that scent had become.

      By the time he’d pulled himself into her bedroom, his head was swimming.

      That first full breath he’d taken in her room had almost sent him to his knees. His blood had headed south, hardening his cock to the point of pain.

      Now he was rambling and he had no idea what he was even saying.

      He needed to stop talking!

      Clamping his mouth shut, he crossed to Pippa’s bed and settled on the edge with Hocus Purrcus in his lap.

      “So, do you want to have sex?”

      Jared’s head jerked up so fast, the room spun for a moment.

      He had to be hallucinating.

      She hadn’t really said that, had she?

      “Jared?”

      “Um, I’m sorry. Could you repeat that?”

      She smiled. “I was wondering if you’d like to have sex with me.”

      Jared blinked in surprise. “That’s what I thought you’d said, but I wanted to make sure.” He’d had no idea witches were so forthright.

      “If you’re not interested, that’s fine,” Pippa said.

      “Oh, I’m definitely interested. I just don’t want to go the way of the cougar.”

      A confused look flashed across Pippa’s face, then it cleared and she laughed. “Oh, I’m sure that’s not even a possibility. You’ve already managed to impress me way more than they ever did. Not one cougar ever climbed a tree for me.”

      Jared chuckled.

      “So, yes?”

      Jared set the kitten aside, stood and crossed the room to Pippa.

      He leaned down and murmured in her ear, “How about we start with a kiss?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 5

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      “Oh, my gosh, we are so good at this!” Soraya exclaimed.

      “We haven’t done anything yet,” Tivali said. “They’re progressing at warp speed, I can’t even keep up.”

      “True,” Muezza said.

      “The problem isn’t going to be getting them to kiss,” Bygul said. “Clearly they’ve figured that part out just fine.”

      “And more,” Muezza muttered.

      “Yes, the real challenge is going to be trying to convince the witch to let the wolf back into her bed,” Bygul said.

      
        
        *.*.*.*.*

      

      

      

      One moment, Pippa was wondering whether Jared was even attracted to her, and the next, his lips were on hers and heat was rushing through her in an endless wave.

      Was she burning?

      She was.

      Everything inside her gathered and tightened, the flames that lingered deep inside pulsed and sizzled across her skin.

      Dear goddess, the wolf could kiss.

      He slid his hands under her bottom and lifted her.

      She wrapped her legs around his waist and writhed closer, rubbing against him.

      He fisted his hand in her hair and pulled gently.

      She whimpered and sucked on his bottom lip before letting go.

      “You want this?” he rumbled.

      “So much.” She strained to get closer.

      “Once won’t be enough,” he said. “You know that right?”

      “Goddess, yes, as many times as you want.” She buried her face in his neck as he whirled and strode to her bed.

      He set one knee on the bed and slowly lowered her, following her down, capturing her lips again on the way.

      They rolled across the bed, almost knocking into Hocus Purrcus, who leapt to his feet, letting out a low hiss and a grumble before jumping down to the floor.

      Pippa thought perhaps she should apologize to the kitten, but she was too busy kissing Jared.

      They rolled back and forth across the bed, tearing at each other’s clothes while stroking, rubbing and nipping at each other.

      Finally, they were skin to skin, and oh, goddess, they were on fire, burning alive.

      Pippa swore she saw sparks when Jared reared up, hitched his cock at her center and slowly pressed forward.

      Oh, goddess.

      She arched her back and cried out in ecstasy.

      Then they were moving together, the heat building, so much wonder and friction, so much, too much.

      He pulled back, then drove deep again, setting off ripples that started deep inside, then exploded outward.

      The world disappeared in a shattering of stars.

      Pippa came back to herself, gasping for breath, and realized Jared was still hard inside her, waiting.

      She opened her eyes and stared into his, stunned.

      “Again,” he uttered and started moving once more.

      The hours passed in a haze of passion and heat.

      Neither one got any sleep as Jared proved he’d been right when he’d said that once would most certainly not be enough.

      The sun was just starting to streak across the sky when Pippa fell into an exhausted sleep, thinking she should kick him out, but unable to harness the energy to even try.

      
        
        *.*.*.*.*

      

      

      

      Pippa woke much later in the day alone in her bed.

      A note was propped on the pillow beside her.

      It said, “Thank you for an amazing night.” No phone number was listed and there was no mention of getting together again.

      She wasn’t sure how she felt about that.

      On the one hand, it was good Jared wasn’t harboring any illusions about there being a repeat performance.

      Except instead of feeling relieved, Pippa found herself feeling a bit put-out.

      It was a new sensation for her, feeling as if she might have liked a second round in bed with a man.

      The moment she had that thought, another one followed, a truly horrifying one.

      It wasn’t possible though.

      No way would her mate be a wolf, let alone an alpha one.

      She’d been horrified when Natalie mentioned that Jared was the pack alpha.

      She’d immediately made a vow not to get involved with him, but then he’d shown up under her window and she just couldn’t resist all that sexiness.

      But imagine if it had turned out he was her mate.

      What a nightmare that would have been!

      Alphas were born dictators and there was no way Pippa would ever put up with someone trying to tell her what to do all the time.

      She didn’t even listen to Natalie, so it was probably best they never did this again.

      Still.

      It was an awful shame.

      The man had a truly beautiful cock and the best part about it was how good he was at wielding it.

      
        
        *.*.*.*.*

      

      

      

      “What did you do with the wolf’s note?” Tivali asked.

      “I recruited Hocus Purrcus,” Bygul said. “The kitten stole the note and hid it in his basket of cat toys.”

      “Then where did the note she found come from?” Soraya asked.

      “I used a tiny bit of goddess magic to create a different note in his handwriting,” Bygul said. “It barely took any magic at all. I’m sure Freyja won’t even miss it.”

      “If you say so,” Tivali said.

      “Are you sure this is going to work?” Muezza asked. “It could backfire if the witch decides to hold a grudge.”

      “Maybe,” Bygul said, “but she was already set to turn him down. This way, she thinks he’s not interested, so maybe she’ll be more receptive when he inevitably comes back for more.”

      “Humans are so weird,” Muezza said.

      “They really are,” Tivali agreed.

      
        
        *.*.*.*.*

      

      

      

      Pippa spent the rest of the day with the kitten, practicing her magic.

      The coven practiced with them.

      Hocus Purrcus definitely helped stabilize Pippa’s magic which also stabilized the rest of the coven.

      However, when any of the other witches tried to do a spell on their own, without Pippa’s involvement, any advantage they’d had disappeared.

      “Imagine if all of us had familiars,” Tempest said. “Our coven would be so strong if everyone’s magic was stable.”

      Pippa snorted. “That’s the kind of thinking that got us all banished from our previous covens. They believed a coven could only be as strong or as powerful as its weakest members.”

      “Good point,” Natalie said. “It doesn’t matter how stable or unstable our magic is, we’re here for each other. Powerful or not, witches or not, we’re strong because we’re together.”

      “Hear, hear,” Amaryllis said softly.

      “Hear, hear!” everyone echoed.

      “So, Pippa, I hear you had a visitor last night,” Morana teased.

      “Oooh, was it one of the cougars?” Tempest grinned.

      “Not if all the howling was anything to go by,” Jo said.

      “Stop making things up,” Pippa exclaimed. “There was no howling involved.”

      “Really?” Rowan asked. “I’m pretty sure you guys were doing it wrong then.”

      “Don’t listen to Pippa,” Morana said. “My room is right next to hers and I’m telling you right now, the wolf was howling.”

      Pippa rolled her eyes. “Whatever.”

      “Is he your mate?” Annika asked. She hadn’t gone home the night before and had been hanging out with Jo and the rest of them all day.

      More evidence, as far as Pippa was concerned, that the wolf was not her mate.

      After all, he hadn’t chosen to stay like Annika had.

      Thank goodness.

      “No. Just really good in bed.” Pippa grinned.

      “Oh. But you’re going to see him again, right?” Annika asked.

      “Probably not. It’s always best to leave things on a high note.” Pippa tried to ignore the strange feeling she got at the thought of never seeing Jared again.

      Well, of course, she’d see him. They lived in the same town, so it’s not like they couldn’t be friends.

      She frowned at the thought.

      The truth was she didn’t want be his friend. Or not just that anyway. What she really wanted was to drag him back to bed with her.

      She sighed.

      “What was that sigh for?” Tempest demanded.

      Pippa shrugged.

      “I bet she was mooning over the wolf,” Morana said.

      “I’m not mooning,” Pippa growled. “Just remembering his glorious cock, that’s all.”

      “Oh, that’s just rude,” Natalie said. “Please try to remember the rest of us haven’t managed to break our enforced celibacy quite yet.”

      “If you’re done with the wolf, maybe he’d be willing to help the rest of us out,” Tempest said.

      A wave of fury swept through Pippa at even the thought of one of her sisters—or any woman, for that matter—touching what was hers.

      Wait.

      What?

      “This isn’t possible,” Pippa whispered. “I refuse to accept it.”

      “What’s she going on about now?” Amaryllis asked.

      “Not a clue,” Jo said cheerfully. “But she looks like she’s having an epiphany.”

      “Looks rather painful,” Rowan said.

      Pippa groaned.

      There was no way the wolf was her mate.

      No way.

      Probably the only reason she was feeling so possessive was that last night had been the first time she’d had sex in way too long, and she hadn’t quite gotten the unintentional celibacy out of her system yet.

      So, all she really needed to do was find someone else to work off all that pent-up sexual energy with and everything should go back to normal.

      Right?

      She cast her mind back to some of the other eligible men she’d met the day before.

      There were several wolves, a couple chameleons and a number of vampires.

      Unfortunately, the thought of touching any of them left her completely cold.

      Not acceptable.

      
        
        *.*.*.*.*

      

      

      

      Jared regretted leaving Pippa’s bed almost as soon as he left it.

      He wrote her a note asking her to call and gave her his phone number, but he had a sinking feeling she wouldn’t bother.

      She hadn’t acted like she knew they were mates, which he supposed wasn’t surprising since she was a witch and witches typically found their mates the same way humans did—through trial and error.

      Jared loved being a shifter for many reasons, but recognizing one’s mate almost from the start was a huge perk in his opinion.

      Thank goodness he wasn’t a bear. They were the exception that proved the rule when it came to shifters recognizing their mates right away.

      Jared spent the day taking care of business for the pack and checking in on Chester, who had apparently hidden the night before and had only come out of hiding once the packhouse fell silent.

      Jared’s mother had found him sleeping in the cat tree this morning, so he was calling that a win.

      Maybe the tree wouldn’t just be a dust collector after all. It could collect cat fur as well.

      “I’m surprised you’re not with your mate today,” Corwin said when he stopped by Jared’s office that afternoon.

      “Too much to do.”

      “And you didn’t want to risk her giving you the cougar treatment, right?”

      Jared growled, annoyed at the memory of Tempest’s glee that morning when she’d caught him leaving Pippa’s bedroom.

      She’d taken great joy in informing him that none of the cougars had ever been allowed to spend the entire night in Pippa’s bed, and in fact, that Pippa never let anyone stay, or return for a second round, once the sexy times were over.

      Jared should probably count himself lucky that Pippa had fallen asleep in his arms, but mostly he was annoyed at the thought of all those one-night stands.

      Corwin chuckled. “You’re completely gone for her, aren’t you?”

      “Of course, I am. She’s my mate!”

      Jared should never have mentioned the cougar story to Corwin.

      Unfortunately, he’d been in a piss-poor mood when he’d arrived back at the den and Corwin had caught him at just the right moment.

      “So what are you doing hanging around here? Go get her!”

      “I’m giving her time to miss me.”

      Corwin grinned. “How much time do you figure that’ll take?”

      “More time than I want to give her, that’s for sure,” he grumbled.

      “Since you’re mates and all, I bet it won’t be as long as you think. In fact, it’s probably been long enough already.”

      Jared narrowed his eyes and glared at him. “Are you messing with me?”

      “Not at all. I just don’t know how you can stand being away from her right now, especially since she hasn’t even acknowledged that you’re mates. I’d be worried some slick cougar would come along and snatch her up.”

      Jared let out a growl of pure frustration. “That’s not gonna happen. Besides, there are no cougars in Zero.”

      “Actually, that’s not true,” Becca, one of their pack mates said as she walked by on her way down the hall.

      Jared bolted from behind his desk and stepped into the hallway. “Becca, what are you talking about?”

      She turned and walking backwards, said, “I ran into a couple cougars at the diner. They said they were here to visit one of the witches.”

      Jared’s wolf lunged for the surface and it was all Jared could do to keep from shifting.

      Becca’s eyes widened. “Are you okay, Jared?”

      “Do you know who they’re here to visit?” Corwin asked.

      She shrugged. “Not a clue. I didn’t think to ask.”

      Jared didn’t hear the rest of the conversation because he was too busy hurtling down the stairs toward the front door.

      
        
        *.*.*.*.*

      

      

      

      Pippa, Jo and Annika, who had slid seamlessly into the rhythm of their household, were carrying food from the kitchen to the dining room, and the rest of the Coven was filtering in to sit down for dinner, when there came a knock at the front door.

      “I’ll get it.” Tempest, who had just entered the dining room, spun around and left again.

      A moment later, they heard the door open and a voice growl, “Where is she?”

      Seconds after that, Tempest appeared in the doorway with Jared at her side.

      Pippa’s jaw dropped. “What are you doing here?”

      He strode toward her, grabbed the platter of garlic bread from her and set it on the table, then cupped her face in his hands and kissed her breathless.

      For one moment, Pippa was frozen in shock, then she was clutching his shoulders and kissing him back.

      Heat blasted through her and sparks winged across the room, catching the drapes on fire.

      “Shit!” Morana yelped.

      Everyone scrambled around her, but Pippa was entirely consumed by the wolf currently sending her up in flames.

      “Jared,” she gasped, trying desperately to get closer.

      He pulled back, settled his forehead against hers and stared into her eyes. “Pippa,” he growled, the wolf so close she could see him peering out at her from Jared’s eyes.

      Her heart pounded in her chest so fast, she thought she might collapse from anxiety and fear and hope.

      It couldn’t be.

      “Pippa,” he growled again. “No more cougars.”

      She shook her head. “What?”

      “You’re mine. My mate, not theirs. No more cougars.”

      The breath caught in her throat as the room spun around her. “I’m your mate?” she whispered.

      “Of course, you are.”

      “Are you sure? How do you know? Maybe you’re just confused.”

      He reared back and glared at her. “Mine,” he snarled, the wolf pressing so hard against his skin she could feel his claws pricking her at the waist and base of her neck.

      “Okay,” she murmured, “you’re sure.”

      She wasn’t though.

      She wasn’t.

      She stared into his eyes and saw so much raw passion and possession staring back.

      Dear goddess of light, she was the mate of an alpha wolf.
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      Pippa was in shock.

      Natalie had seen how completely disconcerted she was and had intervened, ushering all of them to the table, including Jared.

      She’d then proceeded to lead a light-hearted conversation throughout dinner, keeping everyone talking and laughing and doing her best to divert attention and pressure away from Pippa.

      For her part, Pippa was silent, trying to ignore the concerned glances her sister witches kept sending her and the scorching hot presence of her mate at her side.

      Too soon, dinner was over and Pippa had to face the disaster her life had just become.

      Without a word, she grabbed Jared’s hand and led him through the house, up the stairs and down the hall.

      The minute they reached the door to her room, she dropped his hand and walked inside.

      Hocus Purrcus was curled up in the center of her bed and she quickly scooped him up, then made her way to the armchair in the corner.

      It was as if Hocus Purrcus could tell she was upset because he immediately started nuzzling his face against hers, giving her much-needed comfort.

      He then made circles on her lap, kneading her thighs before finally settling down with a rumbling purr.

      “I truly have no idea how I’ve lived so much of my life without you in it,” she whispered to Hocus Purrcus. “Such a sweet little beastie you are.”

      Jared crouched down in front of her chair, set a hand on her knee and said, “That’s exactly how I feel about you, my love.” His mouth quirked to the side in a half-grin. “Not the beastie part, but the rest. I have no idea how I’ve lived my life up to now without you in it and I cannot imagine going back to that empty life.”

      Pippa had no idea what to say to that. She didn’t want to hurt him, but she also had to be honest.

      “I never wanted a mate,” she said to her lap. “Not ever.” She took a deep breath for courage, then made herself meet his eyes to say the rest.

      “I love being single, I love being part of this coven, I love knowing that I can drop everything and go anywhere I want without having to consult another human being. I love being free.”

      Jared was silent for a few moments, searching her eyes, she wasn’t quite sure for what.

      Maybe he was trying to see how resolved she was, but all she thought he could probably see was how utterly conflicted she felt.

      Finally, he said, “I understand this is a shock and not where you saw your life path taking you. I also understand how wonderful the life of a single wolf or witch can be. However, I want you to consider the possibility that you might actually find you love being part of a mated pair as much as you love being single.

      “Being part of a mated pair means never being alone when you’re troubled or scared or worried. It means always having someone who will put you first, no matter what, who will choose banishment with you rather than see you brave the world alone. It’s having someone who will always be by your side, no matter how difficult the days become.

      “Being part of a mated pair means you will not be alone when facing old age or the end of your lifespan here on earth. It means having someone who will drop everything and go anywhere you want, just because they want to be with you more than anything else in the world.

      “And Pippa, being my mate means that in addition to being a member of your beloved coven—I would never ask you to turn your back on your sister witches—you would also become a member of my pack, with all its members standing beside you and behind you, supporting you through all your remaining days on this earth.

      “Please, Pippa, do not turn away from this gift we’ve both been given.” He lifted her hands and placed a kiss in the center of each palm. “I’ll leave you for now because I know you need time to think, but please know that my entire world now revolves around you and I will do anything to ensure your happiness, even if it means walking away from my pack.”

      
        
        *.*.*.*.*

      

      

      

      “Pippa?” A light knock sounded, then the door slowly opened, revealing Tempest standing there. “Can I come in?”

      Pippa shrugged.

      She felt so strange, as if she were completely disconnected from the world and her entire life hung in the balance.

      Tempest entered and sat on the edge of the bed, facing Pippa, who was still in the armchair. “Do you want to talk about it?”

      Pippa shrugged again.

      A light knock came from the door jamb, then Morana and Amaryllis filed in.

      Amaryllis stretched out across the bed on her stomach and Morana took a seat on the floor.

      When Natalie showed up, then Rowan a few moments later, Pippa knew Tempest must have left the door open on purpose.

      The only one missing was Jo.

      Nope. There she was, sliding in the door and slipping down to sit with her back against the wall.

      Pippa leaned her head back and closed her eyes.

      She knew they wanted her to talk, but she had no idea what to say.

      For long moments, no one said anything, then Tempest asked Morana a question and she answered, then slowly, conversations started all over the room as everyone chatted quietly, leaving Pippa to her thoughts.

      She had none, though.

      She was completely hollowed out.

      Had no idea what to think or say or do.

      Her life had been on one trajectory and now it was spun all the way around, heading in the opposite direction.

      It was being banished all over again, only this time, she could barely breathe through the pain and the hope and the fear.

      “I don’t know what to do.”

      Everyone fell silent.

      “It’s not supposed to be like this. I’m a witch. We’re supposed to have a choice, get to date, decide for ourselves. Fated mates are for shifters and for people who want to be part of something more, to be half or a third or whatever of a whole.

      “I’m whole already and I hate this idea, I’ve always hated this idea of becoming less than what I am just so that I can be part of something else.”

      “Why do you think having a mate means becoming less?” Jo asked.

      “It just does, okay? That’s what relationships require. They’re all about compromise and living for someone else. Fated mates are even worse about it. Once you knot your souls together, it’s highly unlikely one will survive without the other. You literally tie your life to another’s and hope it all works out.”

      “You don’t believe it will work out between you and Jared?” Natalie asked.

      “I don’t know. There’s no way to know. You just take a leap of faith and expect it all to work out, but it rarely does. It rarely does.”

      “Why do you say that?” Natalie asked. “I’ve never heard of a fated mating that’s failed. Never.”

      “And how many witch marriages do you know of that have succeeded?”

      Natalie sighed. “I don’t know. Maybe thirty or forty percent. It’s higher among the older generations though.”

      Pippa nodded. “What about the rest of you?”

      “About the same,” Jo said. “But I have some witch friends who are mated to shifters and those matings are solid, like titanium. I’ve never known one to fail.”

      “So because I’m lucky enough to have a shifter mate, you think the odds are better. Is that what you’re saying?”

      “Actually, no,” Jo said. “I think any shifter mating has the potential to be as miserable as a human or witch one. It requires commitment and a desire to put the other person first.

      “In the case of shifter matings, it’s very much their instinct to make sure their mates are happy, so that kind of selflessness is pretty much guaranteed, but that doesn’t mean they don’t still have to work at the relationship. And putting someone else first is never easy, no matter who you are.”

      
        
        *.*.*.*.*

      

      

      

      “You offered to walk away from the pack?” Corwin asked incredulously.

      “I couldn’t not make the offer, Corwin.”

      “That sucks,” Sal said.

      “Yeah, well, hopefully she won’t take me up on it, but I meant it. I’d rather be a lone wolf with my mate at my side than alpha of this pack without her.”

      “What are you going to do if she decides she doesn’t want a mate at all?” Warren asked.

      “Keep trying to convince her, I guess,” Jared said, trying not to panic at the thought of it. “Honestly, I’m just trying to be understanding, even though it’s really hard. She’s not a shifter though. She expected to have a choice and that choice for her would have been to remain single.”

      “I can’t even imagine it,” Rocco said. “I mean, think about it. You have no idea who you’re meant to be with and you don’t even have shifter senses, so you can’t tell when someone’s emotions are getting the better of them or when someone’s lying, yet you somehow have to pick the right person to mate with for life? It’s nuts!”

      “No wonder the divorce rates among humans and witches are so high,” Sal said.

      “Not to mention those stories of women who were married to serial killers or rapists for decades and never suspected a thing,” Rocco said.

      “I guess you can’t blame her for not wanting to take the risk,” Corwin said. “It probably seems easier, not to mention safer, to just be alone.”

      “What a terrible thought,” Jared said. “I think that’s the part that upsets me the most. Knowing that if she turns me away, she’ll always be alone.”

      
        
        *.*.*.*.*

      

      

      

      “He said the sweetest things to me,” Pippa said.

      “Like what?” Jo asked.

      “Like how I’d never be alone, that he’d always be there to support me, that we’d grow old together, and that I’d not only have this coven, but his pack too.”

      “Wow,” Amaryllis said. “That’s so romantic.”

      “Yeah.” Pippa stared down at her hands. She hadn’t even told them the most romantic thing of all.

      She closed her eyes. “He said he’d choose banishment with me,” she whispered.

      The other witches gasped, then fell silent.

      Natalie drew in a deep breath and said what Pippa was sure they were all thinking, “Woman, if you walk away from that wolf, you are insane.”

      “I know. I just—” She shook her head. “I don’t know if I have enough courage, if I’m strong enough. He deserves so much better than me.”

      “Oh, knock that shit off,” Natalie snapped. “He doesn’t want anyone else. He wants his mate and he’s damned lucky that it’s you. You’re strong and capable and you’re going to make a wonderful life together. You just have to reach out and grab it.”

      Pippa nodded. “Yeah.” She cleared her throat, then said it again, stronger. “Yeah. You’re right. I just have to—” she dragged in a shaky breath “—pull it together, right?”

      “Exactly.”

      At that moment, Hocus Purrcus, who had gotten bored with all the talking and had disappeared a while back, returned.

      He set his front paws on her knees and dropped a piece of paper from his mouth.

      It landed in her lap.

      “What’s this, H.P.?”  The paper had clearly been chewed on by the cat as it had a number of puncture marks. She carefully unfolded it and stared at the message written inside.

      “What is it?” Amaryllis asked.

      “It’s a note from Jared, but it’s not the note I found this morning. This one says, “Thanks for an amazing night. Call me. And it has his phone number on it.”

      “Oh my goodness!” Amaryllis squealed. “You have to call him right now.”

      Pippa pulled out her phone and quickly saved the number in her list of contacts, then set the phone back down. “It’s almost midnight. I think we could all use a good night’s sleep and I need to take a shower. I’ll call him in the morning. Or maybe I’ll just go to him. Does anyone know where the pack’s den is?”

      
        
        *.*.*.*.*

      

      

      

      “That was truly excellent timing on your part, Tivali,” Bygul said.

      “That kitten is so cute, I just can’t stand it, and he’s so smart. He remembered exactly where he’d hidden the note, went right to it.”

      “And that’s why I try to use earthbound cats as much as possible when matematching their humans,” Bygul said. “The cats are extremely smart and when they’ve taken part in helping a match along, they’re more invested in the outcome and they tend to be happier with the placement..”

      “It’s really an excellent strategy,” Muezza said.

      “When it works,” Soraya said. “Remember that kitten, Cleocatra?”

      “Oh, boy,” Bygul said. “She was quite the instigator.”

      “And determined not to share her panther with the bear,” Tivali said.

      “Those were good times.” Muezza chuckled. “We might have to visit them sometime.”

      “Oh, no,” Bygul said, “because the minute we step back into that town, someone’s going to want me to match a bear, and I am absolutely, one hundred percent, pawsitively done with bears.”

      
        
        *.*.*.*.*

      

      

      

      Jared didn’t sleep well that night. He tossed and turned, worrying about his mate and second-guessing his decision to give her space.

      He should have stayed, tried to convince her further, but now it was too late.

      By morning, her defenses would probably be high again and he’d be right back where he started.

      When the sun finally rose in the sky, he was grateful to get out of bed. Unfortunately, his conscience wouldn’t allow him to go to his mate just yet.

      He’d promised her time to think and he needed to honor that promise, even if it killed him.

      He was sitting at the dining room table, surrounded by pack members, picking at his breakfast when a commotion in the hallway caught his attention.

      “Jared.” David, one of his enforcers, stood in the doorway. “You have company.”

      He stepped to the side and Pippa walked in, her entire coven at her back.

      Jared stood and walked around the table to stand in front of her.

      Had she brought her coven for courage?

      For backup?

      Was she that worried about rejecting him?

      “Jared,” she spoke softly. “I’m sorry I reacted so badly last night. You were right. I had one idea of how my life would go and this new pathway threw me for a loop. A big one.”

      She gave him a lopsided smile, one dimple winking at him.

      “But I thought about what you said and the answer is yes. I do think I could love being part of a mated pair as much as I love being single, especially if the other part of that pair is you.”

      Jared’s heart skipped a beat, then started to race. Was she saying—

      “If you still want me, I would be honored to accept you as my mate.”

      Jared lunged forward and lifted her into his arms, hugging her tight.

      She wrapped her legs around his waist and buried her face in his neck.

      “Pippa,” he grated, closing his eyes and breathing in the moment, soaking in the joy of holding his mate in his arms, her scent and body wrapped around him tight.

      “Welcome to the family, Jared,” Natalie said, patting Pippa on her back, then squeezing Jared’s shoulder as she walked by.

      The rest of Pippa’s coven followed, offering their congratulations, pats on the back and well wishes, on their way to the breakfast buffet the wolves had set up on the other side of the dining room.

      “I’d say congratulations, Jared,” Corwin said, “but you just condemned me to spending more time in that woman’s presence, so I’ll just say good luck to us both.” With that, he headed toward the buffet as well.

      Pippa pulled back and stared into Jared’s eyes. “Can we go somewhere quiet?”

      “Absolutely.”

      
        
        *.*.*.*.*

      

      

      

      “Your pack’s home is gorgeous,” Pippa said an unknown amount of time later, gasping for breath as she stared up at Jared’s ceiling. “What I saw of it, anyway. And I like your bedroom. Hocus Purrcus likes it too.” She rolled her head to the side and watched as the kitten chased a toy mouse under Jared’s dresser.

      Jared leaned up on one elbow to take a peek at the kitten, then dropped back onto the bed with a grin. “Chester’s around here somewhere. We’ll see how he feels about the place once he realizes there’s a mostly-feral cat on the loose.”

      “Well, H.P. doesn’t seem too perturbed at the sheer number of wolves, so I’m hopeful one cranky cat won’t make much of a difference.”

      “Fingers crossed.”

      Silence fell for a few moments, then Jared asked, “So, what are you thinking? Do I need to start packing?”

      “No, I’m happy to move in with you. Though there may be a few nights when I’ll need us to stay with the coven, especially on the nights of the solstice and the occasional moon ceremony.”

      “Whatever you need, my love.” Jared lifted her hand to his mouth and kissed it. “I will always be grateful you were willing to take this risk with me and I promise never to take you for granted.”

      Pippa rolled over so that she was draped across his naked body and grinned down at him. “Come now, don’t make promises you can’t keep. It’s inevitable that one of us will take the other for granted from time to time, but it’s enough that we’re both willing to try. We’re committed, we’re strong, and we’ll make this work.”

      “Hell, yes, we will.”

      Pippa smoothed his hair back from his face, then leaned down and kissed him.

      A wave of heat poured through her, igniting sparks that flamed then burned out in a fraction of a second, one after the other, as they kissed and rolled across the bed,  giving in to their passion once more.

      The sun was sinking low in the sky when Pippa finally remembered to ask. “What woman was Corwin referring to earlier?”

      “Huh?”

      “You know, he said something about having to spend more time with her?”

      “Oh. Natalie. Corwin’s not her biggest fan.”

      Pippa giggled. “That makes total sense. Natalie specializes in aggravating people, especially men she’s attracted to.”

      “Wait. You think she’s attracted to Corwin?”

      “Hell, yes. She’s always staring at him whenever we’re together and didn’t you notice how much they enjoy needling each other?”

      “Can’t say that I have. I actually thought Corwin found it annoying.”

      “He probably does, but I’d be willing to bet that’s because he’s attracted to her.”

      “Now that, I didn’t see coming.”

      “I know. Crazy, right?”

      
        
        *.*.*.*.*

      

      

      

      Later that night, Hocus Purrcus was exploring his new territory when he turned a corner and discovered a giant monster-cat stretched out, sound asleep in his bed.

      It was his favorite one too.

      It was Hocus-Purrcus-sized—not monster-cat-sized—which meant only the cat’s butt and back legs fit in the bed while the rest of him was sprawled across the floor, which actually looked quite comfortable.

      He’d have to try it sometime.

      For now, Hocus Purrcus darted forward, then away, then skittered sideways, trying to decide how he was going to reclaim his bed from the monster-cat.

      That’s when he saw the wolf.

      Not one of the real wolves wandering around his territory, but a giant toy wolf.

      It looked an awful lot like Pippa’s mate and was almost as big as Hocus Purrcus himself.

      Now that he’d seen the wolf, Hocus Purrcus no longer cared about the monster-cat because he was completely focused on figuring out how to sleep with the wolf.

      Hocus Purrcus raced around the bed three times, examining the cat’s butt and the wolf, which was partially caught beneath the cat’s belly.

      Finally, he decided if he angled his body this way and scooted on his side that way, then crawled that last little bit, he could slide right over the top of that wolf.

      Inch by inch, Hocus Purrcus did exactly that.

      Every once in a while, the giant cat moved and he would have to freeze in place until the cat fell to stillness again.

      Then, Hocus Purrcus would start moving forward and sideways, wiggling along until finally, yes!

      He dropped right into place on top of that furry, adorable wolf.

      The giant cat let out a sleepy rumble, but by then Hocus Purrcus was feeling snuggly warm and very comfortable.

      He fell asleep thinking that sharing his bed with a monster-cat and a toy wolf wasn’t so bad after all.

      
        
        *.*.*.*.*

      

      

      

      Chester waited until the little guy finally stopped moving, then he carefully stood, walked around and settled back into the bed, this time with his back legs hanging off it.

      He carefully wrapped as much of himself as he could around the kitten he’d heard the humans call Hocus Purrcus and allowed the sound of the little guy’s rumbling purrs to lull him back to sleep.
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        Escaping an eternity of Fae servitude leaves its own curses.

      

      

      

      They say to never step foot in a circle of mushrooms after midnight, for that is a fairy circle and invites the mischief of fairies—turning hapless souls into hounds, or compelling them to dance until their very bones are dust. They say that, but Julian Sanchez never heard it. After drunkenly falling asleep in a fairy circle, Julian Sanchez narrowly avoids getting snatched away.

      

      Mostly. Though he managed to escape the fairies’ clutches by chance, Julian soon discovers that he is not entirely free from their influence. Julian may not be a fairy slave, but, haunted by his experience, he finds himself uncontrollably transformed, waking up disoriented and unclothed.

      

      After learning this whole new meaning of “naked and afraid”, he enlists the help of his cowboy werewolf roommate, a witch, and a strange girl with striking dark eyes to help him navigate the fairy realm and break the spell.

      

      Will Julian make it out in one piece? Or will he end up as a glitter-covered, four-legged creature forever? Find out in this hilariously enchanted tale.
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        By moonshine do the green sour ringlets make,

        Whereof the ewe not bites; and you whose pastime

        Is to make midnight mushrooms, that rejoice

        To hear the solemn curfew

        – The Tempest

        Act V, Scene I
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      I didn’t go to work. Hungover and still a little convinced that I’d met fairies last night, I called in sick and plopped my ass in front of the TV, without bothering to turn it on. For a long while, head pounding, I stared at my rough reflection. Dark circles had formed under my eyes, visible even in the TV screen reflection, and my hair, a usual mop of carefully maintained curls was… well not that. A squirrel making a nest up there might have done a better job. 

      It was 3pm and I’d only been awake for a few hours. Well, a couple. Well, one hour. I kicked back the recliner and closed my eyes, letting the gentle rumble of the air conditioning soothe the throb that persisted right between my eyes. 

      “Julian?”

      I cracked open an eye at the voice from the doorway. My roommate and best friend, Minho, stood in his boxers and socks in the opening of the little hallway, a toothbrush in his hand and a mouth full of toothpaste. 

      “What the hell man!” he demanded around the toothpaste, before putting up a one second finger and disappearing into the bathroom. Minho appeared a moment later wiping his face with a washcloth. “Where were you?”

      I snorted—which hurt—and closed my eyes again. “What are you, my mom?”

      “Maybe!” Minho smacked me with his washcloth. “It is three in the afternoon! I thought you’d died or something!”

      “Is that why you’re still in your boxers? I scared the pants off you?”

      Minho made another “I’m gonna smack the shit out of you with this washcloth” motion. I laughed and raised both hands in surrender. “Nah, I’m fine. That girl pulled over to let me throw up, and I must have passed out.”

      Minho rolled his eyes and collapsed onto the couch. “Julian, you are insane. I’m going to go gray because of you, you know that.”

      I winked at him, “You’d make a pretty hot silver fox.”

      Minho rolled his eyes and I laughed. I stood and stretched. Every muscle was sore. A gentle pitter patter had started since I’d come inside, and now it rose to a gentle roar. Outside the window, the sky was a delicate gray. Not quite gray, but not blue either. Just a soft, almost whitish color filled the sky. A single bird cast a speck of black onto the white as I looked and was just as quickly gone. 

      Rain was good. It had been too long since the golden grass had seen water. 

      “You smell like shit.” Minho told me matter of factly. 

      “Sniffing me again, huh?” I winked at him again, earning another eye roll, and made my way to the bathroom. As I rummaged through the drawer for my toothpaste, I called out loud enough for him to hear me. “So, I demolished that guy Chad McCormick from high school in beer pong last night.”

      “The one who called us racial slurs?”

      “Yep. Still an asshole. Still dumb. Probably still humiliated.”

      “You are too good at Beer Pong!” Minho called. “You need better, healthier hobbies.”

      “We work at a bar.”

      “My statement stands.”

      I rolled my eyes, and continued. “Anyways, after Lizzie ditched me I passed out in one of those mushroom circles. Fairy rings or whatever, and I had this dream that I was a fairy at a party or something and this lady who looked like she was made out of a tree gave me an apple.”

      My mouth tasted like a drunk squirrel had crawled in there and died while I was asleep, so I started scrubbing furiously at my teeth, stepping back out to look at Minho—who was automatically more appealing to look at than my own grizzled reflection. 

      “Well, you should know Lizzie called me last night, crying.” He said.  “Apparently you did not ask to throw up, just jumped out of that car, while it was still moving and refused to get back in.”

      “I did?” With my toothbrush still in my mouth, it sounded more like “ah bib?” but Minho seemed to understand. I didn’t remember any of that. 

      “That’s what she said. But she also said she had a good time but wasn’t interested in another date.”

      “Umberstanmable.” I said through a mouth full of toothpaste. 

      “Dude.” Minho looked at me like a tired dad. 

      I motioned for him to hold on and vanished back into the bathroom to rinse out my mouth before answering. “Some weirdo Ren fair looking douchebag tried to drug her drink and I drank it in his face to prove a point. Not my brightest moment, but I got him kicked out of the party.”

      Minho sat up straight, suddenly wide-eyed, “Holy shit. You did what? Did she not know?” 

      I shrugged. “It’s all kind of a blur after that. The guy said some cryptic Shakespeare shit and then I went to find her. She was only a few sips in and had set the drink down to go to the bathroom. I don’t think the guy knew I was watching.”

      Miho rubbed his eyes. “Jesus Christ Julian. You are the worst decision maker I’ve ever met. Why? Why was drinking it your choice.”

      “I become belligerent when I’m drunk, and it seemed the next best thing to do besides start a fight that I’d lose.”

      “What about calling the police?”

      “It didn’t occur to me.” I shook my head. “I got him kicked out and I think the owners did call the police.”

      “You are exhausting.”

      “I aim to please.” I offered him a light courtesy. “But don’t worry my lesson has been learned, I’ve never had a hangover this bad.”

      “You have a hangover?” Minho frowned at me. “You’ve literally never gotten a hangover.”

      “I know right.”

      My roommate sighed and rubbed his head. “What do you mean ‘Ren fair’?”

      I shrugged. “I don’t know. He was in a costume, like he was going to a renaissance festival. He had a whole vibe, like he was an actor or cosplayer that took his role way too seriously.”

      Miho shook his head again, still dumb founded. “I’m glad you’re both ok. You’re an idiot, but, you could have saved her life, man.”

      I didn’t know what to say to that. I hadn’t thought of it that way. I’d been too drunk at the time to think it through. To think I was doing anything more than giving a big middle finger to that guy, but it was more than that. He was more than a jerk I’d foiled. He could have really wanted to hurt Lizzie. I suddenly wished I’d been more sober, so I could have called the police instead of passing out in a fairy ring. 

      “Well…” Minho didn’t look like he knew what to say either, but then slapped his hands on his knees like someone’s dad and stood. “I’ve got work pretty soon. I hope you’re staying home. You look like shit.”

      “I am absolutely not going in.” I followed him to his bedroom door as he pulled out the black pants and Rodeo Blaze t-shirt that was our uniform. “I slept in a field of mushrooms, and I smell like grass and fried pickles. That I never even got to eat.”

      “I’ll bring you some pickles as long as you promise me, no partying tonight.”

      “What do I look like to you? Some kind of party animal?” I grinned at him.

      “You look like you got dug up this morning, you corpse. Take a shower.”

      “Aye aye, Mr. Song.” I gave him a mock salute and turned away, stiffly like a soldier, quickly ducking the shoe he tossed at my head and darted into the bathroom, slamming the door right as the other shoe smacked into it. 

      I could hear him laughing from the hallway. 

      I still had on my own uniform from the night before. Black jeans and rodeo t-shirt, only now the jeans were ripped at the knee and a little grass stained. They always smelled like beer and sweat and cow, but now they smelled like all of that plus grass and something else I couldn’t describe. But…it made me think of that dream. The woman made out of tree branches and the party. Faceless beautiful figures in gowns that flowed and moved like they were made of spider webs. Every movement sent the cloth billowing around them ethereally. They maneuvered around each other so gracefully it was almost like an impossible dance with untold steps, like their feet weren’t touching the ground. 

      The woman had two huge antler-like branches growing from her brow bones that sprouted with clumps of leaves and small, white flowers. Her skin was made of tree bark, but her features were those of a beautiful woman with full red lips and eyes like chunks of sapphires. In her outstretched hand was, the reddest, most perfect apple I’d ever seen. She was offering it to me. I’d taken it, looking the woman in her eyes as I took a bite. I chewed and swallowed. Something about the sweetness in my throat made me feel powerful, like my legs were so much stronger than they’d ever been. Like I could run forever. But suddenly I remembered that I didn’t like apples. I made a face and put the apple back. 

      “No thank you,” I’d said and smiled. The woman’s face was suddenly much less human, and her frame stretched up into a huge tree hunched over me. Her mouth split open, filled with hundreds of teeth made of splinters and thorns and she screamed something I couldn’t hear over the gentle music of the party and the whispering swish of the dancers’ clothes.

      That’s when I woke up. Everything smelled like grass, and not even the fun kind. Just plain old, garden variety grass. 

      I shook off the dream and stepped into the shower, letting the warm water wash away all the smells and bad dreams from my skin. 

      Minho soon called his departure through the door, and I heard the heavy shut of the front door. The shower’s water filled the silence. 

      With my roommate gone, the emptiness of my apartment suddenly felt stifling, so I sped through the shower, scrubbing myself down till my skin felt clean and a little raw. 

      Wrapped in my towel, I switched the TV in the living room on so the voices of whatever sitcom Minho had been watching could replace the silence. 

      Without bothering to get dressed, I fell into bed, and was out.
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        * * *

      

      In another universe, I woke up a couple hours later, feeling well rested, ate some steamed broccoli, and maybe filed my taxes or something. But in this universe, of course, that’s not what happened. 

      It didn’t feel like I’d slept. Or any time had passed at all, though it must have. The moment I woke up, I knew something was wrong. Definitely not in my bed. It was too hot, and the air felt sticky against my skin. Whatever was under me was scratchy, like dry grass, and the air around me smelled like… well it smelled like shit. Like manure. 

      Slowly, I creaked my eyes open, as if that would change what I was about to see. 

      The very first thing I saw was… the underbelly of a very large animal. A horse. I stifled a scream and crab clawed my way out from under the horse. She was asleep, so the large, chestnut animal didn’t react to my movement. 

      I sat up. I was in a horse stall. Manure and large piles of hay filled were lit by a dim light that I realized came through a window. Evening light. It must have been hours since I laid down for a nap. Why on earth was I in a horse stall?

      And… Why the hell was I naked? I rubbed my eyes hard until spots danced, and I blinked at the ground. 

      What the fuck?

      I stood, wiping dirt and hay off my ass and legs. Standing I could see the rest of the stable—because that is where I was, and there were horses in the surrounding stalls. The one across from me, a pretty white and gray piebald mare stared at me with blank marble eyes. 

      I didn’t know where it was, and I didn’t know how I’d gotten here but the first thing I needed to worry about was covering my junk and getting home. 

      I rubbed my eyes hard until spots danced and blinked at the ground. I was still in the stall, staring at a horse’s rear.

      I stood, wiping dirt and hay off my ass and legs, trying not to be completely overwhelmed by the little voice in my head that screamed incessantly in fear and confusion. Standing, I could see the rest of the stalls. It was a huge barn, with more than 30 horses sleeping and snorting in their stalls. The horse in the stall directly across from me, a pretty white and gray piebald mare stared at me with big glassy eyes.

      I averted my gaze. I didn’t know where I was. Where in town kept this many horses. I felt a little addled, and the only place with a stable coming to mind was the Brambles farm, but I was pretty sure they only had one or two horses. Not thirty. Where mattered less, what I really needed to worry about was covering my junk and getting out of here. The horse had her head hanging over the door as she slept, so that eliminated the most obvious way out, unless I wanted to wake the beast up. And for some reason confronting a horse with your dick out felt like a bad idea. The stall itself was empty as if it had been recently cleaned. Nothing helpful like the horse blankets they put on them in movies. I may have worked at the rodeo, but Minho was the cowboy. My experience with any of the bigger animals was minimal. Horses might be the gentlest creature in the world for all I knew but people got paid to avoid getting killed by these creatures the size of a Honda Civic. No thank you.

      Suddenly, a distant creak of an unoiled gate interrupted my unhelpful ponderings. The stable was mostly quiet, so the sound seemed to echo, greeted by rustling and some snorts of stirred horses. I cursed and ducked back down, pressing up against the wall, knees into my chest. Footsteps stomped down the aisle between the stalls. 

      “Sunflower!” A girl’s voice rang out in an excited sing-song, and to my dismay, the mare in front of me stirred, supposedly reacting to her name. I was once again incredibly aware how big the horse was and how easily my gangly naked body would be to trample.

      “Hello pretty girl! How are–” the voice stopped right as the girl’s head appeared over the stall door, her gaze unfortunately falling directly on me. Her jaw fell slack.

      “It’s not what it looks like!” I blurted, my voice coming out high and strained. 

      “I… Have no idea what this looks like. What are you doing in there? Are you naked? Did you try to fuck my horse?”

      “No!” My voice cracked. “Of course not!”

      Her eyes widened, “You can’t say of course not! There is no ‘of course’ about this! How’d you get in there?”

      “I don’t know!”

      “What?”

      “I don’t know how I got here. I know that sounds like bullshit, but I just woke up here. I think I might have been sleep walking or something.”

      She narrowed her eyes at me, and I had enough wherewithal to register the thick winged eyeliner. “Uh huh. If you don’t remember, you might have tried to fuck my horse.”

      “I swear I didn’t try to fuck your horse.”

      “But you don’t know for sure.”

      I must have looked at her with either too much desperation or patheticness for her to continue. She just looked at me, emotions chasing around in her face. I wasn’t sure what else to do, so I just kept squatting, propped up against the wall. She was very small, short with a round face and dark eyes, with thick black hair that had been dyed teal at the ends, just brushing her shoulders in a bob. She looked familiar.

      “You’re Pickle Girl!” I exclaimed as soon as I realized, startling the suspicion out of her face. 

      “What?”

      “At the rodeo! You’re the girl who, like, does homework and orders pickles. Every night. Sprite and fried pickles.”

      The girl blinked. “Um… yeah, that’s me. Are you one of the bartenders?”

      “Uh…” I wanted to stand but the weird, crouched position I squatted in was the only thing keeping my modesty. It wasn’t comfortable, but I’d rather look like Gollum than accidentally flash this girl. “Yeah… I’m the hot one.”

      She snorted and raised one eyebrow with the ease of Spock. I cleared my throat thinking that the joke could have gone over better if it weren’t for the current circumstances. “You… wouldn’t happen to have extra pants, would you?”

      The girl looked at me for a long, long moment. “You really aren’t sure how you got here?”

      “I am completely clueless and as confused as you are. I just want to wear pants again.”

      I really sounded pathetic now. I could feel the girl analyzing my threat level. She had the advantage of being clothed and standing holding a large bucket of water. I’m tall but not strong by any means. I’ve got arms made of spaghetti and she looked like she worked out. Right now she wore a too big flannel over cropped overalls, but I’d seen her arms at the bar, and they were well toned. What can I say, I’m a fan of a woman who could kick my ass, and I could tell that Pickle Girl could. 

      She took a sharp decisive breath.

      “Fine.” She removed her flannel and tossed it to me, “I’ll take you to get some clothes and get you home. However, I took Jujitsu for ten years and can bench press 250. If you even think about being a creep, I will break your arms. Got it?”

      I nodded. I wouldn’t want to give a random naked man pants either.

       “Thank you so much.” I shifted so I could wrap the flannel around my waist before standing, and my muscles strained and thanked me as I did so. There’s a reason Gollum was so unhappy. I still felt silly and only moderately less vulnerable. Pickle Girl stared at me. Suspicious still and a little startled. I looked at her a little startled too. She was shorter than I’d been expecting. She could still probably kick my ass, but her head ended at my chest. 

      “Huh. You really are that bartender. I couldn’t recognize you.”

      “In the flesh. Maybe… some more flesh than needed.”

      She rolled her eyes and unlocked the stall door, talking gently to her horse as she did so, “Sorry, honey, I’ll have to come back later.”

      She stood back, holding the door open, moving well out of my way. I stepped out, giving her a wide berth, hay and other unmentionables crunching under my bare feet. Pickle Girl closed the stall door without taking her eyes off of me. I cleared my throat awkwardly, rubbing some more of the hay out of my hair with the hand that wasn’t holding the flannel up Tarzan style. 

      “I’m Julian.”

      Pickle Girl bit the insides of her cheeks, thinking. After an up and down of my pitiful frame. She put her hands in her pockets. I noticed the edges of her overall shorts were frayed and uneven as if she had chopped them herself. Under it she wore just a sports bra, leaving her sides visible.  She had a tattoo on her ribs on either side, but I couldn’t tell what it was. She also wore big thick combat boots that would hurt like a bitch to get kicked by. Facing her, I could see that she was small in height, but she had broad solid shoulders and wide hips. Pickle Girl looked like she’d been carved out of stone. After a moment, she made up her mind, and rolled her shoulders back, trying to make herself look more dignified–which wasn’t hard considering, if I haven’t mentioned, I was naked. 

      “I’m Alice.”

      I expected Alice to walk me to a car, but we walked out of the back door of the stables, into a broad golden field. I recognized it. There was only one farm with this many horses in town; Blaze’s. He owned Rodeo Blaze, and kept the horses on his farm when they weren’t at the show. It was the only farm in town bigger than the Brambles’, but years of shared history had kept the two from competing. Of course, I’d wound up naked on my boss’s property. 

      Alice had me walk right in front of her and directed me away from what looked like a big gravel driveway and towards the farmhouse. I really didn’t want my boss to see me like this, but I followed her direction without comment. She literally was the one wearing the pants. I opened the back door.

      “Do you like… live with Blaze?” I asked. She shushed me and shut the back door. It was in the hottest part of summer, but it was almost chilly in the house and smelled like apple cider candles. A plush blue carpet covered worn hardwood and the wallpaper was a faded floral, with framed pictures covering it from floor to ceiling. 

      Alice made a directing motion and I turned down a narrow hallway which opened up into a big kitchen, complete with drying herbs hanging from one wall. We walked past it, through a screen door and down a narrow flight of stairs. For a millisecond I thought Alice was about to murder me, but she pushed past me when we reached the bottom, fishing in her pocket for a set of keys and I realized it was some kind of basement apartment. The door opened into a small living room. Alice motioned me in ahead of her, and I stepped into the little room. It smelled like summer, like watermelon and strawberries, but was even colder than upstairs had been. A kitchenette sat to one side of the little entryway, and to the other side was a mirror about at chest height—eye height for her—and a little table with a candy bowl full of change and keys and receipts. In front of me was a well-kept living room with two windows set high up against the ceiling and pretty green furniture. In the few seconds we paused while Alice shut the door, a small gray tabby cat trotted out of seemingly nowhere and trilled at Alice. 

      She ignored the cat and ducked past me without a word, disappearing around the corner. 

      I heard rustling, and after a moment the cat followed. I stood awkwardly in the little entryway. I didn’t know Blaze rented out. Or many she was related to him?

      I heard keys again, and a solid shut of a door before Alice reappeared with a bundle of towels and maybe some clothes which she shoved unceremoniously into my arms. “Bathroom is around the corner. You should… shower.”

      “Oh, right.”

      She nodded sharply and left back up the stairs, leaving me alone in her little apartment. I looked down at the cat, who looked up at me with big green eyes. 

      “You.” I said and walked around the corner where Alice had gone. Two doors, one propped open with a light on that I assumed was the restroom, and one shut. I assumed that was the locking door I’d heard. Probably her bedroom. 

      The cat followed me and stopped just outside the door like she was bored and looked at me blankly. I saluted her and shut the door. 

      I stared at my reflection in an ornate round mirror mounted over the sink. 

      What was going on? I looked rough. Big dark circles surrounded my eyes, and my hair which should have been in nice curls after my shower was…large. Dirt and…hopefully just dirt was smeared all over my face and chest, pieces of hay stuck to me comically in random places, and out of my hair at every angle. I looked a little feral, like I’d decided to live the life of chickens for several weeks. I set the bundle down on the closed toilet and finally dropped the flannel. I shoved it into what I assumed to be a dirty clothes basket. 

      Had I really slept walked all the way here? How long had it been? I didn’t have my phone, so I had no way to check the time, or anything else. I felt completely untethered from reality. And not in a fun way. 

      There was a lot to unpack about the last couple hours, but I decided to put them on hold when I caught a whiff of myself. Oh boy. 
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        * * *

      

      My skin was raw by the time I felt clean enough to get out of the shower. I grabbed one of the towels from the bundle on the toilet, carelessly flinging the rest of the clothes onto the ground. I toweled off my hair and face and stepped over the lip of the tub onto the carpet. 

      I glanced down at the clothes. Not enough fabric. I frowned and picked them up. They looked like workout clothes. Shorts, a tank top and boxers, but the kind that are designed for girls. I made a face. I didn’t want to be stealing her underwear, but it was better than going out in hot pants, dick swinging. 

      I got dressed quickly, ready to get this misadventure over with. I wanted go home, put on my actual underwear and go back to sleep. I didn't know if the exhaustion stemmed from how stressed I was about the whole situation, or if it was my body reacting to the long, long journey it must have taken to get here. It felt like I’d lived four days since I’d laid down for a nap after my shower that afternoon.

      Once dressed I stared at myself in the round mirror. And laughed. I’m sure on Alice the outfit would have been totally acceptable, but since I was considerably taller… the shorts, cinchable around the waist were barely more than booty shorts, and the tank top stopped halfway down my midriff, the ‘Sun’s, Out Guns Out’ message scrawled across the front contrasting ridiculously with my bony shoulders and thin arms. I looked like I’d walked out of the seventies. Not that I had a problem with showing myself off; it just read as a little sluttier than I was used to. 

      Alice hadn’t returned when I went back out into her apartment, and the cat was nowhere to be seen, so bracing myself for whatever horrors I was about to face, I left the apartment, and climbed the stairs. I paused at the top by the screen door. I could hear sounds on the other side of the door, like someone was in the kitchen. I hoped it was Alice and not my boss, or his very kind apple-faced wife. 

      Steeling myself, I opened the door. 

      The smell of cinnamon and apples greeted me from the kitchen. Blaze’s wife, Magnolia stood at a steel counter kneading dough and humming to music I couldn’t quite hear. 

      She seemed completely unfazed when she saw me. “Hello, Julian!”

      I stared at her, not really sure what to do. Magnolia always looked a little like a kind round woman from a picture book and nothing ever seemed to faze her. She took every blow from the universe with a smile and a gentle pat on the shoulder. I’d met her a couple times and she never seemed to change. Not her outfit or her attitude. Magnolia was as constant as a mountain. A far cry from her husband who had a big voice and a temper, but not the bad kind. He was boisterous. 

      “Well, get over here!” Magnolia smiled at me, motioning with her head at a second pile of dough, as if she’d known I was going to appear. I paused for a second too long and she huffed at me. The huff was enough to get me to the sink to wash my hands and straight to the counter. 

      “I’m making apple pies for the servers tonight.” she said merrily as I joined her. Again, she didn’t seem at all stunned by my risqué outfit, or my unexplained presence in her house. 

      I kneaded with her in silence for a few moments, listening to the gentle, but indiscernible music she hummed along too, getting lost in the soft dough and repetitive motion until Alice reappeared suddenly in the doorway, halfway through slinging a messenger bag over her shoulder. She stopped short when she saw me, having clearly been on her way back to the apartment. Pickle Girl looked me up and down and chortled. 

      “Nice look.” she snorted. “Come on, I have class in less than an hour so we’ve gotta go.”

      I looked at her dumbly with floury hands. “Class?”

      “Yeah, like college. Com’on, Hot Pants.”

      Magnolia gave me a big grin as I washed my hands and wished me well.

      “Good fortune, Julian,” she said in a sing-song as I followed Alice out the front door which opened onto a big wrap-around porch and down the creaky front steps. A couple of rusted trucks sat on the long gravel driveway. The small girl led me to a rust covered canary yellow truck with one wheel in the junkyard. She tossed her bag in through the window. 

      “Do you have any friends at Rodeo Blaze right now? Could someone there take you home?” Alice asked as she clambered up into the driver’s seat. 

      “Uh…” I stood stupidly outside the car. I felt exposed in the outfit, with a good three inches of my stomach exposed and I couldn’t imagine the shorts left enough up to the imagination. 

      “Get in.” she patted the dashboard like she was inviting me up onto the back of a horse. I obliged and climbed into the passenger’s side, moving my feet away from a Biology 104: The Study of Cellular Evolution textbook that sat on the ground. The dashboard of her car was decorated with stickers and a handful of sparkly trinkets dangled from the rearview mirror. It was cluttered, but smelled nice, the same summery strawberry smell as Alice’s apartment. 

      “My roommate is the shift manager tonight. I can go home with him.”

      Alice nodded absent mindedly.

      I buckled in as Alice peeled out of the driveway. 

      “I call her the Bannanamobile.” Alice said without looking at me, patting the dash by the steering wheel. Her driving was hectic, and her turns made me feel like she was about to launch me into a low orbit. I grabbed the “Oh shit” handle as she drove. I didn’t know what to say. So, for a moment, I didn’t say anything.

      Now that we were in the car, I could see the time. It was only 6. I must not have been asleep for very long at all. At least not before apparently walking myself all the way here. I tried to think of the distance as Alice drove. I’d only been out here properly clothed like twice, but the apartment must have been like 15 or twenty minutes from Blaze’s farm. No way. I wouldn’t want to make that walk even if I was wearing underwear.

      A thought occurred to me. I opened my mouth and said, “Thank you, by the way,” at the exact same moment that she said, “Hey, do you want to go on a date?”

      “What?” I said.

      “What?” she said. “You first.”

      “I–I was just saying thank you. For letting me shower and lending me clothes and stuff." I stared at her. “Did you just ask me on a date?”

      “I did, yes.” Alice didn’t take her eyes off the road.

      “Why?”

      “Should I be insulted, or are you being self-deprecating?”

      “Definitely the second one.” I hooked my thumb back in the direction of Blaze’s farm. “You just found me naked and covered in horse dirt.”

      “Yeah, but I know what you look like most of the time. and…” She shrugged. “What can I say, Julian, I like the unknown. You, sir, are an enigma. One I want to go on a date with.”

      There was so much nonchalant confidence in her voice that I couldn't imagine anyone saying no.

      I certainly wasn’t about to.

      “Um. Yeah. I’d love to.” I rubbed the back of my neck. “How about Rodeo Blaze on Saturday? My roommate is one of the Cowboys, and he’s doing his first Bronc ride.”

      “Perfect.” Alice grinned at me, though I wish she hadn’t taken her eyes from the road when the truck swerved. She quickly straightened. “My phone’s in the cupholder. You should put your number in there.”
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      Minho noticed me before the door had even closed behind me. It wasn’t the busiest hour of the day, especially since there was no rodeo tonight, but there were enough people between us that it was startling when Minho’s eyes met mine instantly. It was almost comical watching the mixture of emotions chase around in Minho’s face until he settled on completely confused. Confused because I was dressed like…this, barefoot, and here at all. 

      I sheepishly made my way to the bar, levering myself onto the stool in front of where he stood. 

      “Can I get a club soda?”

      “What the fuck, Julian?”

      Minho rounded the bar looking me up and down. 

      “So…” I spun the stool slowly to avoid looking at Minho as I said it, “I think I slept walked?”

      “I mean, you have before but normally–”

      “Oh, there is absolutely no ‘normally’ about this.” I interrupted and told him about my shower and nap, and how the nap had somehow turned into the wildest afternoon of my life. Which, all things considered, was saying a lot. 

      When I finished the story, Minho looked like he didn’t know whether to cry, laugh, or punch me in the face. He settled with none of those and let out a deep sigh that sounded like it started deep down in his soul. 

      “Julian Sanchez,” he said like a tired dad, “what in the name of all things holy did you drink last night?”

      I made a face and rested my chin in my palm, elbow on the bar. “I never said I was smart.”

      He rolled his eyes. Minho had a little bit of a cowboy vibe most of the time, but his accent was genuine, and the more frustrated he got, the thicker it was. It was almost always fun to see Minho lean all the way into his cowboy swagger. Minho was the only Korean cowboy in town, and he’d be damned if he wasn’t going to embrace it. 

      “On the bright side I have a date with Pickle Girl.”

      Minho rubbed his brow with deep exasperation. “Only you.”

      My friend went back to his position at the bar, elbow deep in a sudsy sink of dishes. “And don’t think the end of this conversation means I’m gonna drop this. We are taking you to a doctor next week, first chance we get. But I can’t take you home until my shift is over so you’re just going to have to wait.”

      “Well I have the patience of a toddler, so…” I made eyes at the host stand, and Minho seemed to read my gesture, and rolling his eyes, got me one of the kids coloring sheets with the three crayons. 

      To be nice, I ordered a basket of french fries and left him a tip–or I would when we got home and gave him the money for the fries he bought me. I spent the rest of the night eating fries and reminding Minho of the ingredients for various drinks. Minho was the shift manager tonight, so no other coworker or boss came to see my humiliation, and I didn’t have to explain why I was here, dressed like a roller skater from the 70s, when I was allegedly sick in bed. 

      At midnight, when Minho’s shift ended he drove me home in his pickup truck, which was a lot nicer than Alice’s bananamobile. 

      The car ride was silent. I watched the streetlights ebb and brighten on the dashboard for a few minutes before Minho broke the silence. 

      “Are you ok, man?”

      I didn’t look at him. “I hope so. I don’t know what happened.”

      Minho made a hmph sound and parked outside our apartment building. “I’m worried.”

      I nodded. “I know. I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t be sorry, man.” Minho shut the car off. “Julian, just be careful.”

      “I will be.” He looked at me like he didn’t believe me. I took a breath and looked him square in the face, saying with as much conviction as I could, the famous last words,  “Minho, I will be fine.”
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        * * *

      

      I knew before I opened my eyes that it had happened again. I was not in bed. 

      “Shit!’’ I opened my eyes and sat up, flailing. Naked. Again. This time it was dark. I blinked hard until my eyes adjusted to a pale silver light that I recognized after a second as moonlight. Trees. I was in the woods. Which woods, I wasn’t sure. I patted myself and the ground around me. Naked. And it was just me. My muscles ached. 

      “What the hell!” I groaned and let myself fall back into what proved to be moss and twigs and gnarled tree roots. No way this was something that asshat had put in her drink. I felt fine right now. Well other than being naked alone in the woods with sore muscles and twigs in my hair. I cognitively felt ok. I’d felt ok before too. What on earth was happening? I’d slept walked before but never ever like this. Normally I just went into the kitchen, drank milk and left the fridge open, but ending up buck ass nude in random ass places was weird. Beyond weird. 

      Suddenly, I looked up. Behind black twisting tree branches I could see the moon. There wasn’t much of a moon, just a little sliver, but something about looking at the moon situated a horrifying idea in my head. Horrifying. Exciting. Impossible. 

      “You are not a werewolf!” I said out loud. I instantly regretted it, as my voice sounded far too loud. Not that the woods were quiet. Ambient, indistinguishable sounds filled the space around me, but it sounded like it faded when I spoke. It all came back as loud as before. Bugs and branches and shifting. Like the forest was laughing at me. 

      I looked down at my hands. They were caked in dirt, almost like I’d been crawling. I’d seen movies before. And not to brag but I’d even read a few books before, and wasn’t this how it started? Inexplicably waking up in strange places, feeling wrong.

      “Ok but the moon isn’t full, Julian.” I said to myself, ignoring how loud it felt. “Ok if you were a werewolf that would mean rethinking your entire world view. Also, that’s ridiculous. There has to be a logical explanation.”

      But now that I’d thought it, and I couldn’t bring myself to unthink it. The more I tried to fathom a solution that felt more real, the more being a werewolf became the only option. I felt like Bella in Twilight, going down research rabbit holes on increasingly unhelpful websites, but I had just my own brain and no internet access. 

      After a few minutes of trying to unsuccessfully logic myself away from thinking I was a werewolf, I stood, patting moss and dirt off my–once again–bare ass. I looked around, trying to get my bearings. This was definitely worse than waking up in the stable. I was barefoot. 

      Another thought that seemed to corroborate my werewolf theory was how untorn my feet were. If I’d walked here all willy-nilly, wouldn’t I have stepped on twigs and branches and have bloody soles? But my feet felt perfectly fine on the moss. Dirty but not injured. 

      I wasn’t nearly as far from civilization as I thought I was. A light zipping through the trees and then disappearing told me I was only a couple hundred yards away from a road. If I knew the road I might not even have to hitchhike. 

      With a heavy sigh, I trudged towards the road, wincing every couple seconds as I stepped on every twig and acorn, as hard as I tried to avoid them. 

      Like before, I was completely buckass nude, so I couldn’t just walk onto the road with my thumb up. That was a great way to get the police called on me. Instead, I planned on looking for a road sign, maybe that could give me some bearings. 

      The road was dark when I reached it. It was too small to have its own street lights, so just the sliver of moon lit up the narrow stretch of road. I glared up at the moon, still a few trees back. 

      “If you did this to me, I’m gonna be pissed.” I said to the moon, and was pleased to see that absolutely nothing happened. 

      Across the street a few hundred yards away was one of those green road signs. I stepped onto the asphalt and headed towards it, hugging the edge so I could duck behind a tree if I saw any headlights, but the asphalt hurt my bare feet less than the underbrush. It was still warm from the hours of unforgiving sun, but the air was almost cool. It would have been a nice night for stargazing. 

      I squinted and the sign came into focus by moonlight. I recognized the road name. It looked like I was just outside of town, but it also looked like I was just outside of the wrong side of town. As in several miles from home. I groaned. My theory felt solidified again. No way in hell I had walked here in my sleep.  At least not as a person. 

      I groaned again, looking at the moon, willing it to turn me back into a wolf so I could get home faster, but when, yet again, nothing happened, I started what was about to be a long walk back home. 

      I entertained myself by trying to see how much of Hamilton I had committed to memory, but I hadn’t been walking for more than 20 minutes—I’d just gotten to the Schuyler Sisters—when headlights lit up the trees ahead. I ducked behind a tree, peaking out. If it was not a creepy man I might ask for a ride. 

      I noticed after a moment that the car—well too tall to be a car, it looked like a truck—was crawling along. The lights I’d seen before had sped along, but the truck was creeping down the road. I frowned. Was something wrong with the car, or—

      I stood and squinted hard at the truck. I knew that truck. 

      I stepped out from behind the tree, into the headlights, and cupped my hands around my mouth, “Minho!”

      The car stopped moving, and honked. I waved my arms in a huge arch motion, and when the truck honked again I stepped back into the underbrush. It moved forward, faster than before, and I saw I’d been right as Minho pulled up alongside me. 

      Without turning the truck off, Minho lept out and grabbed my shoulders. “Holy shit, Julian, are you alright? Are you hurt?”

      I shook my head. “No I’m fine, but dude I—”

      He spoke over me, and as I said “I think I’m a werewolf” he said, “Julian I think you’re a werewolf.”

      We stared at each other for a dumbfounded second. Tentatively I stepped back, and he dropped my shoulders. 

      “Did we just say the same thing?” I demanded. “Minho you’re supposed to tell me I’m crazy, not agree with me.”

      A handful of emotions passed in my friend’s face and he rubbed the back of his neck. “You’re not crazy, man. This… is what happens.”

      I threw my hands up, “Yeah in movies. You’re supposed to remind me of all the logical alternatives. Werewolves aren’t real! Right?”

      Minho shook his head slowly, and I realized suddenly that there wasn’t any humor in his face. He wasn’t messing with me. Not even a bit. He was serious. And… he looked pained. Almost like he was about to cry.

      “Julian, I have something to tell you.”

      “I knew it! I know you’ve always been in love with me.” It was a long standing joke, but my heart wasn’t in it this time and Minho gave me a look I read as not now. “Sorry”—I cleared my throat—“Continue.”

      “I think you’re a werewolf. And I think so because I am one.”

      I blinked at him. I’d heard him, but for a long moment it felt like the information was just sitting on the surface of my brain, like water droplets that hadn’t soaked into the fabric yet. 

      “What?”

      “Come on.” Minho turned away from me, back to the open car door. His tone was different than I was used to. Softer. “I brought you some pants. I’ll explain on the way home.”
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        * * *

      

      The biggest question in my head, trumping any other thought was did I believe him? Minho wouldn’t lie about something like this in the current circumstances. And I knew when Minho was lying because he was a shit liar. He was telling me the truth but that didn’t actually make it true. He could be delusional or need help. 

      Or, I thought, he could be telling the truth.

      He started without looking at me. “Ok so remember how I dropped out of school?”

      I did. But the subject was sore for him and I didn’t broach it very often. I nodded. Minho had thankfully also brought me my own boxers and a big t-shirt in addition to the sweatpants. 

      “A couple of months into school,” He started, his voice still that odd soft and strained tone. “I was out with a friend, and we got mugged, or at least, we thought we were getting mugged. This guy seemed like he lost his mind and was snarling and screaming and growling and scratching at me, and he ended up biting me in the shoulder so hard it broke the skin and then ran off into the woods on all fours. We assumed he was drunk or on drugs and went to the hospital. They gave me meds to keep me from getting an infection and commented on how pointed the guy’s teeth must have been, and for a while, I didn’t think anything of it. I was still in school, and I started having a hard time focusing on classes that were anywhere near the end of the day—this was in the winter so it got dark really early. I was suddenly stronger than I ever remembered being and I got stir crazy to the point that I was working out two-three times a day just to do something and move, and then about a month after the attack I thought I was sick, and I started to feel less and less like myself and then I remember eating a whole bunch of burgers in our dining hall and no matter what I did I couldn’t get full. I remember running out of the dining hall and out back where no one was… and then I remember waking up completely naked in the woods a few miles from campus. I thought I’d been drugged, but when I went to the hospital, they told me there was nothing in my system, and other than my heart beating faster than normal, I was completely fine. It kept happening, and eventually, I wasn’t forgetting what happened anymore. I was turning into a wolf, a big ass wolf with glowy eyes and…”

      Minho trailed off. “And I think that’s what’s happening to you.”

      I stared at him for a long time. I wanted to argue. To logic my way out of believing him. But again there was complete sincerity in his face. And just like how I had with myself the more I thought about it the more right it sounded. Minho had been so much stronger when he came back from school. He ate so much and never seemed to get full or gain any weight. He worked out enough to exhaust a body builder, and on days when he didn’t he’d get so antsy I thought he’d pace a ditch into the floor. 

      They were things I’d been able to explain through logical real things before, but now… now I wasn’t sure. 

      I still wanted to say “prove it.” But I couldn’t bring myself to say it. 

      “You don’t believe me do you?” He asked, glancing at me. I looked away, out the window, embarrassed. 

      “I don’t know. That’s… it…”

      “Julian, look at me.”

      I did. And nearly jumped out of the pants I’d just put on.

      The inside of the car was dark, the headlights were the only lights for miles besides the moon, so Minho’s eyes were impossible to deny. They were normally black, but now they stared at me bigger than I’d ever seen them, glowing an intense gold that seemed to burn from inside his skull. But then he blinked and the truck was dark again, and I could only assume Minho’s eyes were back to normal. 

      “Wolves have really good night vision.” And as if the eyes wouldn’t have been enough he said, “How do you think I found you all the way out here? I have a good sense of smell, I tracked you.”

      “You’re a werewolf!” It came out a squeak. “Like actually? You turn into a wolf? Werewolves are real?”

      He nodded. “Yep. A lot of other stuff is real too. And, well, you might be one too.”

      My eyes might have popped out of my head. I stared at him wide eyed and slack jawed. Holy shit. Holy shit. 

      “Will I be able to have glowy eyes too?” It felt like a minute thing to focus on, but the whole scope of what he just said refused to settle in my brain so I latched onto this, to avoid having to rethink my entire world view at three in the morning. I pulled the visor down and looked at myself in the mirror, trying to make my eyes turn glowy. I didn’t have a way to try so I just focused really hard, but of course nothing happened. 

      “Yeah, I mean if I’m right. It will take a while for you to be able to control any of it at all. And you won’t be able to do it without help.”

      I shut the visor. “Did you have help?”

      Minho made a grimace-hiss sound. “Yes. You know how I never work on Thursdays, and go out of town?”

      “Yeah?”

      “I go to meet a group of other werewolves. A werewolf support group kind of. There are older werewolves who have been around for a long time, and new ones like me, and we meet and talk about it and they teach us how to control it and stuff like that.”

      “A ‘werewolf support group’?” I almost laughed, “What is it called, ‘Werewolves Anonymous’?”

      “Yes. W.A.”

      “You have got to be shitting me.”
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        * * *

      

      Minho was not shitting me. He was also not taking me home. He was taking me to meet the leader of his W. A. meetings, a werewolf named Sterling who had actually been around since cowboys and lawmen were a thing. Yeah, apparently werewolves were almost immortal. Minho said they still aged, but the process was insanely slowed down. He told me how he could control it, but not well, and eventually he should have total control over the change from human to werewolf. 

      “At first it’s almost like the wolf is a second being in your head.” He explained. The soft strained voice from before was gone, now that I was mostly on board—though to be honest I’m not sure if I was so much on board as clinging desperately to the side and getting dragged along—and I could tell he was really proud of what he’d learned and the progress he’d made. I didn’t really understand a lot of what he was telling me, but, hell, I was proud of him too. 

      “It’s like trying to heel an excitable and aggressive dog at all times, but you are also the dog. It’s hard until you realize that the wolf is both a new thing and something that is part of you. The better you accept it the easier it gets to control, because it’s just another version of you.”

      Werewolves have to change on the full moon, but the ones with better control can change whenever they want to, but the process wasn’t quite a magic in and out. It took a few minutes, and was almost painful. They didn’t pop into a new form, their bones and skin moved. Hair grew and their teeth lengthened, and they could feel all of it. It exhausted them. 
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        * * *

      

      Minho’s friend lived an hour from our apartment, so we pulled up a long concrete driveway at nearly four thirty in the morning. It was one of those big fancy modern houses, with a gate and a passcode to get inside. The yard was clean and green looking, but not uniform. There were dandelions and clover and big stones surrounding what looked like a pond. Minho knew the code, because apparently this was where W.A.—I couldn’t say it without laughing—met every Thursday. 

      We parked behind a very sleek looking car that was probably expensive and might have been impressive if I’d known anything about cars. Minho led me up to the front door, which for some reason was taller than normal doors. 

      “Should I like… not look them in the eye or something?” I asked under my breath. “Is there like the alpha thing? Do you guys mate for life?”

      “Don’t make it weird, and no, that’s not actually how wolves work, man. You can look him in the eyes, just be nice.”

      “I’ll do my best, Jacob.”

      Minho rolled his eyes and rang the doorbell. It was four thirty in the morning, so I didn’t know what to expect, but after a few moments I heard footsteps on the other side of the door, and then it opened. 

      In the doorway was a huge man. He had to have been half a foot taller than me with shoulders like a rhino and a grizzled face. A huge scar stretched from one brow to the opposite jaw. A huge gray beard was lazily braided down a barreled chest, and he looked at us under bushy eyebrows with intently green eyes. The man looked like that could throw me like a javelin all the way to Canada. I wasn’t sure if I squeaked, but I had to resist the urge to hide behind Minho. 

      When he saw Minho, the face that a moment ago had made me nearly piss myself broke into a huge grin, and suddenly instead of aged Conan the barbarian, he was like a Viking Santa.

      “Minho!’’ His voice was a warm whisky baritone that should have read audio books. “What are you doing here? Are you alright?”

      He looked at his watch, blinking. I realized he hadn’t been glaring out from under his eyebrows, just squinting at us sleepily. I also realized he had on a bathrobe and pink bunny slippers. Ok, I’m a scaredy-cat. It had been a long night.

      “Hi, Kent, I’m sorry to bother you guys so late. I was hoping to talk to Sterling.” Minho stepped a little to the side to reveal me, making me realize I had, in fact, accidently cowered behind him a little. “I think my friend is a werewolf.”

      The big man, Kent apparently, looked me up and down. 

      “Hmmm.” He said. “Ok. I’ll wake him. You two come in. I’ll have Marge get you some tea.”

      We stepped into the big house, and Kent led us to a drawing room with a big fireplace and bookcases filled to the ceiling. We sat in armchairs the color of moss and Kent disappeared. 

      I wanted to protest that he didn’t have to wake anyone up to bring us stuff. I felt bad, but then a tray with two silver tea cups floated into the room. I stared at it like I was going crazy again. I looked from Minho to the tray, back to Minho. When Minho noticed he laughed. 

      “Marge is a poltergeist. Sometimes poltergeists like doing tasks if you can get on their good side.”

      I had absolutely no space left in my brain to unpack that so I just nodded like that made sense. “Ok.”

      Poltergeists are real too? My brain screeched as I took the teacup from the tray, and it drifted, seemingly on its own to Minho. Shhh, brain. I thought back, go with the flow. 

      I drank the tea which was thick and sweet with honey. It warmed me from the inside, and I didn’t think I’d been cold until that moment. 

      The tray drifted away and out the door, and a moment later, the doorway filled with the huge man again, only now he wasn’t alone, he stood just behind another man. 

      This man was much smaller, not exactly short except in direct contrast with Kent. He had dark skin and salt and pepper close cut hair. He was a lean man, and even though he must have just been woken up, and wore a bathrobe, he looked composed and somehow serene. The man emanated calm. My heart hadn’t stopped racing for two days, but now, looking at the intense, but kind looking face, I felt the knot in my chest ease. This must be Sterling. 

      “You’re up early aren’t you, Minho?” He had a higher voice, lilted with a southern drawl that felt older than the wood under our feet. The causal tone was totally undermined by the feeling in my bones commanding me to listen to this man. Somehow he demanded reverence without doing anything to ask for it. Before Minho could answer, Sterling turned his gaze on me, and it felt like the gentle looking eyes were piercing into my core. “What’s up?”

      I almost snorted at the question. I glanced at Minho, who looked at home in the big chair. He nodded to tell me it was okay, so I took a breath and told Sterling everything that felt important, from falling asleep in the open to waking up in random places, naked, twice in a row. 

      While I talked, Sterling sat on a foot stool, listening intently. Kent came up and stood behind him, putting a hand on the smaller man’s shoulder. Sterling casually laced his fingers with Kent’s as he listened. 

      “Hmm,” Sterling pulled his legs up under him on the cushion. “I feel like there’s something missing from this story, Hun.”

      I blinked. “Uh, before I passed out I was at a party and a weird guy put something in the drink of the girl I was there with. I drank it.”

      “I don’t know if that was brave, dumb, or pointless.”

      I shrugged. “Probably all three.”

      Sterling laughed. He still felt like he demanded respect, but not in a way that made me fear him. The longer I looked at him the more he felt like a kind youth pastor or your favorite English teacher. 

      “Well, Julian, it sounds like something happened.” Sterling shook his head and looked at Minho. “Minho, your friend is not a werewolf.”

      I blanched and looked at Minho. He frowned and sat forward. “But, Sterling, he-he’s been waking up in random places just like I did.”

      Sterling shook his head again. “I’m sorry to you both but I can’t help you. Use your wolf’s nose Minho. There’s no wolf in your friend. You know you can tell the difference.”

      Minho closed his eyes and took a deep breath through his nose. He frowned and opened his eyes, which were the gold from the truck again. They faded back to black. Minho sat back in defeat. 

      “You’re right. Damn it! I’m sorry, Julian.”

      I didn’t know what to say. I looked back helplessly at Sterling who watched me with pity. “Then… What’s wrong with me?”

      “I don’t know what you’ve got going on in there, but you are certainly not a werewolf.” Sterling stood and walked to a desk nestled between two bookshelves. “There is something related to our world though. This is not nothing. And it might have something to do with what that man put in the drink, or even where you fell asleep. Or something from a long time ago, that is just catching up with you.”

      He scribbled something on a piece of paper as he talked, and then folded it back into a little square, and put it into an envelope. 

      “Just because I don’t know anything doesn’t mean there is nothing to know.” he sealed the envelope by folding it in half, and walked back to where Minho and I sat. “Take this to Ruby. She might be able to tell you something more helpful.”

      I frowned. “Ruby? Minho’s girlfriend?”

      They both ignored me. Minho looked from the envelope to Sterling. “What is it?”

      “My notes. Things she might be able to use to help you figure out what’s going on. “Sterling gave me a warm smile. “I hope you figure out what is happening to you. And even if you aren’t a werewolf, if you think it would be beneficial to you at all, feel free to come with Minho to a W. A. meeting. We spend a lot of time helping people who have been suddenly shoved from what they thought was the real world into this one. It can be a lot to handle.”

      I nodded numbly. “Thank you.”

      “Thanks Sterling.” Minho stood, and I followed suit. “I’m sorry to wake you up so early.” 

      The older man waved him off. “No problem. My gates are always open to my pack.”

      Minho’s face shifted a little, and it looked almost like he was glowing. He looked proud. Like his father had just patted him on the back. 

      The two men led us to the door, and we thanked them as Kent handed me a baggie full of crackers.
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        * * *

      

      When the doors closed behind the old werewolf couple, Minho and I looked out the front window and stared. Night was turning gray around us, and I could feel the dark circles hanging from my eyes like weights. The ease Sterling’s presence had brought me was gone. 

      “He’s cool.” I said finally. It didn’t seem to properly match how I felt about that man. In awe was more accurate. I’d met him for only a second, but I’d probably march off a cliff if he told me it would be okay.  “So the people who come to the W.A. are like a pack?”

      Minho rubbed his eyes aggressively with both fists, looking a little like a child. “Yeah. I love them. Not everyone that comes to the meetings are part of the pack. And there are members who don’t come to the meetings. The W.A. meetings are just for support. There is, like, a ritual for joining the pack. ”

      He yawned. I yawned. 

      “How did he do that?”

      “Do what?”

      “I don’t know he just…” I rolled my hand, looking for the word, “he just felt so… important. Like he could have said anything and I would have had to listen. He felt calm, I guess. Being near him made me feel better?”

      “Oh, right.” Minho started the car. “It’s because he’s the Alpha. They don’t work the same way they do in like those horny books. He’s not, like, dominant, I guess. Like I said, it works more like real wolves, he becomes like the parent of the pack. He’s the caretaker, and some werewolves just become an alpha, or a caretaker when they’re made. He doesn’t dominate, he guides and soothes, I guess. The effects work on everyone. That’s how he’s so rich, he’s a celebrity therapist.”

      “Huh.” I wasn’t sure what to make of that. Just that I’d gladly tell that man every thought I’d ever had. Or even give him all my money if he told me he was proud of me. “Universal dad.”

      “Basically.” Minho started towards home. 

      After a few minutes of dim sky and the flashing of trees out the window, I said, “What now?”

      Minho yawned again. “Now we find Ruby. She’ll have the answers. She always does.”

      “Oh yeah, what on earth does your girlfriend have to do with any of this?”

      Minho’s face cracked into a little smile, “You’ll see.”
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      The sun had just crested its head over a pink horizon when we pulled down the gravel driveway of the Brambles farm. Even so, a few people already milled around the animals and their pens. A distant moo mingled with the familiar snap and pop of gravel under the tires. 

      I’d been on the farm a few times. It was always picturesque and pleasant like something out of Little House on the Prairie. Minho and I had gone to school with Ruby, and we’d been almost friends for a few years when she and Minho dated in high school. 

      I recognized her as Minho’s truck came to a stop by the end of the driveway, near a pen where a few dairy cows dozed. Ruby stood at the end of the driveway like she’d been expecting us, a pissed looking rooster tucked under one of her arms like a misbehaving child. 

      I hadn’t seen Ruby since high school. She and Minho had only started dating a few months ago and we had just kept missing each other until now. She looked different but not unrecognizable. She’d always been small and slightly round, with not a single sharp edge on her. Even her glasses were big and round with thin wire frames. Her hair was shoulder length and pink. She’d always been cute, but the couple years since I’d seen her had done her well. She looked more comfortable in her skin than I remembered. 

      Minho hopped out of the truck before I did and I saw Ruby smile as he kissed her on the cheek. 

      I clambered out of the truck, catching the end of Ruby saying, “—this early in the morning?”

      “What? I can’t just visit my girl?” He seemed revived by seeing her, but I was still just as sleepy and almost lost my balance as my feet hit the gravel. I could feel Ruby look at me. 

      “Julian?”

      I straightened. “Hey, Ruby. Looking good.”

      She smiled, but the smile faded as she looked at me. I wondered briefly what the state of my hair could possibly be, before she looked at Minho with a stony expression. 

      “Minho what happened?” Stony didn’t fit her face well. Her face was made for soft expressions, but somehow I knew that if she looked at me like that I’d have to answer her. 

      Minho grimaced and fished in his pocket for the envelope from Sterling. “That’s the problem. We’re not sure.”

      Ruby looked at me again, accepting the envelope, and set down the chicken, who walked away clucking grumpily. “Come with me, and tell me everything.”
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        * * *

      

      Ruby read whatever was on the paper while we walked and I talked. She led us around the back of the farm house, to what looked like a vamped up shed and ushered us inside while I still talked. I still didn’t know why Ruby would know anything about the situation, but I understood as soon as I stepped inside. The inside of the shed for a moment confused the hell out of my brain. 

      For one, the shed, from the outside, couldn’t have been more than ten by ten feet, but inside…it had to have been as big as our apartment. There were bookshelves and desks, a cauldron, bundles of scented herbs hung from one wall, and jars of who knows what. 

      Ruby was a witch. 

      I must have been slack jawed, because Ruby had to shoo me further into the room. She scanned the note again and again, though it really didn’t look like there was that much on it. 

      “Ok.” She furrowed her eyebrows, and pointed to a purple arm chair that sat in the middle of a detailed chalk circle. “You. Sit.”

      I resisted the urge to say ‘yes ma’am’ and sat, “-and then Sterling told us to come to you.”

      “Well, you’re not a werewolf.”

      Minho collapsed onto a couch that matched the chair. “That’s the problem. But no, that’s too easy.”

      Ruby hushed him, and walked over to a chalkboard, and reached into her rainboot, pulling out a stick about as long as her forearm with twisting designs I couldn’t make out from here, and a honking huge red gemstone—most likely a Ruby. A wand. She waved the wand at the board muttering to herself and a piece of chalk floated up and started writing in a legible cursive. 

      It wrote: Flour, Apples, Titania, Maeve, Toad Stools, Horse, Strawberries, and Elfhame. Then under the list, it wrote fairy dust put in his drink. 

      “What does that mean?” 

      Ruby put the note in her overall pocket and put her hands on her hips, “This is what Sterling smelled on you that he thought might give me some idea about what’s going on.”

      “Does it?”

      Ruby turned back to me, and I couldn’t read the expression in her face. “I don’t know. Maybe a bit.”

      “Exactly what happened between you leaving the bar and you going home? Tell me literally every detail.”

      So much had happened since then that I’d forgotten about the dream entirely, but it all came rushing back to me suddenly. I told Ruby about jumping out of the car, and falling asleep in a ring of mushrooms and the dream I’d had after I passed out. The ethereal party. The apple I’d taken a single bite of, and the woman made of a tree who seemed like she wanted to kill me before I woke up. 

      Ruby’s face morphed from ambiguous to absolute horror as I talked, and I found my own chest clenching as I described the dream. It hadn’t felt relevant until this moment, but now… it was probably important. 

      Ruby closed her eyes and pinched the bridge of her nose. She took a long breath. “Julian Sanchez. Have you read any book ever?”

      “Well, yeah, but The Martian doesn’t really give any helpful pointers on the situation.”

      Ruby made a sound of exasperation, and pointed at the board, yelling, “You dumbass! That wasn’t a dream! You went to Elfhame!”

      “Where?”

      “Elfhame!” Ruby waved her wand again and the chalk circled the world in the list. “Fairyland! You can’t go in a fairy circle after midnight! You especially can’t fall asleep in one!”

      I blinked at her. “Fairies?” I looked at Minho who was watching the conversation with a stunned exhaustion. “Fairies?”

      Minho rubbed his eyes again. “Fairies, man.”

      “So… What” I looked at the board. “What does that list mean? I’m still super lost.”

      Ruby huffed, pushing some of her pink hair behind her ears. “Okay, so fairy circles—or fairy rings, or mushroom circles—are entrances to Elfhame. And they are the worst way to get there because they are normally directly tied to one of the Fae Nobles who enslave humans by tricking them into thinking they’re at parties and getting them to eat something. Once you eat something in Elfhame you can’t leave, and that Noble owns you forever. When humans consume fairy dust they get drawn to Elfhame. Sometimes they go crazy if they can’t get there. The dust pulls at them from the inside.”

      “So, that’s what happened to me?” I sat forward in the chair. My heart was beating fast in my chest. Ruby nodded. 

      “That’s my working theory. Whoever that guy was, he was a Fae of some kind sending humans to Elfhame on purpose. The drink wasn’t meant for you, but when you drank it you got sent to Elfhame instead. And the only reason you were able to leave was because you didn’t actually finish the apple. That’s why she got so angry. Most people can’t stop themselves after they’ve taken a bite. You must hate apples.”

      “I do, but,” I pointed at the board over her shoulder, “What are those names? And what do strawberries and flour have to do with it?”

      “I don’t know about the last two, but Sterling thought it was important. As for the names.” Ruby flicked her wrist as she talked, and the chalk circled the names. “Titania and Maeve. Maeve is a Fae Noble. A nasty one too. Titania is the Fae Queen. The head honcho. Sterling smelled both of them on you.”

      My eyes felt like they were bugging out of my head again and I had to sit back. “How… why… there was only one fairy lady in my dream… I mean my not-dream. And none of this explains how I keep waking up naked in random places.”

      Ruby pursed her lips, pinching her chin in deep thought. I sat back in my seat and reread the board. Flour, Apples, Titania, Maeve, Toad Stools, Horse, Strawberries, and Elfhame. Everything on it made sense. I’d been near them all in the past two days, and if Sterling’s sense of smell was really that strong it made sense. I tried to place them all. The flour from when I’d been kneading dough with Magnolia, and the strawberries from the scent in Alice’s apartment. Horse from waking up naked underneath one.

      As important and riveting as the conversation was, it looked like my roommate had fallen asleep on the couch behind Ruby. His feet were propped up in a way that made it look like he should have a cowboy hat over his eyes. 

      Looking at Minho, I missed Ruby walking across the room to a table full of jars and bottles. She gathered a handful of what looked like roots, petals and spices, and poured them into an empty mug with a cat wearing a scarf on the front. Ruby put her hands on her hips and looked at the table for a second, before reaching into a drawer and pulling out a small bottle of purple liquid that seemed to swirl and sparkle on its own. She uncorked it, a little swirl of purple smoke floating past her head, and stirred about half of it into the mug with the end of her wand, muttering something I couldn’t understand and came back to me. 

      “Drink this.” She handed me the drink which smelled awful. Like cough syrup’s evil older brother. I raised my eyebrows and she gave me a look that convinced me very quickly to drink. I plugged my nose and threw the weird potion back like a shot.

      It heated and gurgled in my stomach as soon as it went down. I shifted uncomfortably on the chair, pressing a hand into my abdomen. Ruby stepped back, out of the chalk circle and closed her eyes. She drew something in the air with her wand that left a fiery red ghost mark behind. She kept her eyes closed and whispered something I couldn’t understand under her breath over and over. 

      For some reason I closed my eyes too. Listening to the sound of her voice. It was almost like I could hear the sizzle of the magic trace in the air. She chanted for what could have been a moment, or what could have been eternity, I was so tired they blended together. 

      Suddenly Ruby stopped chanting and yelped. “Oh my god!”

      I opened my eyes in time to watch Ruby scramble back, tripping over the carpet. I wanted to ask her what was wrong, but I realized that something was wrong with me. I felt weird, and everything looked different. Like I’d suddenly gotten taller. Like the room was smaller. 

      “What’s going on?” I tried to say but it was like my mouth didn’t work right and the sound that came out was… a whiney?

      “Oh my god!” Ruby repeated. “Julian, you’re not a werewolf. You’re a HORSE!”

      If I’d had a human mouth a lot of expletives would have come out of it, but instead, for some reason all I could make was loud snorts and whinnies. I am not a horse!

      I tried to turn around, but I found that I was so much larger than I had been a minute ago. My butt knocked something over, and then I realized how far away my butt was. It was not normally that far away from my head. Neither were my legs. 

      Oh my god. I was a horse. A loud whinny escaped my mouth and I realized I was only kind of in control of this body that wasn’t quite mine, and I reared up on hind legs that had never felt so powerful. Terror filled me, and my heart felt so much louder than it had before, but I also felt… different. I felt so much stronger than I had. There was power in my legs. I could feel muscles move as I fell back to all fours. I was breathing hard. The world looked weird. I was seeing so much more of it than I was used to. I could see around me, but not straight in front of me. I blinked hard, trying to make sense of what almost felt like a fish lens. I saw Ruby. I tried to focus on her. The longer I looked the easier it got to understand what I was seeing. 

      Ruby approached me with one hand out like she was about to bond with a dragon for the first time. “Julian. Hey, it’s okay. I think I know what’s happening. I can undo this, ok? At least for now.”

      She put a hand on my snout—I had a snout—and pet it gently. It was very calming, and since I was a horse, not at all weird somehow. Though absolutely all of this was weird as balls. 

      “Close your eyes and listen again, ok?” 

      I did what she said, and heard her step back and mutter the same things she had before, and the air sizzled around the end of her wand as she traced the spell in the air. 

      I took a deep breath, and all at once I felt normal again. I couldn’t place what it was, but I felt weaker again, and the world smelled different. 

      I cracked my eyes open. I was laying sprawled on the ground like a giant had tossed me. Worried I was naked again I sat bolt upright, covering my privates, only to discover I was still dressed. 

      I tried to stand, but my legs were noodles gave out from under me. I ended up sitting cross-legged. Ruby was looking at me in deep thought, wand tucked under her arm. 

      “Huh.” She said.

      “Huh? What do you mean huh? Why am I a horse!” I demanded. 

      Ruby made a face and sat on the ground across from me, resting her head in her hands. “Ugh, I don’t know, let me think.”

      I sat and I let her think.  Not even a second later Ruby sat upright and swung her wand in the air, saying in a very clear voice, “Go Fish.”

      From across the room, a thick leather-bound book with yellowing pages floated off a shelf and into Ruby’s raised hand. 

      She placed it on the floor and I had just enough time to see the title, “Fae Folk: Laws and Elfhame Customs” before she flipped it open and scanned down the table of contents and flipped to the part she needed. 

      “How is ‘go fish’ a spell?”

      “Hmm? Oh, it’s about intention,” she said distractedly. “It’s complicated but I can prepare a bunch of spells for basic things that I have associated with the action the spell performs. Go Fish, Open Sesame, Firefly. It’s different for every witch, because you can make up your own. Sometimes they’re pop culture references. It’s about channeling the magic into the intention of the words.”

      She said it like she’d explained it a million times before. I had a million more questions about witches and magic and what else was out there besides witches and fairies and werewolves, but before I could ask them Ruby turned the conversation back to the topic at hand. 

      “Ok, so it says here one of the enslavements that the Fae use sometimes is one of transformation. It’s trickier than regular enslavements. I spent months learning about Fae shit from my Uncle, but I don’t remember talking about this. It looks like it’s normally used when Fae want a new cat or dog or…” She trailed off and looked at me. “Or horse.”

      “Wait, I’m confused. Why would an enslavement have me just randomly turning into a horse? Why aren’t I stuck in Fairy land?”

      Ruby thought for a moment. “You said in the dream you didn’t finish the apple right? You just gave it back?”

      I nodded. 

      “Maybe doing that led to you getting only part of the enchantment. Like maybe the enslavement keeps trying to do its thing, but because you didn’t eat the entire apple it only had a partial effect, leaving you free from Elfhame, but still affected by the magic that would have turned you into a horse permanently.”

      I made a face. “Man, I am glad that I don’t like apples.”

      She snorted and kept reading. 

      “Ok but why are my clothes still on? The last two times I was naked, and if I’m changing into a horse how are my clothes still there? Minho said he woke up naked.”

      “I mean an enchantment is different from lycanthropy. Hmm, it’s hard to explain. While you are still the body of the horse, you aren’t exactly turning into the horse. The transformation comes from a place of magic, not physical. Lycanthropy is more like a disease. It’s a physical change from the inside out. Enchantments, especially shifting ones, are like, from the outside in. so you’ll still have your clothes on if you had them on when you changed because you're essentially replaced with a horse, rather than becoming a horse.”

      “That makes perfect sense, but also somehow no sense.”

      “It’s magic, Julian.” Ruby looked down at the book. “Welcome to nothing making sense ever again. Ok, here.”

      She paused to read, and a moment later said, “The only ways to escape enslavements is by dying or being set free. Partial enslavements: an enslavement that is incomplete, leaving the victim with affects akin to shifting enchantments. When used in Elfhame causes permanent desire/need to return. Examples of those suffering from partial enslavements have gone crazy when unable or unwilling to return to Elfhame. The shift becomes controllable, as long as the victim does not lose sanity due to distance from Elfhame. The effects are permanent unless freed by the caster, or the victim dies.  See Shifting Enchantments or Transmogrification for more information.”

      “Well, that was a lot of words,” I managed. “Translation?”

      “Well, you have options.” Ruby closed the book with a thwump. “You can stay this way and learn to control the shift, which will slowly drive you crazy unless you go to Elfhame. Or we find the caster and ask them to undo it.”

      “Neither of those sound very good.”

      Ruby pursed her lips. “Well, the castor is either Titania or Maeve. If it’s Titania you might have a chance of her letting you go. She’s supposed to be kind natured as Fae go, but unpredictable. If it’s Maeve you’re screwed. She’s the worst. She’d never let you go without some kind of deal.”

      “Couldn’t I just learn how to control the shift and just pop into Elfhame sometimes?”

      “Maybe?” Ruby rubbed her forehead with the spine of the old book. “But Elfhame is unpredictable too. Everything about fairies is weird and confusing. If you tried to treat Elfhame as a getaway destination it might not let you in. Or maybe the moment you set foot in Elfhame, the caster would snatch you. There are so many weird rules and quirks that come with fairies, it’s really frustrating. Fairies are less likely to kill you than demons, but at least demons kill you and then go home. Fairies will enslave you and fuck with your family for generations.”

      “There are demons too!”

      She shushed me and continued. “Fairies like being tricky and manipulative and confusing. They thrive off of it. They can’t lie, but they can do everything else. They’re obsessed with games and gambling, and there are a lot of stories of that being their downfall. Where was I going with this?”

      “My current options.”

      “Right.” Ruby looked back at the book in her hands. “Yes, I can try to help you learn how to control the shift, and help you figure out how to get to Elfhame often enough to keep you sane. But that would be forever. You’d never be free of Elfhame or the Shift. You’d be a shifter for the rest of your life. Or we could try to find the caster and find a way to get you free from it, which of course comes with its own challenges. Maeve or Titania? Would a gift to trade be enough or would we have to trick them? Are we smart enough to outsmart a Fae Noble or the Fairy Queen? I don’t know.”

      I looked down at my hands. Risk going crazy, or risk being a horse slave forever. Again, neither sounded like a very good deal. But now that I was part of this world, did I really want to leave it? I wouldn’t have to leave it. I just want to stop ending up naked in random places. 

      “Ok.” I took a breath. “I think I want to try to undo it.”

      Ruby looked at me for a long moment before nodding sharply and standing. First she stirred Minho, who still snored on the couch, even after all the chaos of a few minutes before. 

      “Wha-what’s going on?” he mumbled bleary eyed. 

      “Julian is a horse. It was a fairy enchantment. I’m sure he can catch you up later. We’re going to Elfhame.”

      “What?” Minho looked from where I sat on the floor to his girlfriend who was bustling around the room, piling up books and vials onto an empty desk that I wasn’t certain had been there before. 

      “Sunday, preferably early in the morning, we’re going to Elfhame, we’re going to try and bargain/trick the Fae who enslaved Julian.”

      Minho groaned. “Not Sunday. That’s—”

      “The new moon. I know,” Ruby made a quick detour to kiss him on the cheek before grabbing something that rested on the windowsill over his shoulder and hurrying back to the table. “I’m sorry, baby, but it’s the best time to get in and out of Elfhame. It’s when Fae are at their weakest.”

      “Everything is at their weakest.” Minho grumbled. 

      “What’s wrong with the new moon?” I asked, feeling like Minho wasn’t taking my horse revelation with a lot of surprise. 

      “As a werewolf it’s the worst time.” My roommate pouted. “I’m super strong near the full moon, but once the new moon comes, I feel like total shit. My whole body hurts. I’m tired.”

      “So, like being on your period?” I raised my eyebrows. 

      Minho said “No” at the same moment that Ruby said, “Yes.” 

      I snorted. “I see.”

      “Anyway,” Ruby drew the attention back to her. “We can’t do anything until the new moon. So, Julian, you have to be careful. You’ll probably be more likely to have control once you’re in horse form now that we did that reveal spell, but you might not be able to control the shift itself, so, avoid sleeping naked, or anything startling. New shifters struggle with emotional shifting. And you don’t want to end up waking up naked in weird places if it keeps happening. Lay low. Rest. I’ll have all the information you need on Sunday. Leave it to me.”

      “You’re doing a lot for me.” I said uncertainly. “Are you sure you’re okay with doing all this? I appreciate it, but it sounds like a lot of work.”

      Ruby waved me off, but her usually gentle looking face split into a grin, “I’ve always wanted an excuse to go to Elfhame.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            SAVE A HORSE, RIDE A COWBOY
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      I took a few days off of work, claiming a stomach virus, and stayed locked up in the apartment for the next two days. It had been Thursday morning when Ruby came up with our plan. Minho and I slept straight through the rest of Thursday until Friday morning, where we spent the days doing nothing but reading the long, explicative texts Ruby sent Minho about Elfhame rules. The number one rule was DON’T EAT ANYTHING, emphasized with an excessive number of exclamation points. Don’t thank any fairies, they would take it as an offer of servitude. Don’t believe anything they say at face value. There were others, but those felt the most notable. 

      We planned on staying in until Saturday. Saturday night I had my date with Pickle Girl, and Minho was going to do his first Bronc ride. Cowboy that he was, Minho had been doing bull rides for a few months, but Saturday was the first night Blaze had given him a Bronc ride. We’d go together and then I’d meet Alice once I helped get his horse. The Bronc riders are always surprised with a new one, and Blaze had told me I could pick one to mess with Minho. 

      Everything else in the world may have changed, but Saturday at Rodeo Blaze was exactly how it always was. The night smelled like fresh cut grass, sunscreen and cheap beer. Every rodeo smelled like this. It was the smell of summer. Middle aged men in ten-gallon cowboy hats, kids with corn dogs, on rodeo bunnies with cropped jean shorts milled about the parking lot between the rodeo and the bar. Minho was antsy as he parked in an employee spot in the back of the bar, clenching and unclenching the steering wheel.

      “Maybe we should go.” He said.

      “What? Minho, no, you’ve been looking forward to this for weeks.”

      “I know, but all the sound and people, we don’t want you to have another incident.”

      I rolled my eyes. “I’m not letting you use me as an excuse. This is your dream, Cowboy. Let’s get you living it.”

      Minho rubbed the scruff on his chin and nodded as if stealing himself before clambering out of the car, his staple white Cowboy hat sitting in his locks like it had grown there.

      “You go find Blaze and I’ll have your horse ready.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Blaze’s head stable-hand had let me help him behind the scenes before, but even so I was still a little terrified of the horses. I found him by the stables, but he was busy, and told me to just go ahead and pick one out, and some men would come take the horse from me to Minho. that was it would still be my choice, but I’d be able to meet up with Pickle Girl for our date.

      I picked a horse I’d never seen before with a sandy coat and black mane. the horse huffed at me. I gave him a “sup” nod. The horse didn’t respond.

      I stood by the stable door. and crossed my arms over my chest. I was nervous. not for Minho, I knew he’d do amazing, but for my date. Which was silly. We were about to go to the deadly fairyland, and this girl had literally seen me at my lowest and asked me out. I shouldn't have been nervous. I was a ladies man. I went on dates, why was this one so different?

      I was lost in thought, and when the door at the end of the stables slammed open and I nearly jumped out of my skin.

      Or... literally jumped out of my skin.

      Everything was wrong. One instant I was standing, waiting for the stable-hand, the next I was too tall, I could see too much, and my limbs felt stronger. I stumbled, and made a sound that would have been a gasp if I’d still had my human lips.

      Instead, I neighed. God dammit! I was a horse. Shit, shit, shit. I couldn’t be a horse now, I had things to do. I tried to turn back into a person, not that I knew how to do that. This was my first time really knowing what was happening Damn it! So, instead. I tried to feel it. I closed my eyes and felt my bones, my flank, my tail that swished and whipped almost out of my control. 

      I whipped around, slamming my back end into a post and letting out a deafening whiny that should have been “God damn it.”

      The younger stable-hand that had burst through the door blinked at me. “woah, boy, what are you doing out?”

      He put up a hand like he thought that would ward me off and grabbed his phone from his back pocket, never taking his eyes off me. I stopped moving, breathing hard through my huge nostrils. I could feel my tail and my ears twitching. 

      Turn back into a person! Turn back into a person. Now…. and…. Now!

      It didn’t matter how many times I thought “now” I still remained a horse. 

      “Hey, Dary, one of the horses is out without any tack. I need you to get down here.”

      I heard a garbled voice on the other end say something. The stable-hand looked around. “No, I don't see him. He must have just let this guy out and left. Jackass.”

      My first thought was, oh no, now they think I’m rude.

      I remembered tack from Minho using horse lingo. It meant like bridles and halters and saddles–the stuff that made a horse rideable.

      Oh my god. Of course they thought I was a rodeo horse. What else would they think? Only a few seconds passed before the other stable-hand appeared by the first man’s side.

      He whistled. “I don’t recognize him. That’s a big ass horse. Must be new.”

      “Blaze mentioned he was thinking about getting some new broncos. Someone must have been getting him for the next show.”

      “Alright. Help me saddle him up and we can get him ready to go.”

      I took a step back, snorting again. I didn’t want to be in a bronc ride, especially not as the horse. I wanted to watch Minho do his first bronc ride. I didn’t want to be his first bronc ride.

      “Easy, boy,” the first man said in a gentle voice. 

      My instinct to jerk away, sent me rearing into the air, another distressed snort escaping my lips. My hooves went down hard, and I saw the man skitter away from me. I was huge. I’d forgotten. Huge and dangerous. I took a deep breath to try and calm my heart that galloped wildly in my chest. I didn’t want to hurt either man.

      “That Song kid’s the one that’s gonna ride this beast?” The first man said, stepping up on one of my sides, patting my neck comfortingly. I stood as still as I could, nostrils flaring. “Not jealous.” 

      “What’s his name?” the second man asked, pulling the gear off the wall. 

      “I don’t know.” He patted me again. “If he’s new maybe Blaze’ll let us name ‘im.”

      I have a name, I thought grumpily. I don’t want a horse name. I can’t be a rodeo horse. I’m not trained for this. I didn’t graduate from horse school, I just got here. 

      They threw names back and forth as they saddled me, securing a thick braided rope that wrapped around my girth and back. Names like Stormfall, Thunderhoof, and Lighting. Which told me two things. For one, I was probably a gray horse if they were so hooked on storm imagery, and two, these stable-hands had read too much Warrior Cats as kids. 

      “He’s being awful calm.” The second man frowned as he pulled gently on my bridle once they finished. I followed as slowly as I could, barely moving my muscles. “Is he going to be enough of a bucker for this?”

      “Must be.”

      Don’t kill them, don’t kill them, don’t kill them. I had too much body. There was so much more of me than I was used to. 

      I huffed and stopped walking. What if I accidentally killed Minho? If he was going to ride me, I didn’t want to be responsible. Hmmm… and then, even if I didn’t kill him, once I turned back into a person I’d have to acknowledge that he… had…. ridden me. Oh, God, I was going to have to say those words out loud and neither of us would ever live it down. Oh god. 

      I pulled back on the bridle a little, but a solid yank from the man forced me to follow. I followed him down the narrow hallway, towards the bucking shoots. We were under the stands. dust rattled down around us as the hundreds of feet stomped and voices cheered for whatever show was on now.

      I was the next show, and I realized that I was afraid. I didn’t know if it was really me, or the horse-ness of me, but fear jolted through me as I pictured those bucking chute.

      I couldn’t help it. I yanked on the bridle again, every instinct in my body telling me to get away. I whinnied and stomped at the ground, but the stable-hand was undeterred. This must be what all the horses did, and so nothing new to him.

      He stopped after a few feet and turned to me. “Calm down, there, Boy, you ain’t gonna get hurt. You’re perfectly safe.”

      My human brain knew he was right. They took good care of the horses and the horses and riders had to go through training to keep both parties safe. But my horse brain slammed against the walls of my skull, terrified.

      The rodeo announcer’s voice blasted through the stereo overhead and I could hear him even over the crowd and through the garble and static of speakers that were turned up too loud. He was introducing the next show. Introducing Minho.

      “Ladies and Gentleman!” He began, his voice a familiar boom. “What a show that was! Give a round of applause to Derek as he makes his way round back for a drink. You’ve earned it, Derek!”

      The announcer paused to let the crowd cheer before continuing. “Now! Let's get ready for our next man out! I'm talking about our very own local, a new-comer and budding crowd favorite, Mmmminho Song!!!”

      The crowd roared, and suddenly there were more hands on me, on my reins turning me and urging me into the bucking chute. It was designed to be so small I could barely move. It was like a wooden gated box, enclosing me on all sides. Men’s hands grabbed me from the platform above forcing me to be still.

      A Bronc ride is a rodeo event where a rider tries to stay mounted on a bucking horse for 8 seconds. The rider uses his legs, spurs, and body positioning to stay balanced on the horse, while also gripping the rope tightly with one hand and waving his free hand in the air for balance, normally holding a cowboy hat for the sake of drama. Only 8 seconds, but the horses bucked hard. I’d watched plenty of shows, and the men always looked like they should come out the other side of it with scrambled eggs instead of brains.

      But I knew as soon as they closed that gate that I wasn’t going to be able to go easy on Minho. Every fiber of my being wanted out. I yanked and jerked, but the hands and the chute kept me still. My nostrils flared.

      Suddenly, I felt a solid weight on my back, and a familiar voice said something I didn't quite understand to one of the men. Minho. Minho was on my back

      I felt Minho grip the thick braided rope that is wrapped around my girth, I felt him readjust, keeping both feet above my shoulders. He'd have to stay like that until my feet hit the ground after the first buck. One hand was going to keep him on my back until he could get his legs around me, and then he just had to not fall off.

      “Alright! Looks like our rider’s ‘bout ready, Folks!” The announcer bellowed. “Let him head you!”

      The crowd deafened me, and then, all at once the gate opened. I couldn’t help it, I burst out of the chute with a furocity I didn’t think was possible. Bucking and twisting, I couldn’t think about anything but getting him off of me. I felt his legs press into my sides, holding him on me, so I bucked harder, rearing and running. Adrenaline turned my veins to gasoline. I’d never been so fast. Never felt so strong.

      The weight of the saddle, the pressure of the flank strap, and the jarring impact of my hooves hitting the ground. It was overwhelming.

      "Get off, get off, get off!" I kicked out with my hind legs and twisted my body in every direction.

      And then, just as quickly as it had started, it was over. I found myself calming just a bit and my bucking just turned into a run, around the big ring and over the dirt that I hadn’t even had time to look at. the pick up men, two other cowboys rode up on either side of me, one grabbing my reins, the other pulling Minho off my back. With the weight removed, the need to buck and kick calmed. I slowed to a trot alongside the other horse. I wondered briefly if I could talk to horses while I was a horse, but I was too tired to try to say “hey,” even if I could speak horse.

      My heart felt like it was going to explode in my chest. There was so much to see and hear and feel. I closed my eyes and let the man guide me out of the stadium.
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        * * *

      

      Back in the stable, I couldn’t help but keep pulling on at the bridle where the pickup men held me in place. I had more control now, but again it felt like this horse instinct inside me wanted to get away again. I took a deep breath that came out as a snort. 

      “Good boy”, the first man said, handing off his own horse to the second man, and patting my side with one leather gloved hand. 

      “Hey, Jimmy!” a voice I recognized drew our attention, and I whipped my head and turned. 

      A sweaty Minho jogged through the door. He exchanged brief congratulations with the other two men and did brief bro hugs before Minho motioned at me. “What’s his name? I don’t recognize him.”

      The pickup man glanced at me and shrugged. “Not sure. Never seen him before, must be new.”

      “Alright. My roommate was supposed to pick out my horse for me and meet me by the pen, but he never showed up. I was wondering if you’d seen him. You remember Julian Sanchez?  Tall and gangly, with curly hair.”

      The pickup men shook their heads. “Sorry, Minho.”

      “Hey, man,” one of the men said, “We need to get set up for the next show, can you stow him? The stable-hand can take care of him if you can get him to the stables. 

      Minho agreed, and my reins were handed off. The men left and we were alone. If I could have talked it would have been a great time to say something. I wanted to do something to communicate that it was me! 

      I huffed at him, and nudged his shoulder with my huge snout. Minho turned and grinned. 

      “Hey boy.” He patted my neck like I was a large dog. 

      “I am Julian!” I tried to say, but just ended up nickering and rearing onto my hind legs. Minho took a quick step back. 

      “Easy! Hey, it’s okay.”

      I snorted again, and as I did the door opened again. 

      I blanched. Alice stood in the doorway. She was done up in a way she hadn’t been before, and my heart did a little skip in my horse chest. 

      “Oh, Hey, you must be Minho.” She stepped through the doorway and let it swing shut behind her. “I’m Alice. Julian’s date tonight. Have you seen him?”

      Minho frowned. “He’s not with you? I haven’t seen him and I assumed he’d gone to find you. Anyway, Yeah, I’m Minho.”

      Alice crossed her arms over her chest as if to make herself appear smaller. “You did good out there, considering it was your first time. Julian mentioned it when I met him. He…”

      She trailed off, probably thinking about the absurdness of when we’d met. 

      But, before she could start up again, the world seemed to fall in on itself. With a flash, I was lying flat on my back. Everything seemed to spin. The breath had been knocked from me, and after a long moment, I realized that I was human again. My breath came rushing back, and I sat up coughing. 

      The tack was tangled all around me, the bridle around my neck, and embarrassingly enough, the bit was still between my teeth. I spit it out, and looked up. 

      Slack jawed, Minho and Alice looked down at me. Minho still held the reign.

      “Uh…” I looked between them, “‘sup.”

      Minho recovered from his utter shock after several very loud heart beats and dropped the reins. Both our attention turned to Alice. Her expression was impossible to read beyond pure shock.

      A sound released from her throat, somewhere between a laugh and a cough. 

      “Hoo… what?”

      “Hey, Alice.” I managed. My voice felt weird in my chest, like my throat was hoarse (haha), and I cleared my throat. “I’m… uh… a magician.”

      “Nice save,” Minho muttered. I shot him a glare, but it still seemed like Alice was glitching. I had enough time to untangle myself and stand before Alice managed to find her voice. 

      “You were a horse. You were a horse. You were the horse…” She pointed between me and Minho, “that he just rode. Oh my god.”

      She took a half step back looking at me with wide brown eyes. “You’re one of those…”

      I blinked. “Pardon?”

      “One of those?” Minho frowned. “One of what? Do you know…”

      Did she know about this world that I’d just stumbled into?  Was everyone in this town a werewolf or witch or something even crazier? 

      “Yep… a magician.”

      Both Alice and Minho shot me a glare. No going back now. She’d seen me, and she knew something. 

      “I don’t know what I know.” Alice was still standing as if we were going to jump her, looking between us as if expecting one or both of us to turn into a horse and charge her like we’d just heard a war cry in Lord of the Rings. 

      I squinted at her. “You… you’ve seen something crazy before. Something crazy like me–allegedly–turning into a horse?”

      She squinted back.  “So… you were fucking my horse.”

      I was so caught off guard I snorted at the same time that Minho said “What?”

      I waved Minho off and kept my attention on Alice. We stood like that, in some kind of stalemate, watching each other. She’d seen something before. Something that made her aware of this world. There was no denying that she’d seen me turn back into a person. No turning back.

      “Minho is a werewolf.”

      She blanched and Minho smacked my arm, “Dude!”

      “Shush,” I ignored him, “Alice, I’m new to this whole magic thing, but I… turn into a horse now, which is a new development and it’s because a fairy queen or duchess or whatever gave me an apple but I only ate some of it so I’m not a fairy slave, which I would be if I’d eaten all of it and now I’m cursed or something and I kept waking up naked in places and I thought I was a werewolf but Minho’s werewolf dad said I’m not so it turns out I just shouldn’t sleep naked because the horse magic is different than werewolf magic. Also I probably shouldn’t have mentioned that naked thing, but that’s how I ended up on Blaze’s farm. And we’re going to fairyland in the next few days so that we can try to fix me somehow… so yeah.”

      My heart was beating against the inside of my chest like a caged bird, and I knew I’d said too much. Once the words started it was impossible to shut off. The expression on Alice’s face remained unchanged. 

      “Ok. Cool.” she nodded blankly, as if absorbing. “I have so many questions.”

      “Well they have to wait.” Minho said, grabbing my arm. On the other side of the door I could hear the Pickup man’s voice again. The next show must be over and they’d be bringing the next horse through here. 

      “We should get before they start wondering why Julian’s in the tack.” Minho bundled up the arm full of leather and hung it lazily on an empty hook on the wall. He herded Alice and me from the room, back out into the parking lot.

      “What was it that you saw?” My voice felt quiet in the thick summer air, which seemed to stick to my skin. The sounds of loud drunk men and country music and the smell of horse ass was so familiar, and made me feel so comfortably small. Like being at a club, where the sound and the people and the smells surround you entirely, and no one sticks out more than anyone else. It’s like melting away without being alone. 

      Despite everything, my shoulders eased a little. 

      Alice rubbed her arms like she was cold, or covered in goosebumps and looked away, past the parking lot lights where nothing but blank darkness watched back. 

      “I’ve never said it out loud before,” she said softly, “but… I went on a date with a vampire?”

      Minho and I exchanged looks. When Alice didn’t immediately elaborate I rolled my hands in a “please go on” way. 

      Alice sighed. “I went on a date with this guy, and after we were… making out and he was kissing my neck, but then… he bit me. Like hard. And at first thought he was just a little freaky, but then it hurt so bad. I could feel his fangs deep in my skin.”

      Alice gripped one side of her neck, not looking up from the pavement. “I was convinced I was going to learn about vampires and die all in the same night, but then he pulled back and covered his mouth as if to hide the blood. He said ‘oh my god, I’m so sorry,’ and left me there on the park bench. I passed out and the police found me a couple hours later. I told them I was mugged.”

      I stared at her, wide eyed, trying to imagine what that must have been like. 

      “After that I had a hard time being in the city at night. So I transferred schools and moved in with my uncle.”

      “Anyway!” Alice shook her arms out and rolled her neck like a dog shedding water, and I understood that meant she wanted to change the subject. “So when are you going?”

      “Going?”

      “To fairyland.”

      “Tomorrow.” Minho checked his phone, which had started buzzing. “Early morning I think. I’ll have to verify with Ruby.”

      He answered his phone and Alice shot me a confused look. 

      “Ruby?” she asked in a stage whisper.

      “His girlfriend. She’s a witch.” I clarified, and then whispered to Minho, “What is it?”

      He put up his finger. “Yeah we were just talking about it. He had… an incident? We’ll tell you about it when we see you. Yeah. I love you too. We’ll be safe. See you in the morning. Bye, baby.”

      I started mouthing “Minho and Ruby sitting in a tree” as he hung up. Minho flipped me off. “That was Ruby. We need to go by and tell her about ‘the incident’. And she said she had some more stuff she wanted to tell us.”

      I rubbed the back of my head and looked at Alice. She was watching the concrete between her feet. “I’m sorry our date… didn’t happen, Alice. But if I survive the fairy world… I’ll call you.”

      “Please.” Alice scoffed, “Obviously I’m coming with you.”

      “Uh… to fairyland?”

      “Julian, I found you naked in a stall with my horse and then I walked in on you turning from a horse into a person. I can’t just go home and do homework now, I’m involved.” when I just looked at her, she gave me a playful punch on the shoulder, “Consider it an extension of our date. I don’t have class tomorrow.”

      “Yeah, but we could, like… die.”

      “Or get enslaved to fairies.” Minho added. 

      “Better than doing my calculus homework.” Alice pulled her phone out of her back pocket. “I came here with my uncle, so I’ll just let him know I won’t be home tonight.”

      I exchanged glances with Minho, “You won’t?”

      “Going home with you.” she sent the text and grinned, “we’ve gotta be up bright and early, right?”
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        * * *

      

      We picked up hamburgers on the way back to the apartment and I explained what had happened to me while we drove. 

      Minho shut the door with a solid thump. He did a big dramatic hands on the hips sigh. “I am exhausted.”

      “I’m sure you did a great job.” I clapped him on the shoulder as Alice shut her door, “I’ll try to actually watch next time, instead of participating.”

      He snorted. “We’re going to have to tell Ruby about what happened.”

      “Yeahhh,” I nodded, grimacing. “And she’s never going to let us live it down.”

      We climbed the steps to our third floor apartment, and despite everything else that had happened tonight, and what would happen tomorrow, I found myself thinking about how clean my room was. Had I put away my clothes or were they still in a pile? Had the trash been taken out? It had been a bit since I’d had a girl in the apartment. Normally, when I spent the night with someone, I spent it with them, instead of bringing them here. 

      I unlocked our apartment door and swung it open for Minho and Alice to go in, suddenly aware of the dishes I’d left on the coffee table.

      “I’m going to hit the sack,” Minho yawned as the door swung closed, and hung his cowboy hat on the hook by the door. “Night, you crazy kids. Be safe. Use protection.”

      I smacked him, my face flushing, but Alice just snorted. Minho blew me a mocking kiss and disappeared into his room. 

      Alice stretched. “So is that one your room?”

      She pointed to the open door. I opened my mouth, and closed it again, not sure how to respond, but she was already walking towards it.

      “I’m just going to take my jeans off to sleep if that's ok,” she said and stopped just outside my bedroom door, waiting for me before going in. I tried to picture what state I'd left it in, but when I couldn't remember I let her in anyway.

      “Do we have the same kind of phone?” she asked, already pulling off her shoes before I had the door closed. “Because I'll probably need to charge it, and I can set an alarm. What time were you planning on leaving?”

      Alice continued to undress as she spoke. She stuffed her socks into her shoes and then pulled off her ripped jeans, revealing incredibly toned legs, with a tattoo of a boar’s head on her upper thigh. I tried not to stare at her legs or the tattoo, and really tried not to stare when she did that thing where she took her bra off without taking her shirt off. She was entirely unfazed, and just kept talking.

      “If we don’t have the same phone it’s probably fine. I can't imagine cell reception will work in Elfhame anyway so I won’t need my phone. Just make sure you set the alarm if you know when we need to be up.”

      She looked at me finally after bundling all her clothes and setting them at my rolling desk chair.

      “Well?” she prompted.

      “Uh, yes.” I managed, keeping my eyes solidly on her eyebrows. “Phone. I have an alarm. I think we have to be there at like 7?”

      “God, that’s early.” Alice checked the time on her phone and then set it onto the stack of her clothes. “Alrighty then.”

      Without hesitation, Alice hopped into my bed, scooting over, closer to the wall. I had enough pillows to soften the heads of an army, so she looked small and a little lost amongst them.

      “Well?”

      I must have looked really stupid just standing. I cleared my throat. “What… what are you doing?”

      “Going to bed? We have to be up early.” She slapped her hand on the bed beside her aggressively. “Come on, don't be shy.”
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      Ruby’s shed door was a gape when Minho led us around the back of the house. It was early enough that the sun hadn’t properly risen yet, leaving a gray morning with the first hints of dawn. Amber light cast a warm glow over the gravel paths both from the house and from the shed. 

      Despite it being open, Minho knocked on the door frame. “Ruby.”

      He stood back and watched the door a little dead eyed. It was earlier than any of us were used to rising and Minho had woken up gray and grumpy. The whole reason we were going today was the new moon, when magic creatures were the furthest from their powers. It supposedly would make Elfhame easier to get into, but it also made Minho struggle with werewolf PMS. If he was the most connected to his wolf on the full moon, that meant he was the least connected on the new moon. He said he could still change if he wanted to, but it would take more energy than usual, drawing from his own reserves instead of whatever it was he shared with the wolf. Minho normally flaunted his cowboy aesthetic every day, but today he was in sweat pants and a shirt, his hair pulled back in a lazy pony tail. 

      Even so, he still had on his cowboy hat. 

      I had expected to struggle falling asleep sharing a bed with someone I barely knew, but somehow I was out the moment my head hit my pillows and slept like a rock until Alice’s alarm woke us.

      Ruby answered the door and ushered us in. She kissed Minho on the cheek. “Oh, honey, you don’t look so good.”

      “I don’t feel so good.” he grumbled and collapsed on the couch. Ruby turned to me, the first syllable catching in her throat when she saw Alice. Her eyes widened. 

      “Oh! Hi. Uh…” she looked at me a little lost. 

      “Ruby, this is Alice.” I said motioning awkwardly between them. “Alice, this is Ruby. She’s a witch.” 

      Alice’s face lit up. “You’re a witch?”

      Ruby still looked shocked, but gave Alice a bemused smile anyway. “Um, yes, I am. Who… who are you? Are you sure you want to come?”

      “It was my stable that Julian woke up naked in, and I watched him turn from a horse to a person after Minho rode him—”

      “Wait!” Ruby put her hands up, stopping Alice mid sentence. “Sorry, did you say… Minho… rode Julian?”

      Minho and I groaned in unison. I quickly explained what had happened the night before.

      The girls were both stifling laughs, and though they’d known each other for approximately five seconds, they seemed to be laughing together.

      “To clarify,” Ruby said, fighting a smile. “This was when Julian was a horse, right?”

      “When Minho rode him?” Alice snorted, “yes.”

      They collapsed into laughter.

      “You know what this means, Minho.” I said melodramatically. My roommate groaned, too tired for antics.

      “What?”

      “We have to make out to show our dominance.”

      “Yeah, you wish.” Minho rolled his eyes and pulled the brim of his hat down to his nose. “I can’t hear you, I’m asleep. And I’m a great Cowboy!”

      “I’m sure you are, baby.” Ruby was still laughing, and patted his shoe patronizingly. “and Julian makes a great ride.”

      Minho and I groaned in unison.

      “Anyway!” I prompted. “Alice wants to come.”

      Ruby took a deep breath, sobering quickly. “To Elfhame? Why?”

      “Because there is no way in hell I’m missing this,” she said firmly. “I can’t walk away from magic now that I know it's real.”

      There was understanding in Ruby’s blue eyes. “Ok. But you need to understand how dangerous it will be.”

      “I read all the messages, and Julian filled in the rest.”

      Ruby’s eyebrows were knit. “Alice, listen. This is dangerous. Not risky. Dangerous. I can’t promise you’ll come back. I can’t guarantee that I’ll be able to protect you.”

      Alice’s eyes wavered, but her resolve didn’t. “I want to come.”

      They locked eyes for a long moment, and some invisible language passed between them. Ruby nodded. “Ok.”

      Like some kind of field trip chaperone, Ruby had prepared us backpacks, two of which were stuffed with snacks and water bottles. The third was filled with something that clattered like hunks of metal, her only explanation being that they were “artifacts.” Still confused, I nodded anyway.

      Next, Ruby put a small round stone in each of our hands. mine was shaped a little like an ear, and in the center was a hole about as big around as a pencil. I glanced at the rocks in the other’s hands. the same gray stones with small holes in the middle.

      “This is a Hagstone.” Ruby explained. “It will help you see magic. You’ll be able to see it anyway in Elfhame, but I'll need some help finding an entrance. you can use these to help me look.”

      I frowned at the stone. “How does it work?”

      Ruby grinned as if excited about a trick. “look through the hole.”

      I put the hag stone to my eyes, and nearly jumped. My jaw dropped. I’d expected nothing to happen, somehow after everything I now knew to be true, I’d expected the hag stone to be nothing more than superstition. But I was wrong. 

      Everything was gray through the hag stone, like the world had been cast in black and white, like there was a lens in the center of the tiny hole. Well almost everything. The world was gray, but not everything was gray. Minho and Ruby, who stood next to each other, both seemed to glow. Well, glow wasn’t the right word. It was like they were surrounded by floating glitter. It was difficult to describe, but they both had an aura around them. Minho’s was pale gold and his eyes were luminescent. Ruby said you could see magic through the stone. Minho was a werewolf, so I was seeing his magic. 

      But he might as well have been black and white beside Ruby. The glowy, glittery aura around her was nearly blinding, and it seemed to be every color all at once, shifting and moving. Her hair and her eyes glowed and every time she talked it was like there was a fire inside her and the light was desperate to get out. 
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        * * *

      

      Now that we were properly equipped, Ruby led us out the door of her study, and down a worn path that led down to an old and dried stream bed. Blackberry brambles filled the ditch, and blocked our way to a sparse forest beyond. Undeterred, Ruby waved her hand and the brambles parted like the red sea for us to cross through.

      As we walked over what would have been an easy and pleasant hiking trail if Mission De-Horse Julian weren’t so perilous, Ruby took a small palm sized book out of her pocket. She opened the book, and as soon as the pages separated, it was suddenly a hefty volume that she needed both hands to hold. We wandered for the better part of an hour, which I spent marvling over just how much magic there was that my eyes ignored every day. I watched three tiny people with round red faces close a little door in the base of a tree, grumbling to themselves. My human eyes only saw a rabbit hole.

      “Alright.” Ruby announced after a while. She looked from the book to the tree and back again until she nodded curtly and traded the book for her wand. “Remember what I said. Never say thank you or you’re welcome, don’t eat anything that you didn’t bring. Don’t drink from any streams. And whatever you do–” Ruby looked us each in the eye for a long, hard moment “--don’t trust any of them. Let me do the talking if we meet any one. Also, don’t say your full names.”

      “Our full names?”

      “You can say your first name. Like I can still call you Julian, but never ever say Julian Sanchez. And really really don’t ever call me Ruby Brambles. ‘Brambles’ as a word is off limits.”

      I raised an eyebrow. “Off limits?”

      “Let’s just say I have some Harry-Potter-chosen-one-bullshit I have to deal with all the time and any creature that ever hears my full name always wants to eat me.”

      “Yeah,” Minho added, “even her aunt tried to murder her. We had to enlist the help of a cow.”

      I blinked at him, “Excuse me?”

      “Shush,” Ruby waved him off. “Keep names to first names, and keep to yourselves. I don’t know what we’re about to walk into, and I don’t know how far we’ll have to go before we find someone who can help.”

      “So, remind me again, what is our plan?” Alice asked. 

      Ruby looked a little pale already, and I could practically feel the nerves radiating off of her. “Well, we don’t have much of a plan. Our best hope is to find either who did this to Julian to begin with, or to find someone more powerful than them so we can get him freed. We have some artifacts to trade.” –Ruby shook her bag, which rattled a bit– “and beyond that we’re winging it.”

      She grimaced. “I know how that sounded.”

      Alice rubbed the back of her neck, pulling her short hair up and fanning herself. It was early, but the air had already started to thicken with the daily Texas heat. I caught myself looking at the back of Alice’s neck. Her skin was a pretty, smooth copper and the sweat beading there made her look a little like she was sparkling. I caught myself and looked back at the tree. Ruby had her wand out, and was gently tapping the wood around the hollow. 

      The hollow of the tree was just big enough for a person to crawl through. Though, to the naked eye, it only looked to be a couple inches deep. 

      I fished the hagstone back out of my pocket and looked at the tree again.  Ruby tapped around the entrance with her wand. 

      The tree itself was in color, which stuck out starkly from the forest around it. The tree was like an over-saturated version of itself, and the hollow seemed to glow. A pale white seemed to radiate from the edges, and instead of the darkness of inside the tree, the hollow was filled with a swirling mass of yellow and blue and white. It sparkled and sparked. 

      I took the stone from my eye and looked at the normal bark, filled with leaves and old rain water. 

      Magic was so cool. 

      “Ruby?” I asked tentatively, nervous to break her intense conversion, but too curious to wait. 

      “Hmm?” she asked without looking up. 

      “Is what we see through the hagstone… is that how you see all the time?”

      That seemed to catch her off guard. She lowered her wand and looked at me thoughtfully. 

      “No, not really. The hagstone is like the extreme version. It helps me too, to identify what’s magic and what isn’t. I can see where there is magic, but I don’t see it like this.”

      “If someone isn’t already in this world…” Alice piped up from my side. “Is there a way they could be? Like to learn what you do?”

      Ruby shook her head. “Not exactly. You can’t learn to be a witch like I am. But there are things that you can learn.”

      Alice nodded, and motioned for Ruby to continue. 

      Ruby looked back to the hollow, and put her hands on her hips. She took a deep breath. Minho stepped up beside his girlfriend and put a hand on her shoulder. 

      He squeezed, and she put her hand over his, smiling up at him. “I’m okay.” she mouthed. 

      Ruby looked back at the three of us. “Okay. We have to be careful. Elfhame is no joke. This isn’t Tinkerbelle and Peter Pan. It’s not Narnia. We could die. There is a chance we won’t come back. I’m going to do everything in my power to make sure we do but I’m just one witch.”

      “Julian,” She continued. “You’re the only one I really need. Minho you don’t have to come, but I don’t think there’s any way I’ll convince you to stay.”

      “No way.” Minho shook his head. “I may feel like shit, but my girl and my best friend are not going somewhere dangerous without me.”

      Ruby looked at Alice, and I followed her gaze. “Alice, you’ve only known any of us for a couple hours. You don’t have to risk your life for this. ARE YOU SURE?”

      Alice pursed her lips and lifted her chin. “I know. I'm sure. But I’m coming. Uncle Blaze said I needed to make some more friends. I know I won’t be of much help, but… I’m coming.”

      Ruby looked at her for a long long moment before nodding. I didn’t take my eyes from Alice. She looked at me, and stared me down, determined expression unwavering. I barely knew this girl, how could I ask her to risk her life to help me? Well, I could see in those dark eyes that there was no way I could ask her not to help. I thought about if I had been in her shoes. I would have done the same. No matter how dangerous, if I discovered a way to literal fairy land, there was no way in hell I was going to walk away. She seemed to read my understanding, and I caught a hint of a smile on her face. 

      “Alright!” Ruby said in a voice somewhere between confidence and uncertainty. “I’m going through first. Julian, they’re looking for you, so you come through last.”

      I offered a mock salute. Ruby rolled her eyes and stuck her wand back in her boot. She waved Minho over to help. He laced his fingers and made a little step for her to boost off of. She kissed him quickly and stepped on his hand, and was seemingly swallowed by the tree.

      I couldn’t help but gasp. It was like in an instant she was gone. She didn’t even seem to crawl through the hole, and it wasn’t like she disappeared as she went in, she was just gone. 

      My heart kicked up in my chest. It suddenly felt real. Real in a way it never had until now. It was so easy to pretend I was faking it or I was dreaming, but watching Ruby vanish… it was real. We were about to go to fairyland. To Elfhame. We could die, or I could get permanently enslaved. Minho climbed up after Ruby, and vanished just like her. My breath came out shallowly now. Like I was breathing through fabric. 

      I pressed a hand to my chest and tried to calm my heart. 

      I nearly jumped again when Alice put a hand on my shoulder. 

      “Are you alright? She asked softly. 

      I shrugged. “I want to say yes, but it just hit me that… I might not come back.”

      I looked down at her and met her eyes again. “Why do you do your homework in the bar, instead of in your apartment?”

      She blinked. The question had clearly taken her off guard. 

      “Is liking fried pickles not a good enough reason?” She grinned. I almost laughed, and she let out a long breath. “It’s because my apartment is lonely. And I thrive in chaos. I like it loud and bustling. I like people.”

      It was Alice’s turn to shrug, but a smile was tinging her lips. 

      “So, wanting more friends is worth risking your life over?”

      She considered me. “Yes it is. Right now it is. I like not knowing what is going to happen next. I like waking up and figuring it out. I ran away from this magic world after almost dying, but now that I’ve found it again…” she shook her head. “I’m never walking away from all this again.”

      I wanted to kiss her. What she said hit me deep in the chest, and it made the panic building in me ease. I cleared my throat. 

      “I’ll help you up.”

      Minho and I were tall enough that we could just lean in and crawl through, but Alice and Ruby were both short enough that they needed a bit of a boost. 

      I laced my hands for Alice to use as a stepping stool. She put a hand on my shoulder for balance, and grabbed onto the tree to hoist herself up. But she stopped, and looked at me for a long second. 

      “Wha-” I asked, but before the word was done, Alice grabbed my face in both hands and kissed me. My heart dropped again, and if it weren’t for her foot already on my laced hands I would have grabbed her face to kiss her back. But before the thought even finished Alice straightened and disappeared into the hollow. Leaving me shaken. My lips felt like they were buzzing. 

      I stood. I was alone in the forest now. For all the world it looked like I was a lost hiker. 

      I took a breath, stealing myself. I shook out my arms, and, as if I was about to go swimming, I dove towards the hollow. 
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        * * *

      

      For a millisecond, it really did feel like I’d dove into a pool. I was surrounded by the magic essence I’d seen floating around my friends, and it seemed like I passed through a pool of honey. 

      I gasped as I came out the other side to blinding sunlight and crisp air. 

      And then the gasp turned into a scream. 

      The hollow had only been four feet off the ground, but I popped out the other side a good ten feet, and I plummeted. 

      I screamed and fell into soft grass with a solid thud that knocked the breath from me.

      I wheezed, unable to move. Ruby looked down at me, her hands on her hips breathing hard. 

      “You okay?”

      I wheezed again and put a thumbs up. It didn’t feel like anything was hurt, except for my pride. A few feet away I caught Alice and Minho making their way to their own feet, both breathing hard like they’re breath was just coming back too. Minho winced and rubbed at his shoulder. 

      I closed my eyes and managed a deep breath that ended as a cough. I took another breath until it felt natural again and levered myself into a sitting position. 

      Now that I could breathe again, I was finally able to take in my surroundings. 

      The air was cooler than it was at home, like an autumn crisp that almost made me want a jacket, and it smelled good. The air smelled like… like… I couldn’t place it. Something like flowers or fruit. Something pretty. 

      We were in a glade, filled with the softest grass I’d ever felt. It felt almost like fur under my hands.  Trees taller than any I’d ever seen surrounded us. I could see the hollow I’d fallen from, a good 10 feet off the ground, only on this side it was so much smaller. Ruby was looking up at the hollow too, a look of concern on her round face. He pushed up her glasses and looked around us. 

      Past the glade, the trees seemed so thick we couldn’t see through them. 

      From every tree, mushrooms grew on the bark. Lichen and oyster mushrooms and little capped mushrooms I didn’t recognize. The third ones were a pale blue, and seemed to glow. It was like seeing that sparkly aura, but without the hagstone. 

      The forest sounded exactly how it should. Bugs and birds and the gentle rustle of the wind filled the air, but somehow it also sounded different. Like the birds had a little too much tune in their song, and the incessant trilling of the cicadas had been replaced.

      Replaced by what? I couldn’t tell. 

      If I hadn’t already known we weren’t home, I wasn’t sure how long it would have taken me to figure out. It was almost like being home, but in so many ways it was different. Like being in a dream. 

      “I don’t think we’re in Kansas anymore.” Alice muttered and offered me her hand. I took it and let the stout girl pull me to my feet. 

      It felt like I went up too quickly, and I stumbled a little into Alice. She put a hand on my chest to steady me. I blinked. 

      Ruby was biting the end of her wand thoughtfully, gaze on the gate we’d fallen from. “Speaking of, it looks like we’ll have to find another way back.”

      A little lump of dread took up residency in my rib cage, and I bit my lip. “Will that be possible?”

      Alice nodded, as if distracted, and pulled the little book out of her pocket again. She opened it, and the little book became a full sized book in her hands. 

      “Yes, the same spell will work here too.”

      Minho came up behind Ruby and put a hand on her shoulder. “Ok, Ruby, which direction?”

      Alice, Minho and I all watched Ruby expectantly. She didn’t seem to notice, reading over whatever was in the book one last time before shutting it with a thump. The book became little again and she put it back in her pocket. 

      “We need to find a town where people are.” Ruby scanned the trees around us as she spoke. “We’re more than likely dealing with a Fae from the local nobility.”

      I nodded like that made any sense. 

      “Just remember to stick together and don’t ea–”

      Ruby cut off suddenly and whirled, looking at the trees around the glade with wide, wide eyes. 

      “Shit.” she hissed. She looked at each of us wide eyed. “Julian, I need you to turn into a horse right now.”

      “What?”

      Before I could say anything in response, Ruby put out her hand “Alice, come here I need to put a protection spell on you.”

      Alice put her hand in Ruby’s, her dark eyes wide, and Ruby closed her eyes and muttered a spell under her breath, quickly like she was talking too fast and waved her wand over Alice’s hand. 

      And Alice disappeared. 

      I took a step back, mouth agape. “What did you do?”

      Ruby opened her eyes, and her eyes widened. She looked down at her hand, and I realized suddenly her hand wasn’t empty and Alice wasn’t gone.  

      “What the hell!” she cursed loudly.

      In her hand, was a small fuzzy creature, like a hamster, but with a long tail. I looked from the little rodent to Ruby and back. 

      “Did you just turn Alice into a sugar glider?”

      Ruby’s mouth was agape and the little creature in her hand squealed in shrill distress. she turned in a circle, a long fuzzy tail windmilling angrily.

      “It was just supposed to be a protection spell!”

      Ruby cursed again and shoved the sugar glider that was Alice into my hands. I took her gently and the sugar glider stared at me with huge eyes. She squeaked. 

      “I don’t know.” I responded as if I’d understood her.

      “Julian!” Ruby drew my attention back to her, reaching for Minho’s hand as she did so. “Put her in your pocket and run! Right now!”

      “Wh–”

      “Go! I will find you later!”

      I whispered an apology to the sugar glider and stuffed her squeaking into my shirt pocket and I turned, ready to run. My feet beat over the soft grass for no more than two steps before something materialized out of the darkness in front of me. 

      Behind me, I hear Minho growl. A growl that shifted as it rolled, until it wasn’t coming from a human throat any more. I glanced over my shoulder and for the first time I could see Minho’s werewolf form. He was a huge hulk of a creature with black fur and glowing eyes. He’d pressed his huge side into Ruby, as they both backed away from another of the creatures. I backed away, towards my friends, my hand cupped lightly over the sugar glider that was Alice in my pocket. 

      Ruby must have sensed them somehow in the woods. 

      I recognized them. But that didn’t make sense. I'd never seen them before, but as I looked at them I could tell they were familiar. The dream. The dream that was never a dream, about the people who seemed to float in their dance and the woman who’d turned into a tree. Fae Folk. They were all Fae. 

      I didn’t know enough about the distinctions to know if all these people were fairies specifically, or if they were all under the umbrella of Fae. The only thing that seemed to unify them in appearance were their humanoid builds.

      The first to emerge from the trees had the build of a lithe grown man with long brown hair. He wore a tunic, and some kind of leather armor, but there was no mistaking him for a man. Instead of a human’s face, he had a face like a barn owl, his entire body covered in sleek feathers instead of skin, and talons in place of hands. 

      Beside him was a woman with skin the color of lichen. Small capped mushrooms grew from her head like hair, and sprouted along her brow bones like eyebrows.

      There was a man with scaled skin and goat eyes, and a woman with the nose of a cat in an otherwise very human looking face. 

      There were so many, and each of them had features that I could have stared at for eons. Features that demanded to be remembered, painted or written about, but all I could do was back away from the arrows they had pointed at my chest. 

      I backed away, reaching behind me until my hand met the fur of my friend’s wolf form. When I’d been picturing the Fae, I’d expected Lord Elrond from Lord of the Rings. Ethereal, but still human. They looked so much less human and so much more fantastical than I'd pictured.

      What worried me more than that though was the arrow notched in a bow and aimed straight at my chest. 

      I put my hands up.

      More Fae came out of the woods, seeming to materialize from the shadows. Men and women alike. They varied as much as humans, but not one of them looked human. All of them holding bows with arrows point at the four of us. 

      They approached without words, moving in a way that corralled the three of us until we were standing back to back. 

      The sounds from the woods had softened, like the creatures nearest us had quieted out of fear. 

      Without a word, the Fae in front of us parted, letting through a woman. The woman tread over the grass as if she were floating, like her feet didn’t touch the grass under her feet. She was huge. The woman had to be nine feet tall, with skin the color of the grass under our feet and long, long raven hair that brushed the ground behind her. Unlike the others, she wore a gown that seemed to be made of gossamer. Her face was more human than the others, but her ears were long and pointed, jutting several inches away from her head. Her eyes were like two chunks of the sky had been molded into spheres. There was no pupil, no whites in her eyes, just solid, pure blue. I could feel those eyes on me. She wasn’t the tallest of the Fae, but she had a presence that made it seem like she was the only one there. Something about her made me want to launch myself into her arms or at her feet and tell me every thought I’d ever had. 

      Ruby must have known what I was thinking because her hand shot out and she grabbed my wrist, as if to stop me. I could see her hand tighten on Minho’s fur as well. 

      In my pocket, sugar glider Alice squeaked and wiggled. 

      None of the Fae seemed to notice. 

      The Fae woman looked at each of us in turn, those glacial eyes boring into me, and then Ruby and then Minho. 

      “Little witch,” the Fae’s voice was quiet, and more human sounding than I’d expected. “Did you forget that Maeve can always tell when humans cross into her forest? Even if” she looked at us all, a small smile spilling over her green lips, “none of the three are very human at all.”

      “Oh, eat shit,” Ruby snarled. The words and the vehemence startled me, especially coming from Ruby’s sweet, round face. When she’d said to let her handle the talking, ‘eat shit’ wasn’t what I’d had in mind. “Maeve can only tell because she tapped the gates. You’ve been waiting, haven't you?”

      The woman ignored Ruby entirely and took a step towards me. She leaned down a little, putting one finger under my chin. Her fingers were hot to the touch. She moved my head up and to one side. My breath came out short and fast, and I could feel my heart beating against the inside of my chest. The Fae woman examined my face with an intense curiosity that made me feel like a stuck butterfly. Like she was examining a beast of burden to buy, or like Luke Skywalker picking androids for his uncle.

      “The one that got away,” she whispered.

      She straightened and stepped away from me, and I let out a breath I hadn’t realized I was holding. 

      “Mother will want the boy.” she turned as she spoke, delicate feet carrying her back into the woods. “Take the other two to the dungeon.”

      And she was gone. Not Maeve. Maeve’s daughter. 

      Cold fingers wrapped around my arm. One of the Fae had grabbed me, yanking me back against him. Minho growled again, the sound deep and sinister, and cut off suddenly with a yelp. One of the Fae held a spear that he’d just poked into the huge wolf’s side.

      “Minho!” Ruby cried and grabbed at the wolf. “We’ll come! We’ll come just don’t hurt him.”

      The spear retracted, and instead the Fae man grabbed the wolf by the scruff of his huge neck like he were nothing more than a misbehaving puppy. 

      The Fae with my arm started to pull me back, the opposite direction the Fae pulled my friends.

      Ruby looked at me wide eyed and put a hand over her heart as if to reassure me melodramatically. I frowned and mimicked her motion. My hand right over my pocket. The sugar glider. Whatever Ruby’s spell had gotten wrong, it had still managed to protect Alice. They couldn’t tell Alice was here. 

      At least I wasn’t alone. Mission “De-horse Julian” had been very short lived, considering we had our feet on Elfhame grass not five minutes before absolutely everything went wrong, and scary Fae people found us. 

      They stopped me right in the middle of the clearing, and the Fae released my arm, standing back and to attention as the mushroom Fae woman moved in front of me. She stood too close for comfort. I didn’t know where to look, so I found myself staring straight into her eyes. They were intense eyes, and as hard as I stared into them, I couldn’t figure out which color they were. 

      The woman pressed her thumb into the middle of my forehead, and whispered something incomprehensible. My breath caught, and my chest swelled as if inside it my heart were about to burst out. I couldn’t help it, my eyes rolled back in my head and for a moment I thought I was about to die. 

      I let out a huge breath, which came out as a shrill and distressed whiney. She’d done what Ruby had, and prompted the change. I reared back. Again my body was so much bigger than it had been a moment before. But this time I had control. I kicked towards the Fae woman, which she sidestepped easily, and in one fluid motion, pulled a thin gold string that seemed to glimmer and whipped it at me, a loop at the end easily sliding over my head. She lassoed me. I wanted to kick out again, trample the Fae around me, but even though I was so much bigger than I had been a moment before, I still wasn’t any kind of match for the Fae. At least, not for Fae magic. 

      As soon as the lasso touched me, I felt myself stop. My heart calmed in my chest and it felt almost like I was falling asleep. I stilled, my huge nostrils flaring with a snort. 

      The Fae woman smiled smugly, and patted my snout. 

      I would have glared at her if horses could glare, but instead I was distracted by a thought. If my human body was replaced with a horse body and my clothes just kind of disappeared when I was a horse, what did that mean about creatures in my pocket? Where was Alice?

      Luckily, before I really started to panic, I felt little tiny claws on the back of my neck. Sugar glider Alice must be hiding in my mane.

      I let out another breath, and turned my huge head to see Ruby staring at me wide eyed. She made a quick motion, moving her hand up to her mouth and shaking her head adamantly. She was mimicking putting food in her mouth. Don’t eat anything. That’s what she was saying. 

      I didn’t have any way to respond as a horse, so I just looked at her. 

      Ruby was still watching me, her eyebrows knit, before one of the Fae shoved her shoulder forcing her to turn. A moment later, another one did the same to me by pulling on the gold lasso, forcing me to face where the trees faded out into blackness. Why did it get so dark so fast away from the clearing? The sun was up and the trees couldn’t have been that thick, but it looked like the sun couldn’t find its way past the first trees. 

      Or maybe it didn’t want to.

      The Fae led me through the trees. Darkness seemed to swirl around my hooves like dark mist. If I’d had any control of my body, I wouldn’t have been able to make myself set foot into that darkness. 

      The longer the lasso was looped around me, the less my body seemed to need me in order to move. And after a half dozen steps, the darkness seemed to swallow me.
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        * * *

      

      The darkness was short lived. I’d imagined a forest without light, and pictured a long trudging walk through a stifling and dank forest.

      But that darkness was so thick that it looked like mist, literally was mist. My horse mouth made a whiney-snort sound as the darkness that surrounded me parted, cut through by sunlight. I had to squint for a moment, the light dazzling after the utter lack of light, even if it had only lasted a heartbeat. 

      My hooves hit stone. The grass underfoot turned to a cobble stone bath. The forest was still there, now a solid line of trees with that dark mist coiling amongst the trunks. Almost all the way up against the tree line was the wide cobble stone path we now stood on. The path was lined with clumps of daffodils. 

      Opposite the forest was an empty field that stretched until it disappeared over the crest of a shallow hill. The grass looked as soft as it had in the clearing before. But this grass was filled with the golden heads of dandelions and white bursts of yarrow. Bees and butterflies flitted and buzzed between the flowers. It was beautiful, and every bone in my body wanted to lay in that grass, or pick the flowers to make a messy bouquet for Alice. 

      Like I’d seen through the hagstone, a thin, barely visible version of the glittery glow seemed to float over the field like a dewy mist. But I knew enough to know that meant the field was covered in magic. 

      I was too entranced by the field to notice where the Fae were leading me. 

      At first glance it seemed like there was nothing but the meadow and the forest, separated by the path, but the road was guiding us to a town. The strict line where the forest ended began to fade as we approached. The trees spread fewer and far between, but bigger. The cobble stone under my hooves began to twist around the trees, until we were back in the forest. Now though, the palpable darkness was gone, leaving only the bird and insect song that came with a forest. The trees here were massive. We cut deeper into the trees, but the light stayed bright and the trees only grew.

      The town started slowly. First we passed what looked like a house, dug out of a small hill, with a door that looked too small. And then a cottage with organized farm-like rows of bright flowers, and then what looked like a field of doll sized houses. 

      As we entered the town, it seemed we also reentered the forest, but now the trees were further apart, with no sign of the palpable darkness. The trees seemed bigger here too. Not just tall, but thick, with wide foliage that cast the town into a gentle shade, without making it dark. 

      The further we went, the bigger the trees got, until the cottages were in the trees, built around them and carved out of their trunks without killing them. 

      We were approaching the center of the town. The cottages became closer together, and soon it wasn’t just cottages, but a market, lining the cobbled path. The market was calm, possibly because it was still so early, but still Fae creatures I’d read of in stories along with creatures I’d never heard of milled about stands with baskets of impossibly shaped fruits. 

      A hunched little creature with green, lumpy skin like a toad haggled with a short and stout bearded man, who I suddenly realized was a dwarf, over a silver goblet. 

      Somewhere in the distance were the gentle sounds of flute music and tiny glowing creatures who looked like fireflies but had the bodies of humans flitted around our heads. 

      Alice’s tiny claw dug into the back of my neck, and I wondered if she were seeing all of this. If she was as amazed as I was. The only reason I wasn’t stock still and gawking was because of the magic in the lasso that the mushroom woman led me by. 

      The Fae in the market barely glanced at us as we passed through, though a tall Fae woman with short tawny fur and wide antlers who held a bow at the ready and wore that same leather armor clothing nodded at the owl Fae as if in salute. He nodded back in that same curt way. They must be soldiers, or Maeve’s guard, and that woman must have been one of them. 

      The market ended, and opened upon some kind of town square, where the cobblestone spread out to a huge circle that melted into an incredibly wide staircase.

      My jaw dropped, and I accidentally took a step back, pulling on the lasso, which burned a little at my disobedience. 

      What I had taken for so many trees creating a canopy of foliage, was not a forest worth of trees. Just one tree. One massive tree. It made redwoods look like twigs. The stairs that led up only covered a small part at the base of the tree, but it must have been as big around as a city block, and the top disappeared into its own foliage, but the tree had to be nearly a thousand feet tall. I’d been in major cities only a few times in my life, but none of those buildings were anything to this. Huge mansion sized houses were built into swells of roots, and all the way up the trunk were, what from here looked like glowing chunks of glass embedded into the side, but what had to be rooms. The tree seemed to glitter.

      “Craeb Daithí,” the mushroom woman said under her breath, almost to herself. But once she did, she and every Fae guard bowed their heads towards the tree. I wanted to ask what she’d said, but it came out as a snort again. Somehow, the Fae seemed to know that I was asking a question, because even as she pulled on the reins again and I was forced back into a trot, she answered in a low voice. “Craeb Daithi. Our home tree. Maeve’s hearth.”

      And she left it there. 

      We climbed the stairs which led up to a landing where the tree opened up into a cavernous hollow. The Fae didn’t give me long to gawk though, instead pulling me to the far left of the opening, down a huge root with a ramp carved into it. The root was wide enough to be a road, and I could see the droppings and hoof prints of other horses they must have led this same route. 

      We stepped into a stable, a huge stable, easily three times the size of Blaze’s, yet there were only a few horses in the fancy stalls, and no Fae. The mushroom Fae pulled on my reign and led me into one of the nearest stalls, that sat with the door open. 

      I’d been too taken by my surroundings to really think about what might be about to happen. The Fae noble Maeve wanted to enslave me as her horse forever. Ruby had said they couldn’t force me into servitude unless I willingly ate the apple. Were they going to make me do it as a horse?

      But my thoughts didn’t get their feet under them long enough to begin racing before the mushroom woman stepped in as well, closing the stall door behind her with a click. The other Fae turned and wandered away, all except the owl man.

      I took a step back, but there wasn’t much back for my huge rear legs to go, so I was forced to stop.

      She put one hand up, just as she had before, and I found myself compelled to be still. I went still, my heart pounding against my skin. She pressed her hand to my snout, and pulled off the lasso. 

      “I must ask her ladyship what to do with you.” she whispered. And this time the world really went dark. “Now sleep.”
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      The whole going to sleep in one place and waking up somewhere new and exciting was getting really old. 

      I knew I wasn’t in the stall before I opened my eyes, just as I knew I was human again. I had fingers, and I could feel my hair clinging to the back of my neck as if I’d been sweating, despite the chill that touched my skin. 

      I groaned and cracked my eyes open. Amber light overwhelmed me, and stabbed into a headache I hadn’t noticed that throbbed just behind my eyes. 

      I blinked up at a scarlet canopy of velvety looking drapes. I was on a bed, lying spread eagle.

      I rubbed at my face with both hands. 

      As I did so I heard a little sniffle and chirp-like sound, followed by the feeling of tiny claws on my chest. Fur tickled my chin. Sugar glider Alice was sniffing my face intently, making little rodent noises. 

      “Hi, Alice.” I managed, but it came out as a groan. I put my hand around the sugar glider so she wouldn’t fall as I sat up. I held her in both hands. She looked at me with little beady eyes, her long tail flicking around behind her. 

      I looked around the room. The bed I sat on was draped all in scarlet. The pillows and a thick plush comforter were the same color, but with a thick stripe of flower patterned gold embroidery down the middle of each. The bed seemed to mold to me, and if I’d been less terrified I might have just gone right back to sleep. It was so soft, it called to me. 

      Both the room and the bed were round, and the bed, which had to be king sized or bigger, took up most of the space, like the red iris in a big eye.  

      Gold lanterns posted on the walls in intervals of a few feet lit the room, along with a thin slit of a window, where some light filtered between red curtains. The walls were a textured saffron yellow where I could see it, but most were covered in paintings of flowers and birds. Under the window was a desk. The wood was rich in color and heavily carved with intricate designs. 

      On the desk was nothing but a singular, Ruby red apple, with one bite taken out of it. 

      The apple from my dream.

      It looked like I’d bitten it moments ago, instead of days. 

      Alice made a little barking sound, that sounded like a dog’s squeaky toy, that drew my attention back to her from the apple. 

      The sugar glider leapt out of my hand with surprising distance towards the door. She landed on the ground, her little clawed feet struggling to find traction on the marble and grabbed with her tiny hands what I’d missed before. An envelope.

      I stood and crossed the room to her, discovering as I did so that I had sea legs which wobbled under me like noodles. Well, I had horse legs. 

      I reached down and took the envelope with one hand, letting her hop onto my other, and crawl up my arm to rest on my shoulder. 

      The envelope was a thick yellowy paper, sealed with gold wax. I wedged the seal off and opened it, to find a small scrap of paper. 

      “Dear Julian Sanchez.” I read out loud. 

      Something about hearing my full name after Ruby had forbidden me to speak it sent a chill down my spine, and I found myself looking around the room as if something would happen. When nothing did, I cleared my throat and continued to read with swirly handwriting. “See what my servants get? This room is filled with the comfort you could enjoy if you only finish the apple. Finish the apple and be mine. The witch and the werewolf enjoy my dungeons, but commit yourself to me and I will let them free after only a year in my service. Then they shall be free to go if they so choose. I do not like it when my things are taken from me. Choose wisely. Maeve.”

      I shivered again, and Alice made that same barking sound again, nails digging nervously into the side of my neck. 

      “I know.” I said as if I understood her. “It’s a trick.”

      I threw the letter at the desk and circled the room. I tried the door knob, golden and shaped to look like the bud of a young flower. It was locked. I patted on the walls and lifted each painting. No passageway revealed itself. I went to the window and peaked out the curtain. The window was narrower than my head, but it was tall, and out of it I could see Elfhame. I looked out over an endless sea of trees. I could see the town far, far below, and in the distance, was the monumental figure of another giant tree. I wonder who lived there. Was it another Fae noble enslaving humans as a hobby, or did that one like… go fishing instead? 

      No escape. No easy way out. I closed the curtain again and collapsed back into the soft bed. My head pounded. I closed my eyes and pressed my fists into my eye sockets. 

      “I don’t know what to do!”

      I laid like that for a moment. Taking deep breaths. 

      Alice made the squeaky bark noise again. I rolled over onto my stomach to look at her, propping my head up on my fist.

      “If I don’t eat the apple, who knows what Maeve will do to Minho and Ruby.” I said. “But if I do eat the apple, they’ll end up as slaves to Maeve.”

      The sugar glider cocked her head at me.

      “She said they’d be free to go if they wanted after a year, which is probably true considering Fae can’t lie, but if they’re here for a whole year they’ll have no choice but to eat Fae food, and then they’ll never want to leave. They’ll stay Maeve’s slaves.”

      Another little bark sound. 

      “I know right.” I rubbed my face again. “I’m not smart enough to figure this out.”

      Another bark. 

      And then, all of a sudden, instead of the little sugar glider on the bed in front of me, was Alice, standing on the bed. 

      I jumped, and she yelped and tumbled, losing her balance, falling onto the bed and bouncing off, landing with a resounding thud on the ground. 

      “What the hell,” too surprised to get up, I army-crawled across the bed and looked down at where Alice was in the process of levering herself up, grimacing and rubbing her shoulder. 

      “Are you ok?” I couldn’t help but stifle a laugh, the image of her bouncing off the bed, wide eyed replaying in my head. “You’re not a rodent anymore!”

      “Thank you, captain obvious,” She grunted. Her voice sounded rough and hoarse like mine did whenever I turned back into a person. “And I think sugar gliders are marsupials, not rodents.”

      I laughed aloud now, and though I was still lying on my stomach and looking down at her, I offered her my hand. She grabbed it and pulled herself up, stumbling a bit as she stood. 

      “Why did I…” Alice pat herself down, as if remembering what her own body felt like, at the same time we realized she still had on her back pack. “Why did Ruby turn me into a sugar glider?”

      Alice slipped the backpack off as she spoke and set it on the bed, rummaging through its contents for a moment. She wordlessly handed me a packet of powdered donuts and a disposable bottle of water. I opened the donuts as she sat next to me.

      “I don’t think she meant to.” I shoved one of the little donuts whole into my mouth, talking around it and spraying the powder everywhere. It occurred to me that that might look really slobish of me, until I noticed Alice do the same. I continued.  “I think she wanted to do some kind of protection spell. Which did seem to work, because the Fae didn’t even know you were there, even though you barely fit in my pocket.”

      “Yeah, that was nice. It was like being in a hammock.”

      I snorted, and pushed myself to my feet and found myself pacing. “I have no idea what to do now.”

      “Could we escape?” Alice watched me from the bed, eating another donut, ignoring the powder that fell all over the scarlet comforter. 

      “No,” I shook my head. “Because she has Minho and Ruby.”

      “Maybe we could break them out too?”

      “I know you were a marsupial at the time, but did you see how big this tree castle thing is? It’s like the pixie dust tree in pixie hollow. And we’re the fairies!”

      She frowned. “So it would be like looking for two people in a skyscraper made of magic.”

      “Exactly.” I ran both hands through my hair nervously, still pacing. “And we don’t have the magic to find them. I feel like we are the worst pair to get separated. We know jack about magic.”

      “Any pair without Ruby would be the worst.” Alice grumbled, crossing her arms over her chest, but then she softened a little and looked at me. “Well, actually I am glad it’s you I ended up with. I don’t know any of you very well, but… I don’t know.”

      I opened my mouth, not sure what I was going to say, but luckily I never had to figure it out, because the next moment someone knocked hard on the door. Three solid slams sent my heart out my ears. I looked from the door, to Alice, but Alice was gone. A moment of confusion washed over me until I saw the angry sugar glider sitting where she had been standing. The shock from the door must have startled her back into a sugar glider. 

      I didn’t have time to think about how little sense that made, but I had enough foresight to motion her under the bed. As long as they still didn’t know she was here, she remained the safest out of the four of us. 

      “Um… come in?” I didn’t know what to do with myself as the door creaked open. Should I sit in the chair? Sit on the bed? Stand with my hands behind my back? Maybe strike a pose? I settled on standing in shock, because I didn’t have the time to make a choice before the door was open. 

      In the doorway stood the mushroom Fae woman. She’d changed, and the leather armor from before had been replaced with a silver breastplate over a floor length gray-blue gown. She still held the bow, arrow knocked, but pointing at the ground. I took an unintentional step back, like I had in the stables before, but despite my ass being a lot closer than before, I still bumped into the desk. 

      “Lyrei.” came a lilting voice from the hallway. It turned up at the end, like a mother gently chastising a rude child. I gripped the edge of the table, my fingernails digging into the wood. 

      The mushroom woman, Lyrei, glanced to the side of the door, and stepped into the room. She moved to the side, so the doorway was free, never taking those huge eyes off of me. 

      Lyrei cleared her throat, and said in a loud clear voice, as if announcing to a stadium. “Her Ladyship, Maeve.”

      And Maeve stepped into the doorway. 

      I didn’t know what I’d expected. But what I saw made my heart stop in my chest. I remembered her from my dream. In the beginning, she’d been a woman with dark hair, blue eyes and fair skin, but at the end, it looked like a tree had started growing inside of her, and she’d stretched up above me and screamed, her mouth an endless cavern that seemed to glow from the inside. 

      She was as tall as the doorway, and huge branches that jutted from her head like antlers forced her to duck as she stepped into the room. Her face was almost human. She had glacial blue eyes like the Fae woman in the forest, and skin the same shade of green. The resemblances ended there. 

      Just as she had in my dream, it looked like Maeve had a tree take root in her and grow through her skin and along with her bones. Parts of her skin were green, but others were made of bark and branches. She wore a low cut dress that showed her chest, which was made of what looked like a tangle of roots that seemed to untangle at her clavicle and curved in parallel into the shape of her neck. Instead of blackness between the gaps of the roots was a pale green glow. Branches grew out from her shoulders, forming a kind of arch behind her head like a Medici collar. Small leaves and tiny white flowers grew from the branches. 

      In my dream, she’d been terrifying, but standing in this red and gold room, she was beautiful. Beautiful in an eerie, serine way. 

      “Julian.” her words seemed to float from her mouth like a thick heavy smoke that curled into tendrils as she smiled. “Lovely to see you up.”

      The paralyzing fear that iced in my veins at that voice wasn’t quite paralyzing enough to stop me from being stupid. I cleared my throat. “So, uh, does she announce you like that for every room you go into? Like what if you have to pee?”

      For a moment, that serene, untouchable smile faltered, as shock and frustration chased each other across Maeve’s face. 

      She ignored my question. “I take it you’ve read my letter?”

      Maeve motioned to the letter that was still open on the table where I’d tossed it. I didn’t know how to answer. I looked back at her. 

      “Your friends are safe in my dungeon.” she smiled. “For now. Take as long as you need to decide, my love.”

      She took a step towards me, and I was almost surprised to see the shape of legs move through her skirt, as I half expected her bottom half to just be the trunk of a tree. I gripped the desk harder as she stopped too close for comfort. She was so much taller than me, and she stood so close I had to look up to see her face. 

      “I know you’ll make the right decision.” Her voice was different from the last sentence, like suddenly a dozen people were all speaking through her lips, all of them telling me that I knew what the right choice was. All of them telling me what might happen if I made the wrong one.

      I couldn’t react. My heart stopped in my chest and I could only stare at her, barely breathing. Maeve smiled down at me, the faint glow from her chest pulsing as if in time with some Fae form of a heartbeat. I watched what looked like a small yellow butterfly flutter between the antler branches that grew from her head, landing on a new clump of small white flowers. 

      After what could have been a moment, or an hour, Maeve pulled away from me, turning back to the door. 

      “I will know when you make your choice, Julian.” her voice was sing-songy again. “Come, Lyrei.”

      Seeing her from behind for the first time, I saw what I had at first taken for a gossamer black cape, but as she strode towards the door, I watched it flitter just a little bit, and I realized it wasn’t a cape, but two giant wasp wings.

      The guard stepped out of the room, and once Maeve had ducked under the doorway, Lyrei gave me a curt nod and slammed the door shut. 

      I pressed a hand to my chest and sank to the floor, a breath rushing out of me. “Holy shit.”

      That squeaky toy like bark greeted me, and I watched the sugar glider Alice scuttle out from under the bed and crawl up the leg of my jeans. She perched on my knee and stared at me with those beady black eyes. 

      Somehow, I knew what she wanted.

      “I’m okay. Just…” I took another breath. “Maeve is the most terrifying thing I’ve ever seen.”

      The sugar glider nodded. When I didn’t move, her nose twitched and she ran back over to the bed, and crawled under it. 

      She barked.

      “What?”

      She barked again, with more insistence and peaked her nose out from under the red blanket. Another bark. 

      “Okay, I’m coming.'' Instead of standing, I crawled over to the bed and lay on my stomach where Alice had disappeared. I lifted the edge of the blanket. The backpack. The one Alice had been wearing when she’d been turned into a sugar glider. They’d taken mine once Lyrei knocked me out. 

      Alice pushed on the bag and chittered at me. 

      “Oh. Hell yeah.” I grabbed the bag and then Alice, put them both on the surface of the bed, and sat back on the plush mattress. I unzipped the bag and pulled out some water and snacks. I didn’t realize how thirsty I was. I took three massive gulps before I realized we should probably save the water. 

      I poured a little into the cap and offered it to Alice, who put her tiny paws on my hand as if to steady it and lapped up the water. 

      I pulled a bag of crackers from the depths of the bag before zipping it back up and stowing it once again under the bed. 

      “It seems like she’s just going to leave me in here until I have to eat the apple.” I said, pulling out one cracker for myself and one for the sugar glider. Did sugar gliders eat crackers? And did it matter if they didn’t because she was actually a human? I wasn’t sure and didn’t have time to rethink before she took the cracker and started nibbling on it. 

      “We have snacks and water, so if we spread them out, that can last a few days, but I don’t want to be here for a few days. We need to figure something out.”

      But what was there to figure out? Escape? There wasn’t a feasible escape plan for us. I could wrack my brains all I wanted but for me and Alice, getting out of here just wasn’t possible. I pushed the thought to the back of my mind and focused on the crackers, but I couldn’t forget it. There was nothing else to think about, but every time I tried to come up with a solution, a big knot of dread twisted in my chest, almost making me dizzy.

      I couldn’t eat any more crackers. I set the bag down on the bed, and looked at my hands. I wanted to curl up and disappear. Every cell in my body screamed at me to do something, anything to help Minho and Ruby without enslaving myself, but I couldn’t move. Couldn’t do anything. 

      I felt tears well up in my eyes. 

      “Damn.” I took a breath, and looked up at the red canopy over my head, willing the tears swimming in my vision to subside. 

      Hands touched my shoulders gently, and I looked down to see Alice, human again, and sitting across from me on the bed. I opened my mouth as if to say something, but the words never came out. I closed my mouth again, and Alice moved her hands to my face, holding it. 

      “We’ll figure something out, Julian.”

      “I don’t know if we can.”

      “Don’t talk like that,” she squished my face a little between her hands, so my lips puffed out like a fish. The movement of my face loosened a tear from my eye and I could feel it run down my nose. “If you talk like that, I’ll start thinking like that and we can’t have that. I have to believe it will be ok. And I’ll do anything in my power to make it ok.”

      “How?”

      “I don’t know right now.” her gaze, and the sturdy certainty in her dark eyes were unwavering. “Refusing to believe good outcomes are possible is the first step to giving up. And I’m not giving up, and neither are you. There’s got to be something we haven’t considered. I don’t care how stupid you think you are, we can figure this out together.”

      I frowned, and pulled her hands away from my face, but didn’t let them go. “I never said I thought I was stupid.”

      She raised her eyebrows at me, and I flushed. 

      “Okay, fine. Yes, I tend to think I’m stupid.” I felt my cheeks redden. As much as I’d never learned to shut up, the inner workings of my brain wasn’t something I usually broadcasted. I’d never shared that with anyone, that certainty that I was the dumbest person in every room, and no one really needed me for anything important. “I don’t think I’m smart enough for college and I don’t think I can get us out of here. But how did you know that’s how I felt?”

      I was still holding Alice’s hands where I’d pulled them from my face. She smiled a little and moved her hands to lace her fingers with mine. She squeezed our hands together. 

      “I don’t know.” she looked down at our intertwined hands. “I’m not normally good at reading people, but you’re an open book to me, Julian.”

      “Really?” I found myself smiling a little too, despite everything. “I’m normally good at reading people, but you’re an enigma.”

      “Not going to college does not make you stupid, Julian,” she said and squeezed my hands again, so tight it almost hurt before easing the pressure and smiling at me. “Tell me something about yourself you don’t normally tell people.”

      “I feel like there’s not much to know about me.” I shrugged. I couldn’t look her in the eyes anymore. The light wasn’t strong enough for me to see the mahogany color of her irises, instead they looked black, reflecting the amber light from the lanterns. 

      “So you also assume you’re shallow and uninteresting. Is that why you act the way you do?”

      “How do I act?” I frowned. 

      “I’ve only known you for a bit, but you live so loudly. You party and work at a Rodeo bar. You take up your space, and you make jokes even in the most serious moments, and…” she trailed off. “And you saved that girl.”

      I blinked. “What?”

      “The whole reason we’re in this mess is because you tried to keep a girl from getting roofied. If she’d been the one in that fairy circle–" Alice shook her head. “She probably doesn’t hate apples as much as you. I mean, you picked a silly way to do something really brave, but it was still something that kept her alive.”

      I stared at her. How could I answer that? It felt like she was picking my brain apart and lying it on the comforter beside us, reading between the lines in a way I could barely do. 

      “Let’s talk about something else.” I shook my head, feeling a little too psychoanalyzed, “tell me something about you.”

      “I’ve been living with my uncle for a couple months, ever since the vampire thing. And I go to the bar with him in the evenings to work on my school work.” It was Alice’s turn to blush, “I thought you were cute the whole time.”

      “So when you found me in the stall and I said, ‘I’m the hot one,’ did that actually clarify who I was?”  

      She made a face like she didn’t want to admit it. “Unfortunately yes it did.”

      I laughed out loud. “So does doing homework in the bar really work?”

      “I resent the implication that I was going to Blaze’s just for you.” she laughed. “No, I meant it, I thrive in chaos. I can’t stand being alone or in quiet places. I haven’t made friends here yet, so going to the bar helped me feel less alone.”

      “Well I think it’s safe to say you have friends now.” I grinned at her. “That theory about how ‘fear is an aphrodisiac.’ I feel like almost dying together forces you into being friends.”

      Alice’s smile was suddenly soft. “That’s better.”

      “What?”

      “You’re talking like we’ll make it out of here.”

      “Oh.” 

      Alice was right. I felt a little better about it all. We still didn’t have a plan or anything, but Alice’s aggressive optimism made me feel like we could be ok.
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        * * *

      

      Maeve had meant it when she said she’d give me time to make my choice. The room felt filled with nothing but palpable and sluggish time. The urgency to make a choice did nothing to make the day pass faster. Alice and I spent hours throwing plans back and forth, each one more ridiculous than the last. 

      “Ok, what if we do like, ‘get help’ kind of thing?” Alice propositioned. “You call out in distress that your stomach is hurting or your dick is gonna fall off, I don’t know something like that.”

      “Do…” I squinted at her. “Do you think dicks just fall off?”

      “I don’t know.” Alice shrugged. “Do they?”

      “Obviously they don’t.”

      “Ok, whatever. Anyway, you call for help, and they come in to check on you and I, as a sugar glider, crawl out of the room from the top of the doorway. They won’t see me because of Ruby’s spell.”

      “You can’t turn yourself into a sugar glider on purpose.” I pointed out. 

      “Maybe you could startle me?”

      “I can’t startle you on purpose. It’s like when you have hiccups, if you know I want to scare you, you won’t be scared. Also, even if that worked, then what? We have no way to find Ruby and Minho.”

      Alice puffed out her cheeks in deep thought and collapsed back on the bed. “Ok, well, I have just been turning back and forth randomly right?”

      I nodded. 

      “Well we can just wait until I turn back into a sugar glider and then do the plan. You scream out for help. I get out of the room. If I’m out, maybe I can unlock it? Or-” her eyes widened like she had an idea. “If I’m invisible to them, maybe I can do recon, and search the castle for Minho and Ruby.”

      “We don’t know if you’re invisible to them in person form. What if you turn back into Alice and they get you.”

      “Ok, what if–” Alice was cut off by a steady tapping sound. I thought at first it was from the door, and that same icy fear of Maeve set into my chest again. I stood without meaning too. 

      Alice sat up and grabbed my hands gently. “It’s coming from the window, Julian. I think it’s a bird.”

      I let out a breath, and followed Alice’s gaze to the window. I crossed the room, and pulled aside the curtain. It was a bird. Well, two birds. Two sparrows sat on the window sill. One was tapping on the glass insistently. Instead of flying away when I moved the curtain. The little bird just fluttered its wings and tapped harder. 

      Somehow, I knew. I reached down and unlocked the window, pulling it open with a grunt. 

      “Wait, Julian, what if–” Alice stood, but the window was already open and the two little birds fluttered in. I shut the window as they landed on the marble floor. One made a little trilling sound, and suddenly, with an explosion of the sparkly fog that was magic, Minho and Ruby stood in the center of my room. 

      “How the hell…”

      “Minho!” Before I knew what I was doing I rushed Minho, and grabbed him into a tight hug. “Oh thank god.”

      I could have cried. But I didn’t get the chance because I realized that Minho was completely naked. 

      “Woah, man.”

      Minho rolled his eyes at me. “Good to see you too man.”

      “Why are you naked?” Alice asked, not really sounding shocked, just curious. 

      “Why is that what we’re focusing on?” Minho grumbled and covered himself, his face reddening. “We were just birds.”

      Ruby was standing with her hands on her hips, breathing hard like she’d just run a mile. She sank to the ground, and sat with her hand on her chest. 

      Minho crouched by her side, and put a hand on her shoulder. “You did good, baby. Just breathe.”

      She gave him a breathless thumbs up. 

      “I’ve used a lot of magic today.” she gasped. “I think magic works differently here. I keep using more magic than I mean to. It’s stronger, but… takes more out of me.”

      While she talked Alice had ripped one of the hangings off of the bed frame. She shook out the swath of red fabric and handed it to Minho. 

      “Thanks.” he took it and started wrapping it around himself like a toga. “Are you guys ok?”

      “We are alive.” I said, not sure how else to answer the question. “How are you guys here? What happened to you?”

      “Well,” Minho sat on the ground beside Ruby, rubbing her back gently as she caught her breath. “They took us to these dungeons, like they said they would but after that we didn’t hear anything. They put a plate of food in our cell and just kind of left us there. I changed back, naked, because my clothes got destroyed when I wolfed out earlier.”

      “And I lost my hat. Again.” Minho put a sad hand on his head. “Ruby, I lose my hat every time I go on an adventure with you.”

      “I’ll get you a new one.” she muttered and leaned against his shoulder. 

      “Anyway,” Minho continued. “Ruby figured out what had happened to Alice, and why her magic had gone so wrong, and she said it was because her magic works differently in Elfhame. It’s way stronger, but less predictable. So, once she knew her magic was stronger here, she was able to turn us both into birds, and we were able to fly through the barred window.”

      “They know I’m a witch,” Ruby said, “but I don’t think they know I’m that witch.”

      “Been that witch, still that witch.” Alice muttered to herself. “Will forever be that witch.” 

      Despite how exhausted she looked, Ruby cackled. Minho and I exchanged confused looks. “What?”

      “If you get it you get it.” Ruby laughed and put her hand up for a lazy high five with Alice. 

      “Anyway,” Minho prompted. “Ruby was able to find her magic in the tree, but it took a long time, and a lot of magic.”

      “I’m so glad you’re here.” Alice smiled. “We were coming up with bad plans.”

      “I’m sure they weren’t that bad.”

      Alice and I exchanged glances. I said, “They were ok.”

      “I’m glad I was able to find you before I passed out.” Ruby sat up and rubbed her forehead. “But hopefully we don’t need any magic for a bit because I am tapped out.”

      She stood shaky, using Minho’s shoulder as a balance and collapsed on the bed. 

      “Oh my god this is so comfortable.”

      “You can’t go to sleep yet.” I said. “You’re here! That means we can go.”

      “Go?”

      “Like escape,” I waved a vague arm at the window. “We can go home.”

      Ruby sat up and frowned at me. They were all frowning at me. 

      “What?”

      “Julian, we haven’t solved the whole reason we came here in the first place.” Ruby said. “You’re still tied to Maeve.”

      I shrugged. “So? It doesn’t matter if the alternative is dying. I’ll go crazy instead of getting you all killed.”

      Alice was shaking her head, but Ruby looked like she was in deep thought. 

      “Ok, but hear me out.” Minho started. “I don’t want you to go crazy. I want to help you get free. That’s why I came. It’s the new moon, dude, which I feel should be proof that I’d do anything for you. And I know you’d do the same for me.”

      “So we agree we’re not going to let Julian go crazy.” Alice said, crossing her arms pointedly and sitting on the bed next to Ruby. The other two nodded. 

      I rolled my eyes. “Ok fine. Then what do we do instead.”

      Ruby was pinching her chin in deep thought. “Well, Maeve will see soon enough that Minho and I escaped, and she’ll be pissed.”

      “Because you were the leverage against me.”

      “Exactly.” Ruby nodded. “So she’ll probably put some kind of time crunch on you. But Maeve is infamous for an outlandish temper, which means she might also be illogical.”

      “Easier to trick.” Alice said. 

      “Yeah, but we don’t have any leverage. They took my bag with the artifacts from my uncle. I still have the book.” Ruby patted her pocket, “and the favor, but I don’t think the favor would be enough.”

      “I’m sorry about the artifacts.” I grimaced. 

      “Don’t worry,” Ruby waved me off. “They’re of no value to me or humans as a whole, but fairies love that stuff.”

      “What do you mean ‘the favor,’” Alice asked.

      “It’s a favor from a demon.” Minho answered, like he was talking about some dude owing him a large Baja blast. “And it’s my favor. Ruby used hers.”

      Ruby shushed him. “Maeve is pissed that she lost Julian, or else she wouldn’t have had guards in the dark woods waiting for us to pop out of a gateway.”

      “Wait,” I interjected. “We were in something called the dark woods?”

      Ruby nodded. 

      “Is that why…”

      “It was so dark?” She finished, smirking. “Yeah, it’s a little on the nose. Anyway, none of the artifacts would have worked anyway. She’s too mad to be bought easily, but she’s mad enough to trick. I just don’t know how we could trick her.”

      The memory of something Ruby had said a couple days ago rushed back into my head, and an idea dawned on me. 

      “Ruby, you said Fae are obsessed with games right? Like gambling.” 

      The pink haired witch frowned. “Yes?”

      “What if I challenge her to a game? She’d love that. You said Fae couldn’t resist a game, and she’d love the chance to defeat me if she’s that pissed. And give me ten minutes with her and she’ll really want to rip my face off. I can be really annoying when I want to.”

      “What about the rest of the time?” Minho piped up from the floor. 

      “Shut.” I flipped him off. “I can make her madder if I have to. And I can trick her into a game. You said they can’t lie right? And I have to eat the apple willingly. And if she doesn’t have you as leverage, she has no cards to play. I win, she lets me free, and agrees not to hunt you. If she wins, I’ll eat the apple. She’ll have to agree.”

      “Ok…” Alice looked impressed. “That’s actually a good plan. But… if you lose, you’re done for.”

      “Then I won’t lose.”

      “This is a fairy noble.” Ruby said. “She has magic. Even if you make it a rule that she can’t use magic, she’ll find a way to win. Besides, what could you play?”

      “Uno?” Minho offered. 

      “Chutes and ladders.” Alice added. 

      “I don’t know.” I bit the inside of my cheek. “But… I think before the game, you all should leave.”

      “What!” they said in unison, and exploded with noise all talking over each other.

      “Julian, we are not leaving you alone here.” Alice stood. She looked between Ruby and Minho, who were both nodding in agreement. “What if they go, and I stay.”

      “No.” I shook my head, “you can’t.”

      “But they can’t see me. I’ll just turn back into a Sugar glider again and hide.”

      “You turned back into a sugar glider?” Ruby looked at her, almost horrified. “Like you turned human when the spell wore off, and then… turned into a sugar glider again.”

      “I don’t think the spell ‘wore off,’ but yes.”

      Ruby’s eyes widened to saucers. “What on earth did I do to you?”

      “We can worry about that later,” Alice brushed her off, and looked back at me. “But you can’t face her alone.”

      “I’ll be better at whatever it is I’m doing if I know you guys are safe. It’s not like I’m challenging her to an Olympic sport, I’ll pick something I’m good at.”

      Alice narrowed her eyes. There was no benefit to her staying and I could see she knew it. They all knew it. They knew my plan was a one man show. 

      “What if you lose?” Minho asked softly. His voice was that same fragile quiet it had been before he told me about being a werewolf. “We’ll just be waiting, and waiting, and we’ll have to give up waiting at some point. But…” he looked up at me with tears in his eyes. “Julian, I don’t know how I’d make the decision to stop waiting.”

      I didn’t have a response for that. The idea of Minho waiting constantly for me to come back stabbed a shard of pain into the middle of my chest. If I was in his place I’d feel the same. I’d always believe he was about to walk through every door with his cowboy swagger. Minho was my best friend. 

      “I have an idea.” Ruby said softly. There were tears in her eyes too, the round lenses of her glasses were a little fogged. She pushed them up and wiped the tears away. “I know how we could know.”

      Ruby reached up to her ears and pulled out her earrings. They were simple studs shaped like ladybugs. Ruby closed her eyes and whispered something over them. The little earrings flashed briefly with a bright pink light, before fading back to normal. As the light dimmed, Ruby gasped and her eyes seemed to roll back in her head. Alice grabbed her shoulder to keep her from toppling off the bed, but Ruby regained herself after a moment. Ruby’s head flopped a little, and there were dark circles around her eyes. 

      “Sorry. I’ve been using too much magic. I need to sleep.” she rasped. She took a deep breath and ushered me over to her. “Julian, if you–if you lose, before you eat the apple, take the earring and rub your thumb over the Ruby.”

      She placed one of the earrings in my hand, and rubbed her thumb over the face of the one still in her hand. The earring on my palm became warm, and then hot, and then so hot I could barely hold it. I hissed and dropped it on the bed. 

      “If you do, the one I keep will heat up and we’ll know you aren’t coming back.” She sounded so, so tired. “And that we need to take precautions against Maeve possibly looking for us.”

      Alice looked at me with wide eyes, but I couldn’t handle the idea of meeting those eyes and I nodded, pocketing the earring. “Thank you Ruby.”

      She nodded. “We should have been better friends in high school.”

      “You were busy being smart.”

      Ruby laughed and then passed out, snoring almost immediately. I took the earring from her hand and gave it to Alice. 

      “You should take this.” I said, clearing my throat. “Minho doesn’t have pockets. Or pants.”

      Behind me, Minho stood with a groan. “I accept your criticism and let you know that I am too tired to care. I feel like shit and I can’t think too hard right now without crying, so I’m going to join my girlfriend for a nap.”

      Minho repositioned Ruby on the bed, and lay down next to her. When Alice and I kept standing he frowned at us. 

      “Y’all, it's nap time. Lay down.”

      I snorted out loud, and kicked off my tennis shoes. “Ok.”

      Alice and I joined our friends on the huge bed. There was plenty of space for all of us, plus probably the entirety of One Direction. 

      The bed was so comfortable I felt like I was melting into it. I was too hyped up on adrenaline, I hadn’t thought I’d be able to sleep, but the bed drew me in. 

      Suddenly, a thought occurred to me and I laughed. 

      “What is it?” Alice mumbled sleepily, clearly also drawn in by the bed. 

      “I know what game to choose.”
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        * * *

      

      Ruby still looked exhausted when the nap was over, but the rest had returned enough of her magic to do a short spell. 

      The plan was for the three of them to turn into birds again and find their way back to another gateway. They’d wait at Ruby’s for as long as they needed until I returned or the earring started to warm. 

      Ruby stretched, still looking bleary eyed, and I watched her to avoid looking at my roommate or Alice. They were both staring at me intently. I knew what they were thinking. They were doing the same thing I would be doing if I thought I might never see them again. They were memorizing my face. 

      “Here.” Ruby pulled the book from her pocket, the one about fairies that changed sizes when opened. “I bookmarked the page about finding the gates.” 

      That was a problem that hadn’t even occurred to me. “Thank god you’re smart Ruby. I don’t think any of us could function without you.”

      “At least not in fairy land.” She smiled, and to my surprise, hugged me. “It probably won’t be long before Maeve knows we’re gone. I imagine she’ll come here soon after that. Be ready… I hope you win. But I also think you’re crazy.”

      I squeezed the pink haired witch back. “Me too.”

      Minho put a hand on my shoulder and I realized they were taking turns saying goodbye. A handful of emotions chased each other in my chest, from the icy fear that Maeve stuck in me, to something I couldn’t name. Despair? Sad didn’t feel like the right word. I might never see them again. It wasn’t like I might die–though I’m sure that was feasible–but if I lost, and Maeve made me her slave horse, I’d never be human again. I’d be a horse for the rest of my life. Everything I knew would be gone. And my life was entirely in my own hands. 

      I turned to him, and let him pull me into a tight, beefy armed hug. My throat clogged up with tears when I tried to say something. I coughed a little, and tried again. “I hope you find pants soon.”

      Minho pulled back, wiping at his own teary eyes with the heel of his hands. “Oh, bite me, Julian.”

      “Gladly.”

      Minho laughed, but it turned into a sob and he pulled me into another, tighter hug. 

      “You better come home, Man.” He pushed me back and held me at arm’s length. “I can’t pay rent without you.”

      He clapped me on the shoulder with a teary grin. 

      “You’re full of shit, Minho.”

      It was Alice’s turn. “Thank you for letting me come with you.”

      I raised an eyebrow. “Was this your idea of a good time? This is the weirdest date ever.”

      “Best date I’ve ever been on.” She smiled and hugged me, standing on her toes to get her arms around my neck. “Thank you.”

      Alice smelled like strawberry perfume. My head rested on hers, I closed my eyes and took a deep breath, breathing in her smell. If I was going to be a horse slave, I was going to do it with the memory of that smell. 

      “I’ll see you again.” it came out as a whisper, like my vocal cords dare not tread on the words for fear of jinxing me. “Remember what you said. I have to believe it’ll work out, because if I’m certain it won’t, that’s the first step to giving up. And I’m not giving up, and neither should you.”

      She squeezed me tighter. “We’re going on another date. I want to go to a Chinese buffet.”

      “You got it, Pickle Girl.”

      Alice fell down flat on her feet, letting her hands slide down to my chest. She looked up at me. Her eyes were sparkling with unshed tears, and they bore into me, striking in the torch light. I brushed a strand over her hair behind her ear, and kissed her softly on the lips. 

      Alice took a deep breath and stepped back from me, her eyes still wide and full. She joined Minho and Ruby where they stood by the window. The window was already open, and a cool breeze gusted across us. I glanced out the window at the wide open landscape of fairy land. If I escaped Maeve, I wanted to come back under less dire circumstances and explore that world out there with the bright colors and sinister beauty. 

      “Good luck, Julian.” Ruby smiled at me, and waved her wand in a dramatic curly cue motion and my three friends were gone, replaced by three sparrows. After a few moments of hopping as if getting their bearings, the three birds flew out the narrow window. I shut it behind them, and watched the little birds disappear into specs, and then became lost amongst the forest. 

      Now to wait. I took a deep breath and sat at the desk, picking up the note in one hand and the apple in the other. 

      If I liked apples, this one would have looked delicious. It was perfectly round and smooth and such a vibrant red. 

      I set them both down again and went back to the backpack, still stowed under the bed and riffled through it until I found a cheap ball point pen. I took it back to the desk and flipped over Maeve’s ominous note. I started to write. 
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        * * *

      

      I could feel time passing like a sweat droplet running down my back. My muscles were tense, ready for the Fae woman to burst through my door. There was so much that could go wrong. I could have massively overestimated how important winning was to her, and she could just kill me. Could she torture me into eating the apple? Would that count as my choice in their Fae logic?

      It didn’t matter. What I had to do was the same regardless. I just had to keep my cool. If I was right, she’d never be able to resist the gamble of challenging me.

      There was no clock in the room. No tick tock to count my heart beats, so I just sat in an ear ringing silence. I thought about opening the window again, so I at least had the sound of the outside world, but I couldn’t bring myself to stand. Could barely bring myself to move, listening to my own breathing and twirling the pen around my fingers.

      Silence. Until, after what could have been hours or ten minutes, a gentle tap came on the door. 

      I stood so fast my chair toppled to the ground and clattered so loudly I flinched. I stood the chair up and faced the door, gripping the pen in my white knuckled hand like it was the hilt of a dagger. 

      “Come in.” I said, unable to hide the waver in my voice. 

      The door opened, and there again was Lyrei, standing with her bow drawn, but her expression was different than before, less composed, and she didn’t get the chance to announce the noble, before she shoved to one side to make way for Maeve. 

      Maeve stormed through the open door. She looked different than she had last time I’d seen her. The leaves on her antlers were less green, wilting with her rage. The glow in her chest pulsated violently, a yellower green than before, almost putrid in color. Her blue eyes seemed to burn and the skin of her cheeks had deepened in color. I imagined it was equivalent to flushing. Maeve’s whole body seemed to burn with a barely subdued rage that seeped from her like fog from a fog machine. 

      “Time is up.” she said, and I could hear the strain to maintain the lilting softness. She wanted to scream. 

      I knew I’d been right. She wanted to win. My plan would work. Be frustrating, I thought to myself. 

      “Mmm.” I said with drawn out thoughtfulness that seemed to make Maeve’s insides boil. “No.”

      “No?” she asked through her teeth. “No?”

      Maeve grew. It had been more than just part of the dream then. New branches sprouted from her shoulders and small twigs sprouted from her arms like spikes. 

      “Do you know who I am?” The sing-song misty voice of before was gone, replaced by a dozen voices, overlapping and thick like tar. They seemed to echo inside of my skull. “Do you know what I could do to you if I wanted to? What I could do to your little witch and your werewolf if I wanted.”

      For a moment the fear froze me solid, and I thought it would be my own stupid body that ruined everything, but her lie gave me back my resolve. She was lying about having my friends. I smiled at her, and the blue eyes burned hotter. 

      “You don’t have my friends.” I said, my voice more even than I could have expected or even imagined. “That’s why you’re here right? You wanted to try to break me before I found out all your leverage was gone.”

      “What?” she seethed

      “You have no way to make me eat the apple.” I shrugged. “You lose.”

      The word seemed to fill her from the inside with fury. Her breath came fast and uneven, the light in her chest was so bright I could barely look at her.

      “I. DO. NOT. LOSE.” she bellowed, her voices rattling the lanterns on the walls, a stream of dust shaking loose from the ceiling. “I can lock you in this room with the apple. You’ll have no choice. Eat the apple or die. Why wait.”

      I narrowed my eyes and met her burning gaze. “Because I would rather die of starvation than give myself over to you. You’ll just have to watch me slowly die, knowing the entire time that you lost to a human. And then even after I die, maybe it will make you feel better for a while, but you’ll never forget that I beat you.”

      Her rage boiled in her skull, and there was literal smoke rising from her chest and I could see in her eyes that she was trying to come up with a response. Check mate, I thought. 

      “Unless,” I grinned at her, “you hear my proposition.”

      She shrank back down a little and narrowed her eyes at me. “What is your proposition?”

      “I challenge you to a game.”

      Her eyes widened and she shrunk all the way back down to the size she’d been when she first entered the room. Her chest still smoked, but her body had calmed. She was intrigued. When she spoke, her voice was somewhere between the layered horror voices and the lilting gentle one. “A game?”

      “Yes. I challenge you to a game. You win, I’ll eat the apple, no complaints or questions asked.”

      Her eyes narrowed further until they were barely more than slits. “And if you win?”

      “If I win,” I swallowed. “If I win, you let me go. You free me from the enslavement entirely and send me home unharmed just as I was. You can never hurt me again, and you can’t look for my friends. You include absolutely anyone under your command. You can’t send anyone after us and you can’t use any kind of magic to hurt and or mildly inconvenience us.”

      “So much minutiae.” she lilted. “How will we remember it all?”

      “I wrote a contract.” I stepped away from the table and motioned to the paper that lay there. I’d written a contract on the back of Maeve’s letter. I’d seen movies, I knew that when you made a wish you had to be hella specific, so I imagined the same was true when dealing with fairies. If she signed this contract, she’d have to follow it to the letter. To stray would be to lie. Every detail of the deal was on the contract, and I’d excluded any loophole I could think of she might find with wording. I even wrote out the rules for the game. 

      I stepped out of her way and motioned for her to read it. The Fae glared at me and approached the table, bending down and resting her hands, which I hadn’t noticed until this moment were made of branches with long fingers that ended in points like talons. As she read her fingers tapped on the wood, one finger at a time. Lyrei had her bow pointed at me, ready to shrink in case I decided to take advantage of Maeve’s distraction and jump her. A long handful of moments passed before she looked at me again. Her eyes were unreadable. 

      “I agree to the terms.” she hissed.

      “Amazing!” I smiled at her brightly, and proffered the ball point pen that was still in my hand. 

      Maeve looked at it with disgust and said “No need.”

      She waved her hand over the paper and I watched her name scrawl itself across the line I’d drawn with a red fey magic that stayed and kept glowing on the page. I stared at it for a second before drawing my gaze back to the Fae. I extended the pen again. 

      “Sign it both ways.”

      Maeve sneered and snatched the pen from my hand. The pen looked so weird in her hand. She was so fantastical, so clearly bursting with magic and the pen was so real, so mundane. Maeve signed. It was the same handwriting but much, much sloppier in the physical pen. 

      She dropped the pen back on the table like it had a disease on it and motion to me. “Your turn.”

      I signed the paper under her name. I scanned the words I’d written again nervously, but none of the words seemed to stick in my brain this time. 

      “It’s done.” I said and smiled. I extended my hand to her for a shake, something that always seemed to seal deals between mafia bosses. Though we were more similar to a betta fish and its owner than two mafia bosses alike in power. As John Mulaney once said, she had her kingdom of fairy people and terrifying, awe inspiring powers, and me, I had all these fucking markers. 

      She wrapped her needle like fingers around my hand and we shook once before she snatched her hand back. 

      “Deal’s made.” I said.

      “Fine.” Maeve seethed, her silk voice dripping with vitriol and scorn. “What is the name of this game you’ve chosen, Julian Sanchez?”
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      There were five rules. 

      Rule number one: it had to be human beer

      Rule number two: Maeve could not use any magic during the game. 

      Rule number Three: no one can help her from outside the game.

      Rule number four: she had to completely respect the rules of Beer pong. 

      Rule Number five: nothing magical can be done to the drinks by her or anyone else. 

      I’d spent what felt like hours poring over the rules, trying to think of any way Maeve could cheat. All I needed was for her to play at the level of a human. No magic. If there was one game that I could win, it was beer pong. College or not, I’d been to my fair share of frat parties. 

      Maeve left me to make the arrangements. She’d send someone to the human work to get what was on a short list I’d written that she snatched from my hand. Red solo cups and beer. 

      Maeve left Lyrei with me, and the Fae was supposed to help me find a table that was about the size of a ping pong table.

      We were to play in the throne room. We’d set up the table in the middle of the huge room, and it would be a spectacle for any one that wanted to watch. The thought of having an audience honestly calmed me down a little. I was used to playing beer pong surrounded by loud music and drunk people. It would be just like that, only way, way weirder. 

      Lyrei led me around the tree wordlessly, taking me to various inexplicable rooms with tables. One room looked like some kind of library, except the shelves all floated and moved about in the air. I eyeballed the tables, trying to picture the size of a ping pong table. We found one in a kitchen several floors down from where we started. The cook, who looked like a mole wearing a white apron and wire rimmed glasses waved at us as we took the table, which involved Lyrei waving her hand and letting the table float a foot off the ground a few feet in front of us.
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        * * *

      

      The throne room was massive. 

      Lyrei had led me down an endless spiral of stairs to find the throne room, and it took my breath away. The ceiling was an arch that went up higher than any building I could imagine, and even from here I could see it was painted and supported in beams painted gold. The floor was tile made of rose quartz that caught the light like the rippling surface of still water. The room was lit by a chandelier the size of a house, filled with candles and crystals. On either side of the room were huge round windows that looked out on a sky that was slowly becoming dark. At one end was the throne.

      The throne was twisted out of the roots of a massive oak tree. The tree spread its leaves nearly to the impossibly high ceiling, and at its base, gnarled roots twisted into a huge, armed throne that had padding made of pale pink flowers. 

      Maeve wasn’t even the Fairy queen. She was just a noble. I couldn’t fathom where the queen lived.

      As Lyrei and I set the table in the dead middle of the room, Maeve strode in, her antlers once again in full bloom, with a small bird trailing after her and landing again in her antlers when she stopped. 

      At her side was a human man. 

      A human man I recognized. 

      “YOU!” I took a huge step to the man, fists clenched, but Lyrei caught my arms and stopped me with no effort. “You son of a bitch, you’re the reason I’m in this stupid mess.”

      It was the man from the party. The one who sprinkled the fairy dust in Lizzie’s drink. The one I’d gotten thrown out of the party, and drank the drink in his face to prove a point. 

      The point had not been proved. 

      He smiled at me, an evil, weasel-like smile. “How’d you like your beer, Julian?”

      His voice sounded like oil and grease, and I almost shivered, but before I could say anything else, Maeve waved her hand at the man. “Enough, Edward, show Julian what you brought.”

      Edward nodded earnestly. “Yes, my lady.”

      He skittered around her and placed two grocery store bags on the table. Just like with the pen, it was weird seeing such a mundane logo in such a fantastical place. 

      From the bags he pulled two cases of beer, a party pack of red solo cups, and a pack of ping pongs. 

      “Set up the game, Julian Sanchez.” Maeve said, and smiled at me. It was a smile that made it feel like spiders had gotten under my skin and were crawling up and down my spine. “Guests will be arriving soon.”
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        * * *

      

      As I set up the cups, fairies began to filter in. I wanted to gawk and watch them each, but I needed to focus, so I kept at my task. On each side of the table I set up ten cups in a triangle like bowling pins. Then I opened the beers and poured them into the cups, careful to make sure it was even if Maeve was playing by the rules, I had to too. Since I was setting them up, there was no chance of someone doing something to the drinks. That being said, I kept an eye on Edward whenever he was in the room. I didn’t want to get fairy roofied again when the stakes were this high. Or ever again. 

      It was done. The beer pong was set up and the room was teeming with Fae Folk who buzzed and hummed amongst themselves laughing and tittering at me, scrawny little me in ripped jeans and a Hawaiian shirt, taking on an eight foot tall tree woman with an army at her command. 

      The hubbub died a little as Maeve approached the other side of the table. Her antlers were smaller than they had been and the collar of branches was gone. Perhaps for more humanlike movements. Her eyes were the same, and so was the green light throbbing in her chest. 

      “Julian Sanchez.” she said loudly and clearly. “You have challenged me to this silly human game for your freedom. Please—” She spread her hand to the room. “Tell us the rules. 

      I cleared my throat, as every eye in the room turned to me. 

      “This is a party game called Beer pong” I said as loudly as I could without my voice breaking. “It is simple. The goal is to keep as many of your cups as you can, while getting as many of your opponents cups out. We’ll play by the simpler rules, so to get a cup out you toss the ball from here.”

      I positioned myself behind the table, and held one of the ping pong balls in my hand. I looked at Maeve’s cup and tossed the ping pong ball which fell perfectly in the front cup with an audible plop. I started around the table back to fish the ball from her cup. “If I were to get my ball in her beer, she has to drink that beer.”

      I went back to where I started. “I could also get the ball in like this.”

      I threw it again, this time letting it bounce on the table before landing in the same cup as before. 

      “But it can’t bounce more than once. We cannot touch the ball until it has bounced more than once or missed a cup entirely. Once we are down to five cups, we rerack, and make it into a new triangle. Then again at three. You get one ball each turn. If you get it in you get to throw again until you miss or win. 

      Redemption is when one of us gets the ball into the last cup. The other player gets to try to get all the opponents cups out in one turn. If you don’t, you lose.

      A neutral party will toss a coin and that will determine who goes first. Any questions?”

      Silence greeted me, and I felt my face flush a little. It really was a simple game. They were probably used to chess or something equally as complex.

      I gave the room an awkward thumbs up. “Thank you for your attention.” and then slightly quieter, “you may stop staring at me now.”

      Someone in the crowd laughed. Maeve watched me unreadably. 

      Before anyone else broke the silence, the huge throne room doors swung open. The room gasped as one, and every one fell to their knees in deep bows. Everyone except me, who had no idea what was happening, and Maeve. 

      Maeve’s face flashed a sneer before melting into that serene smile again. 

      “My queen.”  She curtseyed. 

      I was terrified to turn around. The Queen? The fairy queen was here? And she was going to watch me play beer pong for my life?

      Slowly, a beer covered ping pong ball still in my fist, I turned to the doorway. 

      Titania was tall. That was my first impression. A good ten feet tall, but that was the most normal thing about her. Her skin was a translucent white, covered mostly by a complex pale blue dress. The bottom of the dress seemed to disappear into mist. Her hair was long and silvery white. But it was Titania’s face. 

      A humanoid nose, and humanoid lips, and two black eyes, but around those eyes, two huge butterfly wings grew. They grew flat, as if she were wearing a mask. They were the same blue as her dress, veined with black. They moved just a little, as if there were a butterfly resting on her nose. But the wings grew from her skin. They were sectioned butterfly wings like those you find on the bigger butterflies. The lower set grew from her cheek bone, just under her eye, and the upper grew from her brow bone. Behind her, huge versions of the same butterfly wings rested, but they were as big as sails. 

      I found myself bowing too. 

      “Rise, my fairies.” Titania trilled. She had a kind sounding, almost familiar voice. And it didn’t sound like she was hiding her malice that way Maeve’s always seemed to bubble below the surface. Though I remembered what Ruby said. Titania may be kinder, but she still wasn’t trustworthy. No fairies were. 

      “You’re highness.” Maeve’s voice was strained. “What brings you to my Hearth?”

      “Do I need a reason to visit an old friend?” she asked, a laugh in her voice. “I want to see the game.”

      “I will have him explain the rules again.” Maeve looked at me, and I opened my mouth, but Titania waved one of her huge, pearly hands. 

      “No need. I know how the game works. Proceed.”

      She walked into the room, and the Fae Folk stood, watching her with unreserved awe. I found myself doing the same. She seemed to glow. She stood in the front of the crowd on one side of the table, right between our competing sides, her hands laced politely in front of her.

      This was going to throw me off. Playing in front of a crowd was one thing, but a literal queen? I felt like I was going to be sick. No time for that, Julian, I chided myself. 

      “Are we ready then?” I asked, sounding braver than I felt.

      “The coin toss.” Maeve nodded. “Your majesty, would you like to do the honors?”

      Titania smiled. “My pleasure.”

      She pulled a large silver coin from seemingly nowhere. “Julian, you are heads, Maeve you are tails.”

      She flipped the coin high into the air, and I watched its arch as it landed back in her palm. She flipped it onto the back of her other hand. 

      “Heads.” she announced. “Julian, you shoot first.”

      I nodded my head at her, not sure what else to do. I turned back to the table. I had to focus. I had to win. I met Maeve’s eyes. There was no way for her to cheat, I’d run it over and over in my head, but she was so certain that she could win she’d invited this crowd. I wondered if she still felt so certain. There seemed to be a waiver in her eyes, but I couldn’t be sure. 

      I took a deep, steadying breath, and threw the first ball. Just like it had before, it plopped straight into Maeve’s first drink without bouncing. Hushed murmurs stirred in the crowd as Maeve fished the ball from her cup and drank it. 

      She made a face of pure disgust and handed the empty cup to Edward who still stood by her side. “Human beer tastes of piss.”

      “Yeah it does.” I said and grabbed another ball. This one bounced once, and landed in the cup directly in the middle. A frown grew on Maeve’s face as she drank the second one. I shot again, but this time it bounced twice and fell to the floor.

      The crowd shifted. 

      Maeve’s turn. She held the ping pong ball in green fingers and squinted at my cups. She tossed it. It bounced once and fell off the side of the table. 

      More noises, and I watched the light in Maeve’s chest flare with frustration. 

      Feeling good about myself, I bragged, saying cheerily, “That’s ok, it was your first try.”

      Maeve seethed at that, but it was my turn fair and square. I got too cocky, and the ball bounced off the side of a cup. My heart skipped a little in my chest. Giving up any ground at all was bad. Bad bad bad. But it was ok, we were still in the beginning. It was going to be fine. 

      Maeve’s turn. She tossed, and this time her ball bounced once and landed in the leftmost cup. She straightened triumphantly as I took out the ball and drank the beer. It went down warm into my chest. I fought the urge to grimace. 

      My turn. Stomach warm and nervous, I grabbed another ping pong ball. I took a deep breath, and tossed. It went right in again with a plop. She drank, I threw. I missed the next one. 

      Maeve’s turn. She missed. She flared again, the leaves on her antlers shaking like they were caught in a storm. 

      I made two, and then missed. 

      Maeve did the same, made two in a row, and missed. 

      Sweat beaded on my neck. I’d played intense games of beer pong before, when frat bros were so certain they could beat me if we played just one more time. But never like this. Never literally life or death. Or, I guess life or eternal servitude. 

      Maeve was down to five cups. She rearranged them, and I could see in her stiff movements that she was seething with rage. She was losing. She wasn’t used to losing. 

      I tried to hide my smile. Maybe I could really do this. Could I win? Part of me was sure I couldn’t, but I was winning. 

      But then I missed. 

      Maeve made her next ball and I drank. 

      And then I missed again. Two seconds ago I’d been on top of the world, now I was resisting the urge to cry. 

      Maeve missed the next shot. 

      Then I made two, and Maeve had to rearrange her cups again to the triangle. Three left.

      She made one more, and I drank. I was starting to feel it. Maeve didn’t seem affected, but I was used to playing while drunk so it wasn’t like I was at a disadvantage. 

      I took a deep breath. I was so close. I tossed. My ping pong ball bounced once on the table, and then dropped into the first cup. Maeve drank, and I prepped to throw again. This time, no bounce, straight in. 

      She had one cup left. 

      I felt like I was vibrating. The ground felt like it was buzzing underneath me. I’d gotten so involved I forgot we were surrounded by a crowd. They watched in near silence, bated breath. Even Titania had her hands pressed to her heart, both sets of wings fluttering as she watched. 

      One cup. 

      I took another breath and looked at the ball in my hand. If I’d been at a party, I’d have asked a pretty girl to kiss it for good luck, but the idea of kissing it myself felt embarrassing. So instead I thought at the ball in my hand as loudly as I could PLEASE MAKE IT INTO THE CUP.

      Another breath, and I threw. It felt like slow motion, like the ball had errands to run before it could get there, like it had to slice through the fabric of space time before it could get to the damn cup. 

      Bounce. 

      And it landed, right in her last cup. 

      Maeve’s mouth fell open. She looked from the cup to me to the cup again, like she couldn’t believe it. 

      “Now what?” she asked, sounding more human than I’d ever heard her.

      “Sudden death.” my voice came out a croak. “You have one more chance to get all my cups out.”

      I still had five cups. Maeve narrowed her eyes and nodded. It seemed that it was true for her as well that the room, as gargantuan and imposing as it was, had narrowed down to this table, with the red cups and the shitty beer. Nothing else mattered. 

      Her first ball made it in without bouncing. I drank. Her second ball bounced once and made it in. I drank. 

      When her third ball plopped into my drink, the roller coaster of emotions I was feeling in this game plummeted. 

      Maeve smiled to herself. And threw another ball. 

      One bounce. 

      Two bounces, and the ball dropped to the floor. 

      The room went still. I was suddenly very aware of how many Fae Folk were in this room. How many bodies were standing so still that their clothes didn’t even rustle as they breathed? How many people had just watched Maeve lose? 

      She lost. 

      Maeve lost. 

      I was too shocked to even celebrate in my head. I won. I won. 

      You could be the smartest, strongest, most athletic person in the world, but there would always be someone who was better than you at something completely useless. 

      It wasn’t so useless now, was it? 

      I was free. 

      I did it. 

      I didn’t get the chance to celebrate. 

      Across the table Maeve was steaming. Smoke rose from her chest and from somewhere inside her a shrill screeching emanated like a tea kettle. I stared at her wide eyed, and like before, I watched her grow again. Her antlers twisted out from her head in tendrils and branches twisted from her skin, encasing her further, her hands, no longer human shaped with green skin, but wooden talons once more. 

      A sound completely detached from humanity emanated from the Fae’s throat. 

      “I. DO NOT. LOSE.” She screamed, her lungs so powerful it made the marble shake, the chandelier tinkling dangerously above us, some droplets of melted wax falling from the thousands of candles into the crowd. 

      The branches growing from the Fae’s body made her barely even humanoid anymore. 

      Oh my god she’s hulking out, I had just enough wherewithal to think before Maeve smacked the makeshift ping pong table with one of her now giant hands. The tale went flying, red cups and beer splattering over the crowd. 

      “I’M GOING TO KILL YOU!” she roared, the horrible overlapping voices filled my head like bees and tar. 

      “You can’t!” I squeaked, skittering backwards, away from her. “I won! The contract! You signed the contract, you have to let me go!”

      “The contract?” Maeve laughed. “It didn’t say anything about killing you once the game was over. I do not lose, Julian Sanchez, and I am going to enjoy feasting on your—”

      “That’s quite enough of that.”

      Maeve never got to finish her threat. Suddenly, Titania was between us. She bopped the tree monster that was Maeve right between the eyes. A moment’s delay, and then, it looked like Maeve was gone. 

      Poof, no more Maeve. 

      But no. Titania snatched something out of the air, and I realized it was a toad.

      “Did you…” my voice came out a squeak again. “Did you just turn Maeve into a toad?” 

      “I did.” Titania nodded pleasantly, holding the toad cupped in both hands like a child that had caught a firefly. “She was wrong. It did say she couldn’t kill you after in the contract.”

      “But how did you–” 

      “Fae Folk physically cannot lie on purpose. It is simply not possible. But if a Fae lies on accident the fairy queen knows, and can punish them how she sees fit. I am the fairy queen.” she smiled again. “You did it Julian! I am so proud of you!”

      My eyes darted around the room. The Fae Folk were watching me and their queen with intense concentration and confusion. 

      “You are?” I managed.

      “Yes!” Titania beamed. “You freed yourself and your friends. Maeve’s enslavement is broken, and she can never harm you or your friends again.”

       I opened my mouth and closed it again, feeling a little like a gaping fish. Just like when I’d first heard her voice, she sounded incredibly familiar. 

      She seemed to know the look and crouched down like she was talking to a small child and said with a conspiratorial smile. “Don’t you recognize me, Julian? You were just helping me make pies a few days ago.”

      I stared at her blankly. Pies? When would I have been making pies with the fairy queen? What was she–

      Oh. 

      OH.

      OH MY GOD. Titania was–

      “Magnolia?” If I were a cartoon character, huge question marks would have been flying out of my head as I remembered finding Magnolia in the kitchen, and her roping me into helping her knead the dough. “But you—but I—how can you be—you’re—”

      “Yes!” she kept beaming and she was right. I recognized that beaming. Blaze’s apple faced wife… was the fairy queen? “Congratulations Julian!” 

      Titania looked around the room brightly, “Let’s celebrate the victor!”

      The room had stood in horror and confusion for so many moments that the Fae Folk didn’t seem to know what to do with themselves. Slowly, they began to clap, which turned into cheers. It felt over dramatic for a game of beer pong, and I waved awkwardly. 

      “Ready to go home, Julian?” Titania asked. She’d moved her top hand off the toad, which now simply sat grumpily in her hand.  

      I nodded, suddenly exhausted. I went to get the book from my pocket. “Ruby gave me—”

      “No need!” Titania interrupted. “Your friends are waiting.” 

      And just like she had with Maeve, she bopped me gently on top of my head and the throne room disappeared.
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        * * *

      

      “This book…” I finished, trailing off. I was in a small room. It was warm. It was cozy. Disoriented, I rubbed my eyes. 

      I was in Ruby’s study, looking straight at my friends. Ruby, Minho and Alice sat in a handful of arm chairs under one open window. Sunlight and birdsong filtered through by my friends looked morbid. Minho’s face was red as if he hadn’t stopped crying until he dozed off. Ruby’s short pink hair was wild and her nose was buried deep in a book. 

      Alice sat, staring into space blankly. Staring right past me. For a moment, none of them noticed me. I stared at them. And then Alice’s unfocused eyes focused on me standing in the middle of the room and her jaw dropped. 

      “Julian?” she shot out of her chair and rushed me. Alice threw her arms around my neck, nearly toppling me, a stream of incoherent words spilled from her mouth as I tried to find my balance. Ruby looked up and her face lit up. She shook the werewolf and they both rushed me as well. 

      The three bombarded me with questions, patting me down like TSA agents to make sure I was really here, and really ok. 

      “You won?” Alice grinned at me. 

      “I did!”

      Another barrage of questions. Ruby’s was the only one I understood. “What happened?”

      I opened my mouth to answer, but instead, the room warped around me, and I was way too tall. I was a Goddamn horse again. I whinnied in absolute frustration, and was human once more. I fell hard on my ass. My three friends stared at me.

      “You have got to be KIDDING ME!”
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      Three weeks, several phone calls with Ruby’s terrifying uncle and a long, odd discussion with Magnolia, who looked like a pleasant house wife once more and we finally knew why I was still a horse. 

      “So Maeve broke the enslavement.” Ruby rubbed her head with the back of her pencil, looking at the papers in front of us. “But whatever magic got messed up when you didn’t finish the apple didn’t get undone by the release. Basically the magic is in your bones now.”

      She threw her hands up. “You’re a shifter now, Julian.”

      “Forever?”

      She nodded. “Don’t worry, you won’t go crazy anymore, and you should be able to control it soon enough, but yeah. Just like Alice. Welcome to the magic life.”

      Alice and I high fived. 

      It turned out that, since Ruby’s magic was so much stronger in Elfhame, it was also wilder. The magic didn’t listen as well. So when she poured so much magic into such a strong protection spell, the magic went haywire and, while it protected Alice as it was meant to, it also flooded her body with magic and she turned into a sugar glider. Why a sugar glider? Ruby’s uncle wasn’t sure, but he thought maybe Ruby or Alice had been thinking about sugar gliders earlier that day.

      “The only predictable thing about Elfhame,” Ruby’s uncle had said with his thick Texas drawl over the phone. “Is that it is unpredictable.”

      Which meant that through entirely different means, in some odd twist of fate, Alice and I were both shifters now. The same kind of shifters called Ceridwen, or a witch who has spent years imbuing themselves with a certain spell to turn themselves into shifters. Neither Alice nor I were witches, but the magic had stuck in us the same way it would have for a spell caster.

      “Ok but you were able to turn yourself and Minho and Alice into birds.” I protested. 

      “Yeah but it wasn’t the same. That’s barely more than an illusion and I can’t maintain it for more than an hour. I can turn into any number of things in short bursts, but Ceridwens become a part of the animal that they pick. You guys just didn’t get to pick.”

      “Magic is fun,” said Alice. “It’s confusing.”

      “You’re telling me.” Ruby signed and shut the thick dusty volume we’d been looking at. “You guys should get ready to go. Minho will be here in a few for you.”

      We stood and helped Ruby tidy her study a little. Alice and I as new and confused shifters, were going to one of Minho’s W.A. meetings, where they’d hopefully be able to help us learn to control our new found abilities. 

      Ruby wished us luck, and left us in her driveway to wait for my werewolf roommate. She went back into her big farm house. I looked at Alice and found myself grinning. 

      “So. Ceridwens, huh?”

      She grinned back. “Everything’s going to be different now. I’m going to go back to school and study biology, but… now I’m magic.”

      Her smile could have split her face open. “I’m magic!”

      I squeezed her hand. “Yeah, you are.”

      “So, Horse boy,” Alice bumped me with her hip, and, holding a pretend microphone to her mouth like a reporter, said, “You just defeated a psycho Fae lady, what are you going to do next?”

      She smiled like she was trying not to laugh and offered her fake microphone to me, the golden sun slanted into her eyes, turning them mahogany. 

      “Well, Pickle Girl, I’ll tell you what I’m not gonna do.” I kissed her on the side of the head as Minho’s truck started to crunch down the driveway. “I’m never going in a Fairy circle ever again.”

      

      
        
        —Thanks for reading!—
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        Neve had no idea she was heir to a witch dynasty, until cousins Callum and Aegus come crashing into her life and her heart.
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      Neve brushed her mane of wild curls from her face and cursed again for having worn lip gloss. Lip gloss and long hair never mixed. Why had she ever let her friend Amanda talk her into wearing some?

      Amanda, Bethany, and Crystal had been Neve’s best friends since high school. A, B, and C. And ever since high school, her friends had been able to talk her into just about anything. The lip gloss, an expensive dinner that wasn’t worth it, and even going to a nightclub for drinks was no exception. It was hard to tell the three musketeers no when she owned her own business and could open her doors when she wanted.

      Two drinks. She would only have two drinks, and then she would head back to her safe space, her greenhouse, and then her library.

      “Stop.” Amanda pulled her through the door of the bar. “I know what you are doing.”

      Neve rolled her eyes but stopped herself from sighing. “What am I doing?”

      “You are figuring out how long you have to stay before you can return to the solitude of your plants, lotions, potions, and books.”

      “They aren’t potions.” Neve laughed. “They’re tinctures,” she finished over the loud music.

      It was Amanda’s turn to roll her eyes. “Same thing.”

      Neve had always had an affinity for plants. Ever since she was young, she’d been able to take any plant and bring it back from the brink of death. Even cut flowers in a vase seemed to last three times as long for her as they did for other people. And because of that, she’d always felt more at home with plants than with people. Even so, somehow, Amanda had never given up on her. Almost like Neve had been her pet project. And because Amanda had always been so fun and pretty and popular, what she’d said had gone. So, Bethany and Crystal had accepted her the same way they would accept a tag-along little sister. She was the Dartanian to their three musketeers.

      Several guys at the bar called to Amanda. She waved and leaned into Neve. “Go find a table, and I’ll see if I can snag us some free drinks.” She wiggled her eyebrows.

      Neve knew better than to argue. She spotted a table in the corner and headed toward it. She’d gotten halfway across the dance area when she felt a tug on her skirt. She stopped instinctually and took a step back. She looked down to find a red high heel stuck in the hem of her long flowy skirt. She waited until the girl moved to the side and then continued to the table. She hoped Amanda hadn’t seen because she would once again chide Neve for not having worn something shorter and tighter for their night out.

      Neve slid into the booth and looked around. The country music from the local band made her want to get up and dance, but she’d never been one to dance by herself, and more than that, she would never have the nerve to ask a man to dance.

      She’d always been cute. That’s what everyone had told her. At five foot one, with wild red curls and a smattering of freckles – okay, more like an onslaught of freckles – and bright green eyes, she’d always been called cute. Her mother had called her cute. Her girlhood crush had called her cute. Her high school prom date had called her cute – right before he’d tried to get in her pants. Even Bethany and Crystal had nicknamed her Cutie.

      And men didn’t tend to want “cute”. They wanted beautiful, vivacious, sexy. And she was just fine with that.

      A strange sensation made her skin tingle. She looked around again, and her gaze landed on a man on the dance floor. Her breathing stopped as she took his devilishly handsome face and lithe body clad in pure black from the tailored button-down shirt to his black jeans and expensive dress shoes. But it wasn’t his obviously fit body that had her heart beating like a hummingbird’s; it was his eyes. True, there was a leggy blonde backed into and slithering against him like he was her own private stripper pole, but he barely seemed to notice as his intense gaze remained locked on Neve’s.

      Her cheeks heated, but she couldn’t look away. His hands rested lightly on the hips of the blonde he danced with, but his gaze trapped Neve’s, making it impossible for her to do anything but watch him.

      Stop. Stop looking at him. You are being an idiot, and he’s nothing more than a cocky a-hole for wanting you to watch.

      Moments passed, and slowly he moved closer to where she sat so that by the time the song ended, he was mere feet from her table. Without so much as a glance her way, he spun the blonde into someone else’s arms and slid into Neve’s booth. He did it so fluidly that Neve had to blink twice to make sure he’d sat down.

      “Hello.” His low gravelly voice held a hint of a Scottish brogue to it.

      “Uh… hi?” Neve was sure she didn’t know him. She glanced to see the blonde staring daggers at her. “I don’t think your date appreciates being discarded like a stained dress shirt.”

      A smile ticked up the corners of his mouth. “She’s not my date. I don’t even know her name.”

      He was beyond handsome with deeply tanned skin and dark wavy hair. His deep eyes held an intensity that made her body heat and her belly flutter. But his arrogant air gave her pause. She hadn’t dated much, almost not at all, to be honest, but she knew what she liked and what she didn’t like, and cocky wasn’t on her qualities-wanted-in-a-boyfriend list.

      Neve cocked an eyebrow. “You seemed pretty familiar on the dance floor.”

      He gave a half-shrug. “What’s your name?”

      Neve narrowed her eyes on him, trying to ignore the fluttery feeling in her gut. She sat back and crossed her arms. When his gaze dropped to her breasts that peeked out from under her peasant top, she undid her arms and set her hands in her lap.

      “You sat at my table. Don’t you think you should introduce yourself?”

      “Callum McIntire.”

      A truly Scottish name.

      “And you?” he questioned.

      She bit the inside of her cheek. Something about him seemed almost familiar.

      “Have we met before?”

      “If we had, I would definitely have remembered your name.” His gaze heated, making Neve swallow hard.

      “You sure look at me like you know me.”

      His eyes twinkled. “What do you mean?”

      She shook her head. This was weird. Even for her, this was a strange conversation, and she’d once had a first date where a guy started out by telling her how many women he’d slept with, and his favorite sex position. Then he’d asked her the last time she had been tested for STDs.

      “Is there something I can do for you, Callum?” she finally asked.

      The corner of his lips ticked up, and he leaned forward, placing his elbows on the table. “You can tell me your name.”

      A memory surfaced from when she was little. She had been no more than three or four and had been at the store with her grandmother Elsie. A stranger had told her she was cute and had asked her name.

      “Neve,” she’d said.

      The woman had smiled at her and then walked away. But her grandmother had bent down, taken Neve by the shoulders, and looked straight into her eyes.

      “Never tell a stranger your name. Names are dangerous. They hold power. If you give your name to the wrong person, they can use it against you.”

      Neve hadn’t understood what her grandmother had meant, but since then, she’d always been careful about telling people her name, especially men.

      “Okay,” Callum finally said. “I’ll give you one since you don’t want to share.” He studied her for a moment. “Beautiful. That fits.”

      Neve snorted and folded her hands on the table. “If you’re going to tease, you can leave now.”

      His brows drew together. “Why do you think I am teasing?”

      The honesty in his voice made her blush. “Neve,” she blurted.

      “Neve.” He whispered her name as though committing it to memory.

      Strangely, though the music and talking had intensified, she heard him. She bit her tongue to keep from asking him to repeat it. She got the sudden feeling her gran had been right because just hearing him say her name sent a rush of heat through her like she’d never felt.

      “It is a pleasure to meet you, Neve.”

      She swallowed hard. “And you, Callum McIntire.”

      They stared at each other for several minutes, neither speaking. Neve tried to figure out what was happening. She’d never had a guy as hot as Callum look at her the way he was looking at her.

      “If you are hoping for a one-night stand, I should tell you now; I’m not that kind of girl.”

      “Do I look like that kind of guy?” His eyebrows rose when she didn’t answer. “Wow. I guess I’ll have to rethink my outfits then.”

      “It’s not just your outfit.”

      “No? What is it then?”

      Neve chewed her lip. “It’s just… all of you. Yes, your outfit, but also how you danced with that other woman and tossed her away. The way you look at me like you want to take me out back and just have a good time against the brick wall. And it’s also the arrogant way you look like you tend to get what you want no matter the cost to others.”

      He thought about her words for a moment. “Okay. First, I like nice clothes, nothing more, nothing less. Second, the other woman came and found me on the dance floor; I didn’t search her out. Third, I would never take you out back and have a quicky with you against a brick wall. I would take you home and make love to you long and properly. And lastly, I do tend to get what I want, but not at the cost of other people. I don’t believe in that.”

      “Well, whether it be a quicky against a wall or a long sweaty session in your bed, you will be getting neither from me tonight.”

      He smiled. “What about at a later date? Say after half a dozen dates?”

      She narrowed her eyes at him and couldn’t help the smile that tickled the corners of her mouth. “What makes you think there will even be a first date?”

      He shrugged. “Like you said, I tend to get what I want.”

      She couldn’t help but smile. He may be cocky, but he had a playful side as well. Interesting.

      “Where are you from?” she asked.

      “Scotland. What about you? Are you from here in San Francisco?”

      “No. I live about an hour from here. I’m just here for the night with friends.”

      He nodded. “Are you staying at a hotel nearby?”

      “No, I’m staying at my dad’s- well, no longer my dad’s. I guess it’s my place now.”

      “I’m sorry. Losing a parent is painful.”

      The emotion in his eyes hit her straight in the heart.

      “I never met him. My mom died of cancer a few years ago.” Why had she told him that? She hadn’t talked about it with anyone besides her Gran.

      “That’s terrible. I am truly sorry.”

      The downward turn of emotions weighed her down, and she smiled instead. “It’s okay. I still have my gran. What about you? Do you have family around here?”

      “My older brother. We… share a house with some other family members.”

      She nodded. “Smart. Rents here are quite expensive, and mortgage payments are even worse. It’s why I don’t live here in the city. I rent my dad’s place out most of the time.” Again she wondered why in the world she was oversharing. She never overshared. Hell, she didn’t share in general.

      Silence fell between them for a minute, and Neve let the music seep into her. She scanned the club for Amanda and noticed her and Bethany, and Crystal doing shots at the bar with a group of what looked like frat boys.

      “So,” Callum said. “When do we start?”

      She turned her attention back to his handsome face. “Start what?”

      “The dating, of course.”

      “Who said I’m going to date you?”

      “Why wouldn’t you?”

      She snorted. “Seriously?”

      He shrugged. “I’m a good guy. I can support myself. I’m good-looking, and I like you. Why not see if there could be more to this?”

      She had to admit she liked his directness. “That’s honestly the best pitch I’ve heard in a long time.”

      “So, is that a yes?”

      “It’s not a no.”

      “All right, I’m free right now.”

      She snorted and shook her head. “It’s late.”

      “And yet you are still here.”

      “I’ve already eaten.”

      “Then we’ve gotten two-thirds of the first date already over with. We’ve both eaten, and we’ve had a conversation. So now we just need to do something else.”

      “Like what?”

      He turned his hand palm up on the table. “Dance? We are at a nightclub, after all.”

      Neve stared at it, and as if it had a mind of its own, her hand moved across the table. Her fingertips barely grazed his, but the contact sent lightning up her arm and across her chest. She pulled back as energy pulsed through her, straight down to her core.

      What the hell was that?

      Something inside her screamed for her to run, but something else intrigued her. She slid her hand back across the table and laced her fingers back into his.

      Callum lifted her from the table and led her out onto the floor. His eyes never left hers as he pulled her close and wrapped his arm around her waist. The sensation made her breathing hitch, and her brain explode with questions.

      What was that feeling? Why did she like it so much? Was it just her imagination because a man in almost two years hadn’t touched her? Did she really want to do this? Was he just toying with her?

      All her questions faded away as he pressed her body into his and began to sway with the music, his hips grinding into hers.

      The rest of the nightclub faded away as the two danced body to body. The warmth of his skin seeped through her thin clothing, heating her from the inside out. His eyes didn’t move from her face as they moved in slow circles on the dance floor.

      Suddenly he bent his head, and his lips moved closer to her. Neve froze. Something inside her told her to stop. To get away. To run. And for once, Neve listened.

      She pushed away from Callum. His eyes darkened but stayed locked on her. He reached for her again, but she pulled away, pushed through the crowd, and made for the entrance. She looked over her shoulder to find Callum still staring at her. She continued through the group when someone bumped into her. She turned and bumped again to find herself face-to-face with the blonde from earlier. The blonde pushed Neve so violently that she twisted and tripped over the hem of her skirt. Bouncing between people like a ping pong ball, she tried to keep upright but finally had to decide between losing her skirt or losing her footing. Unwilling to share the sight of her bare rear with the entire bar, she threw out her hands and braced herself for hitting the floor when a strong arm snaked around her waist and kept her from making contact. A moment later, she was spun and pinned against the far wall of the bar by a tall, black-clad body.

      Neve’s heart raced, and she sucked in several breaths before realizing she was on the opposite side of the bar from the entrance. Instead she was in the small hallway that led to the bathrooms. She took a moment to orient herself and reached for her skirt to ensure it was still where it should be. It was then that she finally registered the tingling sensation that pulsed through her body like she’d pressed against a massage chair.

      She swallowed hard and looked up into Callum’s face once more.

      “If you’d wanted me all to yourself, you could have just asked,” he said with a smirk. “You didn’t have to pretend to run from me.”

      Anger rose inside Neve, and she tried to push him away. “If I had wanted you to myself, I would have asked. Not make a fool of myself and almost fall on my face.”

      “That would have been a pity. I happen to like your face.”

      What the hell was he up to? “If you think saying stuff like that is going to make me let you try to kiss me again, you’re dead wrong.”

      He cocked an eyebrow. “You let me kiss you? I wasn’t trying to kiss you. I was going to ask you something.”

      “Oh really?”

      “Is that why you ran from me? You thought I was going to kiss you?”

      Neve swallowed hard. “What do you want from me, Callum?”

      Callum reached up with a finger and twirled one of her curls around his finger. “Want? Nothing more than to get to know you. But if you think that saving you, and your beautiful face, from smashing into the dance floor is worth something, I wouldn’t say no to a kiss. After all, I’m assuming we are coming toward the end of our night.”

      Neve couldn’t stop her mouth from falling open slightly. “Wow. You really are cocky, aren’t you?”

      “Of course not. If I was cocky, I would have stolen a kiss already, or more over, expected one. I did neither. I simply asked for one.” He dropped her stray curl and moved his hand to run the pad of his thumb over her bottom lip.

      The sensation tickled, and she licked her lip, accidentally licking the tip of his finger as well. He stopped moving his thumb when she did, and his gaze locked on her lips. As if taking it for an invitation, he moved his face within an inch of hers.

      She knew she should stop him. She should push him away. After all, wasn’t that why she’d just run on the dance floor? Because she’d thought he was going to kiss her? But something inside stopped her. For the first time in a long time, she wanted to kiss someone. Wanted to kiss him. Wanted to feel his lips on hers. Wanted to taste him on her tongue. He moved his hand to cup her cheek.

      He rested his forearms above her head on the wall and leaned down to within an inch of her mouth.

      “Well,” she finally said. “If you believe I owe you a kiss for saving me, take one.”

      His tongue flicked out, and he licked the seam of her lips, making her legs go mushy. “I’d never do that, Àlainn. The choice must be yours.”

      Neve stalled, pushed up on her tiptoes, and pressed her lips to his. For a moment, nothing happened, and then his right arm dipped down and encircled her waist. He pulled her body tight against his and deepened their kiss. Neve’s palms pressed into his soft shirt, feeling the hard muscles beneath her hands.

      As their tongues entwined, something pulsed inside her. A warmth that started this time in her toes and curled up her calves to her thighs before settling in her belly. The warmth pooled there and then radiated outward all the way to her fingertips.

      Callum groaned and pushed her back against the wall, kissing her until she wanted to pull him out the back door and have him take her against the brick wall. His hands raked into her hair, and he pulled her face tighter against his as he kissed her harder.

      She moaned into his mouth, unable to control herself.

      She pulled on his shirt, wanting to feel the contact before them more fully. Their teeth clashed as they explored each other’s mouths with insatiable need. Neve had never been kissed so passionately before. The sensation left her light-headed and needy. More. She wanted more. She wanted all of him. His lips on her lips. His hands on her body. Him between her thighs.

      But just as the thought entered her mind, he broke the kiss, leaving them both panting. Confusion plagued her as he rested his cheek on hers before kissing her forehead and then leaning his forehead against hers.

      “What are you doing to me?” He shook his head. “I can’t… I’ve never… I didn’t know you’d be so beautiful.”

      His words caught up with her, and Neve blinked several times. “What?”

      He lifted his head from hers. “What?”

      Fear trickled over her. “You said you didn’t know I’d be so beautiful.”

      His brow scrunched together. “No. I said you are so beautiful.”

      Something inside screamed again for her to run away, and she shoved him off.

      “I heard you, and that is not what you said. So what is this? A prank? A joke? Did the ABCs set this up? Did they con you into doing this or something?”

      “What’s the ABCs? I… I don’t know what you are talking about.”

      Neve blew out a breath. She knew better than to think that someone as hot as Callum could actually find her beautiful.

      She shook her head. “I’m not sure how, why, or who put you up to it, but you got me to kiss you. Good job. But this is where it ends. Not one date or six or twelve would ever get me into your bed now. Tell your buddies, or mine, or whatever, that this is over. And whyever they sent you has been accomplished. Thanks again for proving to me why I prefer plants and books to men.”

      He reached for her, but she swatted his hand away and headed down the hallway for the back door.

      “Neve. Wait!”

      She heard his dress shoes hitting the floor behind her, and she picked up speed. When she threw open the door at the end of the hall, an emergency alarm blared to life. Screams and cries sounded back in the club. She turned, and as she did, so did Callum. A stream of people came running down the hall, and she took the opportunity to dive into the alley behind the bar and flatten herself against the wall.

      When the first wave of bar patrons emerged, she blended into the group and made her way down to the sidewalk in front of the bar. The group headed to the left, back out in front of the establishment, and she turned right, then cut across the darkened street and ducked between two large SUVs. She peeked between their bumpers to see Callum run out of the alley and look up and down the road.

      She ducked behind the vehicle and waited.

      Stupid Neve. So foolish and naïve. Was she really that starved for attention and affection? She hadn’t thought so, but somehow talking to Callum had stirred something within her. A longing she hadn’t realized had been there. Sure, she hadn’t been on a date in almost a year, and it had been even longer since she’d been to bed with someone, but she hadn’t realized until he’d kissed her just how lonely she’d become since her mother’s death.

      Tears stung her eyes, and she took a deep breath and pushed them away. Screw Callum. And screw his exceptional kissing skills. She’d rather be alone than be used as the butt of a joke.

      She peeked between the bumpers again at the patrons who had begun to gather in front of the bar and spill out into the street. Sirens blared into the night as fire engines drew closer.

      Neve slumped against the side of the SUV for a moment and caught her breath. She fought back the sudden rush of emotions that threatened to overtake her.

      She should have realized the moment he’d sat at her table that someone had most likely told him to. If she had to guess, she guessed it was Cassie. It had to be one of the ABCs, didn’t it? Not Amanda, so either B or C.

      Her phone buzzed in her purse, and she pulled it out. It was Amanda.

      Where are you? Are you okay? We couldn’t find you anywhere, and then the bar alarm went off, and everyone went crazy. Did you go home already?

      Neve’s fingers hovered over the buttons, and then she typed.

      I’m fine. Caught an Uber. Sorry. Talk tomorrow.

      Definitely not A. She knew Amanda too well. She had played tricks on Neve before, but nothing cruel. She was never malicious.

      Neve shoved her phone into her purse as the red lights of the fire engine swirled around the street, painting everything with an eerie glow.

      She hopped up and strode down the street, then turned a corner and then a second and ducked into a pizza place before calling an Uber.

      She stared out the window, waiting for her ride, and finally, the realization of what she’d done dawned on her, and she chuckled.

      Of all the ways to get out of a situation with a guy, setting off the alarm had to be at the top of the list of dumbest things she’d ever done.
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      Callum followed Neve as she snuck away from the scene and down the street. He kept his distance, so he didn’t spook her, but then he followed her down another street and stopped when she walked into a pizza restaurant.

      He closed his fist as she stepped through the door, and the light blue glow that had tinged her frame died away. Location spells had always been one of his specialties, and the fact that he’d kissed her had made it all that much easier since all he’d had to track was his DNA on her.

      He’d caught the light blue glow between two cars parked across from the bar, and then he’d faded back into the alley’s darkness and waited to make sure she got somewhere safe.

      He’d been startled by her accusation that someone had sent him to elicit a kiss from her. Mostly because her accusation had been at least partially true. Yes, he’d been sent by other people, but not to kiss her, far from it. He’d been sent for a different reason entirely. In fact, if his brother Raegan found out he’d kissed her, there would be hell to pay.

      Find her. Test her. Report back. Those had been his orders. The rest had been… disconcerting. He’s not expected her to be beautiful, or fiery, or to have such an effect on him. When he’d touched her… he couldn’t explain the connection. The sensation. The need.

      Stop. He needed to stop. It was dangerous to think of her as anything more than what she was, a means to an end.

      He’d waited almost an hour for her to show up at the bar. He didn’t know how his brother had found out where she would be that night, and he hadn’t asked. He’d simply left Ravencroft, driven into the mortal city, and waited. The blonde had been nothing more than a distraction. A way to pass the time until Neve arrived. And the moment she had, Callum had been as aware of it as if she’d had a neon sign pointing straight at her. He’d felt her presence instinctually. Primally.

      He’d watched as she’d made her way across the dance floor in clothes fit for a Romani princess. Not clothing one would expect to see in a nightclub, but they fit her perfectly. Her long auburn curls and lush curves had all but sent his body into overdrive. He’d been unable to take his eyes off her as she slid into the booth, utterly unconcerned with what was happening around her. Unlike other girls who would primp, pout, and scope out the scene, she’d simply sat at the table looking like she wished she could be anywhere else.

      And then it happened. Her beautiful emerald gaze had found him, and everything and everyone else had faded away. He could no more look away from her beautiful face than he could chew off his own hand. And beautiful she was. Àlainn in his native Gaelic. It hadn’t taken more than five minutes of talking to her for him to realize she had no idea just how beautiful or special she was. In the moment, he’d been grateful for both. Grateful because if she didn’t know how beautiful she was it meant he might actually have a shot with her, and if she had no idea how special she was… it meant that she could go on living as a normal human, at least for a while longer.

      A car pulled up outside the pizza restaurant and Neve walked out holding a large box in her hands before looking at the license plate, snapping a photo of it, and then getting into the back seat.

      Callum smiled. Good lass. Those street smarts were going to help her later on.

      Callum’s phone rang in his pocket, and he pulled it out. Raegen.

      “Lo?”

      “Did ya find her?”

      Callum paused. The desire to lie on his tongue. “Aye.” Lying wasn’t an option. Not if he wanted to keep his head.

      “And?”

      “She doesn’t have any idea.”

      There was a moment of silence. “Good. Stay on her. Use your charms. Do whatever you have to to get close to her. You can be sure the others will.”

      Callum pinched the bridge of his nose. He no longer intended to bring Neve back to his brother, but he had to tread carefully, or it could mean his own head. “But why? Gretchen isn’t going anywhere.”

      “Gretchen is one hundred and sixty-eight. She could go any time or in a century. Her magic is immense, but it isn’t infinite. We need to be ready. And this Neve is the last of her bloodline, so I can’t imagine she will wait too long to pass along her mantel.”

      There was another pause. Callum couldn’t concentrate enough to decide what to say.

      “Do you have a problem with your mission, Callum? Do I need to find someone else?”

      “No,” he said too quickly. The last thing he wanted was a different warlock showing up and messing with Neve’s life. “I understand.”

      “Good. We’ve booked you a room at a local hotel. Your reservation is indefinite. I’ll text you the details. Go to the desk and ask for Sabine.”

      A pit grew in Callum’s stomach. He didn’t want to use Neve as a pawn. Getting to know her had been one thing- until he’d seen her. But now… using her as a pawn in a chess game that had been going on since before settlers had come over from Europe was not what he wanted to do with her. He wanted to do many things with her, but using her was not one of them.

      However if he could convince her that he truly wanted to get to know her for her, maybe, just maybe, he could get her to trust him enough that he could protect her in the long run.

      “I’ll check in in a few days,” said Callum. “I didn’t plan on staying more than tonight, so I’ll need to buy some supplies and clothing.”

      “The money is already in the hotel safe. Sabine will get it to you as soon as you check-in. But Callum, you do remember you’re a warlock, right? You can use your magic to get what you want.”

      “I just don’t want to use up my magic with frivolous items when cash works just as well. Especially since being away from Ravencroft means it takes me longer to replenish.”

      “Right,” Raegan mused. “Just remember why you are there, brother. And come back as soon as you have her secured.”

      “I will.”

      Raegan hung up without another word.

      A minute later, Callum’s phone buzzed with the information for the hotel. He returned to the coven car near the bar and punched the hotel address into the GPS.

      The sight of Neve’s eyes when she’d thought he’d been duped into going after her flashed into his mind, and he growled.

      “Go tell your buddies, or mine, or whatever, that this is over. And whyever they sent you has been accomplished.”

      His gut clenched. He didn’t like that the pained look in her eyes had been like a punch in the solar plexus. But even more so, he didn’t like that she’d been at least partially correct. His interactions with her hadn’t all been entirely unplanned.

      Callum sighed.

      Man, he didn’t like that she was right. Not about that. More than anything, he wished he’d just walked into the nightclub and had seen her without it being planned. Because now that he’d met her… everything had changed.
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      It’d been almost a week, and Neve stood behind her nursery checkout counter, spraying and gingerly wiping each leaf of her current orphan plant. She’d rescued it from someone who had chucked it into the dumpster behind her business. Criminals. She’d brought the barely alive plant inside, replanted it in a proper pot, and sat it on the checkout counter where she’d been tending to it. It showed remarkable improvement considering where it had been, but it still had a ways to go before it would be considered thriving.

      She sighed as memories from the night at the club played and replayed in her mind. Callum’s eyes. His scent. His soft lips which contrasted with his hard body. But worst of all was the knowledge that he hadn’t really wanted her. She hadn’t found out yet who had put him up to it, but she wasn’t sure she wanted to know. She’d hinted here and there to Amanda a couple of times to see if she caved and said anything, but in the end, Neve decided Amanda didn’t know anything about Callum. That didn’t let Bethany and Crystal off the hook, however. Even so, she’d decided to let the whole thing go. If it had been Bethany or Crystal, she didn’t want Amanda to find out and feel the need to come to her rescue like always. She was a big girl, and she would handle it herself if she ever learned the truth.

      More than any anger at who had set up the prank, though, she was mad at herself for being taken in by him. She should have known a guy like him wouldn’t have honestly been interested in her. A one-night stand, maybe. Possibly even a date or two just to get her into bed. But actually interested? She should have known that something was off from the moment he called her beautiful.

      Never- not once – in her years of going out with the ABCs to bars, had she ever brought a guy home. Nor had she ever let one kiss her on the first date. Not that what had happened between Callum and herself had been a date. Hell, they’d barely known each other for an hour. Even so, the one thing she couldn’t deny was the weird connection they had. At least on her end.

      She slammed the water bottle onto the counter and closed her eyes. What was wrong with her? Why was she letting what happened get to her? Why couldn’t she just move on?

      The answer was simple. Because despite it having all been a ruse, the thought that a man like Callum McIntire might actually think she was beautiful made her head spin and her guts wrench apart.

      The bell rang over the front door to the nursery, and she sucked in several deep breaths allowing the scents of her plants and flowers to soothe her mind as she planted a smile on her face and waited for the customer to come into view.

      The moment he rounded the row of water hemlock, she sucked in a breath. A handsome man straight off a Marvel movie set looked around her nursery, smiling. He regarded the hemlock and chuckled, then spotted the belladonna and shook his head.

      When his gaze met hers, his smile broadened. “Are you trying to kill everyone who comes in here? Or just yourself?”

      She couldn’t help but smile herself. Almost everyone who walked into her nursery had no idea how deadly the majority of her plants were.

      She shrugged. “I do get some annoying customers.”

      He chuckled and spotted the angel trumpets growing up the wall behind her. He walked to the counter and leaned an elbow on it. “Aren’t you afraid of accidentally touching something you shouldn’t?”

      “I love touching things I shouldn’t. That’s my problem.” The words fell out of her mouth before her brain registered what she was saying. Her cheeks heated like they had live wires under them, and she slammed her lips shut.

      The handsome man let out a hearty laugh and stared at her for a minute, his blue eyes sparkling. “I like you.” He offered his hand. “I’m Aegeus.”

      Neve shook his hand, and a small jolt like a static electricity zap stung her palm. She waited to see if the weird thing she’d pretty much convinced herself she’d imagined with Callum happened, but it didn’t.

      “It’s nice to meet you, Aegeus. What brings you to the Poisoned Apple today?”

      He straightened. “I was just passing by.”

      Neve snorted. “Just passing by? We aren’t exactly in the middle of town.”

      He shrugged. “I was touring Napa Valley, got a bit turned around, and saw this place. The name intrigued me.”

      She smiled. She’d gotten more than a few tourists in the nursery before, but they usually saw that she didn’t carry easily recognizable plants and flowers and either tried to buy something they had no clue how to deal with, grabbed one of the tourist plants up front, or left as quick as they’d come. Having someone not only stay but also recognize what she was growing intrigued her. Especially someone so good-looking.

      Aegeus raked his thin fingers through his wavy blond hair and looked around again. “Where did you get all these? It’s not like you can just go to home depot and buy belladonna and castor bean plants.”

      “Some of them have been in my family for years. Others I’ve imported from my mom and grandmother’s relatives and connections worldwide.”

      His eyebrows rose. “Impressive. And you’d just sell them?”

      She chuckled. “Honestly, I’ve only sold a few to people I know personally. I can be a bit particular about my plants. Kind of the way some people are about the animals they breed. Most people go for the two racks I have up front that are just for tourists.” She pointed. “The ones in the pots with the succulents that say Napa Valley on them. I have a friend who makes the pots by hand.”

      “How do you stay in business?”

      She shrugged. “I sell a lot of organic seeds online and stuff. Why so nosey?”

      He chuckled. “Just curious.”

      “So, are you on vacation here?” she asked.

      “I’m checking out the area. Never been here before.”

      “Thinking of moving here?”

      He smiled. “No. Just… seeing it. You know, everyone raves about how beautiful this valley is. I wanted to see if it was worth the hype.”

      She studied him for a moment and wondered if he thought the hype was correct or not, but she didn’t ask. “Feel free to look around and let me know if there is anything I can help you with.”

      “Can you help me decide a good place to eat dinner tonight?”

      “Sure. You look like the kind of guy who would prefer a Michelin-starred restaurant for dinner.”

      “Do I?”

      She nodded. “Not for breakfast or lunch, but definitely for dinner. But maybe not a three-star, but better than just one they recommend. There are lots of great places here. Obviously, there are tons of wineries you can go to. But if you are looking for something else, I recommend three restaurants, depending on what you’re in the mood for. Problem is, they are usually booked out at least three to four days.”

      “Which one is your favorite?”

      “I prefer Italian myself.”

      “Great.” He pulled out his phone, swiped at it momentarily, and then handed it to her. “Give me their information, and I’ll make us a reservation for tonight.”

      She took the phone. “I just said they are booked out.”

      He winked at her. “Don’t worry. I’ll take care of it. Just let me know where and when.”

      She typed in the information and stopped. “Wait, you said us. You didn’t mean you and me, us, did you?”

      “Of course.”

      Neve’s gut clenched. Part of her was charmed by Aegeus, but the other part was reminded of her interactions with Callum.

      She wondered if what had transpired between them would taint all of her interactions with men moving forward.

      Callum’s handsome face and intense dark eyes bore into her, making her body heat at the mere thought of him.

      Stop being stupid. He was only there on a dare. This is a nice guy, good-looking, but still, a nice guy who seemed laid back and fun. That was the kind of guy she should be looking for long term. Not the dark and broody Callum McIntire who had toyed with her emotions and her sensations.

      She typed in the restaurant's information and then her phone number.

      “I close at six.” She handed the phone back.

      “Great. I’ll get us a reservation for seven.”

      She nodded, but even as she did, an excuse as to why she couldn’t go with him sat on her tongue.

      No. It had been a long time since she’d been out to a nice place. And she couldn’t remember the last time she’d been out with a guy as hot as Aegeus.

      Callum doesn’t count. She reminded herself. He was a fake, and he didn’t take me anywhere.

      So, why not let Aegeus buy her dinner? This time she would go prepared. If he turned out to be a creep, she would put a few drops of her special Best Friend’s Revenge Stomach Tincture into his food. It was her number-one best-seller online. It was all natural and had no lasting side effects, but a girl could use it if a date were going particularly bad to cause her date to not feel so well. And by not feel well, she meant it caused cramping, gas, and diarrhea. Nothing life-threatening but stuff that would definitely cause the guy to have to go to the bathroom long enough for the female to make her escape. She’d gotten dozens of thank you letters from women and men who’d had to use the tincture because they felt pressured or unsafe with their date. It made Neve feel good knowing that she may have saved someone from being attacked.

      “Where should I pick you up?” he asked as she returned the phone.

      She was about to give him her address when she stopped. Sure, he was hot, but she didn’t even know him. Did she really want to give her address to a stranger just because he liked her plants?

      “Here,” she said.

      His brows drew together. “Here at the nursery?”

      She nodded. “Yep.”

      He shook his head and laughed. “Okay. I will see you here at what, six forty-five?”

      “Sounds good.”

      Aegeus looked at her for a moment longer before walking to the front of the store. She waited for the bell over the door to ring, but when it didn’t, she looked over the counter to see him heading back toward her.

      “I’ll take this.” He set a medium-sized succulent on the counter in a brightly painted yellow and orange pot.

      She looked at it for a moment. “Those don’t seem like your colors.”

      “They aren’t. But it’s not for me. It’s for my sister.”

      Damn. Could he be sweeter? Funny, good-looking, and family oriented? He was serious husband material. Whoa! Where the hell had that come from?

      Neve looked away quickly and coughed as she stared at the cash register, trying to tamp down the stupid hormones that had somehow kicked up inside her in the last week. She needed to be careful, or before she knew it, she would become a weepy mess.

      She rang up his sale, and he handed her cash. She gave him his change, and again when their hands touched, a static electric jolt stung her skin.

      What was with that? She looked at her palm and rubbed it.

      “You okay?” he asked.

      “Yeah.” She looked at her palm. “I think I might have gotten a pricker in my hand or something from one of the cacti.”

      He nodded and picked up the little pot. “I’ll see you later.” He took two steps and then looked back. “You know, you haven’t told me your name.”

      She smiled. “I’ll tell you when you pick me up.”

      His straight white teeth shone brightly as he grinned. “Then I better show up.”

      She shrugged. “Only if you want my name.”

      His gaze intensified, and his expression grew serious for a moment. “Trust me. I want you to tell me your name.” But as soon as the intensity came, it vanished. “See you tonight.”

      All she could do was nod as she watched him disappear into the greenery. When the bell over the door rang, she turned to her foster plant.

      “Is it just me, or are men getting way more attractive and intense than they used to be?”

      The plant didn’t answer.

      “Right. You’re a plant. You don’t care about men. Sorry. I forgot.” She wiped the plant’s leaves down one more time and then decided to check her online orders.

      

      Neve spent the rest of the day filling her online orders and packaging them to leave. A few tourists stopped in looking for directions or flowers she didn’t have. One seemed to take pity on her and buy the customary tourist succulent and pot before retreating outside.

      Neve wondered why she even bothered to have a physical nursery location for the millionth time, but she just couldn’t bring herself to close her shop and the greenhouses behind it. She’d been in the building forever.

      When her mom had been alive she’d had a small used bookstore and bakery. But as Napa Valley had gotten more upscale, she’d pretty much given up on her business. She’d eventually let the store remain closed more than open until Neve had offered to take over. Her mom had agreed and had sold her not only the business but the whole building for a total of one dollar. Neve had tried to protest, but her mom had told her she’d intended to leave it to Neve in her will anyway. So why try and profit beforehand?

      Six months later, they found out her mom had breast cancer, and within a year, her mom was gone.

      Neve’s grandmother had stayed with them off and on for the last six months of her mother’s life and had tried to convince Neve to come with her back to her house and stay with her in a small town called Ravenscroft, but Neve’s mother had insisted that Neve stay in Napa Valley.

      That had been three years prior, and though every once in a while, her Gran would still try to talk her into coming to Ravencroft, Neve’s mom’s dying wish had been to make Neve promise never to, ever, go to Ravencroft. Ever.

      Though Neve wasn’t sure why her mom had hated the town she’d grown up in so vehemently, she promised her mom. Until then, she’d always thought it had something to do with her birth father, but she hadn’t asked.

      As Neve’s thoughts turned to her birth father, she opened her laptop and checked the site to see if she had any new bookings on the townhouse he had left her. She’d never met her father, not once, but that hadn’t stopped him from leaving her everything he’d owned -including property in downtown San Francisco. She stayed there once and a while, like she had the night after running from Callum. But most of the time, she simply rented it out. To her surprise, the rental paid quite a bit and allowed her to keep her nursery going as well as pay for the mortgage on the house she’d inherited from her mother. All of her other business paid for everything else. All in all, she knew how fortunate she was. The only thing missing in her life was… well… a life.

      When her alarm went off at six p.m., Neve closed the nursery, jumped in her Jeep, and headed home to clean up and change. She hadn’t been one to fuss about how she looked for a date, but she preferred not to go on one with dirt under her nails and in her hair.

      She parked in the driveway and walked into her house to be greeted by the instant meowing of an enormous cream, long-haired cat with wide blue eyes.

      “Hello to you too, Murphy.”

      The cat didn’t move from his position on his back on the ottoman of her mom’s favorite chair. His tail swished angrily as if letting her know it had been too long since he’d been fed.

      He continued to yowl.

      “Yeah, yeah. I’m not even late. Why are you acting like I haven’t fed you in days, you spoiled walking carpet?”

      Murphy sneezed and then growled at her.

      “Yeah, whatever. It’s not like you couldn’t lose a few pounds. If you did, maybe you wouldn’t spend all day on that ottoman, and you’d actually spend a few hours on that three-hundred-dollar cat tower thing I bought you with all those hanging toys and scratching post.”

      She entered the kitchen and opened the vintage fridge, pulling out some leftover chicken and rice. She knew that Murphy was a product of her own making. He’d shown up on her patio the day after her mom’s death, and she’d been so distraught she’d let him stay. Mostly because, initially, he’d let her hug him and cuddle him all she wanted. But as time had passed and her pain had diminished, he’d stopped allowing it so much until the present day when he resembled more a potato on a large red plate than a cat on an ottoman.

      Neve fixed his dinner and stopped short of bringing it to him on a serving platter. Instead, she smiled and dropped it into the bowl by the back door. He hated when she made him walk all the way to the back to eat.

      After listening to him meow at her as she walked down the hallway to her bedroom, she turned on the shower and stepped under the spray.

      

      Twenty minutes later, she stepped out of the shower, pulled her hair up in a clip, and walked to her closet.

      She scanned her various items and bit her lip. Slowly she pushed her stuff to the side and revealed the few things of her mom’s that she’d not given to charity. Her gaze lit on one particular item. A sexy little black dress that still had the tags on it. She didn’t know how long ago her mom had bought it, but the faded label was handwritten. She ran her fingers over the dress and sighed. She really wished she’d gotten to see her mom wear it. But that would have been tough, considering her mom had never dated. Not once. Neve had seen guys come into her mom’s shop and hit on her or even ask her out, but her mom had always politely declined. Just another thing about her mother she’d never understood.

      Neve pushed the dress aside and pulled out an emerald off-the-shoulder sundress that matched her eyes. She hadn’t worn it in years, but it had always been her favorite dress. Peppered with small white flowers, it accentuated her petite waist and plush curves without being overly sexual. And she loved her freckled shoulders, so showing them off a bit made her smile.

      She threw on some mascara and ran a swipe of sheer peach lipstick over her full lips, and then sprayed herself with her signature scent that she’d made herself.

      Afterward, she grabbed a pair of strappy sandals and returned to the kitchen. Murphy growled at her, and she bent down and pet his head anyway.

      “You’re welcome for dinner, your majesty.”

      She grabbed her keys off the counter as well as her purse and, at the last second, a vial of her Best Friend’s Revenge, just in case.

      She headed out the front door into the warm summer evening and breathed in the fresh air. She thought about grabbing a shawl but decided not to since she was already running late.

      She crunched down her gravel driveway to her Jeep and stopped when the hairs on her neck prickled.

      She looked around, but all she saw up and down the street were older houses, sprinklers going off, and a few kids riding their bikes. The sensation didn’t abate, though.

      Something told her to go back in the house and lock the doors, but she scoffed. She couldn’t remember the last time she had locked her doors.

      She opened the door to her Jeep and shook her head. What was with her lately? She felt more paranoid than a farmer in a tin hat.

      She started her Jeep and backed out of the drive. She was not going to ruin her night again. Unlike when she’d gone to the club, she would go out and have a good time. And if she didn’t, she was going to come home and down a pint of chocolate mint ice cream while binge-watching reruns of Snapped and trying to figure out new ways to commit murder without being caught – currently, she had six very viable plans. Still, a girl could always use a seventh, just in case.
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      Aegeus pulled up in front of the nursery in a sleek, fast sports car. Neve rocked lightly on the porch swing that adorned the front of her store and admired how handsome he was as she exited the car and headed toward her. He’d changed into a white button-down shirt and dark slacks that fit his long legs like a second skin.

      As he moved toward her with the grace and ease of a panther, she wondered what it would be like to strip the pants from his body and run her hands over every lean muscle of him. She decided he had to have great legs. The legs of a cyclist or maybe a soccer player. She hadn’t really seen him from the back, but she could tell he would have a great rear to accompany those long legs.

      “Wow,” he said as he approached her. “You look amazing.”

      Neve’s cheeks heated. “You clean up pretty well yourself.”

      He chuckled and brushed a stray blond hair from his eyes. She noticed his expensive watch, and from under his open white shirt, a necklace with a small medallion peeked out, but she couldn’t tell what it was.

      He held out his hand to her. “We should go so we aren’t late.”

      She nodded, and as she swung forward, she held out her hand, and he pulled her to her feet and she propelled forward and smashed right into his chest. A long, strong arm wrapped around her waist, steadying her.

      He looked down, and his bright blue eyes twinkled with mischief. “Sorry about that. Guess I don’t know my own strength.”

      She pushed away from him lightly. “I’m pretty sure you know exactly how strong you are. If you want to hug me in the future, just ask.”

      He chuckled. “Okay. Can I have a hug?”

      She snorted. “You just got one.”

      “I want another.”

      “Let’s see how dinner goes.”

      He nodded and held out his hand to her again. “Fair enough.”

      She looked at his hand dubiously.

      “I promise to be good.”

      He winked, and she wasn’t sure she fully believed him, but she took his hand anyway. Again a tiny zap zipped through her hand.

      Aegeus opened her door for her, and she slid into the car that was so low to the ground that she felt like she was almost sitting on the road itself.

      He jogged over to his side and climbed in. Pushing a button, the car purred to life. As her short legs scrunched up in the small space, she decided she definitely preferred her Jeep.

      She looked over at Aegeus as they pulled from the curb.

      “I have no clue how you can drive this thing.”

      He glanced at her. “What do you mean? Because it’s a gas guzzler?”

      “I couldn’t care less about that. My Jeep is a gas hog too. I mean, because it’s so cramped in here, and your legs are, what, two miles long?”

      He smiled. “I make it work. But it’s not the most comfortable vehicle, that’s for sure.”

      “Then why did you get it?”

      “It’s not mine. I’m just borrowing it from a friend.”

      “A friend in Napa Valley?”

      He smiled at her. “No. A friend from home.”

      She thought for a minute. “So why exactly are you checking out Napa? I get that you wanted to see it, but there has to be something more.”

      “I’m on business.”

      “But, why would you check out a place you don’t live in a car that is neither comfortable nor gas efficient? Are you trying to impress someone?”

      He looked over at her and smiled. “Maybe.”

      Something about the look he gave made the hairs on her neck tingle.

      Neve, you’re being stupid. He didn’t even know you, so why in the world would he be trying to impress you?

      They drove the five minutes into town in silence, and when they pulled up to the valet at the restaurant, Aegeus insisted on opening the door for her himself.

      Neve stepped out, and again he took her hand and led her to the entrance. Something about how he kept taking her hand both endeared and unsettled her. Like he was trying to be a gentleman but also claim her at the same time. It was a strange sensation.

      Stop overthinking it!

      They walked into the restaurant, and Neve’s stomach growled as the scents of garlic and tomatoes hit her. Man, when was the last time she’d had a decent meal? Probably three months ago, when Gran had come to visit.

      They were shown to their table, and the waitress handed them two menus. “Would you like to start with some wine?” she asked, eyes on Aegeus.

      Neve couldn’t stop the small trickle of annoyance that ran through her as the waitress stared at him like she was screwing him in her head.

      “Uh, whatever you recommend.” He smiled at her politely and then looked at Neve. “Wait, aren’t we supposed to pick the wine based on the meal or something? Sorry, I don’t drink wine, so I have no clue.”

      Neve smiled. “I’m not much of a drinker myself. Of wine, that is. I prefer a good beer or a soda, to be honest.”

      Aegeus looked at the waitress again. “Forget the wine. Bring us two beers, please.”

      The waitress looked between them like Aegeus had spoken in gibberish, and then she nodded. “Uh, sure.”

      “And breadsticks, please,” said Neve.

      The waitress nodded and then walked away, looking completely perplexed.

      “Why do I get the feeling I just broke her brain?” Aegeus joked.

      Neve snorted. “It did kind of look that way.”

      “So you don’t know anything about wines?” he asked. “How is that possible if you grew up in Napa Valley?”

      She shrugged. “Never really saw the use for it. I mean, to me, they all pretty much taste the same. To be honest, I prefer an amazing grape juice to wine. Or a ginger ale and cranberry juice.”

      “So you like sweet things?” he mused.

      “I guess I do.”

      He nodded.

      The waitress brought them two bottles of local pale ale and set them on the table next to two frosted mugs. She placed a basket of breadsticks in front of Neve. “Are you ready to order?”

      “I’ll have the chicken parmesan with extra spaghetti on the side with two meatballs, please.”

      The waitress nodded and looked at Aegeus.

      “Same.”

      “And for a salad?” she asked Neve.

      Neve shook her head. “I try not to eat my friends. I’ll have the soup.”

      The waitress looked at her perplexed again, and when Aegeus ordered the same, the woman left.

      “We have to stop doing that,” said Aegeus. “Or she might run screaming from the building.”

      Neve took a swig of her beer. It wasn’t bad. She made a mental note of the brand.

      “How did you get us in here?” she asked.

      He shrugged. “Apparently, they had a sudden cancellation.”

      “Huh.” Neve doubted very highly someone canceled at the last minute. Moreover, she got the feeling Aegeus either persuaded them to give him a table or threw some money their way. He obviously wasn’t hurting in that area.

      “So,” said Aegeus. “You told me you were going to tell me your name.”

      “Did I?”

      “You did. As a matter of fact, you said you would tell me when I picked you up.”

      Neve nodded. “Busted. My name is Neve.”

      “Neve. Means snow. I like it.”

      “Well, thank you. If you didn’t, that would just be too bad because I’m not changing it.”

      He smiled and twirled his beer bottle. They stared at each other for a minute, and Neve’s heartbeat quickened.

      “So,” she finally said. “What kind of business are you in?”

      Aegeus shrugged. “This and that.”

      “Ah.”

      He cocked his head slightly to the side. “What do you mean? Ah?”

      “It just means that I understand.”

      “You understand what?” His eyebrows scrunched together.

      “Your answer means one of three things.”

      “What three things?”

      “Either, a, you have so much money that you don’t have a real job and can afford to play around with your life. Or, b, you don’t want to tell me what you do because you don’t know or trust me. Or, c, you are in the mafia or are a spy, and if you told me what you really did, you’d have to kill me afterward.”

      Aegeus laughed heartily and then picked up his beer and swigged. He set it back on the table and wiped his mouth with his cloth napkin.

      “I like you, Neve.” He smiled. “You’re…”

      “Annoying?”

      He thought for a moment. “Different. I like different.”

      “Are you tired of dating vapid fake women who are content to be arm candy?”

      “Is that the kind of woman you think I would enjoy spending time with?” His expression grew serious.

      She studied him briefly and what she knew about him so far. “No,” she finally said. “I think you prefer women with a brain and a backbone.”

      He nodded and lifted his beer, tipping it to her. “I thank you for the compliment, and you are correct.”

      “If that’s the kind of woman you like, how am I different?”

      He swigged his beer. “Maybe different wasn’t the correct word. I think what I meant was you are a breath of fresh air. You are smart, witty, an open book, and completely, utterly, unabashedly yourself.”

      “And the women you know aren’t?”

      He snorted. “No. The women I know are smart and cunning, but they all put on a show. A mask, if you will. They always have something up their sleeve. An agenda. And they will do whatever they can to achieve it. But you… You’re just… you.”

      “Yup… I sure am.” She peeled the label of her bottle, imagining him at Meta Galas and celebrity parties. That was so not her scene. She picked up a breadstick and began chewing it when the hairs on her neck prickled again, and her throat dried. The restaurant door opened, and a tall man with dark hair and eyes wearing a black suit walked in. She almost choked and had to take several swallows of her beer to get the breadstick down.

      What the hell was he doing there? What were the odds? Had Crystal or Bethany told him where she lived? Even if they had, how would he have known she would be in that restaurant? She remembered the sensation of being watched from earlier, and her anger flared.

      He scanned the restaurant, and his gaze landed directly on her. Neve turned away and gulped the rest of her beer.

      “Are you okay?” asked Aegeus.

      Crap. Crap. Crap. What did she do?

      Neve tried to figure out what to say when suddenly she felt him beside her. She looked up into Callum’s face. An angry expression crossed his features as his eyes flashed.

      “Neve.”

      She gave a weak smile. “Hello.”

      Aegeus looked between them. “You two know each other?”

      “We were together a few nights ago,” said Callum.

      Neve’s skin heated at the memory of their passionate kisses, and then she looked at Callum. “I think you mean we met a few nights ago. Not that we spent the night together.”

      “We did spend the night together.”

      Neve’s skin heated further, and she looked at Aegeus. “It’s not like he is making it sound. Yes, we met and spent talked at a bar in San Francisco. That’s all.”

      Callum cocked an eyebrow. “That’s all?”

      “What are you doing here?” she asked. “How did you find me? Did someone set this up too?”

      “Yes,” said Aegeus. “How did you find us, Callum? I am most interested to know.”

      “The same way I’m sure you found her, Aegeus.”

      Neve opened her mouth but paused as the two men stared each other down. “Hold the phone. You two know each other?”

      Aegeus nodded. “Callum is my cousin.”

      “Third cousin,” Callum corrected.

      Aegeus shrugged. “Blood is blood, Cousin.”

      Neve’s heart hammered. This couldn’t be happening. What were the odds? No. Something wasn’t right. She should have known it from the start. Two good-looking guys wanting to get to know her in one week? That hadn’t happened to her in all of her twenty-six years.

      Neve stood. “You know what? I’ve lost my appetite. Callum, feel free to take my place, and you two can… compare notes about whatever it is you are both doing here.”

      Neve grabbed her purse, and Aegeus jumped to his feet.

      “Neve, wait. Where are you going?”

      “I’ve already been mortified once by Callum. That was more than enough. I have no clue what is going on here. All I know is that I don’t do not want any part of it.”

      “Part of what?” Aegeus asked.

      Callum stepped closer to her. “Neve, I went after you and tried to explain. If you would just listen-”

      She held up her hands. “Look. I don’t know what game you are playing, either of you, but leave me out of it.” Neve headed for the door.

      She’d just gotten outside when someone lightly touched her hand, and electricity flowed up her arm.

      She spun around to see Callum right behind her. Over his should her, she caught sight of Aegeus talking to the waitress, who was holding a tray of food. He pulled out his wallet.

      “Neve-”

      “Don’t.” She pulled away from him. “I don’t want to hear it. I just want you both to leave me the hell alone. You know what hurts the worst, Callum? I knew from the moment you sat at my table that you were too good to be true, but I gave you a chance anyway.”

      She stomped away from the entrance of the restaurant and down the street. Callum caught up with her and stepped in her path. She sidestepped him, but he blocked her again. She tried stepping the other way, and again he got in her way.

      “Will you get out of my way?” she yelled.

      “I can’t,” he said. “Believe me, I wish I could, but I can’t.”

      “There are other girls you can screw with. Go find one of them.”

      “I’m not screwing with you,” he protested. “I swear.”

      Callum looked over her shoulder, and in his moment of distraction, she raced around him and headed down the street.

      “Neve!” Callum called.

      Damn. Déjà vu much?

      She ducked into a crowd of tourists looking up at one of the historical buildings and stepped in front of a man twice her size so she couldn’t be seen from behind. She heard two sets of footsteps running down the sidewalk, and when the group moved on, she moved with them for a moment and then ducked into a small yarn shop and closed the door quickly behind herself.

      She peered out the window, looking for Callum and Aegeus. She couldn’t stay long in the shop. She was sure that if she did, they would find her eventually.

      “Neve?”

      She turned to see the shop owner coming out of the back room. Gladys was a thin older woman in her seventies, the size of a hobbit who had been a friend of Neve’s mother.

      “Hello, Gladys. How are you?” she said, out of breath.

      Gladys smiled, revealing dimples on her pixie-like crinkly face. “I’m good, dear. How are you?”

      Neve looked out the window again. “I’m doing okay.”

      Gladys looked her up and down and then looked out the window. “Are you on a date?”

      Neve sighed. “I thought I was. But it turns out I am just some joke between two cousins.”

      Gladys nodded and looked out the window again. “Do those two cousins happen to be blond and tall and dark and handsome?”

      Neve opened her mouth to say something just as Gladys shoved her harder than Neve thought her capable of. Neve went down into a gigantic basket of yarn with an oomph just as Gladys locked the front door and flipped the closed sign.

      A knock sounded on the glass of the door.

      “Did you see a girl in a green dress?” Aegeus’ voice floated through the door.

      Neve stayed planted in the basket, on the floor.

      Gladys pointed to her ear and waved at Aegeus.

      “A girl,” said Callum. “Short. Wild red hair. Green dress with little flowers?”

      He’d noticed the little flowers on her dress? That was strange. They’d barely seen each other for more than a couple of minutes.

      Again Gladys pointed to her ear and smiled. “Sorry, we’re closed. I can’t hear you.”

      “A girl,” Aegeus yelled. “Red hair. Green dress. Short.”

      Gladys nodded. “Yes. Yes. We’ll be open again tomorrow at ten a.m. unless my arthritis starts acting up again. Then it might be a bit later. But I close for lunch usually, so if it’s too close to lunchtime, I might not open until one. Of course, sometimes-”

      “Thank you,” Callum yelled through the door. “Have a good night.”

      “No. I didn’t see the fight,” said Gladys. “I’m not much of a boxing fan. I prefer hockey. Sometimes I watch soccer, but only if there’s nothing else on.”

      A moment passed, and then another, and finally, Gladys pulled down the shade at the front door and over the large front window.

      When she finished, she walked to Neve and looked down. “Now. Don’t you think you should tell me why you are hiding in my wool heavyweight skeins instead of being out on a hot date with one of those two fine specimens?”

      Neve blew out a breath. “Honestly,” she said. “I am not entirely sure.”
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      “You jackass!” Aegeus pushed Callum in the chest. “You ruined everything.”

      Callum sniffed. “You think I’m gonna let you and your coven have her? You’re crazy.”

      “Better than you and your sadistic brother.”

      Callum’s anger flared, and so did his magic as sparks tingled his fingertips. He stepped closer to Aegeus. “Say that again.”

      Aegeus stared at him for a moment and then backed down. “You know it’s the truth. And you know you and I are both just pawns in our family’s games. You with Reagan and me with my father.”

      Callum’s anger continued to soar. He couldn’t understand why Neve affected him the way she did. He’d spent days watching her, following her, unable to get her out of his head. And when he’d seen Aegeus go into the nursery, he’d almost exploded the car he’d been driving. Instead, he’d waited and watched until Aegeus had left. He’d thought that was the end of it, but he should have known better. Seeing Neve in the simple yet sexy dress and watching her enter Aegeus’ car had caused him to almost lose it. But then he’d watched them through the window. Neve had looked so happy. So free. Expressions she hadn’t had when he’d been with her just days before. Knowing that Aegeus had been able to give her that and he hadn’t made him want to punch Aegeus in the face more than he had when they were thirteen, and Aegeus had convinced him to go skinny dipping at the lake and then had taken off with his clothes as an entire group of teen witches from the Sisterhood of the Silver Flame had showed up to also go swimming.

      He noticed several couples had stopped to watch the exchange between him and Aegeus.

      He relaxed his shoulders and shook out his hands, flicking off the magic that had accumulated on them. The last thing they needed was a video of them going at each other showing up on the Internet.

      Aegeus looked over Callum’s shoulder and then smiled and clapped Callum on the shoulder before laughing.

      The concerned citizens continued on their way.

      “Look,” said Aegeus. “We both blew it with her. But I have more of a chance of making amends than you do at this point. Give it a day, and then I’ll go in, tail between my legs, and try and win her back.”

      Callum rolled Aegeus’ hand off his shoulder. “And why would I let you do that?”

      “What choice do we have at this point? I only assume you are here for the same reason I am. Your coven found out about her, and Reagan wants to get her to your side before her grandmother loses her powers, and she becomes the next Supreme of Ravencroft.”

      Callum crossed his arms over his chest. “Reagan doesn’t just want her on his side. He wants her at his side.”

      “Well, that sure as hell isn’t going to happen. You really think she is going to put up with your brother?”

      “And your dad wants to just bring her in and treat her like a daughter, I suppose. After all he’s done to your sister? Are you really going to let him get his hooks into Neve? Even you can’t be that cruel.”

      For the first time Aegeus’ eyes flashed. Callum knew Sonora was a sensitive subject with Aegeus, but it didn’t mean he was wrong. Callum’s father had broken Sonora’s mind by pushing her magic too far.

      “Looks like we are at an impasse then,” said Aegeus. “You don’t want me to win her over. And I don’t want you to. So where does that leave us, Cousin?”

      Callum thought for a long minute. It was true he didn’t want Aegeus’ father to have her, but if he was being honest, he didn’t want his brother Reagan to have her either. Hell, the thought of anyone else having her made his magic swirl.

      “Do you have feelings for her?” Aegeus finally asked.

      “Do you?” Callum threw back.

      Aegeus shrugged. “She’s pretty. And funny. And smart. So damn smart…” Aegeus trailed off, and half smiled as if remembering something.

      Callum’s magic surged again at the thought of Aegeus’ hands on Neve. Him kissing her. Damn. He should have gone to her days ago and forced her to listen. Not that he could have told her the real truth. But he had worked up half a decent story.

      Aegeus’ gaze snapped back to Callum, and he chuckled. “You should see your face. If we were in Ravencroft, I am pretty sure you would be trying to burn my face off with that magic swirling around your fingers.”

      “So you do want her,” Callum said.

      Aegeus took a deep breath. “I think I do.”

      If he wanted her, and Aegeus wanted her, he could work with that.

      “Then we are agreed,” said Callum. “We both want her. This means we will do everything possible to keep her safe from our covens, our families, and the other coven.”

      Aegeus’ eyes darkened. “We must keep her from the Sisterhood of the Silver Flame at all costs.”

      “Agreed.”

      “Keeping her from our covens and leaders is one thing, but we still have the biggest problem of all,” said Aegeus.

      “What’s that?”

      “Keeping her grandmother from finding out.”

      Callum smiled. “Gretchen rarely leaves Ravencroft. As long as she stays here. And as long as we work together to keep her away from everyone else in Ravencroft, that shouldn’t be a problem.”

      Aegeus nodded.

      “All right,” said Callum. “I’m gonna go see her.” He turned away, but Aegeus grabbed his arm.

      “Do you really think that’s such a good idea?”

      “Why not?”

      Aegeus laughed. “She didn’t seem too happy to see you in the restaurant. In fact, she ran from you if I remember correctly.”

      Callum pulled away and folded his arms. “She ran from you too.”

      “Yes, but this is going to take finesse. And last time I looked, gentleness and humility weren’t words in your vocabulary.”

      Callum growled. “I can be gentle.”

      Aegeus cocked an eyebrow. “I’ll take your word for it. But diplomacy and tact are something I’m known for. It’s why I’ve survived as long as I have in my coven and with my father. So, let me take this one.” Aegeus placed his hand over his heart. “I promise I won’t do anything with her that you wouldn’t do.”

      Callum glared at him, and Aegeus laughed out loud.

      He didn’t like it, but he had to be honest; Aegeus was right. If he went to her, he’d probably make a mess of things by trying to kiss her, or yell at her to make her listen, or both. Probably both.

      “Fine. But not tonight.”

      “Why? You afraid I might be asked to spend the night?”

      His cousin had always known how to push his buttons. As kids they had been close. But the older they’d gotten, the more their covens had pulled them apart until they had become no more than emissaries to each other. But there was still part of Callum that missed his friendship with his cousin. They’d been close as brothers.

      “I’ll stop teasing you,” said Aegeus. “But we are going to have to work together on this, which means we are going to have to trust each other.”

      “I’ve always trusted you,” Callum said without thinking.

      Aegeus’ eyes widened a fraction at the news. “And I you, Cal.” A moment passed between them, and it was like they were eight years old again, exchanging blood and magic and promising to be best friends forever.

      “Tomorrow, I’ll go see her,” said Aegeus.

      “What are you going to tell her?”

      Aegeus shrugged. “I’ll think of something.”

      “We need to get our stories straight.”

      “True.” Aegeus nodded. “Well, then, we better go get a drink and figure out a plausible explanation for why we both showed up in her life and suddenly wanted to date her.”

      Callum nodded. “Fine. But you’re buying.”

      The two headed down the street back toward the bars and restaurants.

      “Why me?” asked Aegeus.

      “Because it was your idea.”

      Aegeus shook his head. “And this is why I am going to make up the story we tell her and go to see her tomorrow.”

      “Why?”

      “Because you have no imagination at all.”
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      Aegeus dressed down to see Neve. A casual white t-shirt and jeans weren’t his favorite, but they would be less formal and make him appear more open and accessible. Clothing had always been something he’d been meticulous about. Others in his coven hadn’t cared much, but he had. His appearance had gone a long way in his job for his father- and not just his good looks, though that had also helped. More than once, he’d been able to get close to someone just because of his looks and money, but he hated using either, which was, he assumed, the reason he enjoyed being with Neve so much.

      He’d never been himself with a woman before. He’d never felt like he was able to. But Neve was… so different. So real. And she called him on any BS he might spew, which he could not begin to explain how much he appreciated. Being the son of the ruling warlock of the Blue Moon Coven tended to have people fawning over him and trying to gain favor. But he knew that was due to his position in the coven and his father’s tendency to be utterly ruthless with anyone he even potentially found threatening. Hell, the only reason he hadn’t sent Aegeus to kill Neve instead of winning her to their side of the coven war was because of her grandmother. Though Neve didn’t know it, her grandmother Gretchen was the Grand Supreme Witch of all America. She could kill you with a whisper. And when she died, Neve would inherit her powers as the last living heir to their family bloodline. And that was why his father, and Callum’s older brother Reagan, wanted her so badly.

      They’d only found out about Neve’s existence three months prior when his father had made him follow Gretchen from Ravencroft to see where she went every six months. Obviously, he hadn’t been the only one who had followed.

      Aegeus straightened his hair in the mirror, and his phone buzzed on the nightstand. He walked to it and recognized the number immediately.

      “Hi Sonny. How are you today?”

      “Did you know that ducks can close one eye and put half their brain to sleep while keeping the other half awake?” His sister’s voice held a childlike glee.

      He smiled. “I didn’t.”

      “It’s called unihemispheric or slow-wave sleep. It’s so ducks can watch for predators.”

      “That’s crazy.” He fastened his watch to his wrist.

      “Do you think I could learn to do that,” she whispered.

      Aegeus stopped. “Why would you need to do that, Sonny?”

      “So I can keep a watch out for him while I sleep. So he doesn’t come in and get me.”

      Aegeus’ gut clenched, and so did his throat. “I won’t let that happen. I protect you, remember.”

      “Yeah… yeah… But what if you aren’t here? Like last night. You weren’t here last night. Your bed is made.”

      The worry in her voice made Aegeus grip his phone tighter. The things his father had done to his older sister were enough to tear a weaker witch to pieces. But with Sonora, they’d only ripped her mind apart.

      “I told you I was going away for a couple days.”

      “Away. Away. Never coming back to play.”

      “No, Sonny. I am coming back. I’ll be back soon.”

      There was yelling from the other side of the phone, and Sonora gasped.

      “What the hell are you doing in here? You’re supposed to be in your room,” came a deep male voice.

      “I… I… needed to check,” Sonora’s voice shook.

      Anger flared inside Aegeus, and bright red sparks shot off his fingertips, singing the vanity top.

      Sonora whimpered.

      “Sonny, hand him the phone.”

      There was a shuffle and a muffled ‘shit’ from the other end.

      A moment passed, and then, “Hello?”

      “What the hell do you think you are doing with my sister?” he barked. “I told you to watch her. To keep her safe. Not to treat her as a prisoner.”

      “I… I’m sorry, Aegeus,” said Seth.

      “If I find one mark on her body, or she tells me you did a single mean thing to her, I will flay you alive. Do you understand?”

      “Yes.”

      “If she wants to spend every freaking moment until I get back in my room, then you better let her. What’s mine is hers. So if she wants to take everything out of my room and put it in hers, or if she wants to jump on my bed and make a fort out of my sheets on the floor, you better just let her do it. Got it?” He held his phone so tight the glass cracked in his hand.

      “Of course.”

      “Your job is to keep her away from my father and to make sure she is safe. Nothing more.”

      “I understand.”

      “Give the phone back to her.”

      Aegeus took a deep breath. He hated that he’d had to leave Sonora in Seth’s care, but her best friend Elenore had come down with the flu right before he’d left, and there hadn’t been anyone else he thought he could trust. Seth was a new member of the coven, and, so far, had been no more than an ass-kissing, suck up. It pissed Aegeus off to know that it had all been an act. And Aegeus planned on dealing with Seth accordingly when he returned to Ravencroft.

      “Aeg? Are you mad?” she asked timidly.

      “Not at you, Sis. Not at you.”

      “Promise?” she squeaked.

      Tears lit his eyes. His sister used to be the strongest witch in his coven. Beautiful and vibrant, every warlock had wanted her. To see her broken had just about crushed him. Ever since the night she’d been left screaming and clawing at the walls in her room more than five years ago, he’d taken on full responsibility for her and her care.

      “I promise, promise.”

      “Okay.”

      “Sonny, you stay in my room as long as you want. Do whatever you want in there. If anyone says you can’t, you tell them I said my room is your room.”

      “Right.” She paused. “I’ll be a duck in your room and sleep with only half my brain.”

      A tear leaked from his eye. “I’ll be home soon, and then you won’t have to be a duck anymore, okay?”

      “Okay. Bye now.”

      She hung up before he could reply. He looked at himself in the mirror. He had to make Neve believe him. He needed her. Not for his dad. He needed her for himself and Sonny. If he could get Neve on his side, by his side, he could protect Sonny, himself, and all of them… for good.

      

      Aegeus rolled up to the front of the nursery and stopped a few spots from the front. He was pretty sure Neve couldn’t see out the front window of the store with all the greenery, but he didn’t want to take the chance. If she saw his car, he was pretty sure she would run again.

      He rehearsed what he would say twice before heading for the entrance.

      Two women walked out the door, holding two medium-sized tourist pots just like the one he’d gotten for Sonny. He nodded and smiled, and they giggled as they passed and walked down the sidewalk, glancing back over their shoulders at him. Usually Aegeus would have taken the opportunity to flirt with them, but he had more important things to do – and more important people to them with.

      He let the door close behind him and paused, listening for any other customers, but he only heard the faint sound of a radio playing, possibly in a back room. He took a deep breath and headed for the counter. He caught a glimpse of her bright cascade of hair first. She had her back turned to him and was watering a large jimsonweed plant.

      He waited momentarily, taking in another flowy dress that hugged her waist and flared out over her round hips and backside, leading to her bare feet. He’d never dated a voluptuous girl before, but just the thought of laying against those soft curves had him needing to adjust himself.

      He cleared his throat. “Neve?”

      She looked over her shoulder, a smile lighting up her beautifully freckled face until she recognized him, and her smile dropped. She turned back to her plant.

      “Neve. I would like to explain.”

      She didn’t answer.

      “It isn’t what you think.”

      She slammed down her watering can and rounded on him. “And what exactly do I think?”

      “Well… uh…” All the words he’d practiced in the hotel room and the car eluded him as he took in the beautiful angry expression that graced her features. Damn, she was a hot little spitfire.

      “Yes?” She cocked an eyebrow.

      “Honestly, I don’t know,” he admitted.

      She nodded. “Well, it doesn’t matter. I’m over it. So you can just leave.” She turned back to her plant, but instead of watering it, she placed her palms on the counter and took a deep breath.

      “Neve-”

      She spun around again. “If you do not leave right now, I will shove my deadly nightshade plant down your throat.”

      He couldn’t help the desperation that crept over him. For some reason, her rejection stung more than he’d anticipated. And not just because he needed her on his side but because he wanted her on his side. At his side.

      “If you would just hear me out.”

      She huffed and stomped through a swinging door to the back.

      He couldn’t give up. He strode to the door and pushed it inward. The back room was full of long wooden tables with plants, seedlings, and grow lights. One wall was filled with various bottles and vials, jars of seeds, and liquids. The scents of wet soil and herbs filled his nostrils.

      She huffed. “I’m calling the sheriff.”

      He had to make her listen. “You can call them, but I am not leaving until you hear me out. I’ll go if you don’t like what I have to say. I promise.”

      He took two steps forward, and she grabbed a pair of pruning shears and pointed them toward him.

      His magic flared, and he was tempted to throw up a protective shield. Instead, he stopped. He stared at her, and her eyes flashed but then softened. He took another step toward her and then another. By the last step, he stood with the sheers pressing into his t-shirt. Neither moved, but her breathing came in and out in tiny shallow rasps. Aegeus gripped the blades of the sheers and twisted them to the side. She let go without any fight. A surge of heat passed between them, and he felt it. Deep inside her, locked away, she possessed magic. It explained her affinity for plants. Somehow, some way, her magic had been buried deep inside her, but it was there.

      He stepped closer, and she backed into the table behind her.

      “Stop.” The word came out soft and breathy.

      “I just want you to listen.”

      “My hearing is just fine. I don’t need you this close for me to hear you.”

      Aegeus moved a fraction closer and ran his fingers down her bare arm. “But I want to make sure I have your undivided attention.”

      She swallowed hard, and bumps erupted on her skin. She licked her plump bottom lip, and Aegeus’ pants grew too tight again. Damn. So feisty but so innocent. The combination was intoxicating.

      “I feel like an idiot,” she said.

      “Why?”

      “Because you and your cousin are obviously playing some kind of game, and I’m the idiot who fell for it and thought both of you might actually like me.”

      He stopped stroking her arm and leaned closer to her. “Neve, I do like you. If I didn’t, I wouldn’t be here. This isn’t a game. Not for me, and not for Callum. I can’t speak to what happened between the two of you, but I can say it wasn’t because he was being told to do anything. He genuinely likes you.”

      She shook her head. “This makes no sense. Neither of you make sense. How can I trust what you are saying?”

      “Have I lied to you so far?”

      She shrugged, and her hair fell off her shoulder, revealing the adorable freckles he’d wanted to trace his lips over the night before.

      “I haven’t. I promise. Everything I’ve told you is the truth.”

      She blew out a breath. “Words are easy to say. Actions are harder to disguise.”

      “Then let me show you I’m not lying.”

      Her eyes narrowed. “How?”

      Aegeus moved slowly until their bodies were almost touching. He slid his palms up both of her arms, and her cheeks and throat took on the beautiful peachy shade of blush that reminded him of the beautiful peonies his mother used to love.

      He ran his hands up her throat and into her thick, soft locks. He moved in and pressed his lips lightly to hers. He licked the seam of her lips, and for a moment, she didn’t move. But then he felt her hands move to his waist, and her lips parted.

      Aegeus kissed her harder, exploring her mouth with his tongue. She returned his kisses with her own as her hands gripped his belt.

      He pulled her closer, and her arms circled his waist, and her fingers sank into his back pockets.

      Aegeus groaned, unable to think. He could taste her magic on her tongue. It tasted like a lemon meringue pie. Sweet, but with a puckering bite at the end.

      A slam of the front door pulled Aegeus’ attention.

      “Aegeus!” Callum yelled. “Neve!”

      Anger planted on Neve’s face. “You brought him with you?”

      “No. I swear.”

      “Then what the hell is he doing here?”
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      Neve’s head swam. What the hell was wrong with her? Was she that lonely, or was she just weak? Either way, she was an idiot for kissing Aegeus. For even listening to him. Hell, for not just calling the police and telling them he was a burglar, or a kidnapper, or… a kiss stealer.

      The backroom door swung inward, and Callum stood panting in the doorway, looking as sexy as ever in a black t-shirt and tailored leather jacket.

      Damn. Seriously? She needed to stop seeing him as sexy and see him for what he was, a liar.

      He looked between them. Neve dropped her hands from Aegeus’ waist, but there was nowhere for her to go as he had her pinned to the table, his fists still in her hair.

      “What is it?” Aegeus turned to Callum.

      “They’re here.” He looked through the little window of the backroom door to the front of the store. The bell rang over the entrance, and Callum rolled out of the way of the window.

      “Do you have a back way out of here?” Callum asked.

      She blinked. “What is going on?”

      Callum looked to Aegeus. “How much did you explain? You know, before you started sucking her face?” Was that jealousy in his voice?

      “Hey!” Neve interjected.

      “I didn’t get a chance,” said Aegeus. “I needed to get her to trust me first.”

      “What?” Neve pushed him away.

      Aegeus held up his hand. “No. Not like that. I swear. I was trying to prove that I really like you and that you can trust what I say. As Cher says, It’s in his kiss.”

      Neve shook her head, and the bell rang at the front counter.

      Everyone froze.

      “You should have just let me do it,” said Callum.

      “We discussed it. You are like a human wrecking ball. If I’d let you do it, she’d be more confused than ever. And you’d probably be trying to peel her clothes off too.”

      “Yeah, well, I prefer the Band-Aid to come off quickly rather than to prolong the pain. And besides, Neve and I haven’t had six dates yet.” Callum looked at her pointedly.

      “What?” Aegeus asked.

      “Would you two knock it off and tell me what is happening?” said Neve.

      The bell at the front counter rang again, and then someone called her name. “Neve, honey?”

      Neve froze, and her head grew fuzzy.

      Suddenly Callum was in front of her, a firm hand on her upper arm. “What’s wrong?”

      She looked up into his dark eyes and then at Aegeus. “I… That’s my mother’s voice.”

      Callum and Aegeus shared a look.

      “We need to go.” Aegeus grabbed her hand.

      “Neve Ann Marie, where are you, my Sunshine?”

      The chill that ran through Neve went straight to her bones, and the air whooshed out of her lungs. Her gaze when to the door separating them from the front of her nursery.

      Aegeus grabbed her face and forced her to look at him. “It’s not her. It’s a trick.”

      His stern but handsome face swam in and out of view as a wave of dizziness overtook her.

      “Crap,” he said. “She’s being swayed.”

      Callum nodded. “You take them. I’ll get her home.”

      Neve looked between the men, unable to make her mouth work. She wanted to go to her mother. She needed to go to her mother.

      Aegeus kissed her forehead and then headed for the door. She blinked several times, unable to believe what she was seeing. Aegeus’ hands began to glow bright red, and then a ball of red flame formed in his hand. He opened the swinging door and threw the glowing orb at a group of people standing at her counter. The people shouted and scattered.

      Callum pulled her against his chest and mumbled something into her hair, and suddenly her senses shot back to normal.

      “What the hell?” She tried to push against his chest, but his hard-muscled body refused to move.

      He grabbed her chin and forced her to look at him. His dark eyes glowed with inner light, and the contact with him made her body go all warm and tingly like it had before.

      “Back exit. Where?” he barked.

      “What the hell are you guys?” she whispered.

      He shook his head. “Safety first, answers second. Now do you want to get out of here by the door or by me blowing a hole in the wall and ruining your imported plants?”

      She shoved his hand from her face. Aegeus may have asked her to forgive Callum for whatever was happening, but that didn’t mean he got to treat her like a child.

      A flash of light burst through the swinging door blowing it off its hinges and throwing it straight at them.

      Callum grabbed her and wrapped his body around hers, shielding her. Instinctively Neve screamed and held onto him. He rolled them out of the way a split second before the door stopped right where they’d been standing.

      “Find the girl!” Someone yelled.

      Callum’s eye glowed brighter. “We need to go. Now.”

      A thrill ran through her as Callum’s face loomed mere inches from hers.

      She kissed him hard and fast. What the hell is wrong with you, Neve Ann Marie? You could have died.

      His eyes widened.

      “Behind us,” she managed. “Back left side of the building.”

      Without a word Callum swept her into his arms and ran for the back of the store room.

      “I have legs,” she said. “I can run.”

      “I know,” he said. “You disappeared quite nicely last night. But this requires something a bit different.”

      He raced through the rows of plants and flowers, and Neve was forced to wrap her arms around his neck to keep from slipping from his grip. When they got to the back door, he kicked it open.

      “I thought you said you weren’t going to put a hole in my building.”

      A scream rang out behind them, and an explosion sent her wall of tinctures and oils shattering everywhere.

      “Now wait just one minute!” Neve struggled in Callum’s arms, trying to get him to set her down. Attacking her was one thing, but her plants were completely innocent in whatever was going on.

      Callum looked behind them. “Shit. Okay, plan C.” He closed his eyes and began chanting.

      “You better be praying for whoever is in my shop because I’m about to murder them,” she said.

      He continued for a moment longer, and then a blue light appeared before them. Neve’s jaw dropped as the blue light widened, and a picture appeared inside it. A picture of her living room. Murphy lay on the ottoman, completely asleep.

      “What the-”

      “Hell,” Callum finished. “You’ve asked that a few times.”

      She was about to make a smart comeback when he stepped straight into the blue light, and with a zap, they were suddenly standing in her living room. Murphy jumped up and hissed before running off faster than she thought capable and jumping up the cat tree to peer at them from the top.

      Callum set her on her feet. “Stay here.”

      Neve opened her mouth to speak, but no words came out.

      Callum walked back through the hole, moving through the plants and out of sight.

      Neve stared at the portal into her store and shook her head. What. Was. Happening? It wasn’t possible. She had not just walked straight from her store room into her front room five miles away. She had not just seen Aegeus throw a red light ball. And Callum’s eyes didn’t glow bright blue. None of that was real. It couldn’t be.

      A streak of red shot through her backroom and hit the wall leaving a singed mark the size of a baseball on the wall.

      “Oh no you don’t!” She stomped toward the portal.

      There was shouting from the other side, and then Aegeus came rushing toward the portal with Callum’s arm slung over his shoulder. Callum held his side and winced as they moved.

      Her gut clenched.

      They were about to step through the portal when a woman appeared behind them, a dark cloak obscuring her face. When she spotted Neve, she stopped and stretched out her hand.

      “My Sunshine.”

      That icy chill ran over her again. The woman moved toward the portal, her hand outstretched.

      “Come with me, Sunshine. I miss you so much.”

      Neve froze as the woman moved closer and closer to the portal.

      Aegeus looked over his shoulder. “Callum, close it!”

      Callum stretched out his hand and pulled it into a fist, and the blue circle snapped shut in a shower of sparks.

      Aegeus plopped Callum onto the couch, walked to Neve, and gripped her shoulders.

      “Are you all right?”

      She let out a shrill laugh and then clapped her hand over her mouth. “No. Not one bit.”

      Callum groaned, and Neve rushed to him. There was a singed hole in his black t-shirt the size of a softball. She lightly picked up the hem of his shirt and lifted it. It had burnt into the wound’s edges, but the shirt pulled away easily as the burnt edges disintegrated.

      She looked into his face, which seemed on the edge of ashen. “This is bad.”

      He sucked in a ragged breath. “Yeah, I gathered that.”

      She took a deep breath and stood. “I have something that will help.” She rushed into the kitchen and threw open her medicine cupboard. She moved her vials around until she found the tin of salve she was looking for. Then she grabbed a bottle and some gauze before returning to the living room.

      “Can’t you just use a healing spell and fix me?” Callum asked.

      “I could try, but then I might also kill you. You know healing isn’t my specialty. Why don’t you heal yourself?”

      Callum groaned. “Seriously? I was ten the last time I tried, and Sonora had cut open her knee.”

      Aegeus chuckled. “She still has the scar.”

      “It was a deep cut.”

      “Not from the cut. From you.”

      Neve entered, and the two went quiet. She knelt next to Callum, and suddenly Murphy dropped to the floor.

      “What? You want to help?”

      Murphy approached Callum and sniffed him. He arched his back and hissed.

      “What is wrong with you?” Neve asked.

      Murphy backed up a step and hissed at Callum again.

      “Murph, stop.”

      But he didn’t. He meowed loudly and hissed again.

      Neve reached for him, but he growled and swiped at her hand.

      “Murph, what has gotten into you?”

      He growled, and then suddenly Aegeus bent down, grabbed Murphy by the back of the neck, and lifted him into the air.

      Murphy went crazy trying to scratch and bite Aegeus. But Aegeus paid him no mind. He walked to the front door and pulled it open. He tossed the cat onto the porch, where Murphy hissed and growled at Aegeus.

      “Yeah, you go do what you need to, big boy.”

      “I am so sorry,” said Neve. “He’s never done anything like that before.”

      Aegeus shrugged. “Maybe he just doesn’t like other people in his territory.”

      Neve turned back to Callum, whose eye remained on her. She poured a small amount of her tincture onto the cotton pad and wiped the wound. Aegeus perched on the edge of the couch and watched her work.

      “Can I have a glass of water?” Callum asked.

      Neve nodded. “Of course.” She started to get up, but Callum gripped her wrist softly.

      “Aeg, can get it.”

      Aegeus chuckled and headed for the kitchen. “Smooth,” he mumbled.

      Callum didn’t let go of her wrist. The contact made warmth spread up her arm.

      “I’m sorry I wasn’t honest with you from the beginning,” he said. “I should have been. Then maybe we could have avoided this whole mess.”

      “You mean like the hole in your body? Or the portal you made in my living room? Or how about the woman who seemed to have my mother’s voice and knew her special nickname for me.”

      “All of it. I just… I know you have no reason to believe me, but I was honestly trying to keep you safe. I thought if I could get to know you first and win you over, then maybe the things I had to tell you would be easier to believe. I was wrong. I’m sorry.”

      Neve stared into his dark eyes, and memories of his lips on hers, his body pressed against her body, floated into view, and her cheeks heated.

      “You’re forgiven. I mean, you did save me in the end.” She gave him a weak smile.

      “Unfortunately, this isn’t the end,” said Aegeus returning from the kitchen. He handed the glass of water to Callum. “I’m not helping you like an old man. You have hands.”

      Neve gave Aegeus a stern look and took the glass from Callum. She brought it gingerly to his lips. He gulped it down until it was completely gone. She handed the glass to Aegeus, and he walked back to the kitchen with it. She leaned in and wiped the spilled water from Callum’s throat and chin.

      Callum’s hand found its way to the back of her head, and he sat up slightly and pressed his lips to hers. It was nothing like the kisses they’d shared at the club. This one was tender, loving even. And it lasted no more than a few seconds before he let go of her, laid back, and sighed.

      “Thank you,” he said.

      Neve couldn’t help the smile that spread across her face. “Do you kiss all the women you want to thank?”

      “Only the beautiful ones.”

      Her cheeks heated, and she grabbed the salve and unscrewed the lid. “I bet you kiss a lot of women, then.”

      She went to apply the salve, but he stopped her, and she looked at him.

      “No,” he said. “There are many pretty women. But few, very few, are truly beautiful.”

      Neve didn’t know what to say, so she simply smiled and smoothed the salve over his raw flesh.

      “Wow,” said Aegeus returning. “You rendered her speechless, Cousin. I didn’t know that was possible.”

      Neve glared at him. “Ha-ha.”

      He winked at her.

      Two of them. Two men. And both wanted to have their lips on hers. She couldn’t begin to understand why. Nor could she understand why they had been at each other’s throats at the restaurant just the night before, and today they seemed like best friends. Even knowing that she’d kissed both of them didn’t seem to faze them.

      “So, who wants to begin to explain why my shop and plants were the victims of a violent battle? Are you guys superheroes or something?”

      Both of them chuckled, and Callum grabbed his side.

      “We are more Dr. Strange than Ironman,” said Aegeus.

      She looked at him for a moment and processed his words. “So you’re what? Wizards?”

      “We’re called warlocks,” said Callum.

      “Warlocks? Like witches and warlocks?”

      “Exactly,” said Callum.

      She looked between them to see if they were joking, but somehow, deep down, she believed them. It was almost as if what they said was as plausible as if they’d told her that the sky was blue.

      She laughed nervously and continued looking between them as they waited silently.

      Eventually, she blew out a low breath and nodded. “Okay. You do magic stuff. Do you like have spell books, and robes, and clans and stuff?”

      “They’re called covens,” said Aegeus.

      Callum reached for her hand. “Look, this isn’t how we wanted you to find out.”

      “So, you were going to tell me?”

      “Of course,” said Aegeus. “It’s one of the reasons we’re here.”

      “To tell me you’re warlocks? Do you usually just find random women and tell them you’re warlocks, or am I just special for some reason?”

      “The latter,” said Aegeus.

      She was special? She wasn’t special. She was just… her.

      “This is a lot, I know.” Callum squeezed her hand. “But we are here to try and protect you.”

      “Protect me from who? Who would want me? Why would they want me?”

      “We want you to come with us,” said Aegeus. “As you saw, some of our kind would use you, hurt you even.”

      “But why? Because I grow poisonous plants?” She gave a shrill laugh.

      “No,” said Callum. “Because-”

      There was a bright flash of light from the kitchen, and Neve’s Gran stepped into the living room holding Murphy.

      Neve blinked twice, trying to process what she was seeing.

      “That’s enough.” Her Gran waved her hand, and Aegeus and Callum’s mouths snapped shut.

      Aegeus got up from the couch and backed away several steps.

      “Gran?”

      “Aegeus Rathmore and Callum McIntire. I should have known. You two puppets can only be here for one reason. You were sent.”

      She set Murphy on the floor and strode forward, her once wild red hair whipping around her face as she moved to the couch where Callum lay. Neve let go of his hand and backed up as her grandmother looked down at his wound and clucked her tongue.

      “I knew you two would be the death of me when you were eight and tried to set my fence on fire because I’d punished you both to painting it by hand.”

      Gran pressed her fingers into Callum’s wound, making him flinch. Golden light flowed from her hand and down her fingertips to his wound. The skin grew bright white, and Callum held back a groan, grabbing the arm of the couch. A moment passed, and then the wound began to seal itself. After a few seconds, nothing was left but his tanned skin.

      “There. You’re fixed. Well, you’re as you were. I doubt either of you will ever be fixed. I assume the Sisters of the Silver Flame did this?”

      Callum tried to open his mouth but was unable. He cocked an eyebrow at Gran.

      “Don’t look at me like that, you wicked-tongued playboy. I should keep your mouth shut for at least a year for all the trouble you two have caused.” She waved her hand. “Speak.”

      Callum opened his mouth and worked his jaw for a moment before answering. “The Sisterhood showed up at her nursery. One of them imitated her mother.”

      Gran nodded. “I’ll deal with that.”

      Neve couldn’t take it any longer. “Gran! You’re a witch?” she blurted. “What the hell?”

      Everyone in the room turned and looked at her. Murphy sat at her feet and rubbed his head on her leg.

      “And why did you have my cat?”

      Gran blew out a breath and shook her head. “I really hate to do this, Sunshine.” She wiggled her fingers at Neve, and Neve’s eyes drooped, and then she lost consciousness.
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      Callum grabbed Neve and swept his arm under her cradling her, so she didn’t hit the floor.

      “Always the hero, Callum,” Gretchen said.

      “I thought I was the hero,” said Aegeus.

      Gretchen threw him an icy glare, and he closed his mouth quickly and held up his hands.

      “Sorry.”

      She shook her head, and Callum lowered the sleeping Neve to the ground.

      “You two have no idea what you’ve done here. And what I am now going to have to do.”

      “Why didn’t you just tell her what she was when she was little? Why doesn’t she live in Ravencroft?” Callum asked.

      Gretchen sniffed. “Why do you think? Obviously, someone didn’t want her to know and didn’t want her raised there.”

      Callum nodded. “Her mom.”

      “Yes. My daughter. She left when she was seventeen and fell in love with a mortal. She didn’t want to take my mantel, and she never wanted it for her daughter either. No thanks to you and your idiot covens.”

      “What did we have to do with it?” asked Aegeus.

      “It was your family’s dumb in fighting that pushed my daughter away. If you idiots could all just get along and be satisfied with what you’ve been given instead of always wanting more.”

      “That’s what we were doing here,” said Callum. “We were trying to keep our families from taking her.”

      She shook her head. “Ya’ll should have come to me.”

      “You’re right. We should have.” It was all Callum could say.

      “What do we do now?” asked Aegeus.

      “You? You go home. Tell your coven leaders that they will be hearing from me. And you two stay the hell away from my granddaughter.”

      “I don’t know if I can do that,” said Callum.

      “Me neither,” said Aegeus.

      “If you two want to leave here with your twigs and berries, you will.”

      “Gretchen-”

      “I am not Gretchen to you, Callum McIntire. I am Grand Supreme or Supreme. You have lost your privilege of calling me by my first name for the foreseeable future.”

      Callum stopped speaking. He wouldn’t say that he and Gretchen were close, but she’d been known to call on him when she needed things done around her house, and he’d been the connection with his coven for close to ten years.

      He wanted to argue with her. To tell her he thought there might actually be something between him and Neve, given half a chance- but he stayed silent. Gretchen wasn’t one to be trifled with. Her justice could be swift and ruthless when needed. And because this was her granddaughter they were talking about. He knew that it was better left alone for that moment. But that it wouldn’t be the end. Not for him and not for Aegeus.

      Callum lumbered to his feet. His side healed externally but still aching inside. “Come on, Aeg.”

      Surprisingly Aegeus didn’t fight him on leaving. Together they moved toward the front door.

      “And boys?”

      They turned back to Gretchen.

      “You tell your father- and brother- that if they ever try to come at me again or use my family against me, I will raze your covens to the ground with everyone inside.”

      Callum’s gut clenched as Gretchen’s eyes burned like flames. He had no doubt that she meant every word.

      Both Aegeus and Callum bowed. “Yes, Supreme,” they intoned.

      Callum stepped through the door and out into the warm sunny day.

      “What do you think Gretchen is going to do about Neve?”

      Callum turned to Aegeus. “I don’t know. I honestly don’t know.”
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      One Month Later

      Callum stared up at the large Victorian mansion and replayed the words he’d practiced in his head a million times over the last month. Ever since meeting Neve, he’d been unable to think of anything else. He’d spent hours worrying about her. Wondering what she was doing. Wanting to sneak out of Ravencroft and just check on her, see her, but he was pretty sure that Gretchen would know if he did, and despite his need to see Neve, he liked his body parts right where they were.

      His brother Raegan had been in a rage ever since Callum had failed to secure Neve for him. Not that Callum cared. More than ever he was glad he hadn’t brought her back. After Gretchen’s meeting with all three coven heads in Ravencroft, Reagan had been harsher than ever. Callum wasn’t sure what had been said to them, but he had a pretty good idea – Touch my granddaughter again, and you are all dead. He didn’t blame Gretchen. After only one evening in Neve’s presence, he’d been ready to risk his life for her.

      Callum had done extensive research in the last month, and he’d come to learn that part of his attraction to Neve came from the fact that she was the makings of the next Supreme. He’d not realized a Supreme could attract all warlocks to her side like a queen bee because Gretchen had already been old when he’d grown up. Even so, he’d always felt a fondness for the older witch, much like he might have a mother- had he known his mother. But Callum wasn’t stupid. He also knew his attraction to Neve was not totally from her being a Supreme in the making. Part of it, maybe the more significant part of it, was because he was just attracted to her. Which he knew was just plain stupid because he’d only spent a few hours with her. Even so, the way she’d made him feel. The power in her touch. The combination of strength and vulnerability made him want to protect her and make love to her simultaneously. Which was why he was standing in front of Gretchen’s house, getting ready to say something he never thought he would.

      Callum looked around to ensure no one was watching and then walked toward the large wrap-around porch. A trickle of magic washed over him, announcing his presence to Gretchen. At that point, he almost didn’t even need to knock. If Gretchen was willing to see him, she’d come to the door without him even knocking.

      He took the steps two at a time and noticed the board squeak beneath his shoes. He needed to fix that for Gretchen before the boards rotted through and someone got hurt. His dress shoes tapped across the porch to the front door, and he stopped in front of the large wooden door that glowed with a faint white light.

      Callum took a deep breath and raised his hand to knock.

      “You weren’t planning on coming up here and asking the Supreme about Neve without me, were you, Cousin?” Aegeus rounded the corner of the porch.

      Callum groaned. “Do you have a GPS on me or something?”

      Aegeus laughed and shrugged. “I just know you. All you’ve done this last month is talk about Neve. It was only a matter of time before you ended up here begging Gretchen for permission to see her.”

      They stared at each other for a minute without speaking.

      “You aren’t going to let me do this alone, are you?” Callum said.

      “We agreed we were going to do this together.”

      Callum groaned. “That was before.”

      Aegeus cocked an eyebrow. “Are you going back on your word to protect her together?”

      “She doesn’t need our protection. She has her grandmother’s.”

      Aegeus smiled, walked toward Callum, and stuck out his hand.

      Callum looked at it. “What’s that for?”

      “May the best warlock win.”

      “Win what?”

      Aegeus shook his head and chuckled. “Sometimes you are quite dim. Neve, of course. You want her. I want her. We will both plead our cases to the Supreme and ask her permission to date Neve.”

      Callum looked at Aegeus’ still outstretched hand. He grabbed it and shook it before he could think about it too long.

      “Fine. But we also agree that whatever the Supreme says is what we do. If she tells us to back off, we both agree to back off. If she gives one of us the go-ahead, we must abide by that as well.”

      “Agreed.”

      They shook again, but Callum would have much rather punched Aegeus in the face and told him to back off.

      Callum looked at the front door again, and before he could knock, Aegeus knocked on the door.

      Callum glared at him. “Asshole.”

      Aegeus chuckled. “You’re just mad you didn’t have the balls to knock first. You’re gonna have to be braver than that if you intend on winning Neve from me.”

      A minute passed, and Callum thought Gretchen must not be home when suddenly a set of light footsteps rushed toward the door.

      The door pulled open, and Callum’s gut clenched. He blinked several times, thinking he imagined what he saw.

      A pair of bright green eyes stared at him from underneath a cascade of wild red curls. He looked Neve up and down. She wore a pair of overalls and had dirt caking her hands and smudging her nose. She looked between him and Aegeus and smiled.

      “Hello.” She swiped strands of unkempt hair from her face and spread dirt across her forehead.

      “Uh… hey,” he replied.

      She waited and then cocked an eyebrow and chuckled. “Can I help you?”

      “Uh…” Confusion plagued Callum and short-wired his brain.

      “Hi,” said Aegeus. “Is Gretchen here?”

      “Oh, Gran? No, sorry. She had to go out for a bit. I’m trying to plant a new garden in the greenhouse, and I ran out of potting soil.”

      A fat cream cat appeared from behind Neve’s bare feet. He growled at Callum and Aegeus and then hissed.

      Neve picked the cat up. “Murphy? What’s that for?” She looked at Callum again. “Sorry, he’s a diva. Doesn’t like me paying attention to anyone but him and Gran.” She scratched his ear. “I think he was a Doberman in a previous life or something.

      “So you’re Gretchen’s granddaughter?” Aegeus asked.

      She nodded.

      “How long have you been visiting?” Callum barely managed to get the words out. She was there. Neve was in Ravencroft.

      “A few weeks. I had an accident at my nursery, and it caught fire. I was in a coma for about a week, and when I woke up, Gran insisted I come here to stay with her.”

      Aegeus and Callum exchanged a look. Three weeks? She’d been with Gretchen for three weeks while he’d been going crazy thinking about her living in the human world with no protection?

      “Anyway,” she said. “Is there something I can tell my gran for you?”

      Callum couldn’t stop staring. It was Neve, but it wasn’t Neve. She was different somehow. It was more than just the story she’d just told them about why she was there and the fact that she didn’t recognize either of them. She seemed… happier.

      She raised her eyebrows and chuckled at Callum.

      “No,” Aegeus offered. “We’ll just give her a call.”

      Neve’s eyebrows drew together. “Okay, well, can I tell her who stopped by?”

      Aegeus offered his hand. “I’m Aegeus.”

      She shifted Murphy to her hip and shook his hand. “Nice to meet you.” She turned to Callum. “And you are?”

      Callum slowly lifted his hand. “Callum. Callum McIntire.”

      She smiled at him and shook his hand. He waited for the warmth and connection to hit him like it had every time he’d touched her the month before, but nothing happened. A sense of loss enveloped him at the lack of sensation.

      Aegeus elbowed him. “Let go of her hand.”

      Callum pulled away quickly, and a beautiful blush crept up Neve’s cheeks.

      “Well, I need to get back to my plants. You guys have a great day.”

      “We’ll see you around,” said Aegeus. “Feel free to ask Gretchen to contact either of us if you need any heavy lifting done.”

      Neve snorted. “You think I’m not capable of heavy lifting?”

      “I have every faith you could lift whatever you want. We just want to be there when you do it.”

      Neve let out a hearty laugh. “Nice comeback.”

      “I aim to please.”

      Callum rolled his eyes. Aegeus always had been a charmer.

      Callum grabbed Aegeus by the back of his shirt. “Let’s go.”

      Aegeus stumbled as Callum yanked him toward the stairs.

      “You guys should stop by when my new nursery is finished,” Neve called. “That is, if you need plants. Mostly poisonous ones, but also some flowers and stuff in case you need to get some for your girlfriends or whatever.”

      “We don’t have girlfriends,” Aegeus called, still walking backward. “We are both free agents.”

      “Well, good for you, I guess,” she replied.

      “What about you?” Aegeus asked. “Are you a free agent?”

      Callum growled as he marched down the walkway toward the sidewalk.

      “Free? Never. Available? Possibly.”

      Callum yanked on Aegeus, and he tripped, almost pulling them both down.

      “Knock it off,” said Aegeus.

      “Stop flirting.”

      “Flirting? I was just getting us both some information to work with.”

      As they stepped onto the sidewalk, a vintage red pickup truck jumped the curb, almost hitting them.

      “Great. Now you can get all the information you want,” said Callum. “The Supreme has returned home.”

      Gretchen bounded from her truck. “You two. I told you to stay away.”

      Callum held up his hands, but Aegeus just smiled. “How were we supposed to know you put a memory spell on her and had her holed up in your house?”

      Gretchen flicked her fingers at Aegeus, and his mouth snapped shut. She turned to Callum. “What are you doing here?”

      “I came to ask if I could date Neve, but it seems she doesn’t even know who I am.”

      Gretchen looked past them to her house and waved. “I got the soil. Give me a minute, Sunshine.” She waited a moment and then looked at Callum again.

      “After what happened with you two and the Silver Sisters, I felt it was best to bring Neve home. I decided her mother had been wrong in making me promise not to bring Neve here. It was actually more dangerous out there than having her where I could keep my eye on her. So I removed her memories, promising her mom she’d never come here, and planted a memory about her nursery burning down after an electrical issue with the old building.”

      “But what if she finds out her nursery is still there?”

      Gretchen cocked an eyebrow. “Who says it’s still there?”

      Damn. Gretchen was more ruthless than he’d ever thought if she would go that far to keep Neve safe.

      “Well,” said Callum. “Since she’s here now, I’d like to ask for an opportunity to date Neve.”

      Aegeus elbowed him pointedly.

      “We would like the opportunity,” Callum amended.

      Gretchen chewed the inside of her cheek. “You do remember you’re the very reason I had to bring her here in the first place, right?”

      “I do.”

      “And your families put her in danger to begin with.”

      Callum nodded.

      Gretchen chewed her lip. “All right. I will allow both of you to try and win over my granddaughter, but there are a few conditions.”

      “Anything,” said Callum too fast.

      Her eyes narrowed. “First, you will not talk to her about magic or what happened in Napa Valley. You will not tell her what you are. You will not talk to her about what she is. I am easing her into her powers, and I don’t need anyone freaking her out.”

      “Agreed.”

      Aegeus nodded.

      “You will not, and I do mean will not, introduce her to your families or take her to your covens under any circumstances.”

      Callum agreed, but Aegeus’ brows knit together.

      “What?” Gretchen asked.

      Aegeus opened his mouth and began speaking, but no words came out.

      Gretchen growled and flicked her fingers at him. “What?”

      “My sister. Sonora-”

      Gretchen held up her hand. “Sonora is the only exception.”

      The expression of gratitude planted on Aegeus’ face was one Callum hadn’t seen before.

      “Thank you.” Aegeus’ words barely came out a whisper.

      “Next,” said Gretchen. “The two of you will be at my command day and night. If I ask you to do something, you do it. No questions and no excuses. You will not just be trying to date Neve, you will have to prove to me that you are willing to do whatever it takes to care for her.”

      The men agreed.

      “And lastly,” said Gretchen. “If Neve does end up picking one of you to be with for the long term, goddess forbid, you must leave your covens and be tied to Neve as your coven leader should she decide to start her own in the future.”

      Aegeus and Callum stared at each other for a moment. “Done,” they said together.

      Gretchen studied them. “You do realize what you just said, don’t you?”

      “We do,” said Aegeus.

      Gretchen chewed her lip for a moment. “I don’t need to warn you what will happen if you betray her or me, do I?”

      “I am assuming it has something to do with stripping our magic and our manhoods?” said Aegeus.

      Gretchen smiled. “Something like that. All right. Good. Now that that is out of the way, the two of you can start unloading those fifty-pound bags of potting soil and taking them to the new greenhouse on the back of my property.”

      Callum didn’t need to be asked twice. He walked to the back of the pickup truck.

      “Should I drive the pickup to the backyard?” Aegeus asked.

      “No,” Gretchen replied. “It’s fine right where it is.”

      Callum grabbed a bag and threw it over his shoulder. The scent of manure and dirt filled his nostrils as dust rained down the front of his dress shirt and onto his shoes.

      “Can I change my clothes?” Aegeus asked. “This shirt is pure silk.”

      “Not unless you want to-”

      “Lose my manhood, yeah, I get it.”

      Callum headed up the driveway. He was going to beat Aegeus and win over Neve. He didn’t care what it cost. If he had to, he’d even kill his brother to keep her safe and make her his. Neve was his future, and no one would keep her from him. No one.
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        Can a death omen reject her destiny and have a normal life?

      

      

      

      Ravyn Corvus only wants to experience what every other young woman her age does. Receiving a scholarship to a college on the other side of the country from her family, she can’t get away fast enough. She has a secret though. One that many would consider deadly—and unpredictable. Her mother calls it a curse from the gods.

      

      Daniel O’Connor is enjoying the college life. When a beautiful freshman catches his eye, he hopes to win her over—but she keeps pushing him away. Mysterious events around the campus bring them closer together, but will they be able to deny the attraction between them when they become enmeshed in multiple tragedies?

      

      Meanwhile, an ancient evil has returned, revealing secrets that neither of them would have ever believed. Everything they thought they knew about themselves and their families threatens to destroy them…or unite them.
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      Thessaly, Greece, 687 B.C.

      Nobody created a curse like an Olympian. Apollo, the god of music and sun, prophecy and truth, was especially good at it. He was as wrathful as he was beautiful. As quick to kill as he was to fall into infatuation. Those he loved rarely lived long lives, and those who did, regretted it. Ask Daphne, forever bound to the laurel tree for refusing to return his love. Ask the princess of Thessaly, fair Coronis, for her time was surely at its end.

      Here, hidden in the trees beyond the city, Artemis wiped a tear as she nocked her bow and took aim at the mortal man, Ischys, now a prince by marriage. She closed her eyes and let fly her arrow. She didn’t have to look to know it struck true—straight to the heart. Coronis screamed as her new husband dropped to his knees before her, sputtering his last breaths. Dead for merely loving another. Dead because her brother couldn’t handle rejection.

      Dead because she owed her brother a boon and he had called it in.

      As goddess of the hunt, Artemis often relished a successful kill. This time, she didn’t. This time, it left a sour taste in her mouth. Overhead, the white crow cawed and circled. Part of her wished to shoot it down for the trouble it had wrought. It was the bird who’d doomed this man, that woman. The unborn child in her womb. Apollo’s child. Artemis’ very own niece or nephew.

      The bird had alerted Apollo to Coronis’ infidelity, sealed her fate.

      “Thank you, dear sister,” Apollo said as he appeared at her side. She looked at him. Where her coloring was pale and silvery, her twin brother was golden and tanned. The moon and the sun.

      “You do not need to do this. Wait until she gives birth at least.” Artemis knew it was hopeless. Her brother would never see reason.

      “They always betray me.” The bitterness in his voice and hardened expression made her heart ache. While she didn’t approve of most of her brother’s choices, he was her twin. She loved him. It didn’t help that their own father, Zeus, had never shown Apollo what a loving relationship looked like.

      “Please, let this stop here. The man is dead. Let that be her punishment.”

      “Draw your next arrow, sister.” He didn’t even look at her.

      “Apollo…” she pleaded. “She is with child.”

      “Strike her in the heart, or I will do it with my bare hands.”

      That would be so much worse. The princess had cared for Apollo too. To have him kill her… She couldn’t allow it to happen. With a sob, she nocked another arrow. The mother-of-pearl inlays in her bow caught the moonlight through the trees, and Coronis looked up from where she held her dead lover in her arms. The woman was beautiful, with hair as black as ebony and skin kissed by the sun. It was no wonder Apollo was drawn to her. Coronis stared right at Artemis, blue eyes awash with grief. As the mortal’s lips parted, Artemis let fly the arrow, not wanting to hear pleas that would only go on deaf ears.

      The deed was done.

      Beside her, the white crow landed on a low branch of a tree and cawed. At the sound, Apollo threw his head back and roared. Flames exploded in the clearing, surrounding the dead lovers. It spread to the tree and engulfed it and the crow instantly. The bird screamed and burst outward, landing in the stream nearby to escape the heat. When it emerged, its feathers were no longer white, but solid black, and then, unbidden, the crow shifted into the form of a woman with waves of brown hair and green eyes. She stood before them, naked, but she did not cover herself in shame. Instead, she kneeled before them, head bowed. No words were uttered from her lips, for she knew, as Artemis had, that Apollo would not tolerate excuses while in his current mood.

      “You should have clawed their eyes out instead of coming to me,” Apollo said angrily. “You are just as guilty of what occurred this night as I am, Corvus.” His voice deepened and the ground shook. “From this day forward, I curse your kind. You and those like you are harbingers of death and destruction, doomed to change form only to alert mortals of coming woe.” He paused, kneeling to lift her chin and force her to meet his gaze. “Understand that any hapless mortal you love will die if they see what you really are. Those of us touched by magic can never hide their true nature. Not for long.”

      Corvus sobbed silently but didn’t dare move away.

      Artemis placed a hand on her brother’s shoulder. “You still have time to save your child.”

      He looked at her as though he hadn’t understood, and then his gaze drifted to the clearing, still burning. The flames were closing in on the spot where Coronis and Ischys lay lifeless and cold. As though he only remembered his former lover had been with child, he shouted, “My son!”

      Vanishing, he swiftly reappeared next to the bodies. Artemis looked away as he worked on removing the child from the dead woman’s belly. If the infant was truly Apollo’s child and not Ischys’, then it was a demi-god. It still had time to live, but not even immortals could survive fire.

      Corvus reached out to Artemis’ white robe and drew her attention back to her. “Help me,” she whispered, “Undo his curse. My family…”

      Anger swelled in Artemis’ gut. “You brought this on yourself. By trying to gain Apollo’s favor, you only brought his wrath down on all of you. Because of you, these two are dead, and for what?”

      “I didn’t want this.” The woman trembled as tears stained her cheeks. “What can I do?”

      “Hide yourself. Your daughters too.” Only the females in Corvus’ family had the ability to become birds. “If you wish to end the line with you, hope your daughters only have male children. Demand they never marry. The curse cannot be undone.”

      If Corvus was lucky, over time the trait of shape-changing would fade and no longer burden them. It would die out all on its own.

      A baby’s cry broke the air as Apollo returned beside her, pride mixing with sorrow as he stared down at the bloodied child. “It is…a male. A son. I will name him Asclepius.” He smiled, but it quickly faded. “He has her eyes.”

      “Apollo…”

      Ice remained in his tone. “Chiron will raise this child. It pains me too much to look at him.”

      The centaur? Before she could ask what he was thinking, he disappeared, leaving her alone with Corvus and the burning bodies. Artemis let her gaze fall back toward the carnage and clutched her bow tightly. The lovers hadn’t deserved to end this way. Using more magic than she wished to dispel on the mortal plane, Artemis sent Coronis into the heavens where her body broke apart into bright lights and arranged themselves far, far away as stars. A constellation in the shape of a crow, a cautionary tale to be wary of those who seek to do others harm for personal gain.

      Nothing ever comes from such treachery. Corvus’ daughters would now bear the burden of the curse, which she could not save them from.

      May the gods have mercy upon them.
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      Present Day

      Ravyn Corvus stared at her cell phone screen as her mother called for the thirty-seventh time today. She hit ignore and shoved it back into her pocket. While she knew she risked everybody she came into contact with due to her act of rebellion, someone in the family needed to change their fate. No matter how careful the Corvus women were, people still died every day. No one could escape fate, and giving up their own lives and well-being did nothing but make them miserable and bitter.

      The ferry horn blared over the choppy waters of the Atlantic, and she tried to smile, though the action seemed foreign. She thought elation would have kicked in by now. She’d gotten her way. After moving city to city so she couldn’t make strong connections or friendships through middle and high school in fear of, well, heralding her potential friends’ deaths, Ravyn had secured a scholarship to a college far from home and her family. She would finally live her life without being smothered by warnings and unsolicited advice. Don’t fall in love. Sleep around; otherwise, you’ll become attached, and if you predict their death by shifting, you’ll be crushed. What will people say when you’re the link between a bunch of mysterious deaths?

      She was free now as an adult. So why did Ravyn feel like she was setting herself up for one huge disaster? Oh, yeah…because everyone kept telling her that she was the bringer of disaster and there was nothing to do about it. Right.

      As the ferry pulled up to the Kasper Island dock, Ravyn stood from her seat, threw on her backpack and extended the handles on her two suitcases, then headed toward the line of students excited to embark on this new semester of campus life. She’d chosen Kasper Island University, KIU, because it was isolated, on the opposite side of the country, and had a phenomenal marine biology program.

      How much trouble could a death omen get into on an island off the coast of Maine? The ocean was vast, and if she worked with marine animals and lived somewhere remote, she could find an area to fly in her bird form without being seen. The likelihood of causing trouble on a small island with only a college campus and a few small businesses seemed minute enough to take the chance. Besides, she hadn’t actually come into her power yet. She hadn’t experienced her catalyst, and since, at nineteen, she was older than anyone else in her family had been when they’d come into their powers, she hoped her father’s fully human genes had snuffed out that of the harbinger blood. Something the women in her lineage prayed for with every new generation.

      And thus, as she moved with the rest of the students to exit the ferry, she continued to make the same argument with herself that she’d used with her mother to inform her she’d be leaving. Brenda Corvus had tried to convince her she was setting herself up to fail, something Grandma Corvus and Aunt Sarah agreed with. But Ravyn couldn’t take the constant relocating to keep her from making friends. Even with the internet, forming attachments wasn’t easy. Communicating online wasn’t the same, and she craved a real friendship. A boyfriend. A life where decisions were hers and hers alone. A chance to be normal, even if it was doomed to fail since doom was practically her middle name.

      Ravyn dragged her luggage up the dock and toward a massive university building. The gray brick structure looked like a fortress. Three stories high, it would be her life for the next fifteen weeks of the semester. She hadn’t made it out here before now, only taking virtual tours of the campus as she prepared to hightail it across the country in the middle of the night before anyone could stop her. The dormitories should be on the other side of campus, not quite visible from the docks.

      Her stomach knotted. Dorms. Hopefully her roommate would be nice. She’d never lived with anyone but her family members. Having been home schooled as an only child, she hadn’t even spent the night with another kid. She wasn’t sure if it was an experience she’d enjoy, but she wanted to find out.

      While her nerves continued to eat away at her, she made it to the booths set up with volunteers to sign in the new students. A boy smiled at her as she reached the front. He had a dimple in his right cheek and hazel eyes that seemed full of life and happiness. His light brown hair wasn’t long, but was growing out. Someone could grab a handful of it easily enough if they wanted to.

      Weird thing to think about…

      “Hi,” the boy said. “Freshman?” His nametag sticker read: Hello, My Name is Daniel.

      “What gave it away?” Ravyn fumbled with her backpack. Her wallet had sunken deep into the abyss of the bag somewhere, and no matter how far she stuck her arm into it, she couldn’t locate it.

      “Well…” He clicked a pen a few times and leaned forward to whisper, “I’ve never seen you around here before, and you I would probably remember.”

      She halted her search and gawked at him. Was he…flirting?

      Her lack of comment seemed to break the spell, and his smile faded. “Sorry, that was inappropriate.”

      “No, no,” Ravyn said. “It took me by surprise is all.” Finally, her wallet was uncovered and she quickly produced her ID and handed it to him with a smile. He grinned back and looked at her card.

      Crosschecking the list he had in front of him, he picked up a highlighter and drew a line over her name. “Okay, Ravyn Corvus. You are in Dorm A, room 213. The two signifies it is second floor. I also have it listed here that your boxes have already been delivered so you should be good to go unpack, relax, and prepare for orientation this evening.” He rifled through a box of envelopes with keys in them and handed her one.

      “Looking forward to it.” She smiled again, dropping her wallet and envelope into her bag, and then walked off.

      “Ravyn, wait!”

      As she turned, she nearly crashed into Daniel. He was a good six-feet tall, and somehow even more handsome up close. She tilted her head back slightly to meet his eyes and sucked in a breath. She had talked to guys before, but none threw her off kilter as this one did. “You forgot your ID.”

      “Oh.” She didn’t glance down at the card he held out to her. She couldn’t look away from his face. His lopsided grin made her feel as though he couldn’t figure her out. It would probably be safer for him if he didn’t try. “Thank you,” she said stupidly and continued to stare up at him.

      Daniel laughed and reached for her hand. He placed the card in her palm and closed her fingers over it. “See you later.” He winked before turning and made his way back to his station. Ravyn stared for a few seconds before getting a grip on herself and resuming her path toward the dorms.

      Wow. Her brain had apparently melted. It wasn’t like she’d never talked to guys before or something. Just wow.

      When Ravyn arrived at her dorm, the door was wide open. She paused and peeked her head around the doorjamb to look inside. She didn’t see anyone there, but the room had two twin beds on opposite sides from each other, raised quite high off the floor for maximum underbed storage. Two desks sat side by side with a slight divider in the middle, facing the one window in the room.

      Curiosity won out and she stepped inside. There were two closets on the walls at the foot of the beds, and on the wall with the door to the hallway, a minifridge and microwave, as well as some shelves.

      “You must be Ravyn,” someone with a lilting voice spoke from right behind her.

      She jumped, slightly, and turned, hand over her heart. “Yes, that’s me.”

      The girl behind her looked to be roughly the same age as her, with pale skin and white-blonde hair. She had some freckles, but they didn’t stand out dark against her skin. She was tall, close to six feet, and she wore a pair of black leggings with an oversized lilac sweatshirt.

      “How did you know?” She assumed this was her roommate, but she hadn’t gotten a notice containing her name or anything of that nature.

      Giggling, the tall blonde pointed at the open door with a dry-erase board on it. Transcribed in blue marker was her name, Ravyn Corvus, and another name she wasn’t even going to try to pronounce aloud, because she could already tell she’d butchered it in her mind. Aoibhe O’Ceallaigh.

      “Aye, I’m very Irish. We’re descended from an old family. Some say we go back as far as the Milesians that forced the fairies underground.” The girl laughed again. “If you believe in that sort of thing. It’s pronounced Ey-va O’Kelly, by the way.”

      “I never would have figured that out.” She laughed with her. “It’s a pretty name though.”

      “Thank you. Yours is too.” Grinning, Aoibhe added, “Though your family has a sense of humor, I wager.”

      “What do you mean?” she frowned.

      “Isn’t a Corvus the genus for a raven? They named you Ravyn Raven.”

      The tension eased out of her as she realized Aoibhe wasn’t attempting to insult her. Ravyn snickered. If the girl only knew. Corvus women could turn into ravens or crows, and on some occasion…rooks. There was every chance she would not turn into a raven at all when she finally did come into her shapeshifting ability. Now that would be ironic, indeed. “Yeah. Lots of bird names in the family tree with a last name like that.”

      Aoibhe leaned in closer. “Have you gotten your class schedule yet? Maybe we have some classes together and can help each other study.”

      “I did. Give me a moment to find it.” They entered the room together and Ravyn looked back and forth at the beds. It appeared that Aoibhe had claimed the bed on the right by the green suitcase shoved underneath.

      “I can take the other one if you want.”

      “Nah, I have no preference.” And she really didn’t. Setting her bag down, she riffled through it until she came across the envelope that had contained the schedule and other paperwork she needed. “Found it.” As she turned around, Aoibhe was pulling her own out of her back pocket where she’d folded it up.

      “Okay, let’s see what we’ve got.”

      They put their heads together and looked down at the two slips of paper. Ravyn had chosen the introductory English Literature course, Biology, Ancient Civilizations and one elective course for fun. Aoibhe had chosen Pre-Calculus, Chemistry, Geography, Gaelic and…the same elective.

      “Looks like we’ll be taking World Mythology together,” Ravyn said. “Sounds like it should be interesting.” All myths held a grain of truth in them somewhere. She would know, since she was basically a figure from mythology herself. Plus, there was something about it that just…called to her. It had been hard to select her other courses until she checked the box for that one.

      “As soon as I saw that option, I knew I had to take it.” It was like Aoibhe read her mind. “And I was surprised they offered a Gaelic language class. You’d be shocked to know, given my name, I don’t know a lot of the language. My family moved to the United States several generations ago. Things get lost.”

      “It sounds cool!” Ravyn would be terrible at it. She still couldn’t figure out how a name with an O and a B in it sounded like Ava. Then again, her heritage was a mixture of Greek, Scandinavian, and she wasn’t sure what else. Maybe some Irish somewhere, but definitely not enough to torment herself with Gaelic unnecessarily.

      Crap. I don’t have to take a foreign language for my Marine Biology degree, do I? She was going to have to check her paperwork later. She knew what language she wouldn’t be picking if so.

      “Hey, I was about to lock up and go check out the cafeteria for some food when I saw you poke your head into the room. Wanna come with? I can’t wait to learn all about you.”

      Ravyn’s stomach growled, loudly. “Food sounds great.” Although some things about her would have to remain a secret, for everyone’s sake.
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      Daniel O’Connor had barely gotten a wink of sleep. It was the first day of classes, and he’d stayed up all night thinking about that new girl. Ravyn. She was gorgeous. A little awkward, but he hoped he saw her around campus, maybe even had a class with her. If she didn’t take only introductory courses, anyway. It was his sophomore year, but that didn’t necessarily mean they wouldn’t share classes.

      His first class of the day was one that he picked for fun, but also because he hoped to shed some light on a family mystery that had been plaguing him the past year. Something regarding a figure from Irish folklore. His mom and twin brother would speak in hushed voices when he returned home, but he heard bits and pieces that didn’t make sense outside of stories. Maybe the professor would be knowledgeable to help him. Eventually. He wouldn’t throw it on the man right at the start of the semester.

      Frowning, he grabbed his navy-colored backpack and a bottle of water out the mini-fridge. His roommate had disappeared before the sun had come out—he wasn’t very social, but that was okay—so he didn’t have to worry about waking anyone up for his eight AM class. The walk across campus from the dormitories to the academic buildings wasn’t too tedious. When the weather grew colder, it would be less fun, but it also didn’t get uncomfortably warm on Kasper Island.

      Ducking into the class five minutes before it would begin, he took a look around the small lecture room. Stairs cascaded from the doorway to an open space at the bottom with a large dry-erase marker board, podium, and desk. On each step, a row of gray counter-like desks extended across toward the wall with black rolling chairs behind them. Each had multiple outlets built in for laptops to be plugged in. The standard for most of the lecture halls on campus, but it was a far cry from the high school classrooms he had attended back home. Wobbly individual desks with chairs attached to them. Good riddance to those.

      A handful of students were already seated. Daniel nearly shot down the back row when…there she was. Ravyn, wearing her long, straight black hair down over her shoulders. From his position, he couldn’t tell what she wore other than a black leather jacket. Currently, she was laughing with a platinum blonde sitting next to her. He longed to know what had made her laugh. Hoped he, too, could bring a smile to her face.

      “Dude, just sit next to her and stop being creepy. Damn,” a guy in a dark green hoodie said, shoulder-checking him on his way into the second to last row, where he took the seat all the way against the wall. Daniel didn’t remember talking to him the day before, so he probably wasn’t new to campus. The guy glared at him and pulled his hood up over his face, then turned so he wasn’t visible. For whatever reason, once the guy’s focus was off him, the room felt as though fresh air had flowed in where it wasn’t able to before.

      I need to go to bed earlier at night.

      Daniel made his way toward the ladies, praying he wasn’t quickly dismissed. Two heads swiveled in his direction as he chose a seat two down from Ravyn at the last second. The empty seat between them hopefully enough to keep her from being bothered by his sudden appearance. She smiled as she recognized him.

      “Oh, hello again.” She wore a dark gray T-shirt that had holes cut out in random places and a pair of black jeans.

      “Hi,” he said dumbly and wanted to kick himself. Daniel leaned forward enough to see the blonde, dressed in an olive-green dress and white cardigan. “I’m Daniel.” She didn’t seem familiar to him either.

      “Aoibhe,” she said and nodded her head subtly. She had a soft, lilting accent. “Nice to meet you.” She shared a look with Ravyn he hoped was good and not bad. They giggled.

      “You don’t have to sit that far away,” Ravyn said and glanced at the empty seat between them. “Unless you’re saving that seat for someone else?”

      He shook his head, perhaps a bit too generously because their grins grew wider at the action. “You really want me sitting next to you?” Oh, God. What kind of a dumb question was that? Had he suddenly forgotten how to speak to beautiful women?

      Ravyn leaned with one elbow on the table, hand against the side of her face. “Daniel, you’re already sitting next to me. But you don’t have to be so far away about it.” A faint pink tinted her cheeks, and he swallowed down a lump in his throat. The bashfulness made her prettier, and he couldn’t really say why.

      “Okay, but when I get annoying, don’t say I didn’t try to give you space.” He needed to stop talking. Entirely. Becoming mute looked better by the minute. “I mean—”

      She laughed. “I understood what you meant.”

      Around them, more students entered the classroom, though there didn’t seem to be a lot. Daniel had thought a class about mythology would appeal to more people. It sounded fun and interesting and not as serious as the standard curriculum.

      When all sound quieted, Daniel glanced up as a tall woman with long, curly red hair made her way down the stairs to the front of the room holding a brown, leather briefcase. Recognition perplexed him. Why was she here? He looked back down at his schedule, searching for the name of the professor.

      “I can see by the look on some of your faces that you’re confused,” Dean Caelan said as she set her case on the desk and faced them, clasping her hands in front of her as she leaned back against the furniture. She had a broadness to her shoulders and carried herself in a way that warned anyone who dared to mess with her that she would not tolerate such foolishness. Probably took some sort of martial arts class or something. “Don’t worry. Professor Oliver is okay. He had a family emergency and had to return home at the last minute. I will be taking over this class, and other staff members will take over his others.”

      Murmurings about the room demonstrated the confusion of having this shake-up so soon into the semester. Beside him, Ravyn said nothing, but then, as a new student, it wasn’t as if she knew any of the staff yet. Daniel had never met Professor Oliver before, but of all the replacements—

      “Aren’t you too busy to teach a class, Dean Caelan?” a girl up front asked, mirroring his own thoughts.

      The dean chuckled. “Yes and no. I quite enjoy this subject matter, so I took it upon myself to cover this course.” Her demeanor changed from cheerful to serious in a mere second. “So, I expect every student to devote just as much of their time and energy into it as I am, if not more.” She smiled again as if her entire tone hadn’t changed before. “Any questions?”

      Nobody said a word, so the dean shrugged and extracted a pile of paperwork from her briefcase. She handed it to the person closest to her to take one and pass it along.

      “This is your syllabus for the semester. Note that there is one additional book I require from Professor Oliver’s original list. The bookstore will accept a return of Mythology Meets Modern Theology in exchange for this one without costing anyone a dime. They have used copies to trade for used copies as well. I made sure no one would have to spend more due to a staff shake-up.”

      Daniel accepted the stack of papers and took his packet, handing it over to Ravyn and looking down at the title of the new textbook. Death Omens Throughout the World: A Guide to Superstitions from Folklore and Mythology.

      “What?” The word was whispered beside him, but something in Ravyn’s demeanor made him nervous. She seemed upset, but for the life of him, he couldn’t understand why. A quick look around the room showed similar expressions on many other students’ faces. Did the idea of death bother them that much?

      A brief memory of his brother last year at Halloween flickered through is mind. Something had happened to him that night. Then there were those weird reports on the news… Those mysterious deaths…

      “Are you okay?” Ravyn’s voice snapped him back into the present. “You went pale.”

      Well, that’s embarrassing. “Yeah, I’m fine. Sorry.” He shook his head with a laugh. “Just worried about my brother back home. He’s been acting weird lately.”

      Her brow furrowed. “I’m so sorry. Where are you from?” Her question was a clear desire to escape what could have been an uncomfortable topic. He wasn’t mad about it though since he didn’t want to talk about it either.

      “Sleepy Hollow, New York.”

      Her cute mouth parted on an exhale. Even Aoibhe leaned over to look at him.

      “As in…?”

      His hometown always garnered the same reaction. “Yup. That Sleepy Hollow.”

      “Wow,” both of them said at the same time. If either were about to ask anything more, they had to think better of it because the dean began to speak once more.

      “If you turn to the first page of your syllabus, you will see the breakdown of our topics for this course. We will be covering a wide range of mythology, and a favorite topic of mine, which you may have guessed already from the new text.” She paused for dramatic effect and then threw her hands up dramatically as she declared, “Death omens. Every part of the world had such fascinating ideas of what happened after death in their culture, as well as looking for signs to predict or even avoid it. Everyone will need to pick one of these portents of doom and schedule a time to present a five-to-ten-page prospectus to me about which you select.”

      The room remained silent.

      “Then as we learn all we can in class, you will write a twenty-page paper on your chosen subject. This will be fifty percent of your grade. The mid-term and final making up the rest. I don’t have time to grade a bunch of homework and pop-quizzes, so be warned…your grade depends on making sure you ace your tests and present a good essay.”

      A guy a few seats below him raised his hand.

      “Yes?” Dean Caelan asked.

      “Do we have to present the reports to the class?”

      While everyone laughed, more than a few students looked uncomfortable at the thought. Daniel hated public speaking as well.

      The dean chuckled. “If the midterm is collectively poor, then that might be how we earn some extra credit. But we’ll deal with that when we get there.” She looked at her watch. “That’s all for today. Start reading in the World Mythology textbook you all should have purchased by now. Chapter one on Mesopotamia and Egypt. See you on Wednesday.”

      As everyone packed their materials and gathered their belongings, the dean watched them intently. Her gaze seemed to settle on Ravyn and Aoibhe, or maybe one of them specifically, on more than one occasion. Daniel didn’t know why, but it unnerved him. Made him want to stay close to them. It didn’t make any sense though. Dean Caelan was a very nice lady, though stern. He’d never picked up on any weird vibes like that from her before. Like she had locked on to something interesting.

      Their group hesitated in the main hallway after exiting the class. Aoibhe smiled at her friend and moved a bit out of the way. Daniel wasn’t going to let the clear blessing of the friend go to waste. He blurted out, “So, if you want a study partner, let me give you my number.”

      In all fairness he could have worked up to that better.

      “Okay,” she giggled and pulled out her phone. When they exchanged numbers, he had no choice but to make his exit to his next class. So far, the semester was off to a promising start. At that moment, it really felt as though nothing could go wrong.
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      Ravenous, she stared down at the lunch choices before her. Ravyn didn’t know if she wanted chicken tenders or a cheeseburger or…was that lasagna? Everything looked, and smelled, amazing. Why was picking something to eat so difficult sometimes?

      Aoibhe giggled next to her. “Raaaaaavynnnnn, there’s a line.”

      Sighing, she pointed at the chicken with a side of macaroni and cheese and then accepted the plate from the cafeteria worker. Turning a feigned look of annoyance at her roomie, she said, “Food is an important decision. Make the wrong choice, and your whole day will be thrown off.”

      “I guess. Hey, isn’t that guy in our mythology class?” Aoibhe nodded toward a guy wearing a dark hoodie, staring at a plate of lasagna on the table in front of him as though it might be poisoned.

      “I think so. He doesn’t look very friendly though.” Not if that scowl had anything to say for his personality.

      “Which is absolutely why we should go befriend him. Everyone needs friends, and he probably doesn’t know anyone here, same as us.”

      Aoibhe had a good heart. It was undoubtedly going to get her in trouble down the line, but at least Ravyn was around to act as a buffer. “Or he wants to be left alone.”

      “He’s a classmate. Don’t you want to know more of your classmates?”

      Not particularly… She sighed dramatically. She had wanted the college experience. Maybe she hadn’t thought socializing with, well, everyone would be part of it. “Okay, but if he doesn’t want us there, we leave him alone.”

      “Deal.” Aoibhe grinned and practically skipped ahead to take the seat at the table across from their mysterious and reluctant lunch companion. They didn’t even know the guy’s name since they had signed a roster on their way out of class instead of calling roll. Before Ravyn could take her own seat next to her friend, Aoibhe was already introducing them.

      He looked at them both suspiciously. “Gabe,” was all he said in reply. At least a name was something.

      Aoibhe, completely unaffected by his skeptical once over of both of them, asked, “I’m assuming that is short for Gabriel?” At his blank stare, she continued with, “So, what did you think of class?”

      Gabe continued his impeccable impression of a bored mute.

      “Any idea what death omen you’re thinking of writing about?” she tried again.

      His eyes narrowed on her.

      “Um,” Ravyn said. “Maybe we should leave him alone.”

      That cold stare drifted her way. His eyes were an impossibly light brown, the color of honey. His tan skin made them stand out, but not in an otherworldly way like cheesy vampire movies portrayed yellowish eyes. Of course, vampires weren’t real.

      Probably.

      “Yeah…” His tone was cold; the feel of his gaze, glacial. “Maybe you should leave. Wouldn’t want to be seen hanging out with a troubled guy like me. Don’t want to harm your reputation with those pretty boys like the one in class.”

      Ravyn flinched. “What?” There was no need to insult them, or Daniel for that matter. “I only meant that you didn’t seem like you wanted to chat with anyone. Nothing else.”

      “Right.” He turned his attention back to Aoibhe, and relief to not be the focus of his attention washed over her like a wave of warmth on a cold day. Surely it was her mind playing tricks, but something about him was so…uncanny. “Move along then. Your keeper says you don’t belong here.”

      Aoibhe’s expression was undiscernible. Finally, she said, “Ravyn wasn’t being rude. But we will leave you be.” She stood, then retrieved her bag and tray. “For now.”

      The two of them moved to a table nearby, not speaking until they had gotten situated in their new spots. Ravyn glanced across the cafeteria at Gabe, who had drawn his hoodie lower over his face, but watched them as he stirred his food with a plastic fork. She shivered. “I really wasn’t trying to be rude.”

      “I know,” Aoibhe said with a nod. I get the feeling he’s going through something and is taking it out on us. I think he’ll come around.”

      Her head shot up and she gawked. “You can’t be serious. You still want to attempt talking to him?”

      “Ravyn, don’t give up on people after one try. They may surprise you.”

      She glanced back at Gabe, not quite sure about that.

      “So…” Aoibhe’s tone changed to one of cheerfulness. “What’s up with Daniel?”

      Taken off guard by the abrupt change in conversational direction, Ravyn struggled to find an answer that didn’t sound dumb as her cheeks grew hot. “I don’t know. He was the first student I met on campus.”

      Her friend laughed loudly, and Ravyn shivered at the feel of Gabe’s stare on them again. He was watching them, intently. Aoibhe, on the other hand, seemed oblivious to it with her back to him. “I think he likes you.”

      “He most definitely does not,” Ravyn denied, aghast.

      “Are you kidding me? He beelined to you in class to be close to you, and he gave you his number. He wants you bad.”

      Her cheeks grew hotter. She thought she’d meant Gabe liked her. Daniel, well, that was the vibe she was picking up too. Ravyn speared a macaroni noodle and stared at it. “I’ve never had a boyfriend before.”

      “You’re lying.” Aoibhe laughed again. “You’re hot. There’s no way.”

      She met her gaze. “I’m for real.”

      Aoibhe tilted her head to the side, gaze darting to check their immediate surroundings. “A girlfriend then?” Quickly she added, “If you haven’t come out yet, you can feel safe with me. I should probably mention, I’m bi.”

      “Thank you for trusting me with that.” She hoped she didn’t come across as the kind of person who might judge anyone for their relationship choices. Love was love, after all. “But, no. No girlfriends either. My family was very strict. It was not allowed.” She still needed to have a conversation with them. More than texts. The idea of the argument that would ensue made her want to vomit. She had never acted out before, and the guilt at causing stress to her family had been eating at her. Yet she didn’t want to face it. Not yet. “I do think Daniel is cute though. It’s only…I don’t want to rush into something just because I can. Ya know?”

      With a nod, Aoibhe smiled softly. “He seems pretty enamored. I think he’d be patient. If you are interested, don’t string him along due to uncertainty. Communication is key.”

      Seemed Ravyn had a lot of communicating to do lately. “You’re right. New territory has me a little skittish. I’m unused to not knowing what to do, and well…I have no idea how to date.”

      “If you try to be good at it, you won’t be. Be his friend, and the only difference would be the kissing and stuff.” Aoibhe giggled. “If it’s meant to be, it will be.”

      “How very sage of you.”

      “I have a cousin named Sage.”

      They spent the remainder of their lunch break laughing and talking, anticipating how their other classes would go. It was too bad they didn’t share any other classes together. Maybe Daniel would be in one of her other ones, and maybe she’d have the courage to call or text him.

      

      
        
        *.*.*.*.*

      

      

      

      As the phone vibrated with yet another call from her mother, Ravyn entered her dorm room and closed the door. Aoibhe was still in class. Putting this call off any longer would make things worse, and it would already be bad. Ravyn inhaled sharply, closed her eyes, and clutched the phone to her chest, then breathed out and accepted the call. Hesitantly, she held the device to her ear, not daring speakerphone in case it could be overheard in the hall or Aoibhe walk in and overhear something that would be difficult to explain. “Hi, Mom.” The words came out far more meekly than intended. Way to hold firm on her decision.

      “Baby, come home. We’ll work through this.”

      It wasn’t yelling, at least. No harsh words out of the gate didn’t mean the argument wasn’t preloaded and ready to blow. “I can’t.”

      “Can’t or won’t? I understand why you’ve avoided my calls, Rae.” The use of her childhood nickname did its job of sucker-punching her right in the gut with guilt. “We didn’t part on good terms.” There was a pause. A loud sigh. “But you’re my daughter. I love you, and I am worried about you being so far from home without having ever dealt with this…affliction.”

      “It’s not a disease.”

      Her mother’s tone shifted as she snapped, “You’re right. It’s a curse. One that steals every man we love from us. When they find what we are, it seals their doom. Maybe not right away, but not one has survived it. Are you prepared to shift and stand vigil over a loved one’s home knowing the only person who is meant to die is your husband? Your boyfriend?”

      Daniel’s smiling face flashed through her mind, and she rolled her eyes. She’d only just met the guy. Love at first sight was for idiots. She liked him, that was all.

      Doesn’t mean you want to see him die.

      And that was the crux of it. What she couldn’t explain to Aoibhe earlier. She didn’t know how to have a relationship, that much was true. However, having one meant chancing the doom of that person. Supposedly, they didn’t shift for everyone they knew that died. Only significant deaths…and the fathers of their own children, apparently. Which is an odd way of seeing it since every death was significant to somebody. So why did beings like her only shift sometimes?

      “Rae, why aren’t you speaking to me? You do understand the gravity of this situation, right? If you shift and foretell the doom of a classmate, you will never forgive yourself.”

      Enough. “I had every risk of doing that while living at home as I do being away from it. I can’t run away any time I feel myself getting too close to someone. I want friends. I want lovers.”

      “Take lovers. Take as many as you want,” her mother pleaded. “But don’t let them capture your heart. I don’t want you to grieve like I did when we lost your father.”

      “You had him for years before anything happened.” She didn’t mean to say it out loud. Really, she didn’t.

      Brenda Corvus sucked in a breath. “I never said it would happen immediately. The longer it takes, the worse it will be. Trust me on that.” Allegedly, her mother had tried to keep the secret and break the curse that way. He’d witnessed her shifting, and that was that. A month later, her mother had shifted again while working in the garden…to watch over their own home. She’d tried to warn them, cawing and flying at the windows. Her father had a heart attack while in the shower. Had never heard the ruckus.

      “I…” She hung her head as tears that refused to fall free burned her eyes. She hadn’t known her father. Ravyn had been too young to remember any of that night. “I do trust you. I want to live my life, Mom. I can’t keep moving every time I feel attached to people. It’s no way to live.”

      Her mother was silent a real long while, though the faint, telling sniffles that drifted through the receiver bespoke of tears. “I love you, Rae. This is hard for me. I don’t want you to hurt like I did. Like I do. I’ve never gotten over your daddy’s death. Not ever.”

      “It wasn’t your fault.” She had tried to tell her this for years, but her mother refused to entertain the thought. “He didn’t die because you shifted. You’re an omen, not the cause.”

      “You know the story of Apollo cursing Corvus because she meddled in his relationships. It’s a curse. For people we do not love, sure, we’re omens. But we are the cause when it comes to men we love. Apollo made sure of that.”

      As much as Ravyn wanted to claim Apollo wasn’t real, none of the ancient gods could be, it was hard to write them off when beings like her family existed. So maybe they did. Maybe they’d died off centuries ago. Who really knew? She had never met another supernatural being, and neither had any of her living family members. Maybe the gods had left this world, or realm, if they did exist. However, Ravyn and her family couldn’t be the only ones…

      Right?
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      Daniel looked down at his phone. Foolishness crept up his spine and made the back of his neck grow warm. It had been two weeks since classes started, and Ravyn had never called or texted. She smiled and teased him in class, but made no effort to see him outside of that. Maybe she wasn’t interested. Maybe he should move on.

      Okay, but what if she’s just shy?

      He rubbed a hand over his face as he listened to his professor drone on about electrons and neutrons and all that science mumbo jumbo that didn’t seem all that important in the moment, but he knew he needed to snap out of it and pay attention anyway. He had it bad, this crush.

      Class wrapped up without him listening to a damned thing. Not a single word. His phone vibrated in his back pocket as he sat down at a picnic table outside the cafeteria with a cheeseburger and fries. His stomach growled as he answered it. “Hey.”

      “Sorry I keep missing your calls.” Dylan, his twin brother, sounded off. Something had been up with him for at least a year. It’d started around Halloween then fizzled out. Yet the look in his eyes had been haunted ever since that night. Daniel wished he would confide in him.

      “Is it happening again?”

      There was a silence, and then, “What do you mean?”

      Pain sliced through Daniel at the very concept of lies between them. They’d been close once. He didn’t think the rift had anything to do with his going away for college while Dylan had stayed behind in their hometown. “I mean whatever happened last October. To your bike.” He’d given up seeking answers. Now he only wanted confirmation that history was repeating. It killed him that he didn’t plan on going home this year. Perhaps he should.

      “Oh,” he said, “that.” If he thought pretending to have no idea what he’d meant would keep Daniel from pushing, he was wrong. “I told you it was some kids playing a prank. They didn’t do it again after you went back to Maine.”

      Daniel didn’t believe him. That realization hurt. “How’s Mom doing?”

      “Fine.” Suspicion filled his tone when Dylan asked, “Why wouldn’t she be?”

      He sighed. “I don’t know. Hence me asking.” Why the hell was he so guarded about this?

      “She’s fine,” he repeated. “Cooked dinner for Penelope last night. The two of them are getting along quite well.” It wasn’t hard to notice the difference in tone once Dylan started talking about his girlfriend. Sometimes, Daniel wondered if meeting Penelope during whatever was going on last Halloween was the thing that had gotten him through. That girl was his brother’s anchor. He could feel it.

      If only he would confide in him to tell him what had happened. To tell him if it had continued. Maybe Daniel could help, but he had to know what he was dealing with in order to be useful at all. He’d never felt more useless than this past year being left in the dark to something weighing so heavily on his twin. And their mother knew what it was. She had to know. That night when he’d woken up to find them whispering together in the kitchen…clamming up fast when they realized he was awake.

      A mysterious, old tome in their mother’s hands that she’d hidden somewhere in her room before he interrupted their conversation…

      “Penelope is great. You found a good one.” While the words felt like small talk in the rift between them, he really did mean it. He liked Penelope a lot.

      Dylan chuckled, the first hint of liveliness since the phone call began. “Yeah, she is. I can’t believe I put off asking her out so long. Hey, any lady catching your eye up there on that island?”

      Daniel groaned. “One, but I don’t know if the feeling is mutual. She’s running a little hot and cold on me.”

      “What do you mean?”

      How did he possibly explain this without sounding like he didn’t know how to take a hint? Maybe he was too hopeful. “When I flirt with her, she flirts back. We exchanged numbers, but she hasn’t used it. I tried putting out there that I was willing to meet up to study or whatever—”

      Dylan’s bark of laughter made him snap his mouth shut.

      “What’s so funny?”

      “You doofus.” Dylan laughed harder, then cleared his throat. “If you are going to wait for her to make the first move after using studying as the excuse for the number exchange, she’s never gonna call.” He started laughing again. “How are we related? You’re not even a little bit slick.”

      “Hey!” But now Daniel was laughing with him. “I didn’t want to be creepy and pushy, okay?”

      “Whatever. You have to be assertive. Make the first move and ask her to dinner, point blank. If she says no, then dial it back and see if her behavior toward you changes. If it does, back off. If she continues to flirt, give it a few weeks and try again. But if she turns you down a second time, move on. If you keep it up past that point, that would be what makes you come off as pushy.”

      Maybe he was right. Maybe it was worth a shot.

      

      
        
        *.*.*.*.*

      

      

      

      Ravyn had always prided herself on her good grades. She’d never had a problem with her attention span before, so why was she having such a difficult time concentrating with Daniel right beside her? He wasn’t purposely distracting her by talking while the dean gave her lecture on Greek mythology—something she was quite personally invested in, given her family lineage. No, what preoccupied her thoughts was the realization she could smell the sandalwood in the soap he had used. She could feel the warmth from his body next to hers in the otherwise chilly classroom. Her awareness of him had grown with each passing day they spent in there.

      “Are you cold?” he whispered, and she jumped at the sound.

      Get it together, Ravyn, you twit.

      She turned to face him when the dean started writing on the whiteboard. “Why?”

      He smiled. “You’re shivering.”

      When he pointed it out, she noticed that, yeah, she was shivering. “I’ll be okay.” Next time she’d remember to bring her sweater or hoodie. The thin material of her T-shirt obviously wasn’t enough.

      He shook his head. “I wouldn’t be a gentleman if I let you shiver for the last twenty minutes of class.” He unzipped his charcoal gray hoodie, took it off and handed it to her.

      Ravyn took it, never breaking eye contact. Why did he have to be so sweet? “Thank you.”

      “Ladies and gentlemen, if you would all pay attention to the lesson and not the gallant display of chivalry in the middle of the room, that would be most appreciated.” The dean’s lips twitched as she tried to hide a smile when she glanced at Daniel and her. “I almost want to say ten points to Gryffindor or something.”

      The class erupted into laughter.

      “Thank you,” Ravyn whispered when Dean Caelan turned back around and started drawing a family tree for the gods of Olympus. As she wrote the name Apollo, a pit in her stomach knotted up. Family legend attributed their “curse” to that particular god’s wrath, so when his name came up, the Corvus women instinctively reacted to it with caution. Even her, despite not fully believing the god was real. She pulled the jacket on and shuddered, but the warm material calmed her. Daniel’s scent soothed something she didn’t quite understand.

      Ravyn had crushes growing up. And sure, she hadn’t been allowed to date or go to dances or anything where she would mingle with the male folk too much. But she had never been so flustered near a guy that butterflies fluttered in her stomach when he first entered a room and said hello. To where the smell of his soap and hint of cologne made her want to crawl closer to him and lay her head on his shoulder or chest.

      She had it bad. So bad, in fact, that before she knew it, class had ended and she’d missed at least ten minutes of the lecture. A quick glance at Aoibhe’s notes as she closed her binder assured her that she could ask for the refresher later in their dorm. Slightly annoying though, since this was the part of the lecture she’d been looking most forward to: anything to help her with learning more about her family.

      As they made their way into the hall, Daniel stopped her. “Oh crap,” Ravyn said, feeling her cheeks heating up. “I’m so sorry. I forgot about your hoodie.” She scrambled with her bag so she could take it off, but he put a hand on her arm, halting her.

      “Give it to me later. Keep it for the rest of your classes.” His gaze drifted to Aoibhe, and like the two of them had formed some sort of telepathic bond, Aoibhe smiled and waved at them.

      “I’ve got to run. Talk to you later.”

      And there Ravyn was. Abandoned to figure out how to form words with Daniel even though she longed to spend time alone with him as much as she dreaded it. It made zero sense. She turned to face him, and her breath exhaled in a whoosh. He was staring at her as though no one else in that hall existed. His hazel eyes sparkled somehow in the fluorescent lights, and he smiled as he flicked a strand of his light brown hair out of his eyes. He either needed a haircut or was attempting to grow it out; it was in the awkward stage where it wasn’t actually long, but wasn’t quite short.

      “So, uh…Ravyn.” He rubbed the back of his neck awkwardly. Their entire class had exited the hall and the dean passed them with an amused smirk and a wink. “I was wondering if, maybe, you’d like to go out to dinner with me Friday. I know a great Italian place on the mainland. It would have to be a somewhat early dinner, so we could catch the ferry back.”

      Somehow, his nervous rambling made him even cuter. “I’d love to.”

      “I mean, I get it if you don’t…” He closed his mouth. Opened it. Shut it again. “Wait, did you just say you’d love to?”

      She giggled. “Yes, silly. I thought you’d never ask.” Not knowing what to do with her hands, she had them clasped tightly together in front of her. The sleeves to his jacket were too big, so they covered her hands completely. Ravyn hoped she didn’t look as nervous as she felt. Her mother would have a cow if she found out she was going on a date less than a month after leaving home.

      It’s a risk, Ravyn. You know what the cost is if you fall in love.

      She didn’t truly believe in curses, despite what she’d been taught. Despite that the very mention or sight of Apollo’s name made her want to throw up and hide. Or turn into a bird and fly away…

      Okay, she was not going to scare herself into being single the rest of her life. No one was asking her to fall in love and get married. It was a date. Just a date. Nothing bad was going to happen.
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      Daniel couldn’t keep his eyes off her. As Ravyn directed the server in the amount of grated cheese to add to her pasta dish, he wondered if she really wanted to be there with him at all, or had she only come because she was nice? He didn’t think she noticed the way other guys stared at her when she entered a room. Honestly, he hoped she never noticed it.

      The server walked off and Ravyn lifted her gaze to his. Her blue eyes sparkled in the flickering light of the flameless candle in the center of the table between them. “I may have gone overboard.” A small mountain of grated cheese covered her dish.

      “No. It’s not possible to have too much cheese.” If it were though, she might have come close.

      She nodded. “I think so too. My arteries probably think otherwise.”

      “So…” he changed the topic, sounding awkward. Was it awkward? “How are you liking Kasper Island so far?”

      Ravyn covered her mouth with one hand as she laughed around a bite of fettuccine alfredo. “I still haven’t made it out to do much exploring, but I love it here. Very different from Arizona.”

      That had to be rectified, and who was the better candidate for the job than him? “I can show you around. I mean, if you want.” Confidence, Daniel! Don’t backtrack. “It’s not a large island, but I know where everything is. The best places to swim in the summer if you take a semester during that time. The best, er…” He bit his tongue, feeling heat rise up his neck. Unfortunately, Ravyn was hanging on his every word.

      “The best…what, Daniel? What were you about to say before you turned redder than a lobster?”

      He chuckled nervously and stabbed one of the meatballs in his spaghetti. “Uh, the best places to be alone.” Where the security cameras couldn’t catch students making out. Or…other things.

      She grinned. “And how would you know that?”

      “Uh….” Would she believe him that it was because other students had told him? “I know people.”

      She lifted a piece of broccoli on her fork and pointed it at him. “I just bet you do.”

      “No, honestly. My dormmate last year was quite the player it would seem. Took me around and showed me everywhere he deemed ‘date’ appropriate. And I use the word date sparingly.”

      For whatever reason, Ravyn found this absolutely hysterical and burst out laughing, having to lower her fork to the plate and cover her mouth. Not sure what had been so funny, all Daniel could do was watch her, laughing at her amusement and hoping he hadn’t really put his foot in his mouth so soon.

      When she calmed down a bit, she brushed her dark hair out of her eyes and grinned. “I’m sorry. I’m picturing this Cassanova of a college frat boy dragging you around by the shoulder of your sweatshirt and pointing out all the make-out spots like the lions in that animated movie where ‘everything the light touches’ is apparently their kingdom, but instead you two were seeking out all the shadowy places.”

      Now he did laugh. The picture she painted was mildly accurate. “You laugh now, but don’t you wish you knew what I know?” It was more of a taunt than a question.

      A peculiar expression he couldn’t place crossed her face. She leaned forward and whispered, “Don’t make promises you don’t intend to keep, Daniel.”

      His own humor dried up, as did his throat.

      “Oh, don’t clam up on me now. We’re going when we get back.” She nodded, as though answering for him.

      Daniel couldn’t figure out if she was joking or not. “Now I feel obligated to repeat your statement about making promises you don’t intend to keep.”

      She giggled and reclaimed her fork. “Don’t get too excited. I’m not having sex with you on a first date.”

      “I never—”

      She held up her hand to cut him off. “I didn’t think you expected that. But what I mean is, perhaps I do want to kiss you.”

      There was no denying that those words sent desire coursing through him. “We don’t have to find hiding places on an island for that.”

      Her grin grew wider. “But that makes it more fun.” She eyed his plate. “Do you want that garlic bread?”

      Daniel had never eaten a plate of spaghetti quicker in his life after handing over the bread. Before long, they were back on the ferry to make the voyage back to campus. Not very many students had cars on the island, or the need to shuttle them back and to the mainland. The dock wasn’t very far to walk to, and with rideshare apps, it was all too easy to get around when students left. Daniel’s car was on the island, however, and where they were going required a short drive.

      “Isn’t there a curfew for being out on the roads here?”

      Daniel held the passenger door of his silver Impala open for her as she got inside. “Only if you’re a student.” He winked and closed her door while she giggled. Then, he made his way to the driver’s side and got in, looking at her while he fastened his seatbelt. “Besides, the last ferry drops students off at eight. So we have probably two hours before security starts looking for rule breakers out past their bedtime. It’s a college. No one stays in their dorms every night.”

      “I usually do.” She said it lightly, but something in her expression as he turned the ignition gave him pause. There was a sadness in her. Loneliness perhaps?

      “Hey.” He put a hand over hers, against her thigh. “It’s not a bad thing if you do. I meant they expect us to be living a little. They don’t want anything crazy like dancing naked on the beach or orgies in the woods.”

      This got another laugh out of her. “And here I thought that was where you were taking me.”

      He pulled her hand up toward him and kissed her lightly on her knuckles. “Call me selfish, but I’m not inclined to sharing. Where we go will be private.”

      Reluctantly, he released her hand so he could shift the car into reverse and get them on their way. The sky was dark with a new moon that night, but there were never many cars on the road out here. It was far easier to walk to most of the places on or near the campus.

      “Where are we going?”

      “You’ll see.” He grinned, liking that he was going to surprise her with this spot Tony had shown him a year ago. Daniel would come out here to think sometimes. To get away from everything. The niggling thought that his brother was in some sort of trouble rose to the forefront of his mind, but Daniel pushed it aside. Now was not the time.

      They drove on the road that wrapped around the island, through the cliffs overlooking the Atlantic below. He turned the music off and rolled the windows down. The crash of waves on rock filled the salty sea air, and Ravyn sighed with contentment as she looked out his side of the car toward the water.

      “When we come back this way, you’ll get a better view of the beach.” Sort of. It was a very dark night.

      Soon, he came to a dirt path made from students driving through the grass that turned off the paved road and disappeared from view behind a bunch of trees. He parked and cut the lights. As long as security didn’t stop here, they likely wouldn’t see their car as they drove past so long as the lights weren’t on to give them away.

      Ravyn looked around. “Behind these trees is your secret spot? The road is literally right there.” She pointed where the street, indeed, was discernable.

      Daniel laughed. “I mean, if I was only wanting to get into your pants, this would do the trick. But we have a small journey on foot. The car won’t make it.”

      Ravyn was out her side of the car before he managed to get his door open. Inquisitive, that one. He liked that in a woman. Curiosity was a good thing; only people with something to hide despised that trait.

      He joined her at the front of the car and took her hand. “Ready?”

      “So ready.”

      As promised, the walk wasn’t far. The path had been well worn from other students who knew the spot, and hopefully from the lack of cars around, they would be the only ones up here tonight. As they reached the end of the trees where the highest cliff overlooked the ocean, Ravyn’s breath caught.

      “I wish the moon was out,” she said. “But would you look at all the stars? Have you ever seen anything so beautiful?”

      “No. I really haven’t.” His voice had come out huskier than intended. Even in the dark, Ravyn’s beauty drew him in like nothing else he’d ever known. She turned to face him.

      “You’re not looking at the stars.”

      “No, I’m not.”

      They stared at each other, and Daniel wasn’t sure whose breathing grew deeper first. All he knew was he needed to touch her, hold her. He wanted so much more, but knew she wasn’t ready. Had told him as much at the restaurant, and Daniel had been raised to respect boundaries. The ball was in her court, but he was there for whatever she needed from him. God, how he hoped she at least wanted him nearly as much as he did her.

      “Daniel?” she questioned as she placed her palms flat on his chest and he wrapped his arms around her waist, pulling her flush against him. No way she couldn’t tell how into her he was from that motion, but there was no helping that.

      “Yes, Ravyn.”

      “Will you be my first kiss?”

      He blinked, momentarily stunned. “Your fi—” Oh, God. If she’d never been kissed, then she’d never… She was a virgin. “Baby, if you aren’t ready, you don’t have—”

      “I want to.” She leaned in closer. “I’ve wanted to since I first met you.”

      There was no arguing with that! Daniel ran his hands up her sides to her shoulders and then lightly cupped her face, leaning in until his lips met hers. Desire spooled around his spine like an electric coil, and his tongue dipped out to taste her. The minty chocolate she’d eaten at the end of their meal made her kiss even sweeter than anticipated.

      He had intended it to be a chaste kiss.

      What he hadn’t counted on was Ravyn’s passion matching his so precisely. She mimicked his actions, and soon her tongue was meeting his. Before he had time to realize what was happening, she controlled the kiss. Welcoming her boldness, he let her explore, to find what she liked and didn’t. The feel of her hands on his shoulder and in his hair excited him more than he wanted it to right now. Not when she wasn’t ready for sex.

      She broke away, breathing heavily. Her eyes were heavy lidded, and her black hair billowed in the night breeze. “I could kiss you all night.”

      Man, oh man, he wanted that.

      “I would gladly let you.”

      She moved, and her hip brushed his groin. Daniel grunted under his breath, but she definitely noticed and giggled. “We should probably stop before I cause any more discomfort. If you don’t mind, I’d like to take things slow. I’ve never been allowed to date, and I’m having a great night with you.” She paused, looking shy after having been so bold with her kissing earlier. He found it endearing. “The last thing I want is for you to think I’m just a tease.”

      He nodded, not knowing how to respond. “I like that you trust me enough to see what you’re ready for and what you’re not. Let me take you back to campus.”

      As he guided her to the car, he wondered if asking her to be his girlfriend would be considered too fast considering she’d asked to move slowly. Perhaps he’d gauge her feelings on the subject more on the drive back. There was something about her that pulled him to her, and he wanted to know her better. See where things led.

      

      
        
        *.*.*.*.*

      

      

      

      Ravyn could float on a cloud if she tried. She’d finally had her first kiss with a guy, and Daniel had been so patient and not at all overbearing. He’d sounded like he was in agony when she accidently bumped his…well, the way his body let her know how into her he was did things that made her want to move much, much faster, but what if doing too much too soon caused her to shift or something? If she fell in love with him, she risked killing him—according to her family “curse.”

      Curses are not real.

      So says the bird shifter that watches over the homes or sites of death or disaster.

      Ugh.

      She turned her gaze toward the ocean as Daniel pulled out of his car’s hiding spot and down the road toward campus. “You’ll have to take me around the island when the moon is full and bright.”

      His grin could light up the night as much as the moon could. “That can definitely be arranged.”

      She smiled. Daniel was everything she could want. Patient, caring, and something told her he would be protective and gallant as well. The perfect gentleman. Handsome too. Maybe with a hint of a naughty streak judging by the way that kiss had ignited something in her that made her want to ignore her own boundaries and leap off the cliff of desire with him. She could tell he’d wanted to let his hands roam as well as unburdening her of her virginity—which was such a silly concept to begin with. Sex didn’t change a person’s body. Puberty did. But, bless the poor guy, he had been so considerate, and she definitely wanted more. Just not…tonight.

      She frowned, leaning forward as much as the seatbelt would allow. “What’s that?”

      Something bright stood out stark against the pitch-dark road ahead of where the headlights reached. Daniel’s tone reciprocated her unease at the mysterious figure as they drove toward it. “It’s a lady, I think.”

      Instinct sent ice through her veins. “Don’t stop the car.”

      Daniel looked at her, and though Ravyn didn’t face him, not wanting to let the figure out of her sight, the weight of his disbelief fell over her. “What if she’s in trouble?”

      “What if she just wanted to take a walk?” Ravyn countered. If she voiced her true concern, would he even believe her? “We should leave her alone.”

      He sighed, clearly confused by her reaction. “I’ll take you home and come back to check on her.”

      “No!” She finally faced him once the lady disappeared from view in the side mirror. “Never, ever, ever, stop the car for a woman in white on the side of the road.” He was looking at her with complete bewilderment now. “Never, Daniel.”

      “What, like an urban legend? She has to be a classmate, Ravyn.”

      Another car passed them, and dread ate at her gut as she watched it in the mirror. Were they slowing down? Brake lights lit the dark with flares of red. She shut her eyes and inhaled. She couldn’t help everyone, and even if she kept Daniel safe from other supernatural beings, she was the one that he was truly in danger of.

      Was she the reason this one had appeared on the road tonight?

      “Please, humor me on this,” she said, not wanting to think too hard on what her mind wanted to imply. “That car is stopping. You don’t need to come back tonight.” Or ever. It was too dangerous. She’d always wondered if there were other beings like her family out there, and had heard stories, but now she knew the answer was a resounding yes.

      He drove in silence for some time, finally speaking as he entered the dorm parking lot. “I…” The statement didn’t get finished. When he parked, he killed the ignition and turned toward her, awaiting an answer she wasn’t sure she could give.

      “That woman was not alive,” she said softly. “As crazy as it sounds, you have to believe me.”

      “I want to, but…”

      She sighed, looking back out the window, clutching her fingers together in her lap tightly. How would he ever understand that her attraction to him caused him danger? “I just want to go to my dorm.”

      “I’ll walk you—”

      “You don’t have to.”

      “But I will.”

      They didn’t speak again until they made it to the door of her dorm room. Daniel looked as though he wanted to say something, yet found himself at a loss for words. She understood that notion entirely. What had started as a wonderful date with promises of joy and affection had ended in anything but. When sirens filled the air as emergency vehicles raced toward some disaster off campus, the confusion that had gripped him for the past twenty minutes turned into fear. His color faded as he took on an ashen complexion. Something bad had happened to the driver of the car that had stopped, and they both knew it.

      For the first time since she’d come to Kasper Island, Ravyn realized what her mother had been afraid of all along. If death came for those she cared for, she would never cease feeling responsible.

      And she was not the only harbinger of death on this island.
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      Classes were cancelled Monday and Tuesday due to the unexpected passing of a student. Chad Richardson. He had enrolled for his final semester for his undergrad degree in biology. Had planned to be a teacher.

      And now he was dead.

      Freak accident, authorities called it. Campus security assumed Chad had been driving under the influence. The autopsy, Ravyn wagered, would tell a different story. Whether or not it would be publicized remained a matter of doubt. If she knew one thing about the nature of humans, they loved a scapegoat. Why make students and parents believe the roads were unsafe—or haunted, for that matter—when drunk driving not only caused panic, but furthered the message for students not to imbibe, especially if they were getting behind the wheel?

      Other than a brief text to check if Ravyn was okay after the alert went out that a student had died and classes were cancelled, Daniel hadn’t tried to contact her at all. She stared at the open door to the classroom and braced herself. Would he be able to look at her today? Had she ruined everything?

      Perhaps it had been for the best, since she was growing too fond of him so quickly.

      You could always go home, Ravyn.

      She shook her head and entered the classroom. Aoibhe was already seated, having left early to drop off letters at the campus post office. Her family had insisted on handwritten letters, apparently. Ravyn found it sort of sweet. What wasn’t sweet was the fact that Daniel had not yet made it to class, and now she would have to continue dreading their inevitable encounter.

      That was, of course, if he hadn’t withdrawn from the class, or the school, or the state and ran as far away from her as possible.

      Ravyn slumped into her chair and laid her face into her hands and groaned as quietly as she could. Why was she being sooooooo dramatic? Seriously!

      “What’s the matter with you?” Aoibhe whispered. “You’ve been weird and avoidant since your date, and I’ve tried to be polite about it, but you’re killing me over here.”

      Ravyn didn’t even bother to look up from her palms. Hopefully she wasn’t utterly destroying her makeup. Actually, who cared if she did? Easier to keep potential lovers away when she looked crazier than a loon. “I’ll tell you tonight. I promise. Just let me wallow one more day, please.”

      “Why are you wallowing?”

      She slumped her arms to the desk in front of her and dropped her head on top of them. Daniel had heard her. Of course he did. Now she’d have to answer to the both of them. “Because I’m a freak and you don’t like me anymore.”

      A few chuckles from the row behind them made her want to melt into the floor. Great, now their classmates were eavesdropping. Ugh.

      “Okay, now you’re being silly. Of course I like you.” He sat down. “Things got awkward and then really real, ya know? I am not sure I believe what you said, but I can’t stop thinking about it now.”

      She looked up at him, trying to formulate a response, but someone else chimed in from the back of the room. “No one wants to hear about your extracurricular activities. Be freaks behind closed doors, but keep private conversations private.”

      Ravyn turned to glare at Gabe, feeling the same unease creep in as his gaze met hers. She shuddered. “What is your problem with me?”

      “No problem.” He shook his head. “I just don’t like you. Or anybody—so don’t feel like it’s personal or anything.”

      Yet when his gaze passed over Aoibhe, his eyes softened for the briefest of seconds.

      Hmmm.

      “Whatever. Leave us alone.” She turned back around as Dean Caelan entered the class.

      “Gladly.”

      Silence enveloped the room as the dean made her way to the front of the class, a concerned expression worrying her features. “Did I interrupt something?” When nobody spoke up, she slapped her briefcase down on the desk with a loud thwack. “Look, I know everyone is a little upset this week, and that is understandable. But don’t take it out on each other.”

      Beside her, Daniel raised his hand. Ravyn stared at him. In fact, as she briefly glanced around, the whole class was staring at him.

      “Yes, Mr. O’Connor?”

      He lowered his hand and asked, “What do you know about women dressed in white on the side of the road. It’s just an urban legend, right?”

      The dean stared at him blankly, her mouth parting ever so slightly. “A White Lady, or lone woman on the side of the road, dressed in white.” She crossed her arms and leaned back against the desk, overlapping one leg with the other in her tailored houndstooth suit. “They are ghosts to some, an omen of death to many, and some dare say the cause of death for lone men traveling at night. If the men who stop to help one of these women are unfaithful, the spirit will cause them to wreck. Many die from the injuries involved.”

      She tilted her head. “Of course, you could always trace White Ladies in every culture. Whether on the roadside, or in a haunted building. Regardless, the ingredients for the legend always refers to a woman murdered or wronged by her husband or lover.”

      Daniel gawked at her, then met Ravyn’s gaze as though seeing her anew. “And what if the man encountering such a spirit was faithful. Only thought the woman was in trouble?”

      Dean Caelan shrugged and shook her head. “Who really knows? I guess that would depend on how malevolent or benevolent a spirit is. Many will see all men as unfaithful simply by stopping, and some believe they can see into a man’s heart and read their intentions. The best course of action would be never to stop to pick up strangers on the side of the road. It may save your life.”

      

      
        
        *.*.*.*.*

      

      

      

      Daniel barely heard the rest of the lecture. Hell, he didn’t even know what the topic was. All his brain could grasp was how adamant Ravyn had been that the person they’d seen Friday night was a White Lady, and then that guy that had stopped…died. What if Daniel could have helped him somehow? If he’d gone back, maybe he could have prevented it.

      Or you’d end up just as dead.

      His brain was at war with itself, disbelieving and wanting to believe. Truthfully, the weirdness back home with his brother gave him some suspicion that everything was not quite what it seemed. But he had yet to see any solid fact to prove something unnatural was afoot.

      “You’re all dismissed,” Dean Caelan announced, snapping him out of his thoughts at least for the moment. “Everyone except for Mr. O’Connor and Ms. Corvus, please.”

      He glanced at Ravyn and wondered if he looked as pale as she did at the order to stay behind. This couldn’t be good. Daniel knew he shouldn’t have asked about the woman they’d seen, but if anyone knew urban legends enough to advise on it, it would be the teacher of the class revolving around such tales, modern and ancient.

      He and Ravyn stayed seated while everyone else filed out around them. That guy that had been aggressive toward Ravyn at the start of class glared at him as he left. Something about him unnerved Daniel, greatly, but he couldn’t figure out what. If the guy talked to Ravyn again like he had today, they were going to have words. Ravyn had handled it well, at least.

      “I couldn’t help overhearing the end of your altercation with Mr. Reyes earlier. Is everything okay?” The dean walked up the steps to sit in a chair in front of them. “To follow that up with questions regarding a popular local ghost story, I—”

      “Wait,” he interrupted, “local ghost story?”

      She nodded. “Before the university was built on Kasper Island, a wealthy family owned it. I don’t think it’s a great leap to guess their family name from that information, hmm?” She smiled, but it lacked warmth. “Anyway, Amelia Kasper, an heiress who had married the youngest son, was found on the rocks below the cliff where they found that student’s car this weekend. Officially, she died by suicide. Unofficially, those who knew her spoke of a tumultuous relationship with her husband.”

      “Like what?” Ravyn sat forward in her seat, that inquisitive nature of hers overcoming her once more.

      Dean Caelan waved a hand. “All sorts of unsubstantiated rumors, of course. A miscarriage. An affair. Domestic abuse. You name it, and it was said about them. In the end, that poor woman died, and Maximillian Kasper remarried shortly thereafter, siring three children.”

      The story could have ended there, but Daniel had the feeling it didn’t. “So why leave the island?”

      “He didn’t leave,” Ravyn muttered. “Did he?”

      Dean Caelan shook her head sadly. “The Kaspers built the road around the island because Maximillian had a grand collection of cars, and he liked to ensure they didn’t sit unused in a garage too often. One night, in a storm, he didn’t come home again. They found his car in the very place Amelia had died.” She leaned closer to the two of them. “The rest of the family found it to be a bad omen. One of the children claimed to have seen a lady walking around the road at night when their father drove him, but as far as he knew, Maximillian had never seen her in those encounters.”

      Daniel shook his head. Both he and Ravyn had seen her, and clearly Chad had too. “Or maybe he did, but was too spooked to stop the car or admit it.”

      “Or he was guilty of murder and thought it had been in his mind,” Ravyn said.

      The dean shrugged. “It’s all speculation from there, but the second tragedy forced the family to sell the island and move far, far away. There’s a reason we ask students not to go joyriding at night.”

      “To prevent encountering ghosts?” Ravyn asked.

      “That part of the island is dangerous at night, not because of ghosts.” Dean Caelan stood up, brushing off the thighs of her fancy suit as though sitting had caused her to get grimy. “I am not sure if you two are messing with me, pretending not to know the history of that section of road, or if you know something you may need to report…”

      Daniel sighed. “We were driving that night, and saw a woman.” He ignored the way Ravyn’s hair whipped around as she turned to look at him, probably trying to prevent him from saying more. But he had to tell someone. Maybe the dean could make sense of it. “In white.”

      The woman’s cool green eyes seemed to nearly shimmer in the fluorescent light for a moment before she assessed Ravyn as well. “I don’t want to know what you two were out there doing, but can you describe this woman?”

      “Dark hair, pale skin, white dress. Night gown, possibly.” Ravyn stared down at her hands. “I asked Daniel not to stop. I thought she was creepy, but he thought she might need help.”

      “And still you didn’t stop?” the dean asked. She looked back and forth between them. “Why not?” It was neither an accusation or reprimand. Her expression and tone stayed neutral, likely a talent honed from dealing with students and faculty issues.

      “Another car passed us and stopped.”

      She nodded, understanding. “Mr. Richardson?”

      “Maybe,” Daniel said. “We didn’t see the driver. He wasn’t driving erratically, and he came to a stop, so we kept going. It was only after we saw the emails sent out that I realized it was probably him we saw that night.”

      “Did you make a report to the police or campus security?”

      They both shook their heads and the dean sighed, dramatically. “I understand why you didn’t, but next time you witness something that results in disaster, report it. I’m going to have to report this, which I am sure you understand.” To this they both nodded. “Good. Now, away with you. I have work to do.”

      They quickly gathered their belongings, and he rushed ahead to hold the door for Ravyn at the top of the stairs.

      “One more thing,” Dean Caelan said, as they were exiting. “There’s an ancient prophecy that when death omens gather, catastrophe is sure to follow. Pray we don’t notice as much as a large black bird atop the school chapel, facing a dorm building. One unfortunate accident is too many for anyone to cope with while away at school, don’t you agree?”

      Daniel didn’t know what to make of that odd statement. He did, however, note the way Ravyn’s hands shook when she told him goodbye. She’d tried to hide it by crossing her arms, but the dean’s statement had meant something to her.

      But what?
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      Three weeks had passed since the accident. Most students had forgotten it already, but not Ravyn. It was all she ever thought about. She hadn’t told her family, hoping it didn’t make the news and they found out. So far there hadn’t been any angry calls or emails begging for her to come home. Aoibhe suspected something was amiss but was far too polite to call her out on it.

      The two of them had decided to walk to the cafeteria for dinner, heading through the bottom floor of the dorm they were in when she came to a halt. There had always been a display case near the front doors, but Ravyn really never paid it much attention, assuming it was a bunch of school photos and trophies, and there were those things, yes. However, in the middle of it was a large plaque, and the text had caught her attention.

      

      
        
        Kasper House

        Est. 1878

        This historic building was the home of the Kasper Family over several generations for nearly 125 years before being sold to a friend of the family who donated it to the state of Maine in hopes of turning it into a college. The original rooms and inner structure have been renovated by request of the family to become student dormitories.

      

      

      

      There were six dormitory buildings. This one was the original house where the Kaspers had lived. Amelia had lived here. A shiver coursed through her. The dean’s story had been on her mind since that day in class. She’d told Aoibhe about it, and what Daniel and she had seen that night. Though Aoibhe had been intrigued, the idea of ghosts didn’t seem to spook her in any way. She’d simply said, “Oh,” and carried on with her homework.

      “Have you been noticing a lot of moths in the building?”

      Ravyn spun around. “What?”

      “Moths.” Aoibhe curled her hands at her sides and flapped her elbows like wings. “Wee little pests.”

      Laughing, she shook her head. “Not particularly. Why?”

      Her friend shrugged and joined her as they exited into the waning sunlight. “I’ve been seeing them all over the place. Starting to worry they’re gonna get to my sweaters and start eating them or something.”

      “I’m sure they won’t get your sweaters,” Ravyn assured her while swatting a bug that flew too close to her face.

      “See. Now they’re out here too.” Aoibhe gestured at the nuisance.

      It was a small, gray moth. Nothing unusual in and of itself. “Huh. I wonder why there are so many.” All around them tiny moths flitted about. Not a large mass of them, but enough that other students were pointing at them and snapping pictures with their phones. “Weird.”

      The moths lessened up as they walked to the cafeteria, where none seemed to be visible at all. It really did appear as though they had chosen to linger around that building alone. A sign of a haunting? “Do you think moths are an omen?” she asked as they ambled inside. Daniel waved at them from their preferred table near the windows. He hadn’t gotten his food yet.

      “I mean, anything can be an omen if you’re superstitious enough.”

      “What are you talking about?” Daniel asked as he stood and pulled out chairs for both ladies. Such a gentleman.

      Ravyn took her seat and said, “There’s a bunch of moths around our building. I wondered if it was an omen. Maybe Dean Caelan would know.”

      “I mean,” Daniel said as he rubbed his chin in mock speculation. “There is Mothman. I’m surprised we haven’t talked about him in class yet—maybe when we get to more modern stuff we will.” He shook himself, realizing he was getting off topic. “I was thinking about doing my report on him, but since a figure out of local lore back home is probably based off an Irish fairy who was also considered a death omen, I decided that would be more interesting.”

      “Oh! Which one?” Aoibhe leaned forward in her chair, interest brightening her face. She always loved talking about Irish legends with them. “That’s right, you live in Sleepy Hollow. You must be talking about the Dullahan.”

      Ravyn looked back and forth between them. “Mothman, I’ve heard of.” Who hadn’t heard of the infamous figure so many people saw before a tragic bridge collapse in Point Pleasant, West Virginia several decades ago? They even had movies about it. “What is a…Dullahan?”

      Daniel flashed her a grin. “The Headless Horseman.”

      She blinked at him. “The Headless Horseman from ‘The Legend of Sleepy Hollow’ is a fairy?” It had always been one of her favorite short stories. She watched the cartoon version every October.

      Aoibhe, completely in her element, nodded. “An Unseelie, supposedly. We’ll probably learn more about those next week in class since we’re starting the chapter on Celtic folklore. But, the watered down version involves the Tuatha Dé Danann, which is a race of Fae that are divided into two classes: the light court and the dark court. Seelie, being light, and Unseelie, being dark.”

      A chair scrapped back at the end of their six-top table and they looked up. Gabe took a seat at the end of the table, setting a tray down with a bacon cheeseburger and fries on it. He took a sip of whatever beverage he had in his paper cup and set that down too. “Do go on. If we’re having a study session, I’m crashing it.”

      Everyone stared at him. Ravyn didn’t know what to say, and her stomach growled in response to his food, reminding her why they had come here to begin with. A glance at Aoibhe, however, showed her light up even more at the addition to their group.

      “The Dullahan is a very mysterious fae,” the girl said. “Most believe he is Unseelie, others believe he is a cursed human who used to make sacrifices to an even older deity. One that predates all text and was eventually banished from our world entirely.”

      Daniel opened up the Notes app on his phone, typing furiously. “I wasn’t prepared. I’ll have to cite you as a whole source on this paper.”

      “So, who is this banished Irish deity?” Gabe asked.

      Ravyn glanced from him to Aoibhe and back again. Had they been talking and becoming friends? How did she not see this coming?

      Duh, you’ve been so focused on Daniel and school.

      “Crom Dubh.”

      Sounded ominous.

      “Dubh means black, right?” Daniel said. “What does Crom mean?”

      She grinned. “We covered that in my Gaelic class. Crom means bent or crooked.”

      “Crooked Black? They definitely painted that guy as a bucket of laughs,” Gabe added. “Or they were racist.”

      “There’s not a lot written about Crom Dubh to give much indication of how he looked, but I don’t think it is a racial thing. He has an older name; Dubh was a nickname attributed to him later. I cannot recall what the original name was though. My family has always called him Crom Dubh when telling stories of Ireland.”

      After the rest of them went to buy their food and came back, the topic didn’t seem to change. “So, Daniel, if you’re writing about the Headless Horseman, what are the rest of you writing about?” she asked them.

      Aoibhe seemed a bit awkward and didn’t quite meet her gaze. “Since I’m Irish, it seemed obvious to do an Irish death omen. So, I picked the Banshee. I mean, naturally.” She laughed. “My Gaelic professor called that being, Bean Sidhe.” She then spelled it out.

      “That will probably be way easier to research than mine,” Daniel mumbled.  “What are you writing about, Ravyn?” He turned to her.

      “I, uh…am not sure.” Did she dare tell them she was writing about what she was? Not like they would know—or believe her.

      “We have to meet with the dean soon to get our topic approved,” Aoibhe reminded them. “Nothing at the top of your list?”

      Crap, she wasn’t going to be let off the hook. “I do, but it’s vague.”

      “Vague as in you will find more to work with in the reference material or vague in that it’s little known like mine?” Daniel asked.

      She shrugged. “Black birds. You know, crows, ravens, rooks. They have a lot of superstition and folklore tied to them.” Some she knew all too much about, but wouldn’t be able to cite her family history for that.

      Aoibhe smiled. “That sounds fun, and definitely fitting, given your name.”

      “You don’t think it’s too on-the-nose?” With a name like Ravyn Corvus, it probably sounded like overkill to those who didn’t know her secret.

      “How cute,” Gabe said. “The Celts are researching Celtic figures. The bird lady picked birds.” He shook his head and chuckled.

      Even though he had meant it as a joke about her name, being called the “bird lady” made her flinch. His eyes really creeped her out. Why did it always feel like he was seeing through her somehow?

      Daniel sighed and leaned forward, blocking her view of Gabe momentarily. “And what are you planning to report on if you have something more interesting?”

      “I never said it was more interesting.” He rolled up the sleeve of his hoodie to show them a tattoo of an hourglass composed of two crossed scythes, the blades making up the top and bottom. Inside, small skulls dripped through the center in place of sand. It was both beautiful artwork and creepy. “Gonna write about my man, Grim.”

      “As in Reaper?” Daniel asked, a bored tone to his voice. “That’s not any more original than ours.”

      Gabe openly laughed at this and covered his forearm back up. “I’m not trying to be original, pretty boy. You’re just wanting your ego stroked because you think you’re so original with your Irish fairy.” He moved his empty tray aside and clasped his hands in front of him. “Death and I go way back. I have a personal interest in this project.”

      A twinge of caution made her shiver. Was it possible he was like her? Surely Grim Reapers weren’t real though.

      Right?

      “Woooooooooow,” Daniel drawled out. “That didn’t sound murdery at all.”

      Gabe shrugged again. That seemed to be his favorite response to most questions. “I don’t really care if you think that. A lot of people think all sorts of bad things about me.” He sniffed and pulled his hood down. His dark hair was getting long, and probably needed a trim. It looked good on him though. “You want to try me, Irish?”

      “What the actual fuck is your problem?” Daniel’s neck was turning red. “Why do you have to be so antagonistic? It’s like you’re looking for a fight where there isn’t one.” Exasperation colored his words.

      “Whoa, guys. Stop.” Aoibhe stood, planting both hands on the table on either side of her food tray. “Daniel was teasing you, Gabe, nothing more.” She turned to Daniel. “Some people are naturally antagonistic, but that does not mean you need to play into it.”

      Both guys started sputtering indignantly.

      Ravyn met Aoibhe’s gaze and they both rolled their eyes. That was their cue to leave. She rose and started collecting her things. “Right. That’s enough displays of testosterone for me. I need to go work on some reading for class.”

      Aoibhe nodded. “Same.”

      “Don’t leave me here with him,” Gabe complained.

      Daniel snorted and stood up as well, completely over this whole conversation by the way he clenched his jaw. She didn’t understand why Gabe seemed to despise him so much. “Don’t worry. I am also leaving.” He collected Ravyn’s tray, then his own. “Before you leave, I need to talk to you.” Under his breath he said, “Alone.”

      He didn’t sound mad at her, so she agreed to wait. Aoibhe said she’d meet her back at the dorm and sat back down with Gabe.

      “What’s up?” she asked as he joined her once more and walked her outside.

      Red creeped back up his neck, and he put his hands in his pockets with a nervous laugh. “Sorry about that back there, first of all…”

      She looked back at the cafeteria as they walked, then returned her focus to him. “What, with Gabe? That guy seems to want someone to try to fight with him. Except for Aoibhe for some reason.”

      “Yeah,” he agreed, “I don’t usually engage in clear baiting like that. I just don’t like the way he picks at you for no reason.”

      Her lips twitched. “I’ll be okay.”

      “I’m not saying you wouldn’t be.” He rubbed the back of his neck as they took a turn toward the dorms. “I want to be there to defend you when you do need it though.”

      Her eyebrows rose. “Oh?”

      “Yeah.” Daniel stopped her and turned to face her, keeping his hand on her elbow, gently. “I want to date you, Ravyn. I know I haven’t asked again since the last time, because that weird thing happened and it didn’t feel appropriate to ask you to be my girlfriend after someone had died, but—”

      “You want me to be your girlfriend?” Everything else sort of blurred together aside from that statement. She ceased breathing as she awaited his reply.

      He grinned at her. “Yeah.”

      She exhaled in relief. “You’re saying, ‘yeah,’ a lot.”

      “Yeah—I mean…” He laughed. “Apparently that’s my nervous fallback word.”

      She placed a hand on his cheek and lightly traced the bottom of his lower lip with her thumb. “I would very much like to be your girlfriend, Daniel. But you should probably know I haven’t had a boyfriend before. I’ll probably be bad at it.”

      “You’ll be perfect.” He leaned in and kissed her lightly on the lips before she could react. “Let me walk you to your dorm, and we can plan our next date.” He wiggled his eyebrows. Then he frowned. “There really is a lot of moths out here.”
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      “I can’t believe it’s October already.” Aoibhe groaned. “Midterms this week and we have to have our one-on-ones with the dean about our projects. I haven’t even started writing my prospectus yet.” Genuine panic crossed her face. “What if I get an F before the paper is even written?”

      Laughing, Ravyn tossed a pillow at her. It barely reached the other bed, and then tumbled from the edge of the mattress to the floor instead of making contact with Aoibhe. “I’m pretty sure it doesn’t work that way.” She didn’t dare admit that she was also worried about a similar issue. Not that she thought she’d get a failing grade before writing her paper, but she did wonder if her paper being about her kind would somehow reveal her to anyone who read it—or be enough to send Daniel down the path of discovering what she was. But she didn’t know what else to write about that would be in her interest. Hell, she might learn some things she didn’t even know yet.

      “So, are you and Daniel doing anything fun this week after midterms?”

      The topic had somehow come back to her and Daniel. Now that he was officially her boyfriend, which was surreal in itself, that’s all Aoibhe wanted to talk about. “I don’t know yet. We haven’t made plans.” She narrowed her eyes. “Did you and Gabe make any plans?”

      “W-what?” Aoibhe stopped giggling and stared at her. She couldn’t possibly be surprised by the question. “The only person he seems to like talking to is you.”

      “I’m sure that’s not true.”

      “I’m sure it is.”

      Her friend rolled off the bed and stretched. “You lot shouldn’t be so hard on Gabe. Some people have a harder time fitting in. He’s a bit introverted.”

      “Has a funny way of showing it.”

      “No, I’m serious.” Aoibhe collected a towel, her pajamas and her shower tote, then turned to face her. “He’s a good guy. One day you’ll see.” She whirled around and exited.

      When the door shut, Ravyn flopped back on her bed, groaning when she remembered her fluffiest pillow was currently on the floor. With a loud sigh of sheer laziness, she managed to get off her bed and made her way to the pillow. When she snatched it up, she paused. The antique silver comb she’d seen her friend fidget with on occasion—a family heirloom had been all Aoibhe had ever said about it—lay on the floor. The pillow must have knocked it off Aoibhe’s bed without either of them noticing.

      She bent down, intending to move the item back to the bed, but before she could touch it, the door flung open.

      “Do not. Touch. That.” Aoibhe’s voice held an iciness that Ravyn had never heard. It stopped her dead in her motion.

      Bent over, pillow clutched to her chest, hand stretched out, Ravyn gawked at her roommate. She had never seen Aoibhe…angry. But there was no denying that she was. Eyes narrowed into dangerous slits as she looked from Ravyn to the comb and back. A scowl made her delicate features into something harsh. Something malevolent.

      This wasn’t the friend she knew at all.

      This was someone—something—else entirely. Ancient instinct ripped through her, similar to the time she’d seen the woman in white.

      Ravyn stood up slowly, never taking her eyes off her friend. The urge to run, to cover her ears, coursed through her, but that didn’t make any sense. “I was only going to put it back on your bed. I didn’t mean to knock it off.”

      Aoibhe didn’t say anything but slowly advanced into the room. The light from the window emphasized an odd shape on her friend’s pale cheek, silvery and nearly invisible against the flesh.

      “Did you get a tattoo?” An odd placement choice for one, but she wasn’t going to judge her for it.

      Her friend froze, right hand lifting to touch her face. Some of the anger melted, shifting into another foreign concept from what had been the norm. Fear. Aoibhe looked…afraid by whatever was on her face. “You can see it?” The words were barely a whisper.

      “Aoibhe, what is going on?” Whatever it was, Ravyn didn’t find it amusing. “You’re freaking me out.”

      She cocked her head to the side, long pale-blonde hair covering her cheek. Aoibhe watched her as though seeing her for the first time. “You’re like me, only…not?”

      What the hell was that supposed to mean?

      Aoibhe turned and closed the door. She’d left her shower supplies in the bathroom, obviously having come back for something, the comb most likely—that much was discernable, unlike everything else. Ravyn had never been so confused.

      “You had better sit down, Ravyn. Because what I have to say may shock you.”

      Not knowing what else to do, she did as told, never letting go of her pillow and holding it in her arms. “What could possibly be so bad that you’d be mad at me for wanting to put your comb back, and for noticing the mark on your face. Is it permanent?” She squinted, trying to see past her friend’s hair. “I don’t think I’ve noticed it before.”

      “You only see it when you’re looking for it with your third eye.”

      “My…” Ravyn openly gawked now. “My third eye? Aoibhe, no disrespect here, but what the ever-loving fuck are you talking about?” She pulled her legs up on the bed, crossing them beneath the pillow.

      Aoibhe sighed, seeming almost deflated now that the negative emotions she’d exhibited had drained out of her. She picked up her comb and stared at it for a few seconds before moving to her own bed and sitting down, facing Ravyn. Absently, she moved the hair over the marking to keep it covered.

      “A third eye is the metaphysical place…here.” She caressed a spot on her forehead, just between and slightly above her eyebrows. “Spiritual people claim it lets them see auras and makes them clairvoyant, among other things. But people like us…” She gestured between them. “We use it to recognize what’s natural and supernatural. It helps us sense danger, and in turn, triggers our true selves. What we are destined to…predict.”

      Ravyn’s breath caught in her throat. Was Aoibhe…like she was? “Are you kin of Corvus?” her voice squeaked out, barely audible. She had never met any of her kind outside her family. It wasn’t unlikely, though the women in her family had tried to stay close knit in order to guide each other through the transitioning, and what they claimed to be the inevitable loss of the fathers of their daughters. Their beloveds.

      Shaking her head, Aoibhe held up her comb. It was small and silver, in need of polish. Ravyn couldn’t see the design very well at a distance, but from earlier, it kind of looked like a dragon or some sort of serpentine creature woven in knots at the top. “I do not know who Corvus is to say for certain. What I do know is my kind can be traced all the way back to the goddess Brigid, and this symbol on my face was placed on those such as me by the triple goddess, the Morrigan herself, so those like us could recognize my kind.”

      “Okay,” Ravyn drawled out. “But why didn’t I ever see it before? And what are you?”

      “You weren’t using your third eye. You weren’t looking to see me.”

      That didn’t make sense. “I’ve always seen you. I’m not blind.”

      “You saw me as a person, a roommate. You didn’t see me. You didn’t open your third eye and look for something outside of what you expected me to be. Something like yourself.” She tilted her head to the side once again. “Have you ever met another one?”

      The conversation was making her head hurt. “I didn’t know I had a third eye, let alone how to open and close it.” She frowned. “I’ve only known of my family. Apollo cursed Corvus, who was able to turn into a crow. Now all the women in my family do the same, usually by the time they turn eighteen. I haven’t shifted yet.”

      Her eyes widened. Did her third eye, whatever that was, have something to do with an impending shift? Suddenly, the need to call her mother tugged at her. Something was not right. She was getting too attached to Daniel, too fast, and now she was seeing other supernatural beings.

      “Wait,” Ravyn said, “if you are not part of Corvus’ curse, what are you?” Aoibhe had named deities she wasn’t familiar with, but instinctively knew they were Irish. The knotwork on her face and comb, Aoibhe’s heritage. It all fit.

      “Does your family not have a name for themselves? You all call yourself Corvus’ kin or whatever you said earlier?” Aoibhe’s giggle was a comforting return to her normal composure.

      “We call ourselves harbingers, but we’re bird shifters mainly. Ravens, crows, and rooks.”

      “Corvids.” Aoibhe nodded as though this made perfect sense to her. “When I came in here to find my comb, your instinct made you open your third eye and you saw a threat for what it was. Speaking of which, I thought it would be obvious by the comb as well as being very Irish. Not to mention, my project topic and all that.” She chuckled.

      “A banshee?” What the hell would have happened if she touched the comb?

      “Aye,” Aoibhe said and did an elaborate half-bow with a wave of her hand. “At your service.”

      Banshees were real? Ravyn supposed it wasn’t too outrageous considering her own family turned into actual birds. Did that mean the gods were real after all? That Apollo was somewhere upon Mount Olympus playing his lyre and continuously lusting after mortals and nymphs that had no interest in him? “I thought banshees were wraithlike ghosts.”

      This sent Aoibhe into a fit of laughter. “Not quite, at least not yet. Once I die, aye.” She turned the comb over in her hands. “A banshee lives their life in three stages, a gift from the Morrigan. We come into our power as a maiden, supposedly when we lose our innocence and have sex for the first time. Dunno yet how true that is.” She rolled her eyes. “Then the mother, when we give birth to the next potential banshee daughter. And finally, the crone, or the wraith as you called it, when we haunt the family we become bonded to until the next banshee comes into her power. If they do. Many of us live normal mortal lives.”

      Ravyn sat up a little straighter. She wasn’t sure if it was better or worse that they had a chance not to be what they were. As far as she was aware, every woman in the Corvus family had shifted. And every single one had lost a man they loved. No matter how much Ravyn didn’t want to believe in that curse, the facts were still there. “So you might not ever be an actual banshee? And you called Morrigan a triple goddess. What does that mean?”

      She hoped Aoibhe wasn’t too annoyed by all the questions.

      “The Morrigan. It’s as much a name as it is a title. She was once three deities that formed a triad by that name. As time passed, the three merged into one goddess. And, yes, that’s why I am not sure for a fact if virginity is the key. The family my banshee family is tied to has not had a lot of ill luck, so my great, great, great grandmother continued haunting their home in Ireland, long after most of the family moved to the U.S.”

      There were so many questions that brought about, but she didn’t want to burden her friend with all of them right away. “I wish it skipped generations in my family. I haven’t shifted yet. Hell, I don’t even know if there is anything particular that will cause it. But we always predict the demise of men we love and can do nothing to stop it. My family didn’t want me to come here because they worry I’ll experience that. I don’t think sheltering me would stop it though.” But it might be why she hadn’t shifted.

      Aoibhe gave her a look that was unreadable, but didn’t comment. She picked at her comb again.

      “What’s the deal with the comb, anyway? Why were you so angry?”

      She shrugged. “The combs are passed down through the family. If someone finds or steals a banshee’s comb, it triggers us. If we are already in our wraith stage, we will haunt that person until the comb is returned, and the longer it goes on, people and animals close to them will have sudden ends.” She paused. “Banshees don’t kill them, but…I guess it’s a curse of some kind. I don’t really understand it. I had hoped the research project would help me find that out for myself.”

      “But I would have been safe, right? Because you’re not a wraith?” She’d said she wasn’t sure losing her virginity would trigger her to become a banshee, which meant she was still in the maiden stage, right? “And I wasn’t going to steal it. Just move it.”

      Aoibhe’s smile had turned into a frown. “Considering my reaction, which to be honest, I wasn’t mad, and I knew what you were doing. Instinct kicked in, and I think it did for you too for you to recognize me by my cheek.” She rubbed her face. “I’m glad you didn’t touch it. Maybe that would have triggered my change.”

      “How would you know?”

      Rolling her eyes, Aoibhe laughed. “Oh, Ravyn. I’d scream. Someone linked to you or linked to someone you are close to would die in the near future. You don’t want to hear a banshee’s cry. Ever.”

      A shudder ran through her. Hearing a banshee meant someone would die. Seeing a harbinger bird would mean the same. “Dean Caelan said something weird to me the day she made Daniel and I stay behind.” She never told Aoibhe that part because it didn’t seem important. Now though…

      “The dean might be like us, by the way. I can’t quite figure it out. Neither can Gabe.”

      Hold. On. A. Damn. Minute.

      Ravyn dropped her pillow back to the floor and braced her hands beside her on the bed. “Gabe is like us too?”

      Her friend pinned her with a look that made her feel dumb for asking. How was she supposed to even guess that?

      Ravyn gulped. The weird feeling she always had when she met Gabe’s stare. Was that because of her third eye? If it had opened for that, why hadn’t she seen Aoibhe’s mark before now?

      “Gabe is possibly a reaper. His research paper is also a way to find out more about himself, especially since his parents recently died and he cannot ask them questions now that he’s coming into his abilities.”

      All she could do is open and close her mouth. Her first thought? Wow, they really were all researching themselves for this paper. Her second? “He’s a what?”

      “He’s going to be so mad at me for telling his business, but I think he would understand, given the circumstances.”

      “Let me get this straight.” She rubbed her temples. “There are three living death omens here—wait, is a reaper an omen or the actual collector of souls?”

      Her friend shrugged.

      “Ugh! Anyway, there’s three of us in our class…about death omens and our professor is possibly one too?” Did the woman in white also count as a portent of death?

      “That’s the conclusion we have come to as well, aye.” She laughed. “Kinda weird.”

      “Kinda?” Ravyn laughed nervously. “Do you want to know what Dean Caelan said to me?” At her friend’s nod, she continued, “She said something about a convergence of death omens leads to catastrophe.”

      “Let’s hope not, considering there’s more than three of us here.”

      She held up her finger, opened her mouth. Shut it again. Made a sound of impatience and then said, “How many people in that class are like us?”

      “What Gabe and I can determine, at least two more. Two other girls.”

      Ravyn exhaled slowly. It wasn’t until Aoibhe specified they were female that she realized she’d been scared Daniel might be one too.” She said as much. “If it was Daniel though, it might protect him from my family’s curse. Possibly.”

      Aoibhe glanced away, becoming real interested in her comb once more.

      “What is it?” Trepidation rode her hard, making it hard to breathe. What had Gabe and Aoibhe determined about Daniel? Is that why Gabe didn’t like him? Clearly, the bond between Gabe and Aoibhe made more sense now, but how had she been so blind to it?

      Duh, you’ve been so focused on your new boyfriend and trying to forget you weren’t a normal human, that you weren’t even paying attention.

      “I had wondered why I felt drawn to this college above all others. To this class. Then it made sense. You see, banshees are all attached to an old Irish family, most of which have last names starting with an O, Mc, or Mac. My family is attached to the O’Connors.”

      “Oh, fucking hell.” Ravyn would have sat down if she weren’t already sitting. The room swayed a little bit and she put a hand to her forehead. “Between my curse dooming men we fall in love with and your attachment to his family…” Tears sprang to her eyes. “He’s going to die, isn’t he?”

      “You don’t know that,” Aoibhe said softly. “But if it makes you feel better, if we’re all here and something bad happens, it wouldn’t be your fault if he died.” She didn’t wait for Ravyn to reply before adding, “Something big must be on the horizon, and it’s already set in motion.”
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      Something was wrong with Ravyn. For whatever reason, Daniel couldn’t figure out what. She’d declined going anywhere with him over the weekend, but it was midterm week, so it made sense she was busy. However, she didn’t want to see him. Hadn’t even made time to eat in the cafeteria. A diet of ramen or peanut butter sandwiches couldn’t possibly be better than taking a break and getting something with a little more substance.

      She doesn’t owe you anything, dude. Get a grip.

      Try as he might, he couldn’t help worrying he had done something wrong. Everything had been fine Friday, and by Saturday evening…she’d gotten distant.

      Dean Caelan opened her office door and beckoned him in from the waiting area. He’d scheduled his meeting with her about his prospectus for his research paper right before class on Monday. It seemed a good idea at the time, but now he was anxious about seeing Ravyn. If he had done something to upset her, he really hoped she’d tell him.

      “You don’t have to look so dejected, Mr. O’Connor. I’m sure your topic isn’t that bad.”

      His focus snapped back to where it needed to be for the moment. Ravyn was an enigma he hoped to solve, but he couldn’t let his grades slip in the meantime. “It’s early, and I have one of my midterms this afternoon.”

      “Ah, yes. I was nice and gave you all the full week to study for ours.”

      Small favor, that.

      At his lack of comment, other than what he hoped looked like a polite smile and not a cringe, the dean clasped her hands together on the desk and nodded. “Okay, then. Did you bring your prospectus?”

      Oh, crap. Daniel quickly riffled through his bag for his binder and pulled the stapled document out of one of the inside pockets. He handed it to her and let her look at it while he put his bookbag back to rights. When he sat up, the dean was flipping through what he’d presented with a slight grin.

      She glanced up at him, eyes bright. “I had hoped you’d pick something from Celtic lore. It’s my favorite.” He nodded at her name plate on her desk, which read Dean Morgan Caelan. “Why does that not surprise me?”

      She laughed. “It’s true, I might have a certain bias for anything Irish. But the Dullahan is such a little-known figure this side of the pond, despite any influence it might have had on Washington Irving’s legacy.”

      “I thought so. I vaguely remember my mother telling us stories about the Dullahan as a kid. I never really connected it with ‘The Legend of Sleepy Hollow’ until recently.”

      With a nod, the dean looked up at him. “Now, I have to be the Devil’s advocate for a moment and ask if you’re sure you’ll be able to find enough sources to write this paper. He is a more obscure figure.”

      Daniel had been prepared for that question. Smiling, he said, “Since there’s not a lot on the Dullahan himself, I can focus on the figures surrounding him in the legend.”

      “Which are…?” she asked, though something in her expression implied that she knew all there was to know on the topic. He wasn’t sure how he felt about that. As excited he was to start researching his death omen, if it didn’t live up to her expectations, how badly would his grade suffer?

      “The key to this figure is the circumstances surrounding him. He’s regarded as an Unseelie, so researching the Tuatha Dé Danann is essential.” At her broadening smile, he continued. “And King Tigernmas of the Milesians, who used to decapitate human sacrifices for an old god named Crom Dubh. From my research so far, that’s where the legend originates.”

      If he wasn’t mistaken, her eyes seemed to almost glow at the name Crom Dubh, but that was impossible. Obviously, he hadn’t been sleeping well. Dean Caelan lifted her hand toward the collar of her shirt and started fidgeting with a gold charm on a dainty necklace. He couldn’t quite make out what it was.

      “Crom Dubh is a tough one to find solid resources on as well, being so old his true legends outdate most written records. Be sure to check resources on his older name as well, which is Crom Crúaich.” She pulled out a sticky pad, wrote the name on it and handed the top note to him.

      Daniel thanked her and sighed while he slipped it inside of his backpack. “And Christianity has altered a lot of the documents that do exist.” Supposedly, Crom Dubh was driven out of Ireland and the mortal plane of existence by St. Patrick. How this was done, however, he hadn’t been able to determine. Yet. Somehow, he doubted good ole St. Patrick had compelled the old pagan god out with the power of Christ. It sounded good for church, but not for his research paper. There was more there. He was sure of it.

      “Be very careful,” the dean said softly, rising to her feet. “Crom Dubh was a powerful deity, and a primordial god at that. Some would say all myths hold a grain of truth, and when looking for answers, what you find might be more than you’d ever want to know.”

      Not knowing what to make of the strange caveat, Daniel rose to his feet and shook her outstretched hand. “I’ll keep it in mind. Thanks.”

      Suddenly, making it to class and handling whatever strange issue had caused tension in his relationship with Ravyn felt one hundred times better than remaining in that office with the dean. Her eyes held knowledge he could never fathom, and it made him nervous.

      Daniel shook himself and collected his bag. Sometimes his imagination was completely unfounded.

      

      
        
        *.*.*.*.*

      

      

      

      Ravyn had just sat down next to Aoibhe when Daniel flopped into the chair next to her. “Wanna go to the dance with me?”

      “What?” she asked, taken aback. Ravyn knew there was a formal event coming up, but she assumed it wasn’t as big of a deal in college as it was in high school. She had never gone to Homecoming or Prom in high school because she might fall in love with a boy or whatever.

      “They’re having a Halloween formal this year. KIU tries to do something fun once a semester since going back and forth to the mainland can be a hassle.” They’d had a lot of casual events on campus in the wake of a student dying, hoping to keep people safe and on campus as much as possible.

      “You’re serious?” she looked at him. “You do know that when I dance, I look like a chicken trying to escape a fox in a hen house, right?”

      Daniel laughed. “I’m going to be so disappointed if the reality doesn’t match that description.”

      “Stop!” She laughed and playfully shoved his shoulder. “It’s awful. Truly. I do not know how to dance.”

      Leaning in closer to her, he said, “Dancing doesn’t have to be an exact science. You do it because it feels good.”

      Her breath caught at what she didn’t think he’d meant as a double entendre. She caught his gaze, and everything else seemed to halt all around them.

      “For real, get a room,” Gabe said, breaking the spell, and laughter erupted around them. Realizing they were very much in the middle of class, Ravyn cleared her throat and faced the front.

      The rest of the hour went pretty fast. They were working on a study guide today and Wednesday to prepare for their Friday test. Most appreciated, to be sure.

      When everyone was packing up, Daniel hesitated and leaned toward her. “Ya know, I was sure you wanted to break up for some reason.”

      Her head shot up. “Why would you even think that?” Then she remembered how she’d blown him off all weekend. “I’m sorry. I’ve been overwhelmed lately. I told you’d I’d be bad at the whole girlfriend thing.” It wasn’t just class and being his girlfriend that had been overwhelming. Everything she couldn’t share with him weighed heavily on her. She didn’t know how to protect him unless she stayed away, but by staying away…he was still enmeshed in all the other supernatural beings surrounding them. One of which had a deep connection to his family.

      Was she being selfish? She’d asked as much to Aoibhe, who’d told her, “We all deserve happiness. Everything has consequences, but trying to stop Fate usually results in worse consequences than allowing life to happen as it should.”

      In a way, she’d agreed. Ravyn’s family had tried to prevent her from living her life. Now she hadn’t shifted yet, and she was at a school with multiple supernatural beings, not to forget the ghost of Amelia Kasper, the woman in white, also on this island.

      It all had to be connected somehow.

      “It’s okay,” he said, and smiled. “But just know if you ever need to talk about something that’s bothering you, I’m not the type to turn you away because dealing with conflict is difficult. I’m a good listener, and I consider myself to be pretty understanding sometimes too.”

      Ravyn smiled back. “I know. If there was anything to discuss, I would.” The lie tasted bitter, but there was no way to avoid it. Not if she wanted to keep him safe.

      Doubt crossed his features before he hid it by turning to collect his things.

      Daniel walked her to the dean’s office so she could turn in her prospectus and discuss her paper. He waited until Dean Caelan met up with them in the hall before leaving her. As Ravyn followed the ginger-haired woman into the office and the door closed behind them, she sort of wished Daniel had stayed with her.

      “Ms. Corvus, I cannot wait to see what topic you plan to write on.”

      Ravyn glanced at her, and then stared harder. How did one open their third eye to see things ordinary people could not? She’d never asked Aoibhe explicitly what she and Gabe saw when they looked at the dean, and now that she was alone with the woman, her curiosity ate away at her.

      “Ms. Corvus?” Dean Caelan said with a frown. “Your prospectus?”

      Snapping out if it, she retrieved the report and handed it to her.

      The dean looked over it, flipping through the pages to get the gist of the topic. She nodded. “Black birds are one of the most common death omens, appearing in most, if not all, cultures in some way, shape or form.”

      Why did that feel like her professor, the dean of the university, had just called her basic?

      The woman resumed relaying her thoughts as though she hadn’t mildly insulted her. “Are you focusing on one mythological pantheon, or doing all of them?”

      That was a good question. “Depending on the amount of research material I can find, I’ll probably do multiple mythologies. I doubt I could ever be as efficient as to touch on all the cultures that saw death omens in crows and ravens.”

      This answer seemed to appease her, and she closed the report, clasping her hands together on top of it. “Crows are such fascinating creatures, don’t you agree?” The dean didn’t wait for a response, just nodded, and continued, “They can mimic voices, you know. A fact that convinced many that they were witches’ familiars, if not witches in disguise themselves. Have you ever seen them up close?”

      What a strange question. “No.” Which wasn’t a complete lie. Her living family members shifted into ravens, not crows or rooks. They would joke that because she was named Ravyn, she definitely would be one of the others.

      “Magnificent creatures. If one could transform into any animal at will, a crow would be the perfect pick.”

      Chills overcame her at the comment, and once more she concentrated on trying to open her third eye. Nothing came from it though, and it frustrated her. How were the others seeing something she couldn’t?

      Without warning, the dean started to laugh. “You’ll never see clearly if you don’t trust your own vision.”

      “What?” she asked, blinking rapidly. Surely, the woman hadn’t known what she was doing.

      “You need to trust your gut. The body tells us all we need to know, but most choose to ignore the signs. Also trust your dreams. Meditation helps.”

      Ravyn could only stare. “I’m not sure what you mean, Dean Caelan.”

      The woman smiled and rose to her feet. A dainty gold necklace peeked out from the collar of her shirt and Ravyn froze. It was the same Celtic knot that had appeared on Aoibhe’s face a few days before. The symbol had faded after their conversation, and Ravyn hadn’t seen it again. But it had been there—the same symbol.

      “What does your necklace mean?” She quickly added, “It’s pretty.” Celtic knots were very popular, right? Perhaps it meant nothing.

      The dean tucked the necklace back under her collar as she crossed the room and opened the office door. “It’s called a Triquetra. A trinity knot.” After a brief pause, she said, “The ancient Celts believed all important things came in threes, including unity, protection, and everlasting life.”

      Another student sat in the hall, awaiting their meeting about their paper. Ravyn couldn’t pry for any other clues about the dean, but there was definitely something peculiar about her. She glanced at her watch and groaned. It was a mystery that would have to wait until after lunch and her first midterm.
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      The Halloween dance was in a week, and Daniel wasn’t sure if he was excited or stressed out. Maybe both. With the stress of midterms out of the way, the second half of the semester had been going a little too fast. He and Ravyn had gone out to eat on the mainland every Saturday since, but this week he was on his own. She and Aoibhe were dress shopping, and apparently it was a “no boys allowed” excursion.

      It didn’t make it better when he’d proudly proclaimed he wasn’t a “boy” because he was a “man.” He’d only been laughed at to the point he wasn’t sure if it was with him or at him.

      Which was why he planned to call his twin today, on this lonely Saturday, since he had nothing better to do other than homework. That and—with Halloween approaching—he worried more and more about the silence from his brother. They used to be so close, and then after last Halloween, the distance had done nothing but grow.

      “Is everything all right?” Dylan asked when he picked up after the third ring.

      Trepidation coursed through Daniel. “Why wouldn’t it be? I call you all the time.”

      A long pause preceded, “Just making sure. Bad feeling in my gut, like something is coming. Not sleeping well.”

      “Are you having nightmares again?” Daniel scooted back on his bed against the headboard. He should have called to check on Dylan sooner. Instead, he’d been worried about his relationship with Ravyn and school, both of which were important, but so was family. Was anyone ever really able to perfectly balance everything that mattered though?

      Perhaps he was being too hard on himself.

      “Yeah,” Dylan said, and took a deep breath. “The same ones again. Creepy hooded figure in the shadows, and then I turn around and there’s a headless figure on a horse. I run, only to witness some cult. Druids, maybe. I don’t know for sure.” He paused, then softly, barely more than a whisper, he added, “They cut off a woman’s head while in the middle of these standing stones with a big idol of some Celtic deity. She looks like Penelope every time…”

      If he hadn’t been sitting, he would have fallen over. “You never told me all the details.” Especially not that the woman killed in his nightmare looked like his girlfriend. “Just that there was a Headless Horseman in it.” Their mother had dropped a glass decanter full of juice at the mention of his dream last year. It had been that dream and their mother’s reaction that had inspired Daniel’s interest in the Horseman, and led to recollection of the Dullahan folklore. “Do I need to come home?” He was sure Ravyn would understand.

      “No. You are safest where you are.”

      What the hell did that mean? “Dylan, I—”

      “I’m serious, okay.” His tone left no room for argument.

      “I’m going to figure out what you and Mom are hiding. Even if it has to wait for Christmas break.” It was true he’d been a little preoccupied this semester and hadn’t visited enough, but the break between semesters would give him a good bit of time at home.

      Dylan sighed heavily. “We aren’t hiding anything.”

      That was a lie, but his brother obviously wasn’t going to share anything with him at the moment. “Be careful. If you need me, I’m only a call away. I can be there in about seven hours, depending on traffic.”

      The first bit of warmth during the entire call came through the phone. “I love you, baby bro.”

      “Dude. We were born the same day. Just because you technically were born first doesn’t make me your baby brother.” They had this argument a lot, but it was always in good fun. The normalcy it brought now was needed. Comforting.

      “Yeah, well, whatever.”

      The call ended not long after that. For the first time in their lifetime, he felt disconnected from his twin. He didn’t welcome it one bit.

      

      
        
        *.*.*.*.*

      

      

      

      Ravyn glanced at the text from her mom and frowned.

      Tarot readings the past week have been dire. You need to come home. At least call us. Samhain is a terrible time to be around the unsuspecting.

      No, she wasn’t going to let her family take away her first happy Halloween experience. So the veil between the mortal realm, spirit realm, and beyond was thinnest on that night. Hadn’t it always been? Besides, she was almost to Daniel’s dorm, and she’d missed him all day! A conversation about doom, gloom, and curses wasn’t a good mood setter.

      Her phone vibrated again and she looked, unable to stop herself.

      I keep drawing the Lovers and the Tower. Ravyn, whoever the young man is, do you really think your romance is worth the consequences of what you are?

      Anger coursed through her. Why couldn’t she be normal? Why couldn’t she have relationships, boyfriends, dances, and dates like everyone else? The Lovers card was self-explanatory. The Tower meant impending disaster.

      It didn’t necessarily mean it was her fault. In fact, the bad thing could be happening to her and have nothing to do with Daniel.

      And maybe if she kept living in denial, the blissful ignorance would protect her from the damage awaiting either or both of them. Knocking on Daniel’s door, she quickly wiped away the tears welling in her eyes and tried to plaster on the smile that had been real a few minutes before. Trust her mom to ruin it.

      “Hey, you…” His sentence died when he took in the sight of her. “What’s wrong?”

      So much for trying to hide her upset. “Nothing,” she fibbed, but damned her tears for attempting to fall a second time. She was going to wreck her makeup if she didn’t pull herself together. “My mother reads Tarot and is trying to scare me home, apparently.”

      He stared at her, standing there in his doorway, perplexed. “You’re upset over a card reading?” Daniel shook his head. “I didn’t take you as someone who believed in that sort of thing. The goth fashion aside.”

      “I don’t.” She rubbed her eyes. “Not really. I believe that if people believe in what they say enough they can manifest those things into being. I don’t believe in curses.”

      At least she hadn’t until recently.

      “Ravyn…” He shook his head and then moved out of the way, gesturing her in. Once she was inside, he shut the door and turned the lock. “Roomie is away this weekend, by the way. Otherwise,” he paused and then placed a hand on her cheek. She pressed her face into his palm, needing the connection to him. “I don’t understand what Tarot has to do with curses.”

      She laughed, but even to her ears she sounded crazy. Could she tell him her secret? Maybe a partial truth, and not the part where she turned into a bird? “My family has a pattern of only daughters being born, no sons. And every man we fall in love with dies, like…soon after the babies are born.”

      Daniel blinked but didn’t say anything.

      “Well,” she said, “Aren’t you going to be scared to date me now?”

      This time he laughed, but the laughter sounded genuine. “If this is an attempt to break up with me, please be respectful enough to just say it.”

      On the bright side, her tears had stopped. Now, though, she was growing irritated by the fact she couldn’t explain. “I’m not trying to break up with you. My mother on the other hand would love it if I did.” She sat down on the bed and crossed her arms. “All I wanted was a normal college experience, since I was denied the childhood and high school years I deserved. Is that so wrong?”

      No longer laughing, Daniel took a seat next to her and pulled her into his arms. “No, Ravyn, it’s not wrong. I’m sorry your family has not let you have the freedom to grow and live as you would have liked.”

      She leaned into his warmth and wrapped her own arms around his waist. He smelled good. A combination of some kind of bay rum and fresh laundry scent. It comforted her in ways she didn’t quite understand. If Ravyn had her way, she’d curl up into his lap and never leave. “I have that freedom now. I don’t plan to relinquish it again.”

      “You shouldn’t. It’s your life; do what makes you happy.”

      She grinned up at him and kissed the underside of his chin. Daniel didn’t have much in way of facial hair, and the stubble was coarse but not unpleasant. He hadn’t shaved that morning. Probably hadn’t expected to see her all day. “I like that plan.”

      “What plan?” He cupped her face in both hands and kissed her deeply. “I stopped paying attention when your mouth was on me.”

      “Put yours back on mine, and maybe I’ll repeat myself—after.”

      Her comment got a chuckle out of him before he acquiesced. Their kisses grew more fervent with each brush of a lip, pass of a tongue. Before long she was underneath him on his bed, arching into his touch as he ran a hand down her hip and to her backside.

      “Daniel,” she whispered, her voice husky with desire. “Make love to me.”

      He paused long enough to study her features, as though suspecting it was all a joke. “Are you sure. I don’t mind waiting until you’re ready.”

      If her body igniting due to the need coursing through her wasn’t indication enough, she didn’t know what was. “You told me to do what makes me happy.” She leaned up on her elbows and bit her lip in a teasing fashion. “I’ve decided what makes me happy is you.”

      The way his eyes darkened with interest and passion did nothing more than fan the fire within her. He moved over her until he was directly between her thighs. Right where she wanted him, despite all the meddlesome clothes in the way. “You want to do me, hmm?” He couldn’t even keep a straight face and she giggled along with him. “That can be arranged.”

      “Arrange it nowwwww,” she whined and ran her hands under his shirt. The muscles in his stomach flexed at her touch and she groaned. “Daniel…”

      “Okay, okay.” He rose up and pulled his T-shirt over his head one-handed, then tossed it away. “I thought I was supposed to be the impatient one.”

      “Better not be.” She toyed with the button on his jeans and grinned as his breathing deepened once she had him unfastened and unzipped.

      He stalled her hand before she could lower his pants, scrambling out of the bed to his desk drawer beside the headboard. Daniel ripped the corner off a condom wrapper with his teeth as he crawled back in bed then spit over his shoulder. Ravyn couldn’t help but snicker when the piece of wrapper stuck to his cheek instead of falling to the floor. Reaching up, she retrieved it and flicked it away.

      The passing minutes felt both like seconds and hours somehow at the same time. Things moved as though in slow motion, yet time seemed unbearably fast. Each moment passing so swiftly into the next leaving the former a memory that would live on repeat in her mind, of that she had no doubt. As he finished removing his pants and then rolled on the condom, Ravyn undressed, feeling his gaze travel every part of her like an intimate caress.

      And then he returned to her embrace, pushing between her legs with such gentle reverence that tears threatened to return again. It only hurt a little, but Daniel distracted her with deep kisses and one hand between them, petting her above where their bodies were joined until the pleasure of the fullness outweighed discomfort. She whimpered as he began to move in earnest, stroking something she couldn’t name within her. The pressure built like musical notes approaching some great crescendo, except she was the instrument, and Daniel never missed a note.

      Ravyn didn’t know how she knew it, but this was the man for her. The one she’d been destined for. As her head dropped back on the pillow and she cried out in release, she let the tears fall in earnest.

      She might have just sealed his fate, and she’d done it with selfish abandon.
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      Don’t be nervous.

      Easier said than done, that. Seriously, one would think Daniel had never gone to a dance before, and he was technically an adult now. In the time that passed since Ravyn and he had been intimate, it was as though something had shifted. What he did, how he acted…it all mattered. Not because she was shallow or anything, but because she mattered to him. Childhood was over. Every choice he made affected his future.

      He wanted Ravyn in that future. It wasn’t like he was considering marriage or anything like that so soon, but he didn’t want to mess it up. Daniel wanted to be a man she found desirable and dependable. Everything she could want.

      As he lifted is hand to knock on the door to her dorm, someone cleared their throat from behind him. Daniel turned, smile fading as he realized Gabe stood there, appearing no more overjoyed to see him. He wore black dress pants and a white button-down—at least it looked like it might be a white button-down—under a black hoodie. He also wore, and what a shock, black sneakers to complete the ensemble.

      Meanwhile, Daniel had tried to mix things up a bit. He’d chosen a burgundy pair of slacks and a matching jacket. His dress shirt was black. Red and black felt like a good choice for Halloween, after all. He damned sure didn’t wear sneakers with his dress clothes. His mother had made sure he knew how to dress when the occasion called for it.

      “Keep sneering at me like that, pretty boy, and see what happens.”

      Daniel started to retort when the door behind him opened, and he turned. What were words? He suddenly couldn’t form any. The vision in front of him wore a plum-colored dress so dark it was nearly black; its skirt was cropped short in the front but trailed long in the back. She had chosen a pair of patent-leather, high-heeled boots that encased her fishnet-encased legs to just over her knees. And the bird skull pendent held around her neck by a black velvet ribbon fell beak first into the top of her cleavage, like an arrow directing his gaze. Completing the look with curled hair, loose around her shoulders, dark purple eyeshadow and black lipstick and nails, his girlfriend had never looked sexier, and he wasn’t sure he was going to make it to the dance at all.

      The things going through his brain, which he became fairly sure had short-circuited, would frighten her. Surely.

      “I swear to every god that every person has ever worshiped that I will lock you in a closet if you don’t stop drooling in the middle of the hallway, pretty boy.” Aggravation seeped from Gabe’s voice. “I don’t want your saliva on my shoes.”

      Not trusting his ability to speak, he didn’t even comment, just moved to the side with Ravyn as she fully exited the room. Aoibhe had dressed in a white ethereal lace gown that fell to her ankles and had braided her hair in a half-up, half-down look. He did a double-take, thinking she had done some sort of face paint on her cheek, but at second glance, Daniel saw nothing. A trick of the light, nothing more.

      Her friend was very pretty tonight, but Ravyn took his breath away. “I think you should wear tall boots and fishnets every day.”

      Giggling, Ravyn took his outstretched hand and he pulled her close to him. “You are looking pretty hot yourself, Mr. O’Connor.”

      “Oh, stop.” He brushed a bit of hair out of his eye. He needed a haircut. If he put it off any longer, it would be as long as his brother’s. “You’re going to make me blush.” And give him a massive…ego.

      Faux gagging finally snapped him out of his stupor. Daniel glared over his shoulder at Gabe. Aoibhe had placed a hand on his arm as though trying to divert his attention back to her. Whatever she was doing, it seemed to work.

      Momentarily.

      “Do we really have to spend the evening with them?” he asked the pale-haired beauty.

      “Nope,” Daniel bit out.

      “Yes,” Aoibhe said with a glare of her own. “At least until we get there. Then we can go our own ways.”

      Gabe grunted, Ravyn giggled, and Daniel groaned. What a fun lot they all were.

      Surprisingly, though, the walk down to the gymnasium, which had been turned into a dance floor not unlike a high school, wasn’t too painful. Gabe behaved, seeming happy enough to have Aoibhe on his arm for the night. The general consensus among the group was to go check it out, then go their own way when they got hungry enough to walk to the cafeteria or wherever else the night led them.

      Daniel knew for a fact that his dormmate hated school functions he didn’t have to go to and had disappeared to the mainland for the whole weekend with some friends he had in town. Just in case they needed a place to be alone. Without the prospect of Gabe and Aoibhe walking in on them.

      Okay, so he was definitely doing a bad job of staying in the moment and not thinking with his dick. He was a guy. Somehow, he didn’t think he was going to grow out of this way of thinking, but he was trying not to.

      And then he’d see that creamy thigh peeking out under the skirt, above the boots, through those tights. Gah. A woman’s thighs were his favorite part of the female body. He couldn’t help but be distracted thinking about those fishnet-encased legs wrapped around him..

      “What is with all the moths?” a female student asked, swatting the air in front of her and her date, as they exited the gym. Daniel caught the door and held it open for everyone in the group. Before following them, he looked back toward the softly lit campus. Fluttering insects floated in and out of view. There were a lot of moths lately. Seemed like they had finally moved away from Ravyn’s dorm toward the rest of the island.

      As he took a step into the building, he paused. And frowned. Around the corner, in the tree line, two red dots hovered about six feet or so from the ground. Were those…eyes?

      A chill swept through him, and he jumped when Ravyn grabbed his wrist and tugged him toward the entrance. “Come on, silly. Let’s dance!”

      Daniel turned to look back to where he’d seen the weird red eyes, but nothing remained except a few flittering moths.

      

      
        
        *.*.*.*.*

      

      

      

      Ravyn couldn’t remember the last time she’d had so much fun. Okay, maybe she’d never had fun like this. Daniel spun her around, and laughed when she nearly tripped. They’d discovered early on that she got dizzy easily, but that didn’t stop them from twirling and spinning as much as possible. And though she really could not dance to save her life, she was having a great time anyway.

      Daniel hadn’t allowed her to fall. He made sure he was there to catch her when she faltered.

      Would he always be?

      As that question made her stomach tingle with awareness of him and excitement to see where their relationship would lead, she couldn’t help but wonder how her friend had faired tonight. Aoibhe and Gabe had disappeared some time ago. Whatever the allure Gabe held for Aoibhe, Ravyn wasn’t sure she saw it. Maybe because he absolutely refused to be nice to Daniel or her. To each their own though.

      Leaning in as he held her close, Daniel asked, “Are you getting hungry yet?”

      Like it had a mind of its own to answer, her stomach rumbled and she put a hand over it. There was no way he would have heard it over the music, but she tilted back and nodded.

      Taking her hand, he led her out into the cool night air and she shivered. One thing she didn’t think to bring was a jacket. Not that she would have kept up with it, but it was chilly outside.

      Daniel shrugged out of his jacket and draped it over her shoulders. She smiled up at him. He was the very picture of chivalry. Surely there was a flaw somewhere, right?

      Annoyance at herself clawed its way through her gut. Was she really about to try to find a flaw, an excuse, to not be with him? She knew better.

      She also knew she could bring about his demise simply by falling in love with him.

      Maybe, if she could convince herself not to fall in love with him, they could still date and everything would be okay.

      “What are you concentrating so hard on?”

      His voice snapped her out of her thoughts.

      “Nothing,” she said a little too quickly. “Wondering what sort of food they will have this late.”

      Normally, the little marketplace stayed open all night with a self-service register, but because of the school function, the cafeteria part was supposed to be open until eleven.

      “What time is it?” she asked. Her phone was in her dorm. She only had her school I.D. and her debit card slipped into her boot. Though, those had probably moved their way down her leg by now. Ravyn couldn’t tell.

      Daniel fished his phone out of his back pocket and looked. “We have fifteen minutes before they stop serving cooked food.” As he put the phone away, he frowned at the trees. He’d been looking at something in that direction earlier when they’d arrived as well.

      “What’s over there?”

      “Dunno.” He shrugged. “I thought I saw something standing over there earlier, but it’s dumb.”

      They started walking toward the cafeteria, which thankfully was not too far of a walk. “How dumb?” Curiosity was practically her middle name. “Not the lady in white again, I hope.” Would Amelia Kasper wander back to her old home, or stick to the side of the road?

      “I thought I saw glowing red eyes. Stupid, huh?”

      Ravyn bit her lip. They’d covered quite a few figures in class that had that sort of feature. “Maybe you saw a shadow figure,” she teased. “Did you feel an ominous sense of dread?”

      “What, like we talked about in class when someone asked if they were the same thing as djinn?” He laughed. “The only thing I felt was stupid for spooking myself over a trick of the light.” They approached the building, and he opened the door for her.

      “I don’t think it’s stupid,” she said as she grabbed two trays and handed him one. There wasn’t a line, and they quickly snagged chicken sandwiches and fries before hitting the beverage coolers on the way to the cashier. Since Daniel hadn’t responded to her comment, she added, “We did see a ghost lady the night of our first date. And tonight is Halloween.”

      “I still don’t believe that was a ghost, but it was weird.” They sat down and he unwrapped his sandwich, scowling at it as if it were the one causing the strange happenings. “My brother had a dream about dark figures last year around this time and now again this year. I’m wondering if this is the same, only…I’m awake.” His brow furrowed as he thought about it. “Could we be sharing some sort of vision or something?”

      Her lips parted. “Did…something bad happen when your brother had those dreams?” Repeating nightmares rang of prophecy.

      “Not to us. Someone had been trashing his bike at night and bringing it back. Like, not even stealing it, just using up the gas and bringing it back muddy. And some random people in town died on or after Halloween. But we didn’t know them.”

      “Hmm.” She ate one of her fries and pondered. “It probably wasn’t connected.” But she didn’t believe the words she said aloud. Some people channeled messages from spirits. Or, from the gods, if they still meddled in human affairs. Psychic mediums could do it, so why not his brother?

      They ate in silence for a few minutes, and Ravyn didn’t think he wanted to talk about it any further. He caught her gaze and opened his mouth, only he didn’t get the opportunity to speak. A horrific cry tore through campus as though it were a siren. The room went dead silent; all the remaining students and workers stopping mid-conversation or whatever they were working on to stare around them and at each other.

      A second scream came, this time more of a wailing shriek. It was eerie and frightening, sending the hair on Ravyn’s arms and neck on end. Daniel had gone ashen. A fry dropped from his fingers to his plate. “That sounds…like a banshee.”

      Oh, shit. Aoibhe.

      Ravyn pushed up from her chair. Franticly looking around her. “I have to go.” But her knees buckled as she attempted to leave and find her friend.

      What the hell?

      Her entire body tingled, felt too big, but also too tight. Too hot.

      Ravyn’s eyes widened. She had to get out of this public space, fast. “I have to go to the bathroom.” Not waiting to hear Daniel’s remark, she ran, and stumbled, across the room.

      “Ravyn? Are you all right?”

      She couldn’t look back at him. Could feel his gaze on her with every step she took. Was he following her?

      Nothing she could do to console him now. For whatever reason, Aoibhe’s wails had triggered her first shift. Black feathers sprouted on the backs of her hands as she pushed through the bathroom door and looked up at the small window at the top of the farthest wall. Could she open it in time?

      A glance around the room left her disappointed. The trashcan didn’t look sturdy enough. She zeroed in on the broom left in the corner, then on the latch at the side of the window. If she could unlatch it, maybe it would push open enough she could fly out?

      Doubling over, Ravyn realized time definitely wasn’t on her side. She was turning into a bird, and she had to fly. Had to hope the flight took her far from Daniel and this campus.

      What had caused Aoibhe to wail like that?

      Focus on the task, Ravyn.

      Her thoughts were a mess as she lifted the broom and struggled with the latch. It wasn’t budging.

      Trapped. Trapped. I’m going to be trapped. If Daniel found her, was that it for him? Would she lose him so soon?

      The broom fell from her hands as feathers erupted from the rest of her body in earnest. Following suit, the ground vanished from under her and she dropped into darkness, panicking but quickly realizing she had gotten caught in her clothes as she shifted.

      “What have we here?”

      The panic intensified. She struggled to get free. If someone held the door open, maybe she could fly out. If she didn’t look at anyone, didn’t look at Daniel—

      “Let’s get you free, little bird.”

      She recognized that voice.

      High heels clacked across tile, but she was trapped in the fabric from her dress, and Daniel’s jacket. Fishnets shackled her talons and she cursed herself for her wardrobe choices.

      A rickety screech of metal hinges froze her in place. The window?

      And then she was lifted from the ground, bundled in the clothes. She cawed and tried to free herself but her captor held her firmly.

      “Hush, now. Hush. I’m trying to release you.”

      Ravyn stilled. She wasn’t completely convinced it wasn’t a trick.

      And then her head was freed and light blinded her. Blinking her bird eyes, she took in her surroundings, and her stomach plummeted. Everything seemed closer and yet farther away all at the same time. Dean Caelan smiled down at her and exclaimed, “Wow! Such a rarity I didn’t expect.” And she began to work at the fishnets around Ravyn’s legs.

      What did she mean by rarity? Had she shifted into a rook?

      Once the dean freed her of the remaining clothing she turned them not toward the window, which had been opened, but the mirrors. Ravyn exclaimed, but it came out in a caw.

      How had this happened? She’d seen the black feathers herself on her hands as she changed forms. There was no denying it though. Somehow, her feathers had turned pure white by the end of the shift. She was a white crow.

      “Poor thing. Did you frighten yourself white?”

      Had she? Ravyn had heard of hair turning white when scared enough, but that wasn’t it, was it?

      “No matter.” The dean turned to the window and held up her hand. “Fly, dear Ravyn. For you have work to do tonight. Watch over the doomed, warn their loved ones of their plight.”

      Her gut clenched at the knowledge that the dean knew what and who she was. That was something to worry about later though. Ravyn launched herself to the window and squeezed out into the cool night air once more. Acclimating to her bird vision happened quickly, yet didn’t feel quite normal. She spread her wings and took to the sky.

      Instinct guided her now.
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      She flew for what felt like hours. Unable to break her concentration or direction, Ravyn let it happen. Feeling disconnected with her new bird body entirely. She didn’t know where she was when she swooped down over a forest.

      What was that sound?

      She descended for a better view, never wavering from her course.

      Clap, clap. Clap, clap. Clap, clap. Clap, clap.

      Hooves. A horse or some other hooved creature ran through the woods. She began to raise back higher into the air when she saw it. The animal ran at an impossible speed, flames erupting in its wake. And the rider… No. No way.

      The Headless Horseman was a fictional character in a short story.

      Two realizations hit her simultaneously: if banshees and bird harbingers existed, why couldn’t the Dullahan? What’s more, did that mean she had flown all the way to Sleepy Hollow, New York? Did her abilities also make her fly faster than a normal bird?

      Daniel’s hometown.

      Dread gripped her as she flew higher up, wanting to stay clear of the rider’s notice. Where was she headed, and why?

      The magnetic pull brought her to a quaint little subdivision, and she found herself circling a two-story house with cream paint, burgundy windows, and a two-car garage.

      This is the place, but who lives here?

      Ravyn landed on the roof and waited. As a harbinger, she likely wouldn’t see the dark fate that befell whomever her shift had beckoned her to. All she knew for certain was she had flown for a long time, possibly hours. Midnight had passed some time ago and most people were snug in their beds. If she really had come to Sleepy Hollow, she’d crossed multiple state lines in her flight. What happened if she didn’t make it back before turning human again?

      I’m going to be arrested for public nudity, that’s what.

      In the distance, the clap of hooves echoed over asphalt. Slower this time. Was the Horseman riding this way? Was his victim in this house? Ravyn shuddered, ruffling her feathers. Maybe he wouldn’t notice her, some seemingly mundane bird perched upon a roof.

      A gray moth flitted by as the sound of hooves changed to a dull roar of an engine. That was weird. Had someone run the Horseman over, or off the road? Seemed unlikely, considering how supernaturally fast he’d been galloping through the forest. Yet now, all she heard was an engine coming closer, closer…in the dark.

      A single headlight shone down the street. A motorcycle. Was he slowing down as he approached?

      The moth landed on her face, obscuring her view. Ravyn shook her head and snapped her beak. Stupid, bothersome insect.

      The rider had come into the driveway of the house she’d been drawn to. He parked, then raised his hands to his helmet in order to remove it. Annnnd the moth was back.

      Ravyn snapped at it again, this time cawing at it in aggravation, immediately regretting the outburst of sound in the otherwise silent night. She froze, cocking her head to regard the man in the driveway, now holding the helmet under his leather-jacket-clad arm.

      Daniel? She gasped at air with her beak open, unable to breathe against the unexpected surprise.

      No, he only looked like Daniel. Hadn’t he said his brother was a twin? An identical twin, obviously. His hair was longer, but otherwise, she’d be sure it was him. He was looking right at her, frowning. Alarm coursed through her. Why had she come to Daniel’s brother’s house—or their childhood home?

      The moth came back yet again, getting on her very last damn nerve. This time, it had brought its friends. A frenzy of moths surrounded her. What was a group of moths called anyway? Frenzy seemed apropos for the moment, all things considering.

      Whatever hold had brought her to this house in Sleepy Hollow, released her. She had been seen, assumingly by someone meant to receive the omen she represented. Now, she must leave. If anything, to get away from the damned insects plaguing her everywhere she went.

      She took to the sky in the direction she had come from, hoping, somehow, she’d make her way home. Yet a tingling sensation overcame her, and she had no choice but to descend to the woods below. No galloping headless riders in sight, but she still had trepidation over being lost in there. Naked. In the cold autumn night.

      Her skin felt tight, and she fluffed her feathers. She was changing back. Why couldn’t she control it long enough to go back to campus? Something told her a rideshare back wasn’t going to be likely.

      So very much to learn. Ravyn had ran, not walked, to escape the very people who had the answers she now needed. Perhaps she’d been too hasty in her decisions.

      Rustling behind her froze her in place, and she turned her head to look. The threat of predators, whether she was in human or bird form, loomed heavy. She didn’t like being vulnerable, yet there was no escaping it. A figure moved among the trees, darker than shadow, as dark as the night itself. A faint outline of a man-shaped figure and wings so large she doubted she really saw them made her tremble in fear. A pair of red eyes, glowing like embers, the only color the figure seemed to possess.

      Moths circled her, almost aggressively, except…no, that wasn’t right at all. Protectively. The moths formed a ring around her, growing denser in population until she could see nothing but wings on all sides.

      Her body started changing, no matter how much she willed it not to. Footsteps thundered close by, but she couldn’t see the being. Was it the same figure Daniel had seen back on Kasper Island? States stood between that location and this one. Was it…following her?

      “Who—who are you?” she asked once she was back in her human body. She sat on the ground, knees drawn up in front of her for modesty. Shivers racked her without wings to keep her warm. What are you?

      “I am a watcher.”

      Eww. “So you’re a pervert?” She hugged her knees tighter against her, thankful for the moths still swarming around her.

      The creature, whatever it was, sighed long and exasperated. “Young one, I have no interest in carnal delights. A great evil rises, and you are the key to preventing it.”

      The moths broke their ranks and fluttered in every direction, most in the direction of the figure, now standing over her, yet still indistinguishable in the dark. His eyes, as his voice was masculine and deep-timbred, held her captive. Dread did not fill her, but curiosity. What was he?

      “Are you…the Mothman?” He fit the description well enough.

      “I’ve heard the name murmured to describe me, yes.”

      “Do you control moths?”

      The eyes narrowed into red slits. “You’re preoccupied with the wrong questions, young one.”

      “Are you a moth?”

      A rumbling growl came from the figure. “I choose this figure because most cannot look upon my true one. Moths are drawn to me, and it seemed like a good enough form when I had to take it. But that is not important.” He knelt in front of her, brushed a lock of hair from her eyes with a hand as colorless as shadow. “Coronis, an old soul trapped in the youth of this era. An old evil returns. A goddess incites war to stop him. You need to wake up. You are the key.”

      He pressed his palm against her forehead, and a jolt of power shot her backward.
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      “Ravyn!” Daniel shook her by the shoulders. God damn it, why wouldn’t she wake up? After she’d ditched him at the cafeteria last night, he’d gone back to his dorm, confused about what had gone wrong. If she had gotten sick, why not call him and tell him? And did it have something to do with the woman screaming like a banshee?

      He’d gone to sleep, somehow, but the last thing he expected was to wake up with Ravyn in his bed. Naked.

      She had not returned with him. He’d have noticed a naked woman climbing into bed.

      Wouldn’t he?

      “Ravyn!”

      Her eyes shot open and she screamed, bolting upright. Wild-eyed, she stared around the room. “M-Mothman. Where’d he go?” She lifted her hand to her forehead and she frowned while feeling around the front of her scalp. “The hell did he do to me?”

      Uh…what?

      “Mothman?” Was she picking up their conversation from dinner the night before? “What is going on, Ravyn? What happened after you went to the bathroom? Where are your clothes?”

      She had gone in. Dean Caelen had come out, fumbling around a leather tote bag and shooting him a strange look. Ravyn had never come out. He would never admit how long he waited for her to. Even to himself.

      “I saw him, I—” She blinked at him, color draining from her face. “Call your brother.”

      He recoiled, more surprised than anything. “Why?”

      Shaking her head, she pulled his sheets up over her nude form and sat back against the wall. For some reason, she was getting more and more upset. “Just do it.”

      “Okay…” He needed to anyway, but why was she pushing for it?

      Daniel leaned over and grabbed his cell phone from the nightstand, unplugging the charger and sitting up. He’d just used his thumb to unlock the screen when the device began to vibrate with a new call. Dylan.

      Meeting Ravyn’s gaze, he accepted the call and hit speakerphone. “Hello?”

      “Daniel, I—” Had his brother been crying? “Dan… She’s gone.”

      His back went rigid. “Who? What are you talking about?”

      “Mom. In her sleep. I-I found her this morning.”

      He dropped the phone.

      The room spun, and he would have toppled if Ravyn didn’t catch him and pull him forward toward his pillows.

      “Daniel? Are you still there?”

      He rubbed his eyes, moisture surprising him. He pulled his hand back and stared at the tears on his palm. “Y-yeah. I need a moment, Dylan. She was so healthy. I don’t understand.”

      “Me either.” His brother sounded so small. His tough, barely-older brother. “Call me when you feel like talking. Penelope is coming over with her parents to help me figure out what needs to be done. She’s going to call family for me. I didn’t want anyone but me to tell you.”

      Shit. “Okay. Yeah… Okay.”

      He hung up, but laid there staring at the ceiling, unable to comprehend that news. The words had registered, but his mind hadn’t accepted it yet. His mother couldn’t be dead. “Ravyn…” His head started to throb, and he rubbed his temples. “How did you know I needed to call Dylan?”

      “I…” Fear clearly contorted her features. She knew something, but that didn’t make sense. Ravyn had never met his family, and Sleepy Hollow was hours away. What could she know?

      “I’m going to go take a shower.” And possibly vomit. “When I get back, whatever you’re hiding from me, you’re telling me.”

      She nodded, eyes wide.

      “And you’re not going to disappear again like last night?”

      Ravyn shook her head. Then her gaze dropped to his phone. “Can I call Aoibhe to bring me clothes while you shower?”

      How the hell had she lost her clothing? “You’re going to be explaining a lot when I return.” He unlocked his phone and handed it to her. “A hell of a lot.”
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      Ravyn fought off tears as Daniel left the room with a change of clothes and his toiletries. He was fighting his emotions, probably wanted to shower to purge them without her seeing as if she’d judge him for any of it. The man was hurting, and her secrets hurt him worse. How did she explain what she was to him without being blamed for his mother’s death?

      Sniffling, she opened his contacts and scrolled. He didn’t have Aoibhe’s number—which kind of pleased her, though it was horribly inconvenient right now because she didn’t know it from memory. If she was in the dorm room, maybe she would answer Ravyn’s phone if she saw it was Daniel. Dialing her own cell phone, she waited…

      No answer.

      Not being a quitter, she called again. The call was accepted on the second ring this time.

      “Daniel?” Aoibhe’s softly lilting voice asked over the receiver. “Is Ravyn not with you?”

      “It’s me,” she said. “Can you bring some clothes for me to Daniel’s room. And…Gabe, though he will need to wait outside while I change.”

      “You want me to bring Gabe?” Surprise and happiness warred in her friend’s tone. But now was not the time to let her think she wanted him there so they could make friendship bracelets are anything silly.

      “Something happened. Daniel’s mother passed away last night.”

      Silence met this statement. “Aye. I was afraid something like that had happened.”

      “Just bring the clothing, please.” Ravyn hesitated. “Did you and Gabe…?”

      “Did we what?”

      “I heard your wailing.”

      Silence once more, and then, “Did Daniel?”

      “The entire cafeteria heard it. Probably the whole campus.”

      Aoibhe sighed. “It wasn’t triggered by sex, if that’s what you’re thinking. We…kissed. Nothing more.”

      When she didn’t say anything else, Ravyn didn’t pry. Now was definitely not the time. Daniel was hurting, and with what she witnessed in Sleepy Hollow, he deserved to know…something. His life was in danger because of her. His mother had died, predicted by not one, but two death omens.

      “I’ll be there shortly.”

      When the call ended, Ravyn pulled up the internet browser and typed in, “What is a group of moths called?”

      The search result at the top answered her without needing to open a link.

      An eclipse. A group of moths was an eclipse.

      “I choose this figure because most cannot look upon my true one. Moths are drawn to me…” Mothman had said. Had he eclipsed himself in darkness, in moths?

      But aren’t moths drawn to light?

      A knock sounded on the door. Aoibhe had been quick. “It’s unlocked!”

      Her friend opened the door enough to peep in, saw the coast was clear, and came in with a duffle bag she placed on the bed. “Where are your clothes from last night?” Bafflement rang clear in her tone.

      Ravyn sighed. “Either in the cafeteria bathroom or the dean has them.”

      Aoibhe’s jaw dropped open. “You shifted?”

      “After hearing your banshee cry. Yep.”

      “I need to sit down. I’ll be in the hall waiting for Gabe while you dress.”

      Ravyn had never dressed quicker in her life. She opened the door as Daniel was coming down the hall, eyeing Gabe warily. “Why are they here?” he asked as she moved out of his way for him to enter. When Aoibhe and Gabe came in after him, she shut the door.

      “Sorry for your loss,” Aoibhe said suddenly, not doing anything to ease the tension.

      Gabe grunted in what Ravyn could only assume was meant to be the same sentiment.

      “Thanks,” Daniel said, blinking fast and turning away. Discomfort and upset was so palpable in the room, even she began to squirm.

      “I think we should all sit down for this,” Ravyn suggested, guiding Daniel to his bed and sitting next to him. She kept her hand on his lower back, hoping her touch soothed him in some way. Aoibhe sat on the end of the opposite bed. Gabe, shrugging, pulled his hoodie lower over his eyes and sat backward in one of the desk chairs, leaning his arms over the back and his chin on top of it.

      “Okay,” Ravyn said, and took a deep breath. Confession time. She hoped Daniel didn’t react too badly. “Something happened last night, but before I can tell you all of that, I have to confess something.” She turned to face Daniel, hating how miserable he looked. This was not the conversation he should sit through right now, yet the longer she waited to tell him, the more it would hurt him when he figured it all out. He was already enmeshed in this, and he would find out about her on his own eventually. His discovery of her seemed inevitable.

      First step to breaking generational curses: doing the opposite of what I am expected. Hopefully it didn’t backfire. “The three of us, are…well. We’re death omens. Like the ones we study in class.”

      He stared at her, unblinking, and then his eyes narrowed. “That is not funny.”

      “It isn’t funny, Daniel. You’re right. It’s serious. This is absolutely serious.” She looked at the other two. Gabe looked bored, Aoibhe’s expression unreadable. “After Aoibhe’s wails last night, I shifted for the first time. I had to go to the bathroom so no one would see. I left through the window.” She’d leave the part about the dean out for now. “I turn into a crow. A harbinger.”

      “I’m a banshee,” Aoibhe chimed in, doing her part to try to soothe the clear ire rising in Daniel’s reddening cheeks.

      “And you?” Daniel turned to Gabe. “You’re in on this shit, too?”

      Gabe shrugged. “I’m a reaper, man. No need for dramatics.”

      “A reaper…” It wasn’t a question. Skepticism and disbelief dripped from the word. “A banshee and a crow.” He rubbed his eyes. “That sounds like a set up for a very bad joke. I don’t like being the punchline.”

      Daniel stood up. “I need to get ready to drive home. My family needs me.”

      “I’m the banshee assigned to the O’Connor family.”

      Everyone turned to face Aoibhe. For words spoken so softly, the sentence had boomed through the room.

      “What?” Daniel asked, sitting back down.

      “All banshees have a family they are attached to for generations. In a way, we’re kin. I’m not quite sure how far removed. Yet. I’m waiting for the family tree to be mailed to me.”

      “The shrieking last night…my…mother...” Daniel couldn’t seem to form a complete sentence.

      Aoibhe hung her head and wrung her fingers together. “I was not sure who I was keening for. Just that someone’s life connected to the O’Connor family had reached its end.”

      Ravyn’s hands shook as she realized how entwined they all were to each other. “And I flew to Sleepy Hollow. I watched your brother arrive at the house while I was in crow form. He saw me. And…I left.”

      Daniel couldn’t even look at her. Instead, he turned his gaze to Gabe. “And what are you going to say? That you reaped my mother’s soul?”

      The fury and sadness made her regret deciding to impart this information to him. But he had to know. They all had to know what happened when she left that house.

      “I was here all night,” Gabe said. “Reapers don’t kill, and we don’t snatch souls everywhere we go. I can communicate with souls and see through glamours hiding other supernatural beings. If a lost spirit asks me, I guide them where they belong. Nothing quite as dramatic as movies would tell you.”

      Daniel stared at his hands, and she thought she spotted a drop of moisture fall on one of his thumbs. But no other tears fell. Through gritted teeth he said, “Why tell me this now?”

      “Because,” Ravyn said, placing her hand on his shoulder. He didn’t shrug her away, which she assumed was a good sign. “Your brother might be one of us as well.”

      He exploded off the bed and whirled to face her. “What do you mean by that? Are you accusing him of murder?” Aoibhe rose to her feet, looking like she wanted to intervene. Ravyn barely noticed, unable to keep her eyes off the gorgeous man she cared for so deeply. Fury hardened every feature in his face, tensed every muscle in his stature. She didn’t like this look on him. Maybe she had made a huge mistake.

      “That’s not what I’m saying at all.”

      When he didn’t respond she cupped her arms around herself and glanced at the floor. “I saw something galloping through the woods on my way there. A Headless Horseman.”

      “The Dullahan?” Aoibhe asked under her breath.

      Ravyn nodded. “I heard him approaching while I was waiting at the house. And then the galloping stopped. A motorcycle engine overtook the sound, and then Dylan came home. No sign of the Dullahan. No echoes of hooves.” She looked up to Daniel. “Where did it go, if it was not your brother? There’s a reason why we are in that mythology and folklore class together, Daniel. Why we are all drawn to specific death omens.”

      “This is ridiculous.” He shook his head, though the fury had leached out of him and something lingered in its place. Speculation, maybe? Understanding? Had he suspected his brother was something unnatural? “My brother didn’t hurt our mom. He wouldn’t do that.”

      “I don’t think he did,” Ravyn said. She rose to her feet in front of him, daring to reach out to touch him. Her fingers brushed his cheek, but he caught her hand. He didn’t let her go or push her away though. “He left to do whatever he had to do. When he came home, he was himself. Aoibhe and I, we were omens. Warnings. We’re all tied together, drawn to each other, but it doesn’t mean anything unnatural happened last night.”

      Except…something had. Just not to his mother.

      “Prove it. Show me anything to make what you’re saying true.”

      Ravyn stared at the others, not knowing how to do this. She couldn’t shift on a whim. Aoibhe cleared her throat. “If your twin is one of us, you share his connection in some way. I’m assuming he was the firstborn?”

      At Daniel’s nod, Aoibhe pulled her hair behind her ears and said, look at my face and open your mind. See me for me.”

      Would he see Aoibhe’s mark? Hope coursed through her at the idea that proof would make him understand. Would keep him from being angry at them.

      He glared at Aoibhe and huffed with irritation. “I can’t listen to any more of this.” He released Ravyn’s hand, and then left the room.

      The door didn’t shut all the way, but she couldn’t do more than stare at it. Regret roiled through her body, and she thought she might throw up.

      “That went well,” Gabe said. “Mind explaining why we had to tell pretty boy our secrets?” Despite his words, a hint of concern crossed his features.

      Ravyn glared at him. “Because this is bigger than us.” She quickly relayed what happened with Mothman.

      “What old evil is awakening?” Aoibhe asked after Ravyn finished recounting the interaction. “And what goddess wants our help for war?”

      “I don’t know. But I have a feeling the dean knows about it. She opened the window for me in the bathroom. Knew it was me.”

      “Dean Caelan?” Aoibhe, bit her lip as she pondered that connection. “She does know an awful lot about our kind.”

      Gabe snorted. “That woman has three auras instead of one. I don’t trust it.”

      She met Aoibhe’s eyes as the banshee touched her cheek where her mark was located. “You don’t think?” Ravyn asked.

      “The Morrigan,” Aoibhe said the name with reverence, and a bit of fear. “She is a war goddess.”

      All Ravyn had wanted was a normal college life. A boyfriend, one she preferably wouldn’t destroy with the truth of what she was. She clearly wasn’t getting her wish.

      An old evil and a war goddess were setting up a chessboard, and somehow…they were the pawns. Why was Mothman interfering, and why had he called her Coronis—the name of the Thessalian princess betrayed by Corvus, the white crow Apollo had cursed by scorching her feathers to black and ensuring none of her descendants kept the men they loved?

      Most importantly, would Daniel ever trust her after hearing the truth?

      All her questions didn’t hold a candle to her concern for Daniel, who now knew the secret that had doomed every mortal man the women in her family dared to love. The only thing that mattered to her was keeping him safe from whatever disaster clearly had its sights on all of them. She would do everything in her power to do so.
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      Daniel stood beside the door, listening to the rest of their conversation. No laughter and change of topic. They were serious. They truly believed they were death omens. Portents of doom. That Dylan, his own brother, was one as well.

      He hated to admit it, but it tracked. From his research on the matter thus far, the Dullahan was active around Samhain. Halloween. Dylan had had the weird dreams, problems with his bike around that time a year ago and it had repeated this year as well. Because he was turning into the Headless Horseman while out on his bike?

      It didn’t seem possible. How could it?

      Frankly, he felt as though he should be more upset and angry than he was. Had some paranormal turn of events killed his mother? And why did the symbol on Aoibhe’s face look exactly like the pendant on Dean Caelan’s necklace?

      The three of them were still talking as he pulled away from the wall and headed down the corridor. At the end, a window was open and a big, black raven landed on the open window seal. He paused, staring at it, then twisted his head back in the direction he’d left his girlfriend.

      His girlfriend. Could their relationship survive this?

      I still want to be with her.

      Daniel turned back to the bird, about to pass it to reach the stairwell and ignore it, when a flash of light on its throat made him squint and look closer. A gold Celtic knot pendant on a dainty necklace like the dean wore, and what had appeared on Aoibhe’s face when he had looked too closely, shimmered in the sunlight.

      The crow cawed and burst away from the window, toward the trees in a fury of feathers.
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        When you worship the moon, is it enough to fall amongst the stars?

      

      

      

      Raised within the temple of Selene, Annarah never expected to be called upon for a greater purpose. But when the moon goddess bestows upon her unmatched powers, Annarah is tasked with a monumental mission - to venture out into the world and confront an imminent danger that threatens to plunge everything into darkness.

      

      Struggling with loss and the challenge of mastering her magic, Annarah unwittingly prepares for a time when everything she knows will be called into question. As the day draws near that she will leave the only home she has ever known, she must question if everything she's done so far will be enough to sustain her outside the temple walls.

      

      There's only one way to find out, to follow the path set before her. As she reaches the forks in that road,  will her choices lead her down the path she is destined to follow, or will she be led astray?
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      The surface of the seeing pool flickered as the lights of the Las Vegas Strip winked into view. A deep sigh escaped as I watched the cars driving up and down the thoroughfare. I could smell the exhaust of the traffic. Throngs of people meandered up and down the sidewalks, drinks in hand for some. Others carried shopping bags or ice cream cones.

      My imagination ran wild with thoughts of what they did in their daily lives. The couple dressed in coordinating outfits? They must be very wealthy. In their garage is probably a pair of matching cars that only differ in color. Blue for him and purple for her, maybe. A pair of blond-haired girls sauntered through the crowds, and I pretended they were college besties, out for a night on the town to celebrate something fun. A birthday, maybe.

      How I wished to be one of those lucky beings. Carefree and fun. That's what it looked like to me. The bright lights drew me like a moth to a flame. The colors of the city were a far cry from the muted silvers and whites of the temple. My heart thudded almost painfully in my chest at the thought.

      Swishing my fingers across the water, I watched as the ripples washed the scene away, not wanting to get caught daydreaming again when I still had chores to do. Lifting the basket at my side, I turned to leave the Reflection Room and jumped. Yelping, I dropped the basket and sent the pile of clean linens scattering across the floor.

      “High Priestess!” Though clumsy, muscle memory made my curtsy instant and reverent. Dipping my chin to my chest, I waited for her acknowledgment before releasing it.

      “Annarah. My child, what are you doing here?” Her tone held no reproach, only a question, for the moment.

      My gaze dropped to the floor, eyes tracing the silver veins in the marble until they reached her sensible silver slippers, peeking out from the hem of her skirts.

      “I'm sorry. I was just looking. I'm going to refold all these linens and make sure they get to the bath house right away, honest.”

      If the Priestess Pia found out I'd been in here “daydreaming” again, as she put it, I was going to have to do extra chores for a week, and not the fun ones either. I'd probably have to scrape the chicken poop and carry it to the compost pile. She would probably make me shovel and turn the compost piles as well.

      The woman in charge of the acolytes didn't tolerate needless lollygagging. Those of us in the temple were here for one reason, and one reason only. To serve the moon goddess. Our entire existence focused on what lay within these complex walls and the outside world wasn't supposed to exist, despite the modern conveniences they elected to adopt as needed.

      “Are you struggling, my child?” The High Priestess's tone traveled gently to my ears, relieving some of my fear of being punished.

      Unable to meet her eyes, I nodded, blinking back tears. With my gaze trained on my own toes, I attempted to explain the tug-o-war happening inside me. Before I spoke, I bent down and picked up the first linen to refold and return to the upended basket. I needed to be busy.

      “I just feel it calling to me. Sometimes in my dreams, I hear someone calling my actual name. Beckoning and drawing me toward it. I don't know why. I just feel like there is more to life than being here in this tiny piece of the world. Is that bad?”

      My eyes remained fully trained on the white towels as I waited for her to answer me. If disappointment showed on her face, I didn't want to see it.

      “No, child, it's not bad. Being curious doesn't make you bad. Nor does wanting to see the world outside. It is a distraction, yes, but does not make you bad.”

      Relief washed through me. My hands lowered to my lap as I looked up at her. She smiled at me, gentleness on her features. She came to kneel beside me, taking up a towel to fold and place in the basket herself. As we finished the last one, both of us stood.

      “Serving the goddess is a calling. Many come here of their own free will. For you, it is somewhat different, and we understand that.”

      “Do you think being called to the outside world means that the goddess does not want me here?” My voice cracked on the last few words as I tried not to let myself cry. If my own parents hadn't wanted me, why would the goddess of the moon want me?

      “No, my child, no. I believe you are here because she chose you especially to be here. She has given you many gifts, the dreams being just one of them. We may not know why she does the things she does, but that is part of having faith. She has her reasons. In the future, she may choose to share those reasons with us, and she may not. But we still do that which we are called to do. She may have plans for you of which we are not yet aware.”

      Together, we walked toward the door. She rested a hand gently on my shoulder and gave it a squeeze. I couldn't help but lean into it. For the children at the temple, physical contacts came few and far between. Some of the priestesses were more giving of their affections, while others remained stiff and distant.

      Exiting into the sunlight, I blinked a few times to allow my vision to adjust. Just as we turned to part ways, Priestess Pia called my name from across the courtyard. She happened to be exiting the building across the way at the same time we left the Reflection Room.

      “Annarah! What are you doing?”

      My head hung. Exactly the situation I'd been hoping to avoid. This time, though, the High Priestess saved my bacon.

      “I was just having a discussion with her. I am returning her to her chores now that we are finished. Is there a problem, Pia?”

      Studying my face with pursed lips, she turned them into a smile as she turned to face the High Priestess. “No, ma'am. I was just checking. Annarah has a habit of getting sidetracked quite easily by things that do not concern her.”

      My cheeks flared and I could feel them turning red. Everyone within earshot will have heard her calling me out.

      Using the same volume, the High Priestess answered her with a smile. “She's doing just fine, thank you Pia. You may carry on.”

      With a final smile in my direction, she turned on her heel and moved off in the opposite direction. I caught Priestess Pia scowling in my direction as I turned toward the bath house, but she didn't follow me or call out to me again.

      Upon entering the bath house I looked around to see if anyone else happened to be inside. Nobody. The hall sat empty and quiet. Steam from the springs floated on the air and the bubbles created a quiet burbling sound. It made the place one of my favorites in the entire temple complex.

      Placing the clean towels on the shelves carved out of gray stone, I replayed the conversation with the High Priestess in my head. As an orphan, I was one of a very few children that had been at the temple in service to the moon goddess, Selene, for most of my life.

      Almost thirteen years old and I'd never been out to see other places for myself. I'd discovered my ability to use the Reflection pool by accident two years ago and snuck in to do so every chance I got, despite the threat of punishment. Kids weren't supposed to be able to use it. Even many of the priestesses didn't have whatever the pool required to see in it. I didn't know why I did, but it made me glad.

      Much of what I learned about the outside world had, up to that point, come from those who joined the temple later in life and those who had permission to leave the compound on related errands. From a young age, I peppered them with questions about what they saw every time they returned. Some of them were more receptive than others.

      My thoughts turned to my parents. Story had it that one day I simply appeared at the temple, about two years old. Whoever left me put a note in my pocket with the most basic information and walked away. If they hadn't done that, I wouldn't even know that I had a birthday coming up. Or that I was allergic to bananas. But that was about all I knew about myself from my life “before.”

      Every other part of me had been discovered or cultivated here behind the walls of the temple, dedicated to serving the Moon Goddess Selene. Nobody knew who my parents might have been. We didn't know if they were alive or dead. My origins remained shrouded in secrecy.

      A few of the other acolytes, most of whom arrived here at the age of ten to begin their training, treated me like it made me less than them. That the priestesses only let me stay because they felt sorry for me, not because I deserved to serve the goddess. I hated them.

      Actually, aside from a small handful, I hated most of the people who lived in the temple. They all treated me as lesser, and it made me so mad. Some day they would be sorry. When I got older, I would show them how wrong they had been, and they would apologize to me.
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      “Wake up, silly! Annie, wake up! It's your birthday!” The chipper voice tore through the veil of sleep and penetrated my foggy brain.

      “Ugh... Stop it.” Blindly, I reached out to push her away.

      The mattress shook as she bounced up and down on my bed, rattling my teeth in my head. Pulling the blanket tighter around me, I groaned. With a wave of my hand, I lifted her off the bed and held her in the air, listening to her giggle as I did.

      “Get up lazy beans! And put me down. You're seventeen years old today and we need to spend the whole day having fun and celebrating!”

      Evie's excitement dug in and took hold. Settling her on the floor, I peeked my head out from under the covers and smiled at her. Her amber eyes and cheek splitting grin popped into my line of sight.

      “Happy birthday!”

      “Thank you. And you know we still need to get the chores done before we can do anything fun.”

      “Pshhh. Don't be silly. I already did my chores. You have a birthday pass. It's time to go have some fun.”

      Evie became my best friend, despite being two years younger than me, when she arrived just before my fourteenth birthday, at a time when I needed her most. My powers just began to make themselves known, and I was struggling. None of the other acolytes wanted anything to do with me, either because they were scared of me or they were jealous. Either way, I'd gone from having a couple of friends to none. She saved my sanity when she showed up, and had been doing so ever since.

      Fun in the temple meant something slightly different than it probably did out in the real world, but we made the most of it. Closing my eyes, I took a moment to thank the goddess that I'd made it another year. Then I jumped out of bed and threw on some clothes.

      In just one more year, I'd be allowed to leave the temple for short trips like the priestesses did. While we grew most of our food and remained as self-sufficient as possible, supplies still needed to be brought in from town. Our mountain top home required some things we just couldn't make or grow here. Some of the priestesses also met occasionally with the moon witch coven that served the city.

      “What do you want to do first?”

      My stomach grumbled loudly, and we both laughed. “I'm starved. Let's go eat.”

      We wound our way through the complex to the dining hall, ignoring the looks we got along the way. Twenty-two people lived in the temple compound, and out of the other twenty, only about six tolerated me. Four of those six were actually friendly. It made for a lonely existence some days.

      Of those six people, Diana was one of my favorites. She worked in the dining hall. Each year she had my birthday breakfast ready and waiting with all the best foods. As Evie and I walked in, she handed over the tray, piled high with goodies for two. The smell of bacon wafted into my nose and made my mouth water.

      “Happy birthday, Annarah. I hope you have a wonderful day.” Her smile lit up the entire room, and I adored her for sharing it with me.

      She was the closest thing to a mother figure I had while living here. Through my younger years, she raised me and trained me to become an acolyte of the temple. My growing powers never scared her, despite some of the disasters I'd caused.

      “Thank you, Diana. I love you!”

      She peaked around surreptitiously to make sure nobody else was around and returned the sentiment. “I love you too, child. Now go on, go enjoy your birthday.”

      From the beginning, the other priestesses made it clear that they frowned upon how close we became. They reminded me almost daily that she was not my mother and I could never treat her as such, or call her that. All under the guise of avoiding favoritism, or so they said.

      She winked at me as Evie and I moved toward a table. We divvied up the food, enjoying the special fare. Meals were mainly simple here, and exceptions were only made for special occasions.

      Evie licked the whipped cream off her finger as she popped a berry into her mouth. “Diana really outdid herself this year.”

      “She sure did. I'm stuffed already.” I tried to get the words out around the mouthful of waffle I had, but had to cover my lips to keep it from falling out.

      “Ew. I know at some point they taught you not to talk with your mouth full. Gross. The rest of us don't want to see that.” Sienna's shrill voice pierced my ears. She was such a bitch.

      Before I could use my powers to do something mean to her and land myself in hot water, Evie spoke up.

      “Oh shut up, Sienna. Green is a terrible color on you.”

      The girl looked down at herself and turned to her friend. “I'm not wearing green, you weirdo.” The two shook their heads.

      Evie and I giggled, confusing them even more. “You only make fun of Annarah because you're jealous. And it shows. It makes you look even uglier than you naturally are.”

      She sputtered, trying to come up with a retort as Carrie drug her away from us to the farthest table in the room. Sienna might have been an awful person, but Carrie wasn't half bad. She didn't stand up for me or pretend to be my friend, but she was never blatantly mean to me.

      Unable to resist, I took one last look at Sienna as we cleaned up our mess to leave. Just as she lifted her mug to take a drink, I sent a tiny wave of power her way, causing her to spill it down the front of her shirt. Biting my lip to hide a smile, I waved at Diana on the way out, who waved back but shook her head with a reproving expression.

      Pursing my lips, I ducked my head. I'd been expressly forbidden to use any of my powers unless under the guidance and permission of the High Priestess with another priestess as my chaperon. Sometimes, though, the temptation got the better of me. Evie and I locked hands and skipped out of the dining hall.

      “Wanna go for a ride?”

      The temple grounds covered a large expanse of both open field and woodlands, and we were allowed to wander them in our free time as long as we didn't pass the markers indicating the perimeter. The stables held a handful of horses and riding was my absolute favorite pastime. Except maybe watching the stars, but that wasn't an option in the middle of the day.

      “Sure!”

      We ran across to the stables, giggling together and enjoying the beautiful weather. I ignored the dirty looks we got from others still deep in their chores. For the last two years, the High Priestess made it a point to assign Evie the quickest chores that could be done early in the morning on the rotation of my birthday week, knowing that we spent my birthday together. When I thanked her, she played dumb and simply smiled, reminding me that the rotation was perfectly random in order to remain fair.

      Only three men had permission to be within the grounds and Toby, the stableman, was one of them.

      “Happy birthday, Miss Annarah.”

      “Thank you, Toby! How are you today?” Despite his age, he seemed to still be healthy as an ox, but I worried that one day we'd be without him. He made up one of the few to be truly kind to me, and I'd be devastated when he was gone.

      “Right as rain, Missy, as usual. The girls are ready for you to take out.” He indicated our two favorite horses, standing in cross ties at the end of the barn, completely saddled and ready to go.

      “Can you read minds now, Toby?” I quirked an eyebrow at him.

      He laughed. “No such talents for me, dear. Miss Genevieve here came in to ask me ahead of time to get them ready for you.”

      Evie winced as he used her full name, but thanked him with a huge grin. She threw her arms around him and kissed his cheek. “Thanks, Toby! You're the absolute bestest of the best.”

      “Git on now, go have your fun.”

      He waved us toward the horses, pretending not to enjoy our affection, but I knew he did. Physical affection was frowned upon here, but we managed to bend the rules as far as they would go without breaking them, usually when we could be sure nobody was looking.

      We led the horses out of the barn and swung into the saddles. So far, this birthday was turning out amazing. Before we headed off, I whispered a little prayer that nothing would get in the way of it continuing that way.
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      Sunbeams shone down, filtered through the canopy, the birds sang and the wind whispered through the leaves in the trees. The Spring Mountains of Nevada were idyllic in their beauty. Horse hooves clopped along the trail, creating a soothing melody. Evie and I rode in comfortable silence for the first couple of miles.

      “Do you want to go to the waterfall?”

      Meeting her eyes, I laughed. “Of course I do. It's my favorite place and you know it.”

      Because of its solitary location, I often practiced my magic here, away from the prying, disapproving eyes of the rest of the compound residents. They considered me dangerous, most of them. Admittedly, there had been a few, okay more than a few, mishaps when I first started to manifest any magic. We didn't know where it came from or why I got it, but it was there nonetheless.

      My magic itself was wild and unpredictable, different from the powers of the few priestesses that had some. The High Priestess herself ranked top of the power scale in the temple. Her gifts were bestowed upon her by the goddess herself. The goddess controlled magical abilities in the majority of her followers. Natural magic wasn't unheard of, but rare.

      Acolytes were not “allowed” magical powers of any kind. Even the priestesses themselves rarely manifested any until at least their fortieth year, and even then only if they had been in service for more than twenty years.

      Then I came along and all bets were off. My thirteenth birthday heralded the arrival of abilities we had never saw coming. No hints appeared prior to that day, except my ability to ask the Reflection pool to show me the world. I just had to know what to ask for. Many times I viewed the Las Vegas Strip. Unsure of what made it so appealing to me, I listened to its call.

      Perhaps because it existed so close to the temple. Maybe because some lingering memory from my life before arriving at the compound hung around in my brain. In my mind, something existed there that I needed to discover.

      The roar of the falls reached our ears before the sight met our eyes. Evie turned back toward me.

      “Close your eyes.”

      “Excuse me?” I trusted my mount, of course, but that didn't make me comfortable not being able to see what was right in front of me.

      “Just for a minute. Come on, Annie, be a good sport!”

      She sounded so excited I couldn't deny her. “Okay, fine.”

      Squeezing them closed, I let the horse follow Evie obediently as the sound of the water got louder. Our pitch changed as the horse plodded down the final descent to the river bed and it took a lot for me not to peek. I heard Evie drop to the ground as she dismounted and walked over to turn mine around.

      “Okay. Open your eyes and get down, but don't turn around and don't look.”

      Instructions obeyed. I stood still as she clapped her hands over my eyes and turned me around like we were about to beat a pinata. She pushed me forward gently.

      “Keep going. I promise not to push you into the river.”

      My shoulders shook as I laughed, almost dislodging her hands. “Only because you know darn well you'd find yourself in there with me!”

      She tugged me to a stop. “Ta-da! Happy birthday!” She pulled her hands from my eyes.

      On the beach in front of us lay a colorful beach blanket and stacks of containers with a cooler. For a minute, I didn't know how to respond.

      “Do you like it?” She sounded unsure of herself. “It's a birthday picnic.”

      A tear slipped from the corner of my eye and I threw my arms around her. “I love it so much! Nobody has ever done something so nice for me. Ever.”

      Returning my hug, she did a little wiggle dance. “Oh good. I'm glad. For a second, I thought you might hate it.”

      “No. Never. How could I hate it?”

      She led me to the blanket. “Sit. Sit.”

      I settled myself as she began unpacking the goodies. A fantastic picnic lunch, complete with soda (which we almost never got) and a birthday cake, lay before me. She handed me a note from Diana that came with it all.

      “Thank you Evie. Thank you. This is probably the best birthday I have ever had.”

      Together we kicked off our shoes and rolled up our pant legs, then headed for the water's edge. Dipping our toes in, we shivered. Somewhere deep in the mountains, glaciers must feed the waterfall at its source because that water was always freezing.

      Evie laughed and leaned over and splashed me with handfuls of water. Focusing hard, I pulled at the water and doused her with a wave. Everywhere from her hips down got soaked.

      “No fair! Cheater!” She lunged at me, threatening to throw me in.

      She towered over me by a good four or five inches and I knew if she got her hands on me, I'd be getting wet whether I wanted to or not. With a shriek, I back-peddled, landing on my butt in the sand. Grabbing my ankle, she began dragging me towards the water.

      Looking into the sky, I wriggled and kicked, attempting to dislodge her grip from my leg, unsuccessfully. As soon as my butt hit the waterline and became soaked, she stopped and wagged her finger at me.

      “Serves you right. Now we're both soaked.”

      “I feel like I peed my pants, but it's cold! Did you pack towels?”

      “Nah, I just figured you could dry us.” She lifted one shoulder and wrinkled her nose at me.

      “Ugh. I don't want to push my luck. One of these days, I'm going to get caught and I'll find myself kicked out with nowhere to go.”

      “The High Priestess would never! No matter what you did.”

      We sank to the blanket side by side, and I sighed. “I just can't get the hang of anything, it seems. Every time I think I have it down, something changes. And they don't want me to practice at it or get better or even learn control of it. Sometimes I'm not even trying and things go totally haywire.”

      Evie reached out and grabbed my hand. “You'll get it. Why do you think they don't want you to master the magic? I'd suggest jealousy, but even the High Priestess is against it, and she ain't got a single thing to be jealous about.”

      “I don't know. Let's worry about it on a day other than today. I want to be happy on my birthday and the subject doesn't exactly make me happy.”

      “Of course! Are you excited about being able to leave the complex soon?”

      “Soon? Ha ha ha. I still have another year. Another year exactly, if we're being precise. But yes. I'm dying to see the world. Or at least the city.”

      We ate lunch, enjoying Diana's fried chicken and pasta salad, with fruit salad and crackers and cheese. Moments like the one we were having made the rest of the time, where I felt lonely and not very loved bearable. My best friend planned a picnic lunch for me at my favorite place, bringing my favorite foods that were made by one of my favorite people.

      The sun made its way across the sky as we enjoyed our afternoon. Just as we prepared to clean up and head back, a feeling of dread came over me. My palms became clammy and my blood roared in my ears.

      “Do you feel that?” Evie didn't seem affected, but I needed to know for sure.

      “Feel what?” She stopped her packing up and looked around.

      I shook my head. Every minute that passed, the feeling got more intense. Before I could try to describe it, the horses whinnied and began pawing the ground nervously. Somewhere in the nearby forest, a hawk called out. Even the roar of the water seemed louder.

      “Oh, that...” Evie inspected our surroundings. “Yeah, something's gotten weird. Let's hurry up and get out of here. We need to tell the High Priestess. Or someone.”

      Before we could get the last of our picnic into the bags, the river began to swell, spilling over the banks and racing up the sand toward us.

      “Leave it!” I called as I spun toward the horses.

      Too late. Their fear overrode their desire to carry us and they galloped off, their hooves pounding against the trail. I whistled, attempting to call them back, but they were gone.

      In the next instant, I felt the water wrapping around my ankles, sucking at the sand beneath my feet and knocking me off balance. Evie cried out, yelling my name as the water drug her back toward the deeper water where the river belonged.

      “Help me, Annie!”

      Even as I fought being drug into the river myself, I tried my hardest to use my power to push the water away and force it to release her. Nothing I did worked, and I found myself fighting the current to keep my head above water and Evie was nowhere in sight.
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      The current fought to drag me under as I fought just as hard to make it back to the surface for air. Tumbling against the rocks at the bottom, I hit my head and my hips, every bony part of me slammed into the boulders. My lungs screamed for air as I struggled upward. Just as my head broke the surface, and I gasped for a lungful of oxygen, I heard Evie scream.

      Before I could answer her, my mouth dipped below the water again, causing me to lose some of the air I'd breathed in as I opened my mouth to yell back. After what seemed like forever, I felt the sand and rocks beneath my feet, which allowed me to push my head above water and keep it there. With the last of my strength, I drug myself up onto the bank and collapsed, praying the water wouldn't rise again. If it did, I probably wasn't going to make it.

      The next time I came to consciousness, the sun barely shone from behind the trees and I heard someone calling my name. I wanted to answer, but with my throat hoarse from swallowing so much water and then vomiting it back up, my voice wouldn't carry to whoever called me just inside the tree line. And where was Evie?

      “Evie! Evie? Where are you? Evie!” Terror gave me more volume than I might have had otherwise, as I called her name.

      Though not very loud, it must have been enough to grab someone's attention because Toby came crashing through the bushes to drop down at my side.

      “Annarah! Thank the goddess! Are you okay? What happened to you?” He helped me sit up and called back to the others, still searching. “Here! I've found her. She's here!”

      “Evie,” I croaked. “Where is Evie?”

      “Don't you worry none, we're gonna get you all taken care of.”

      Despite my brain fog, it was abundantly clear to me that he avoided my question regarding Evie's whereabouts. Fear sliced through me, worse than anything the previous experience had just shown me. She had to be alright, she just had to. Without her, I didn't want to even consider what life would be like.

      Our healer came through the bushes and dropped down beside me, beginning an examination without even asking a single question. The other two men from the temple compound followed right behind her with a stretcher.

      “We need to get her back as quickly as possible.”

      At her instruction they began loading me onto the portable cot, with Toby trying to calm me as I fought them, desperate to find Evie.

      “I'm going to have to put her out,” were the last words I heard before losing consciousness.

      The next thing I knew, I was drowning again, this time in shame and fear.

      “No, no, no...” I argued with the voices in my head.

      Evie's face floated before me, purplish bags below her eyes and lips a terrifying shade of blue. “This is your fault. You did this to me. You didn't save me.”

      “Evie, please. I tried. I'll find you. It's not too late!” My tears burned tracks down my cheeks.

      “It is too late. Already too late. Too late, Annarah. You're too late.”

      The word repeated themselves over and over. They echoed through my head, ringing in my ears and thundering against my skull. My lips formed the words over and over as I chanted them.

      A cool cloth washed over my face, lessening the sting of my tears. “Shh. There now, you're okay. It's okay now.”

      My eyes slid open to see Diana's worried face hovering above me. Sitting up, I threw my arms around her and sobbed. She hugged me back and held me tight, rubbing her hand in circles on my back, just as she'd done when I was a small child.

      “Evie? Where is Evie?” I wanted nothing more than to hear she was alright. Raising my head, I looked around the room to see if she occupied one of the other beds in the medical ward. They were all empty. “Please? Where is she?”

      Diana shook her head. “I'm sorry, child. I'm so sorry.”

      “Where is she?!” My voice rose octave after octave as hysteria swirled through me.

      Before Diana could comfort me further, the healer came in. “I'm going to have to put her under again.”

      Hand up, Diana stopped her. “Give her a minute. She is going to have to cope with this at some point. Let's give her a chance. There's not much point in putting it off. She is physically stable now.”

      The healer pursed her lips and took a step back, deciding not to argue. At least not at that moment. She watched from the middle of the room as Diana attempted to talk me down from the ledge I balanced on so precariously.

      “Annarah, please, take a deep breath, and try to calm down unless you want her to put you back under.”

      “If Evie isn't okay, I don't care what she does to me. She can kill me for all I care. Throw me back in the river and leave my rotting corpse to feed the fishes. WHERE is Evie?”

      Diana slid her eyes sideways toward the healer, whose name was Abigail, and nodded ever so slightly. She'd decided that I wasn't ready to hear what she had to tell me after all, and I barely felt them guiding me back to a laying position on the bed. The last thing I remembered was Diana's voice telling me to rest as she pulled the covers up over my body once more.

      In and out of the fugue state, I wandered back and forth between the conscious world and the unconscious. No matter where I found myself, the pain of losing Evie was there, too. They hadn't come right out and told me, but if they had found her and she was alive, they would have said so, if just to keep me from descending into (hopefully) temporary madness each time the subject came up.

      The first time I came back from being put under on my own, as in, without the healer pulling me from the blackness, I lay alone in the room. Dim light crept from the bedside lamp, barely illuminating enough to let me know it was sometime during the night. Even the windows were bereft of moonbeams.

      Silence crept in from all sides, only slightly more comfortable than hearing Evie's voice in my head, echoing her accusations of abandonment and negligence. Testing my physical body, I wiggled my toes and fingers, then graduated to shifting my arms and legs against the slightly scratchy cotton sheets. Everything seemed to be working as it should.

      Antiseptic smells tingled in my nostrils. Pure white made individual shapes hard to identify. Floors, wall, linens, everything existed in the same exact shade of white.

      My legs swung over the side of the bed as I struggled into a sitting position. My gaze swept over the other beds. Empty. Mocking me. Reminding me that Evie didn't occupy any of them. Ever the optimist, part of me wanted to believe that she didn't lay in any of the beds here because she didn't need medical care. Whatever her injuries had been, surely they could easily be healed by now.

      Deep down, however, something in me knew. Painful whispers prodded at the jagged wounds in my heart. “She's gone.” “For good.” “You let the river take your best friend.”

      Something in the darkness called to me. It would be oh so easy to join her. With very little effort I could slip away from here and not have to live without her. Wherever she was now, the two of us could be there together.

      My bare feet shuffled along the cold marble floors. The bathroom door swung open silently. Leaving the lights off, I did my business, then stood in front of the mirror. Pale, gaunt skin stretched over my cheekbones. Even my lips seemed colorless. My hair hung lifeless around my shoulders in a tangled mess. What a disaster.

      Having seen more than enough, I left the restroom and continued down the hall, my weak legs already beginning to shake with the effort of carrying my own weight. At five feet tall and a hundred pounds, possibly less now, it wasn't much, but at the same time too much.

      At the end of the hall, I pushed the door open and stood in the cool night air, leaning against the jamb for support. The breeze tickled my bare legs, raising goosebumps. Unsure of where I intended to go, I simply took in my surroundings. The entire complex lay silent on top of our mountain peak, the stars shining in the inky sky above.

      Unable to stand any more, I sank to the ground, gritty sand embedding into my flesh where it pressed into the earth. Wrapping the thin hospital-type gown around me, I listened to the sounds of the night. Crickets. Frogs in the pond down past the stables. The hoot of an owl rang across the treetops.

      Even though the cool, dark night was precisely the opposite of the day we held our picnic, the mirror effect wasn't lost on me. The details of that day would never be lost to me, etched in my mind forever.

      Closing my eyes, I allowed them to wash over me once more.
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      Voices interrupted my sleep, and I tried to listen to them without opening my eyes. At some point, I ended up back in the medical bed, and the door to the room wasn't closed. Whoever stood in the hallway was arguing, and I didn't know about what until I heard my name.

      “Keep your voice down, or she will hear you.” I recognized Diana's usually even tone, and she was angry.

      “Why are you protecting her? She murdered Genevieve. Whether it was intentional or not her playing around with her powers got that poor girl killed. She doesn't belong here. She is a danger to us all!”

      “The High Priestess disagrees with you, so if you can't shut your mouth, then you can leave and there is no reason for you to come back in here.”

      With a huff of indignation, the owner of the other voice stalked off down the hall, her shoes slapping against the floor. Diana slipped into the room and pushed the door just closed behind her. She was startled when she saw me watching her.

      “Oh! You're awake. How are you feeling?” She situated herself on the edge of the bed beside me.

      “I didn't kill Evie. I couldn't save her, but I didn't cause the accident. Does everybody think I did?” My voice cracked on the last words.

      Diana hesitated. She grabbed my hand and lift her chin before answering me. “Some people think that. Not everyone. You have to understand, nobody has had the opportunity to talk to you and get your side of the story, which means the only thing we know is what we managed to piece together from the clues we found.”

      “Evie? Where is she?” I had to know. I needed to hear someone say the words to me. “I want to see her.”

      Diana shook her head. “I'm sorry, child. You can't see her.”

      “PLEASE.”

      With a deep exhale, Diana turned even more toward me and sandwiched my hand between both of hers. Tears glistened in her eyes but didn't fall.

      “We never found Evie.”

      “What?” I jerked into a sitting position. “Then why aren't we out there looking for her? She could be hurt and waiting for someone to save her!”

      Diana pushed me back onto the bed and in my weakened state I didn't have enough strength in me to get past her. “Annarah. The flood was intense. If she got caught up in it, which she must have or we would have found her during the initial search, there is no way she survived.”

      “How do you know that? I did. Barely, but I did. She must be out there somewhere, scared and probably hurt. We have to find her.” Tears coursed down my cheeks at the thought of her laying out there scared, alone and in pain.

      “My child, please. We searched everywhere. The entire length of the river bank from the waterfall down. She was nowhere to be found.”

      “Then she must not be dead.”

      Before Diana could continue to explain herself, the door to the room pushed open and the High Priestess entered, followed by the healer. Her lips pursed at the sight of Abigail. But she stood and curtsied to the High Priestess, something that didn't happen very often.

      “I'd like to speak to Annarah alone once Abigail has checked her over.” She didn't look my way.

      Diana nodded. “Of course.” She turned to me. “I'll come back and check on you later. You just focus on getting well.”

      Abigail performed a cursory check on me, taking my vitals and making some observations, all in total silence. As she finished up, she nodded to the High Priestess and left the room.

      Laying in the bed, I watched the facial expression of the High Priestess, wondering what she thought. I knew from the conversation I'd overheard that she didn't necessarily want to throw me out, but not much else. And she could change her mind at any time. The residents of the temple complex lived here only by her leave.

      “Annarah. First off, how are you feeling?”

      “Physically? I'll be fine, eventually.” Did she need to know so she wouldn't feel bad about telling me I needed to leave?

      “I know you are suffering.” Her dark eyes pierced mine, and I saw no malice there. “Can you tell me what happened?”

      This gave me the chance to tell my story, to tell her that what happened that day was not a result of my powers getting out of control. But for some reason, I found it hard to form the words. My throat closed up and didn't want to let them exit my mouth. Even my tongue seemed frozen. It took great effort just to swallow.

      I shook my head, tears threatening again. “It wasn't my fault.” Barely audible, my words rasped through my dry lips.

      She reached over to the bedside table and picked up the plastic water cup, helping me to get the straw in my mouth. Cool and fresh, it soothed my throat and her gesture gave me encouragement to keep going.

      Once I got started, the words just gushed out. Every detail I could remember tumbled forth. I talked about the moments of silence when my internal alarm warned me something changed around us. I retold of the horses spooking and running off, leaving us with only our own two feet, which wound up not being fast enough to escape the rising water.

      “It seemed alive. It just rushed up the sand and wrapped around our ankles, pulling us in. I didn't even try to use my magic until that very minute, I swear. I tried to push it back, but I wasn't strong enough. We just got drug under, then I lost sight of her as I tried not to drown myself. Eventually, I ended up on the beach where they found me. I don't know how. At that point, the water just looked like the normal river we always see.”

      The High Priestess patted my hand, mulling over my words. For several minutes, she didn't speak. When she did, my body trembled, terrified of what she might be about to say.

      “I believe you, child.”

      Relief flooded me.

      “But we will need to figure out a plan. Never has outside power managed to affect the land within the temple compound. Its protection has always been ironclad.” She hesitated. “I don't want to tire you while you are still healing. You've had a rough time, and I want you to recover fully. We will need to talk more, though.”

      “You aren't going to make me leave?” The question was barely a whisper, and yet she still heard.

      “Absolutely not. This is not your fault, no matter what anyone else thinks.” The addition to her sentence let me know that more than one person blamed the loss of Evie on me.

      I bit my cheek and blinked the tears away as best I could. “High Priestess?”

      “Yes, my child?” She met my eyes steadily.

      “May I attempt to use my magic to heal myself? Would that be okay?”

      Her gaze bore into me, and I could see her mulling over my request. “Do you believe you have healing abilities?”

      “I'm... I'm not sure. But I feel the injuries internally, and I can feel a pull to send energy there. I just don't know what to do since I've been forbidden to use my powers.”

      “You may do so right now, as I stand here.”

      “I'm not really sure what I need to do, so I'm just going to follow my instincts if that's okay?”

      She nodded, and I turned my focus inward. The pain throbbed in numerous areas and my lungs still burned from the river water. Closing my eyes, I let my inner self lead the way, following the light through my physical body to the areas of damage. Before too long, I felt sweat dripping down my forehead. While not gone, the pain was slightly less. I opened my eyes to see the High Priestess watching me intently.

      “How do you feel now?”

      “Better, I think? It's the kind of thing that would take a lot more practice if I was going to be any good at it.”

      “For now, let's just stay here in the medical wing and let your body heal itself. You are, of course, excused from chores for now.” She spun to leave.

      “Excuse me, please?”

      She turned back toward me. “Yes?”

      “Evie- Genevieve?” I choked on her full name. She preferred not to use it, but the priestesses insisted we use our given names instead of nicknames. “Is she really gone? There's no chance she is somewhere hurt? No chance at all?”

      Her expression gentled as she met my eyes once last time. “I'm so sorry. She's gone, really and truly gone. We will hold a memorial for her soon.”

      The tears clogged my throat and spilled down my cheeks. No matter how badly I wanted to, I couldn't acknowledge the High Priestess's apology. My heart shattered into a million pieces. Somehow, her enforcement of what the others said made it real, and made it final.
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      Aside from the pain of a shattered heart, my physical injuries healed in good time and I returned to “normal” within a couple weeks' time. In that same time frame, I'd also become a pariah. Very few people spoke to me unless they absolutely had to, and I heard the whispers every time I passed by them. Time marched on and the weeks continued to pass by.

      If I wasn't doing my daily chores, I huddled in my room, alone and despondent. Diana stopped by regularly to try and get me out of bed, but try as I might, I couldn't bring myself to care about anything.

      After running off from the river, the horses made their way back to the barn, riderless, which had been the first indication to Toby that something must have happened while we were out. He tried getting me to come by the stable and work with them as I'd loved to before, but I couldn't seem to even step through the door without Evie. Not yet.

      One morning, I sat at the edge of the pool in the laundry area scrubbing linens, lost in thought. Footsteps approached me from behind, which I ignored. That choice garnered me a solid shove from behind, knocking me off the ledge and into the water face first. The sheet I'd been working with wrapped around me like a net, making getting my head back above water a struggle.

      By the time I unwound myself and caught my breath, whoever pushed me was long gone and nobody occupied the room but myself. Tears mingled with the water running in rivulets from my hair and down my face. Diana happened to come in before I got dried off and ran to my side.

      “Annarah! What in heaven's name happened here?” She reached out and pulled me to my feet, grabbing a towel from the stack and wrapping it around my shoulders.

      “I must have lost my balance. I fell in.” The last thing I wanted was to talk about it.

      “Annarah Grace, lying is a sin, and you know it. I may be getting older, but I am not getting any stupider. You have never fallen into the washing pool. And don't think I am now aware of at least some of what has been going on around here.” She fixed me with a stern glare.

      “I'm sorry. I didn't mean to lie to you. I just don't want to cause any more drama.”

      “Then tell me what happened right now, or I will get the High Priestess and there will be drama for days if I have any say in the matter.”

      “Please don't!” I held up my hands, as if that might ward off any action she considered taking. “I was sitting here at the edge scrubbing this sheet. Someone came up behind me and pushed me in. I didn't see them because when I heard the footsteps, I assumed they were just passing through. I've been mostly avoiding any interaction with anyone.”

      “Annarah! How often is this happening?”

      “Diana, please. Can we just not worry about it?”

      “Spill. Now.”

      I blew my breath out between pursed lips. “This is the first time anyone has pushed me into a pool.”

      She raised her eyebrows. “But?”

      Of course she'd pick up on my evasiveness. “Well. I've found chicken poop in my bed, smeared into my sheets. I picked up some of my clothes from the drying line with slashes cut into them. There have been notes left in my room. Everybody whispers about me when I walk by. They all believe that I killed Evie and some of you are trying to hide that from them. They don't know or understand why. And they all want me gone.”

      This time, I didn't even cry. With effort, I managed to separate her death from the things that were happening to me, even though they were inextricably tied. There was no reason to cry for myself when I believed I deserved everything I got from the others.

      “Annarah. Why didn't you say something? To any one of us? This is not okay. Nobody should be doing these things to you.”

      “I should leave. But this is the only home I know. The goddess has not stripped me of my powers, nor expelled me from her temple when I go to worship. I still dream. So what am I to do?”

      “Oh, my child.”

      “I have no money. I can't just walk out the front gates and rent an apartment or get a job. I wouldn't even know where to start. Or how. I'm absolutely useless anywhere else in the world, and I'm not wanted here.”

      “You are wanted here. Not just by me and the High Priestess, but the Goddess Selene herself. And others. But most especially the goddess. As you mentioned, she has not denied you access to her in any way.”

      “But... If she wants me here, why I am so miserable? Why is she allowing these things to happen to me? Why didn't she protect Evie?”

      At the utterance of her name, the tears threatened to fall, but I managed to choke them down. If possible, Diana looked even more sorry for me than she had when she first found me wet and shivering.

      “Oh honey, I wish I had answers for you. I really do. But I don't. Far be it for me to even begin to guess the motive behind the decisions the goddess makes. But we are going to have to do something about this. We are going to talk to the High Priestess and come up with a solution.”

      She stood, tugging my hand to pull me upright with her. At first I resisted, but I needed to go back to my room and get dry clothes either way, so I let her help me up. Together, we walked back down the hall toward the exit.

      Just as we reached the end of the corridor, Priestess Pia showed up, eliciting a sigh from me. She immediately pounced on the fact that I was leaving the wash house.

      “Where are you going? I know you aren't finished with your chores.”

      “Do you know that because you happen to be the one responsible for trying to drown her not that long ago?” Diana's words seethed with a quiet venom.

      Pia had the good sense to at least pretend to be shocked at the allegation. “I guarantee you I do not know what you're talking about.” She looked me up and down. “Why are you wet?”

      Diana huffed. “I just told you someone tried to drown her in the washing pool. I know you are not deaf.”

      Gently, I touched Diana's shoulder. “It's okay. Let's just go.” I turned to Pia and spoke as neutrally as possible. “I'm just getting dry clothes on and I will be back to finish the washing.” Leaving her in my wake, I continued down the corridor.

      “You probably lost your balance and fell in. Nobody here is going to try and hurt you, Annarah.”

      My temper got the better of me and I spun back around to face her. “No? Do not pretend that you would have any feelings of sorrow if I had been the one to drown in that river or come to any other end. You do not bother to hide your dislike of me, and I am neither blind nor stupid.”

      Priestess Pia sputtered with indignation. “How dare you? As if any of us are to blame for not wanting a murderer in our midst. One of us could be next. Nobody here wants to live in fear, constantly looking over our shoulder.”

      Refusing to let her see me cry, I bit the inside of my cheek until it bled and marched down the hall and out the door without another word. Diana could be heard telling her off before I heard her footsteps almost running to catch up with me. She tugged on my shoulder to slow me down, but all I wanted was to get back to the privacy of my room before anyone saw me cry.

      Yanking my door open, I rushed through the doorway, only to slip in a puddle on the floor and land flat on my back. My skull cracked into the flooring and I saw stars for a moment before focusing on Diana kneeling beside me.

      “Are you okay?”

      I squeezed my eyes tightly closed and waited for the nausea to pass. “I'll be fine.”

      “Let me help you sit up.”

      Once in a sitting position, I took in the room. Water covered most of the floor. Anything that had been sitting on the floor was soaked, some of my things ruined. Despite my hands being wet, I rubbed them over my face. Whoever had done this must have carried numerous buckets of water or left the water in the bathroom running for quite some time.

      Before I could get to my feet and fetch towels to clean it up, I heard a surprised gasp from the door.

      The High Priestess stood with one hand on the knob, taking in the scene. “What on earth happened here?”

      I struggled to my feet. “I'm so sorry. I'll get some towels and clean it up right away.”

      Diana rested her hand on my shoulder. “High Priestess, there are some things we need to discuss.”

      The leader of our temple complex inclined her head in agreement. “I would say so.”
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      With a wave of her hand, the High Priestess dried the floor, my belongings, and even the clothes I wore. In seconds, no evidence existed that my quarters had been a flood plane. She turned to Diana and me and gestured for us to follow.

      “Will the two of you come with me, please?”

      With a slight wobble, I got to my feet. The other two women frowned slightly but didn't say anything to me. We crossed the compound in silence, making it obvious the High Priestess was taking us not to her office, but to her private living space.

      Everyone we passed on the way watched us with interest. Some tried to pretend they weren't, and others stared boldly. My eyes remained trained straight ahead of me and I pretended not to notice the attention we had garnered.

      The door opened at her approach and she waved us through. “Please come in.”

      As the door shut behind us, I took a moment to look around. Never before had I been invited to her private home. I'd been in her office many times, but this visit made the first for me. Diana didn't seem to feel out of place, but I didn't know if she'd ever been here before.

      “Thank you for seeing us, High Priestess.” Diana spoke in a friendly but formal tone.

      “Please, make yourselves comfortable.” She gestured toward the sofa. “Can I get you anything to drink? Tea, or perhaps cocoa?”

      Both Diana and I nodded, and a tray appeared on the coffee table before us with service for three. The High Priestess sat in a green armchair opposite us and invited us to help ourselves.

      As we poured tea, I took in the room around us. Its decoration ran exactly opposite to the rest of the complex. Where most of the buildings were sleek and minimal, this room felt homey and comfortable.

      Warm wood floors boasted a large floral rug. The green furniture complemented the rug perfectly. Beige walls were bright without being stark. Even the sheer curtains flowed in such a way that the room felt alive.

      “Your home is absolutely lovely.” I couldn't refrain from commenting on it.

      Sometimes, in my dreams, I had my own place. Small and nothing fancy, but all mine to decorate however I fancied. In my imagination, I might choose patterns and colors such as these because they felt so soothing and peaceful.

      “Thank you. Now, what in heaven's name is going on?”

      Before I could get a word out, Diana launched into the laundry list of treatment the others had been inflicting on me for weeks on end. Months at this point. Her voice vibrated with anger as she got to that morning’s shenanigans that almost left me drowned in the washing pool.

      “And then you saw her room. Someone ran enough water in there to flood the entire place while they knew she would be somewhere else taking care of her chores.”

      The High Priestess listened to everything Diana had to say and then turned to me. “Child, why did you not come to me and say something?”

      My chin wobbled slightly as I looked at her. “I didn't want to be a complainer. If I tattled, then I figured it would only make things worse. They all hate me now. I've always been different, but before, they didn't blame me for anything bad, just being different. Now? They think I killed Evie. They all believe that it was my runaway magic that got her killed. They all want me to leave, and I'm not sure they're wrong.” My voice cracked, but I didn't cry.

      She pressed her lips together and twined her fingers together in her lap. Diana sat silently and waited for a response. The longer the silence carried on, the more worried I became.

      “I am going to take care of this once and for all. There will be no more attacks on your person or your character. You will be eighteen before long. We will begin making plans for you to start doing the errands outside of the compound. I'd like for you to get a controlled taste of the outside world before you decide if you want to leave here. I want you to know, though, that I would like for you to stay. I believe this is where you belong.”

      A tiny spark of hope flared within me. Whatever had been calling to me from the outside still beckoned me, and she offered me a chance to find out what it might be.

      “Thank you.”

      “Before we do that, I have one requirement. You will be excused from chores from this day onward because I want you to begin practicing your magic daily. If we are going to send you out into the world, you must be able to control it. We can have no accidents. We cannot bring that sort of scrutiny upon the goddess's temple.”

      “My magic? Now I am supposed to practice it?”

      For the last few years, they asked me over and over again to suppress it, ignore it, and pretend it didn't exist. All of a sudden I now needed to use it, practice with it and learn to control it? The prospect terrified me.

      “Who will work with me? How will I learn what I need to learn after trying to keep it hidden for so long?”

      “To being with I will have Priestess Francesca work with you. If that pairing proves insufficient, then you will work directly with me.”

      Priestess Francesca held the accolade of being the most powerful magic wielder in the complex, aside from the High Priestess herself. Her skills were vast, and it was rumored she descended from the moon goddess herself, although nobody had confirmed the story. We weren't exactly friendly, as I didn't see her very often, but thus far she hadn't been outwardly mean to me.

      The very thought of learning magic directly from the High Priestess herself gave me oodles of nerves.

      “Thank you. When should I meet with her?”

      “We will have a meeting this evening at dinner, where I will address the others and put an end to the behaviors you have been enduring. You may begin your lessons with her tomorrow after breakfast. Sleep well and eat healthy. You will need your strength.”

      “Yes, ma'am. I will. And thank you again.”

      The three of us stood. “I'd like a word with Diana. You may retire to your room for the afternoon.”

      Just like that, I was dismissed. During the walk back to my room, I met every glance and challenged every sneer. While the announcement tonight wouldn't do anything to change the feelings of those around me, I knew it would change their behavior. Nobody who lived in the complex would dare defy the High Priestess outright. To dismiss her instructions could lead to banishment.

      You could see the surprise on some of their faces, to see me standing up to them when I'd been avoiding them and ignoring them for so long.

      “What did you do? Did you have to go tattle to the High Priestess because you didn't get your way?” Sienna's voice grated on my nerves with every syllable.

      Stopping, I turned to face her and put my hands on my hips. “You know what, Sienna? I've had just about enough of your bullshit. I don't care what you think of me or how you feel about me. Just stay out of my way.”

      Not waiting for a response, I turned and continued on my way, trying to drown out the words she flung at my back.

      “You won't be here much longer. Just you wait!”

      Anything she said after that I didn't hear because I'd reached the living quarters and I shut the door behind me to block her out. She may very well have been right, but not for the reasons, she thought.

      The very idea of having a chance to move out into the real world and see what it had to offer gave me the first feelings of happiness I'd had since I saw Evie last. Every corner of this place reminded me of her.

      At night, I sometimes swore that I could hear her laugh echoing down the empty hallways.

      Sometimes, when I looked in the mirror, I could see her reflection hovering behind me.

      Even as I showered, I occasionally thought I saw her silhouette through the steamy shower door.

      But every time I called out her name and begged her to come closer, she was never there. A figment of my imagination was all it appeared to be. And yet it seemed so real. I begged the goddess to bring her to me in my dreams, but not since the nightmares immediately after the incident had she made an appearance.

      It felt like she avoided me on purpose, and I couldn't really blame her.
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      Silence fell over the cafeteria when the High Priestess took up a spot at the front of the room and called for silence. Earlier in the day, she already announced that every single person needed to be present for the evening announcement at dinner. Usually we came and went as we pleased, so curiosity about the situation was at an all-time high. Everybody shared looks as we waited for her to begin.

      Diana and I sat together off to one side. As the only two who knew what the speech was about, we simply whispered amongst ourselves as the others speculated during their meal.

      Because there are only a handful of people who use the cafeteria space, the room wasn't that big. Her presence filled the room from corner to corner and made you feel very small in comparison. The vibe she gave off told the crowd how important her message would be.

      “It has come to my attention,” she paused and looked around, meeting each set of eyes individually, “that as a group, most of you have chosen to single out and mistreat one of our own.”

      She let the group squirm uncomfortably for a full minute before continuing. Only a couple of them looked anything but embarrassed. A few of them stared at me, shooting daggers with their eyes. If looks could kill, I would be dead and buried already.

      “The behavior I've witnessed has been nothing short of unfathomably disgusting. I am beyond disappointed in the members of this temple, as is the goddess herself.”

      Those who didn't look uneasy before began to shift uneasily after the High Priestess made the statement. Eyes became trained on the floor. After the reference to the goddess, not a single other person looked my direction.

      “While it pains me to have to make this announcement, it has become clear that sometimes I must perform duties that I find mildly distasteful. I am willing to do so because I am one hundred percent certain that it is the correct thing to do. Also, I expect every single one of you to be looking at me when I speak.”

      She paused one last time and looked around. Her gaze sought out each individual in the room, including Diana and I. Seconds passed agonizingly slowly for the rest of the crowd. Finally, she continued.

      “From this moment forward, any individual, and I do mean anyone, who is found to be harassing Annarah in any way, shape, or form, will be expelled permanently from this temple. You will lose all the status and benefit that comes with being attached to the temple of Selene. You will no longer be welcome on the compound grounds, nor will you ever be invited back. The expulsion will become effective immediately and you will be escorted to the front gate. I will also inform the coven in town about the reason you were expelled, and they will have no desire to associate with you, either.”

      So shocked were the people in the room that even whispers of disbelief didn't break out. The old phrase about being able to hear a pin drop in the room had never been more accurate. Nobody looked my way. Except the High Priestess, who met my eyes.

      “We are one hundred percent certain that the loss of Genevieve was not Annarah's fault. She almost lost her own life that same day. And yet, instead of helping her to recover, you hampered her ability to heal, both mentally and physically. That ends today. Right this second. Those of you who think I might be bluffing, try me. I have enlisted the help of the goddess herself, who is all seeing and all knowing. I will not extend second chances. This is your second chance.”

      Never before had I heard the High Priestess sound so impassioned about anything. Her emotions were usually kept tightly under wraps and not laid out for others to see. Others must have recognized the same things, because nobody dared raise an argument.

      “You may return to your quarters for the evening. I expect you all to stay in and ruminate on what I've said this evening.”

      Without any further attention to the matter, she turned on her heel and strode out the door. Diana and I remained seated at our table, waiting for the others to leave the room first. Which they did. The crowd filed out through the doors one after another in silence.

      My eyes stayed trained on the tabletop, unwilling to look and see the expressions on anyone's face. Favoritism had no place here and in all my life I'd not see the High Priestess signal anyone else out for special protection. Of course, nobody else had probably ever needed it.

      Only one person stopped on their way out. Daisy, another acolyte just a year younger than me, paused beside me. She'd never been directly mean to me, so I was surprised to see her.

      “I apologize Annarah. Had I known you were receiving such treatment, I would have tried to do something to stand up for you.”

      Daisy was shy and kept mostly to herself. In that moment, I felt small for never having reached out to her in friendship.

      Without giving it any more thought, I reached out and touched her hand. “I appreciate that more than you know. If you want to, I'd love to spend some time together? Maybe hang out?”

      Her shock showed on her face. “Really? I mean, sure. I'd love that.” Her cheeks bloomed bright pink, and she turned to hurry out the door without saying anything else.

      Diana smiled. I drummed my fingertips on the wooden tabletop. The sound echoed through the now empty room. For some reason I didn't really want to go back to my room and be alone.

      “Are you ready to go to your room, or do you want to do something else? It's early. We could take a walk.” Diana could read me so well.

      “A walk sounds lovely. I think it would help me work out some of his nervous, pent up energy that seems to be accumulating.”

      Together, we strolled out the door and wandered down the path that led to the stables. We didn't see anyone else out and about at all. Aside from the usual sounds of nature around us, it was quiet.

      Before I knew it, we arrived at the fork in the path that would either lead us to the barn or lead us out into the fields. Without giving it any thought, I stopped and stared toward the horses turned out to their paddocks. I missed riding. The horses gave me therapy that I never seemed able to get from anything else.

      “Let's go see them. We don't have to ride. I know how much they mean to you.” Diana took a couple of steps in that direction.

      Could I do it? Evie was with me the last time I entered that building. She wasn't with me now, and never would be again. Could I give up both my favorite hobby and my best friend? Taking a deep breath, I followed Diana's lead, and we headed down the gravel trail.

      The large, weathered-red double doors to the barn stood open. My nose identified the strong smells of hay and leather floating on the air as I pulled in another deep breath. The oil used to condition the saddles had a distinctive smell that never seemed to fade.

      Before I convinced myself to step over the threshold and into the barn, Toby came walking out of the tack room and saw us.

      “Miss Annarah! I can't tell you how glad I am to see you back in here.”

      I waved at him, struggling to make my voice cooperate with my brain and use my big girl words. Or any words at all, for that matter. Emotions swelled and threatened to overtake me. He must have seen my struggle because he came walking the rest of the way up the aisle and stopped right in front of me.

      “I know this must be so hard for you.” His gravelly voice held no accusation. “But I want you to know you are always welcome here, and I think she would want you to be here. She knew how much you loved these animals.”

      Just as soon as he finished, Maya, my favorite mare, stuck her head over the stall door and whinnied softly. Toby nodded her direction, encouraging me to go say hello. Diane reached out and gave me a little push on the shoulder.

      Hesitant steps carried me down to stall number four, where I pet Maya's soft muzzle with one hand and held onto the iron gate rail with the other. She leaned into my touch and I rested my forehead against hers, taking in her smell and the feel of her mane as it tickled my cheek.

      Minutes passed as the two of us stood there together. I took both hands and ran them down her neck repeatedly, reveling in the comfort the touch offered me. My eyes closed, and I felt the tears slipping beneath the lids. They carried out all the grief and despair that I'd bottled up inside me.

      Maya stood still, letting me grieve. Her gentle nature soothed me in a way nothing else had been able to. Our connection gave me hope that some of the shattered slivers of my heart might find their way back to where they belonged, and I might eventually get some relief from the pain that constantly hammered at me every day.
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      More than an hour passed as I stood with Maya and attempted to find some of myself again. Diana gave me a gentle squeeze and headed back to her suite. Toby whispered that he'd be close by if I needed him and went about his chores. After some time, I moved from standing outside the door to entering the stall and sinking into the straw. Maya dropped down gently next to me and allowed me to rest against her.

      At some point, sleep overtook me, and I drifted off into the world of dreams. I'd always been a lucid dreamer, and didn't realize until my early teens that not everyone dreamt the way I did. Sometimes, I saw things that happened in the future. Sometimes, I saw things that happened in the past that needed clarifying. Most often, I dreamed of things that, although crystal clear, made absolutely zero sense at all.

      Selene, the Moon Goddess, had been worshiped in our temples for centuries. Although originally anyone could worship her by praying to the sky, anywhere the moon could be seen, it is said that a group of priestesses were given the instruction to create this particular cluster of chapels which they would honor her from. Others were also formed.

      Many of the original compound buildings are said to be from the beginning of the temple creation, when the dividing line between the gods and goddesses was drawn much thinner. It was said that if you were granted the privilege, you could walk through the walls of one of our temples right into the home of Selene herself.

      This dream, for the first time, showed me that ability.

      Cool marble floors were smooth against my bare feet as I took measured steps across the main temple toward the shrine. Water burbling in the fountain off to the left created the only sound in the cavernous space. Its ambiance soothed my nerves, which, for some reason tingled with anxiety.

      “Annarah.” The female voice echoed around me, soft, yet echoing.

      I spun on my heel, searching for the source of the voice. Nobody else occupied the temple with me. Instinct urged me to continue on, climbing the four steps and crossing the dais to stand before the altar itself.

      In deference to the goddess, I dropped to my knees, bowing my chin and closing my eyes. Silently, I waited. While not knowing yet the purpose of my visit, I knew this dream to be different from all the others. Expectation bubbled in my stomach and tingles ran down my arms, giving my fingers the feeling of tiny, painless electrical shocks.

      “Welcome my child.” The soothing voice surrounded me again. “Please, follow me.”

      Opening my eyes, I saw a feminine figure clad in a flowing white cloak from head to toe glide toward the back wall of the altar. Not wanting to be left behind, I rose to my feet and walked behind her. Directly between the two pillars on the far wall, an area of the stone became opaque, shimmering, and she passed right through.

      Not wanting to slam my face on the wall, I hesitated, reaching out first with my hand. No resistance prevented it from sliding right into the next space, so I continued.

      Once I passed through, my body jerked to a stop, caught unaware by my surroundings. Never before had I seen anything so stunning. Silver light illuminated the entire space. Water cascaded down the walls into beautiful pools. Directly ahead of me, draped in silks of white and light blue, lay a sitting area outfitted with the most luxurious chairs, sofa, and floor pillows one could possibly imagine.

      She led me there, stopping to remove her cloak and beckoning me to join her. Seated on the sofa, she patted the cushion beside her.

      “Join me, my child. We have much to discuss and little time.”

      Taking the seat next to her, I gazed upon her face in awe. She had a glow about her that almost made it difficult to identify her features, even though I saw them clearly. My throat closed, and I struggled to form words.

      “Goddess Selene?” I stuttered, but managed to force the words through my lips.

      “Yes, Annarah. Do not be frightened.”

      “What is happening?”

      “Things have been set in motion that we have long been attempting to prevent. Our only choice now is to meet the enemy head on and pray for success. I am bound by certain rules and cannot reveal much to you in this time, but I needed you to know to prepare. Much will be asked of you in the coming time, more than has ever been asked of you in your short life so far.”

      The finality in her tone caused me to hunch my shoulders and shrink into 'myself. This wasn't an invitation to a tea party.

      “What if I can't do it?” I couldn't even save Evie from the river.

      “My child. I have every faith in you. For reasons that have not yet been revealed to you, though they will be in time, I believe you are the one to meet the needs of the world.”

      “Of the world?” The words came out in a squeak.

      Dimming her glow, she faced me fully and met my gaze. Our eyes locked, and she gave me a gentle smile.

      “There are big things in your future. Things your wildest imagination could not bring to your understanding. I will guide you as best I can, and you will find others to assist you in your journey.”

      “What do I do? Where do I go? Do I stay here? I have so many questions.”

      Her expression told me she understood, but held some sadness that she couldn't give me all the answers that I wanted, or even that I needed.

      “There is still time. For now, you will stay here and ready yourself, both mind and body. You have been blessed with many gifts, some of which have not even revealed themselves yet to you. Train with them, practice and become the best you can be. I have given notice to the High Priestess. She will assist you.”

      “Is that why she told me she is going to begin working with me?”

      “In part. Remain open and willing to receive the messages being sent to you. But also, be wary. I will not be the only one trying to reach you. Others will seek to lead you astray and if they do, the results could be disastrous.”

      “That day at the river? Was that a part of this? This message, or the journey?”

      What I really wanted to ask her was whether losing Evie had been part of the task of being asked of me. Ask her why I had to lose one of the few people who had been on my side, who had loved me for me.

      “The loss of your friend was an unfortunate case of her being caught in the crossfire of the beginning of a war. People like you come into their major powers on either their seventeenth or eighteenth birthday. The enemy wished to test you and see if yours would manifest on that day. Genevieve was not an intended target.”

      “Is that why I couldn't save her? Because my powers didn't appear when they expected them to?”

      “The enemy is wily and uncaring. Do not blame yourself. You will spend the near future preparing and we will ready you for the battle ahead. It will be a long, long process, as this tug of war has been happening since the beginning of time and our enemy is patient.”

      Thoughts and fears crowded my brain, not letting any one idea form fully before jumping on to the next. My hands shook, and I twisted them together in my lap to try and hide the reaction. How had I gotten roped into this?

      “You must return now. We will have an opportunity to talk further soon.”

      She stood and turned back toward the way we originally entered, looking back and waiting for me to follow. It took some courage to stand and do so; something inside me just wanted to wait here, to hide until the storm passed and nobody wanted me to do something I wasn't sure I was capable of.

      Before we reached the opaque place in the wall, she stopped me once more.

      “Annarah, I would like your permission to do something that may help?”

      I looked at her, somewhat surprised that a goddess felt she needed to ask my permission to do anything at all. “Yes?”

      “I would like to help your powers release sooner than wait for your next birthday. This will give you more time to become capable with them before you need to use them in the real world on your journey. May I?”

      Two halves of me warred with each other. One said yes, absolutely! I'd like nothing more than to be more powerful, to learn what I was capable of. The other half wanted me to ask her to take them all away instead, to let me pretend that I'd never been chosen for this quest and spend the rest of my days hiding in the temple. With this new development, exploring the world outside the compound all of a sudden became way less exciting.

      Despite my misgivings, I nodded.

      She reached out and gently touched my forehead with two fingers. Warmth flooded me from my head to my toes, leaving behind a feeling of calm. The inner monologue of fear quieted some and left me some room to think more clearly.

      “Thank you.”

      She nodded. “Go now, carry on. We will meet again before long.”

      I turned and ventured back through the wall into the temple, only to be met with darkness.
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      To my surprise, the view that greeted me when I opened my eyes the next time was my own room. Unable to explain how I got from Maya's stall back into my own bed, I mentally replayed the dream before I even considered throwing back the covers and getting up for the day.

      My own two fingers ran across the place on my forehead that she touched in the dream, and that curiosity drove me out of bed to stand before the mirror, looking for a physical manifestation of that touch. None existed.

      Grounding myself, I reached deep inside, looking for the power she wanted to awaken in me. Coiled there in my center hovered a warm, silver glow, unlike anything I'd ever felt within me before. Whatever it turned out to be, I would have to experiment to find out. It hadn't been clear whether new abilities would surface or she just turned up the volume on the things I could already do. Time would tell.

      Today lessons with the Priestess Francesca would begin after breakfast, so I dressed and headed for the dining hall. Diana greeted me as I entered, collected a tray of breakfast.

      “How are you? Did you have a good night?”

      “It was very interesting and I have a lot to share with you when we get a minute to sit down and have a chat. Once I'm done eating, I am heading to study with Priestess Francesca.”

      “That's excellent. I think this will be good for you.”

      With a wave, I moved to a table to eat. Others entered and left as I had breakfast and nobody acknowledged my presence. Even Sienna and Carrie walked right by as if the table were empty. Invisibility is rated only slightly above derision and maltreatment.

      Daisy and I crossed paths as I exited and she became the first person besides Diana to see me.

      “Hi Annarah! How are you today?”

      “Good thanks. Want to meet for lunch later?” Knowing I had a rough road ahead of me, I wanted to know that there were people on my side, even if only a few. I wanted to bridge gaps and build friendships where I could.

      A look of surprise flitted across her face, but a smile rose upright on its heels. “Definitely! Meet you here about one?”

      “Sounds good. See you then!” With a wave, I headed toward the Priestess Francesca's office.

      Entering the building, I stopped just inside the doorway, staring down the hall to her office door, which looked to be closed. Nerves bubbled up and threatened to bring my breakfast with them. Swallowing, I did my best to force them back down.

      I'd neglected to ask whether the information the goddess imparted to me should be kept a secret. The High Priestess knew, but she'd not mentioned anybody else. Although, if I worked with Priestess Francesca to master my magic, she must know something. Or maybe she didn't. Maybe she just knew I had powers that needed taming. From then on, I promised to keep a journal going with all the questions that I needed answers.

      Steeling my nerves, I strode down the hallway and knocked on the door. Her voice bade me enter, and I stepped over the threshold.

      “Close the door behind you, please. “

      “Yes, ma'am.”

      Pushing the door until it latched, I moved to stand before her desk and waited. My toes wiggled in my shoes, trying to release the nervous energy building in me without being obviously fidgety. Her shrewd brown eyes studied me in silence, ratcheting up my anxiety.

      “It appears we will be working together every day. My job is to ensure that you are not a danger to yourself or others. Magic is not a toy. It is not meant to be fun or amusing. Nor is it to be used in frivolity. Do you understand?”

      “Yes ma'am, I do.”

      “Good. I have warded my office for safety. Show me what you can do.”

      Seconds passed while I gaped at her, mouth hanging open. My mind drew an utter blank. She could have followed that command with one to tell her my very own name, and I would have been unable to comply.

      “Okay then. Let's try something a little less complicated then. Can you at least tell me about what you have been able to do thus far?”

      After a few blinks to clear my thoughts, I nodded. “Um. I'm not entirely sure, since I was forbidden from using them. Most of the things I discovered by accident. I can somewhat control water. I can move things with my mind. With effort, I can also make light dimmer or brighter. I was also able to somewhat heal myself, although not completely.”

      Her gaze bored into me as I spoke. As my voice trailed off, she gave me a moment to continue, and when I didn't, she let out a huff.

      “To begin with, move something for me. Anything you can. Feel free to start small and we can work our way up.”

      Eyeing the items on top of her desk, I settled on a pen. Light, easy and not breakable if I should lose control and drop it. Also not likely to cause an injury should something go haywire. Once it reached about head height, I lowered it back to her desk, managing to set it down gently and not drop it.

      Her gaze went from the pen to me and she raised her eyebrows. “How long can you keep it in the air?”

      “I'm not sure.”

      “These skills are like your muscles. The more you practice, the more control you will gain. Lift the pen and hold it in the air until I tell you to put it down.”

      Giving the writing implement my entire focus, I extended my hand, palm up, and raised it off of her desk. Within seconds, it began sinking back down. She shook her head.

      “Raise it back up. Keep it at the same level.”

      My hand began shaking with the effort almost immediately. The pen continued to drift downward despite directing every ounce of my concentration to preventing it. It didn't take long before no amount of willpower could keep it elevated and it dropped right back to the desktop.

      “Hmm. Thirty-nine seconds. Not exactly impressive.”

      “I'm sorry. Like I said, the High Priestess instructed me not to use my powers at all. I've not been able to practice.”

      “I expect you to practice this particular skill constantly. I've warded your room in the same way I've protected my office. Start with a small item and work at extending the amount of time you can control it. Just keep repeating the same exercise, although you can practice different techniques to see what works best.”

      “Okay. What else?”

      She looked at me like I'd sprouted a second head. “That's it. Until you can manage even the most minuscule task, we won't be able to proceed with anything else. This is the bottom of the basics on the magical scale.”

      The surprise must have been obvious on my face, because she looked at me and snorted.

      “What, you were expecting to do more?”

      “To be honest, I didn't really know what to expect, but I guess that holding a pen wasn't it.”

      “Well, the most logical place to begin with a task is at the beginning. Let's start there and we can see where we end up. Return to your room and begin practicing. Remember, you are only to practice in your private room with the door closed, and only what I have instructed you to work with. Nothing more.”

      “Yes, ma'am. I'll remember.”

      Just like that, my first lesson in magic ended, and I found myself dismissed.
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      Weeks passed as I manipulated my newfound magical abilities under the tutelage of Priestess Francesca. We'd finally reached the point where she could do nothing more than instruct me to continue growing my control in the abilities we worked with.

      “We have reached the point where I believe it is time for you to continue your training with the High Priestess. You have exceeded my expectations in just a few short months. Congratulations.”

      “Thank you. Thank you for taking the time to work with me and teach me what you know.”

      “You're very welcome. You proved to be an apt pupil. Please feel free to come and find me if you have any questions or there is anything I can help with.”

      She gave a little wave, and I headed out of her office. Once I shut the door behind me, I stopped in the hallway and leaned against the wall. Tilting my head back, I closed my eyes and said a little prayer of thanks to the goddess.

      Though she hadn't contacted me directly again, I felt her presence and I dreamed of other things. Things I believed to be harbingers of things to come in the future. They didn't always make sense to me, but I did my best to file them away for later. I wanted to be able to recall them when something came up that appeared to be related.

      With a deep breath, I headed for the cafeteria to meet Daisy for lunch. We'd been eating together a few times a week and our friendship was growing, although slowly. The connection between the two of us wasn't as instantaneous as Evie and I, but I knew those kinds of friendships were very rare.

      The remainder of the inhabitants of our isolated little village mostly continued to ignore me, with a few exceptions. As for the majority of them, while they didn't seek me out, they at least conceded my existence. Sienna and Carrie continued to behave as if they couldn't see or hear me, which I considered a win.

      It had been decided to remove me from the group of acolytes, as my position here morphed into something far different. So, while I wasn't a priestess of the temple, I also wasn't one of the underlings either. My individual trajectory just propelled me forward on an unclear path. The “real” me was just along for the ride, it seemed.

      Daisy and I reached the doorway at the same time.

      “Hey, how did your lesson go this morning?”

      While I'd been advised to not make a big production of my magical abilities, I was allowed to talk some about the training I was doing. Thank goodness. Some days required the opportunity to vent about my failures or have someone else cheer on my successes.

      “It went fine. I graduated.”

      Daisy raised her eyebrows. “Graduated?”

      “Yep. Priestess Francesca decided that I have exhausted the teachings she is able to provide me and I will be working with the High Priestess from now on.”

      “Wow. Congratulations! I mean... That is a good thing, right?”

      “Thanks, and yes, I think so anyways. It means that I am making progress, which is better than sucking at it all and remaining incapable of managing my abilities.”

      Her voice dropped as she looked around us and leaned in toward me. “Can you show me something? Just a little?”

      I giggled. “Maybe. I'm not really supposed to, but I am supposed to practice daily in my room, and there is no rule that says you aren't allowed to visit me there.”

      “Ooh, that would be so cool.”

      As we drew closer to the food line, and Diana, we dropped the subject. We gathered food, chatted with Diana for a few seconds and scooted our chairs into the usual table. The chicken fettuccine she made smelled amazing, and so did the garlic knots. I could happily live off of the soft, pillowy, garlicky mounds of homemade bread.

      “Do you want to go for a ride after lunch? Or do you need to go see the High Priestess?”

      “I don't think I have to see her until tomorrow morning, so we can ride. That sounds like fun.”

      While I'd ridden multiple times since the day we lost Evie, I usually went alone and I'd never gone back to the waterfall. The memories were just too much for me to handle still and I couldn't bring myself to do it. Whatever had initiated the river rising also scared Maya, and she shied away from the trail branch every time we passed it.

      We finished eating and headed out. Toby chatted with us while we tacked up, and then we exited the barn. Daisy led the way down the trail and Maya followed her pal with little direction from me.

      As we drew nearer to the trail leading toward the water fall Maya grew more anxious, prancing to the side and tossing her head. Daisy led her horse down that fateful trail and Maya drew to a dead stop.

      Daisy and her horse continued down the path for a ways before realizing we weren't behind them. She turned back, calling out to me.

      “What are you guys waiting for?”

      “Hang on!” I called to her and then dropped my voice back to a soothing whisper for Maya.

      She had no desire to go down that trail again, and I wasn't sure I did either. Favorite place or not, the waterfall would be forever tainted in my memories. On the other hand, I didn't know if I wanted to explain to Daisy why I didn't want to follow that trail either.

      Maya made her opinion on the subject obvious. Her emotions thrummed right through me as if they were my own.

      “Maya doesn't want to go that way, lets circle around this other trail instead.”

      “I've never been to the waterfall, though, and I hear it is absolutely breathtaking. I'd really like to see it.”

      Something inside me grew tight at her insistence. For some reason it cemented my choice to not follow her.

      “I'd really rather not, maybe another time? I don't want to force Maya.”

      An emotion similar to irritation flitted across her features, gone in an instant. At some point, maybe I would need to explain the reasoning to her, but I wasn't ready to do that today.

      “Okay then.” She drew the words out just enough to convey her unhappiness, but not quite enough to be rude about it.

      As she pulled up alongside us again, I shrugged. “Sorry.”

      She stuck her lip out in a pout, then traded it for a grin. “Just kidding, I won't pout about it. I can always see it another time.”

      The rest of the ride passed with the two of chatting away. Something deep inside me kept trying to pull me under and make me feel edgy, but instead of giving in to it, I pushed it even deeper to examine later when I returned to my room and could be alone.

      We returned to the stables and took care of our horses, grooming them and feeding them some dinner. Daisy rushed through and seemed in a hurry to separate, waving goodbye and not even asking if I wanted her to wait for me. Odd, but not particularly alarming behavior. I did see Toby staring after her as she left, though.

      “Is she in a rush to get somewhere?”

      Making sure Maya's stall was latched, I turned to face him. “Nah. I think she is a little peeved at me. She wanted to go see the waterfall today and I wouldn't do it.” I reached through the stall door and stroked Maya's soft muzzle. “Maya didn't even want to set foot on that trail either.”

      “Well, I can't say I blame her, or you. That wasn't a great day for either of you and in the grand scheme of things, it really wasn't that long ago. Don't rush yourself. You'll know when you're ready to go there again.” He gave my arm a gentle pat.

      “Thanks, Toby. I appreciate you more than you'll ever know. Oh! And guess what? I graduated from working with Priestess Francesca today. Starting tomorrow, I'll be studying under the High Priestess herself.”

      “Good for you. I know it's a lot of pressure for someone your age, but I have every faith in you.”

      Toby didn't know exactly what I had on my proverbial plate, but he somehow knew it was big. Hell, I didn't even know exactly what I got myself into, but when the goddess herself tells you that you have a duty to her, you listen. I didn't even want to imagine what might happen if I refused to listen to her.
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      My dreams that night gave me a taste of what the future would hold, not just for me, but for everybody, if I chose not to assume the role set forth for me by the goddess. Dramatic fear and desolation, brought on by some sort of evil that went unrevealed during the course of the dream. While the goal of the enemy was to usurp the powers of the goddess of the moon, the effects would be widespread and devastating.

      Goddess Selene didn't just rule over the moon, she personified it. Without her, the moon would cease to cross the sky at night, wiping out the tides and affecting all sea and shore life. Food chains would be disrupted, causing a domino effect.

      Her powers encompassed far more than one would assume to associate with the goddess of the moon, and some of them would be frightening in the wrong hands.

      Gasping, I bolted out of the dream and upright in bed. Sweat poured down my body and soaked my pajamas and the bed sheets. I wrestled with my breathing in an attempt to slow it down and give my lungs a reprieve. My hands knotted in the blanket as I hoped to still the shaking.

      A quick look out the window indicated that dawn wasn't far off. Knowing I wouldn't go back to sleep, I hopped in the shower. Hopefully, I could wash away more than the sweat. I would love nothing more than to flush my fear down the drain as well.

      Before I realized how long I'd been standing under the false rain of the shower head, the water ran cold and goosebumps erupted across my skin. The rough towel didn't do much to warm me up, even if it dried me off. Clothes on, I stripped the bed to take the linens to the wash house and hoped my mattress wouldn't smell like a week old cage match arena when I came back to put fresh sheets on.

      By the time I'd been to the wash house to throw my sheets in the laundry basket, I deemed it not too early to knock on the High Priestess's door. Something in the dream told me that I needed to discuss it with her. She needed to know what I'd been shown.

      The door opened before my knuckles had a chance to make contact. “Come in, child. I've been expecting you for most of the night. I'd believed you would be here far earlier than this.”

      Surprised, I followed her in and closed the door behind me. “I was afraid to come too early and wake you.”

      She laughed, a sound I didn't think I'd ever heard before and almost failed to identify. When she turned in my direction and handed me a cup of tea, her face indicated that the laugh had been one of irony and not humor.

      “I've yet to sleep for most of this night. Rest will probably elude me for quite some time based on what has been brought to my attention recently.”

      “If you didn't sleep, then you obviously didn't dream, so how do you know what it going on?”

      Her smile quirked up on only one side. A clear indication that it served as an attempt to put me at ease and not show real joy. Matched with her furrowed brow and compressed lips, it created an expression that chilled me to the bone.

      “I did fall asleep, so to speak. But, once pulled into the dream, I had no rest. It sapped more of my energy than a two-week trek across the desert.”

      At her words, dread pooled in my stomach once more. If the High Priestess feared our future, I knew I had good reason to be scared as well.

      “So you saw the dream as well?”

      Her tea cup clacked against the saucer as she set it down, the sound seeming louder than normal in the quiet that stretched between us.

      “I do not know if we saw the same dream. Perhaps if you told me about yours?”

      Swallowing hard, I did my best to recall every detail, sure that nothing I'd been shown should be left out. “... And the shadows were so dark, but the figures rising from them were even darker. It looked like they just swallowed up the light and made it disappear. They were after something. I think it might have been a piece of jewelry, but I couldn't tell for sure.”

      Occasionally she nodded as I spoke, once or twice closing her eyes as she listened, but never interrupted me.

      “It is as I feared.”

      Waiting, I bit my tongue to avoid blurting out all the questions that ran through my brain. A coppery tang exploded across my taste buds, reminding me not to drive my teeth straight through my own flesh. Part of me wanted to know what she feared and the other part wanted to run away and stick my head in the sand like an ostrich.

      “We will go over this, piece by piece, as we prepare you for what lies ahead. I do not wish to overwhelm you by blurting everything out at once. However, I will give you an overview...”

      She paused for a minute, and I could see her gathering her thoughts. Before she began to speak again, she refilled both our teacups, even though mine had barely been drank out of. Another trip to the kitchen and she brought our pastries and set them on the coffee table between us. My gaze followed her every move, unnerved by seeing her so rattled.

      “Whispers have been surfacing recently, and by recently I mean, over the last two decades or so, of a cult long thought to have collapsed. Some of the original members attempted to steal priceless artifacts connected to the powers of Selene. They are the main reason temples to worship her were ever created outside of Greece.”

      Whoa, boy. This did not sound like something I wanted to be tangled up in. But I stayed quiet and let her talk.

      “The items were distributed among the temples and the order of the Priestesses was tasked with guarding them. Many of us have never seen the relics hidden within our own temples. Legend says that only one of Selene's descendants may access them. That they were locked behind great magic in that manner to prevent them from being obtained and falling into the wrong hands.”

      For a second, I didn't see why we needed to worry then. How many descendants could an actual goddess have for crying out loud? I had to ask.

      “At one point, history says she had fifty daughters. Many of the lines were traced and proven to have died out. But one or two were lost, and the scribes never managed to find out what happened to them. The story among Selene's followers is that at least one of her offspring continued the line and that person has been courted by the cult to help them acquire the artifacts. There are some that managed to find their way out of the protection of the temple.”

      The feeling of safety disappeared as quickly as I'd found it. “Why would someone do that?”

      “Power is a compelling mistress. They have most likely been offered great treasures in exchange for their help. There is also the possibility they were tricked or forced into service without knowing what they were truly getting into. For now, we have no way of knowing.”

      “What are we supposed to do?”

      “One step at a time, child. For now, we will continue to gather information, keep our eyes and ears open, and do our very best to ensure your training remains on schedule. The goddess chose you for a reason, and I believe that reason will be revealed to us in time.”

      Tea tried to come right back up the way it went down and I almost gagged. Once more, my body reminded my brain why I wasn't at all the best person for the job that had been thrust into my lap.

      “I don't know if I can do this.”

      “My child, your powers are young yet and you still have much to learn. We are starting at the beginning and you will no doubt continue to grow in your magical abilities. You are already well past Priestess Francesca's level and I have no doubt that in time you will surpass me as well.”

      My surprise probably showed on my face, and I made no effort to conceal it.

      “The goddess has assured me that war is not imminent. It is, however, on the horizon. We must prepare. Training in your magic is but one thing we must teach you. There are many more lessons that are far less intuitive and delicate. Some of which you will only be able to learn as you experience them. I'll do everything I can to help you every step of the way.”

      “Who else can I trust? Do I have to keep everything we do a secret? I already feel so alone and I know I don't really know what I'm supposed to do.”

      “I'm afraid the answers to your questions are harsh. Trust no one fully. We may never know who is truly on our side, or not, until it is too late. Other temples have been infiltrated by the enemy. We are not immune to the danger, as was shown by the rising of the river that day. What happened to you and Evie was not a natural disaster, and it marks the very first time outside magic has ever pierced our defenses. We can't be too careful.”

      Her reply tightened the noose of insecurity I'd already been feeling. It made me think of a butterfly, still trapped tightly in its cocoon. The chrysalis should be safe for the wings to form and grow within, but sharp stabby things kept poking at it. It might not hurt yet, but eventually the butterfly would be forced to leave its safe space and at that time its vulnerability would increase a thousandfold.

      The second that protective swaddle broke open, whatever had been jabbing at it would reach those delicate wings and tear them to shreds, leaving the butterfly grounded before it ever had a chance to fly.

      Unfortunately, despite everything I tried to do between now and then, that butterfly could very well be me.
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      Enough months passed that I began to grow complacent. Years went by without a credible threat. I'd begun to think that our panic had been the result of some major misunderstanding and nothing more.

      Every day I studied with the High Priestess and worked at mastering my magical abilities. During the course of our training, we routinely discovered new things I that could do. Some of them presented themselves as strengths that I easily controlled, others I couldn't seem to harness, and they remained wild and unpredictable.

      However, as far as birthdays go, mine seemed to be a catalyst for disaster, and coming up to my twenty-first was no exception.

      The High Priestess and I sat in her garden running through my warm-ups before beginning practice on the real work. We always started our day by enforcing my abilities with the magic I'd gotten good at. Then we worked on the skills that still gave me trouble (which was many of them).

      In an instant, ominous clouds moved in and darkened the previously bright sky. They blocked out the sun and turned the air above our heads from a beautiful blue to dark gray. The smell of ozone permeated the area, and low rumbles shook the heavens.

      The two of us took one look at the change and rose from our seats, making haste toward the house.

      “What is going on out there?”

      The High Priestess craned her neck, trying to see in either direction through the awkward view of the windowpane.

      “It's unnatural, that I don't doubt. You can see the blue sky off the edges of the temple grounds. Something strange is going on.”

      Another peal of thunder shook both the sky and the earth.

      “Come, I think we need to get to the main building.” She grabbed a coat out of the closet and I threw on my sweater.

      We slipped out the door and hurried toward the center of the complex, making good time for a woman as old as the High Priestess must be. Once out in the open on the path, a bolt of lightning struck the ground right in behind us, sizzling along the ground and rushing us along.

      “What can I do to help? Should I try to do anything?”

      She shook her head as we ran. “No. For now, let's just get under cover and then we can decide the best course of action.”

      As another round of thunder rippled through the air, I could hear the horses whinnying from the barn. What if they needed help?

      “Should I go check on the animals?”

      “No, stay with me. Toby will take care of them.”

      Seconds later, we reached our destination and slipped through the doors, turning to watch the growing storm from behind the glass. Above us, the clouds roiled like boiling oil, thick and impervious to the sun that hovered above them. No light was getting through that barrier.

      Giant rain drops began to fall, plopping into the dirt and exploding into smaller droplets. They pounded against the path we'd just taken and roared down onto the roof above. It sounded like a freight train bearing down on us.

      Priestess Francesca came walking down the hall and joined us, the rain so loud we didn't hear her approaching until she spoke.

      “Is this it, High Priestess?”

      Both of us jumped at the sound of her voice, the High Priestess only slightly less dramatic than myself. My hands clenched, digging my nails into my palms to keep myself grounded as I tried not to yelp.

      “I believe so.”

      They both wore identical grim expressions. For a minute, it seemed like neither one of them remembered I stood there next to them. In tandem, they stared through the windows, watching the torrents of rain drown everything in sight.

      Weird energy floated on the on the air, almost as if it searched for something none of us could see. The outside temperature dropped by at least fifteen degrees since the cloud cover appeared and I felt the cold creeping through the glass on the doors. I shivered, but not due to the cold. Whatever was out there scared the shit out of me.

      During the lessons of magic, the High Priestess also spent hours teaching me about the goddess herself, and the history of her. She spoke of wars for power and plots to wipe the goddess from our very existence in order to steal her magic.

      One sign that the next battle was imminent was said to be that the skies would open up and rain down on the followers of the goddess, drowning out everything in their path. From the looks of this storm, it covered our complex only, and something told me that when the High Priestess reached out to other temples across the globe, they would report having the same storms.

      As we stood together, huddled in the hallway, I heard a voice in my ear.

      “Annarah. Come to the temple right away.”

      Jumping, I looked around. “Did you hear that?” I asked the other two ladies.

      Both of them shook their heads.

      “Hear what?”

      “I heard a voice telling me to go to the temple.”

      The two of them looked at each other, then back at me. “Well, I think you should go then.”

      Turning on my heel, I headed down the hallway. The main building was like a long corridor that had double doors at each end. The doors at the far end were far closer to the temple and would somewhat limit the time I spent getting soaked, although either way I would arrive dripping.

      With a deep breath, I took one last look at the sky above before shoving the door open and taking off at a dead run toward the doors to the temple, directly across the large courtyard from the main building. A bolt of lightning shot down in my direction, slamming into the ground just feet from where I'd been a second before.

      This time I couldn't control my reaction, and a high-pitched shriek escaped. With a burst of speed, I reached the covered entrance to the temple before another one found its way down from the sky.

      Water puddled around me as I pushed against the door in an attempt to gain entry. There were no locks on the temple doors, so my inability to open them stymied me. Using my shoulder, I put my weight into it and slipped on the smooth, wet marble.

      “I'm here! You asked me to come, so if you want me to be here, then let me in!”

      The door didn't budge for another ten seconds, then swung open as if there hadn't been no issue. I slipped inside and they slid closed behind me, blocking out most of the noise from the unnatural storm outside.

      A folded white towel sat just inside the entry on a table. “Thank you.” I grabbed it and began to mop up the worst of the mess on my person before spreading the towel on the floor to soak up the puddle.

      “Annarah, welcome. I'm sure you know why you are here today.” She made it a statement and not a question, her voice echoing through the room.

      “Sort of. Whatever we have been preparing for has come, hasn't it?”

      “It is the beginning, yes. We must now move forward, rapidly. There is no time to waste. I fear the opposition has grown stronger than we suspected.”

      “What am I supposed to do?”

      Despite the hours of training and months of history lessons, my part in this whole cause never became clear to me. My magic grew and would need to be used. That part I understood, but not exactly how.

      “Sit, my child. Our time here is short, but there are things you must know. What I am about to tell you will explain it all.”

      I settled onto a pillow and waited, completely unprepared for the story that she spun for me that day.

      

      
        
        To be continued...

      

      

      

      
        
        Thank you for reading!

        *.*.*.*.*

      

      

      

      Download book number one of the Moon Witch Trilogy, Moon Secrets, now to find out the path Annarah is set upon by the moon goddess herself.

      
        
        https://www.books2read.com/u/mYxeAV

        *.*.*.*.*

      

      

      

      
        
        Sign up to my newsletter here...
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        Isolation: The Soul Scribe Trilogy, Book One

        For her entire life Everleigh had been able to do things others couldn't, and it cost her dearly.

        When she lost the only people who loved and accepted her things got even worse. Her life was a dumpster fire on a good day.

        Yet out of the ashes rose the promise of possibilities that she had only ever dreamed about. All she had to do was be brave enough to fight for it.

        Read the notes. Follow the instructions. Make her way.

        All in a bid to save everything she never knew existed before that fateful day.

      

      

      

      
        
        Crescent Marked: StarHaven Sanctuary, Book One

        StarHaven Sanctuary is full of secrets, and some of them are deadly.

        Strange books fill the attic. The crumbling temple hides a darkness clamoring to be released. Even the wolves the sanctuary was created to protect are far more than meets the eye.

        Leah must discover the cause of her aunts death before she suffers the same fate, all while coming to terms with her own newly-discovered magic. As she races to learn all that is hidden within the sanctuary boundaries she stumbles upon some dangerous enemies, but also meets some new friends...

        Together, can they beat back the evil waiting to consume them all?

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ABOUT TERA LYN CORTEZ

          

        

      

    

    
      Tera Lyn Cortez made the leap from voracious reader to author in 2019. In addition to books of every kind, she is a lover of coffee, the ocean, and all things chocolate.

      Her home life consists of being a wife and mother to five in the lovely Pacific Northwest, although she admits to being consumed with Wanderlust. Life as a writer allows her to indulge in traveling both our world and those that live only in our imagination when she can't leave her office.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            WHAT THE FANG?

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
        What the Fang? © 2022 Jo-Ann Carson Terpstra

        Edited by: Jacqui Nelson

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            WHAT THE FANG?

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Students at the academy for delinquent teenage vampires are being attacked.

      

      

      

      When a Fang Hunter preys on a student in my vampire academy in Mystic Keep, I knew I had to stop them. Not one of my bloodsuckers was going to lose a pearly white on my watch!

      My name is Rebel Black. I’m the book nerd witch who runs Fangsters, the notorious school for delinquent, teenaged, night stalkers, housed in a Victorian bordello in Mystic Keep a small town in the Pacific Northwest. My academy is about as creepy, a Gothic-Horror-show as one can imagine. Trust me, I didn’t choose this job. I’m being blackmailed by one of the most powerful vampires in all the realms, and until I devise a spell strong enough to stop him cold, I must do his bidding.

      But, I have to say, teaching the seven undeadly sins to predators isn’t as bad as you might think. There’s never a dull moment in the house of the rising dead. Onyx, Fangster’s head of security, may be a bit on the Dracula-gloomy side in his suit, but he’s also breath-stoppingly handsome—and he comes with a dry sense of humor that keeps things lively.

      Unfortunately, when I got the news about my student’s missing tooth, Onyx was nowhere to be found. I suspect his disappearance has something to do with our big fight, but I can’t worry about that right now. I must solve this gory tooth mess.

      Will I find the Fang Hunter or will more of my students lose teeth? If I fail, and Fangsters is forced to close its doors, will my blackmailer reveal my secret?

      

      What the Fang is the fourth book in Fangsters, Jo-Ann Carson’s gangsters with bite series. Witches, warlocks, werewolves, and monsters of all polka-dots and stripes are featured. It’s a fast-paced mystery, with a slow-burn romance, and an edge of humor designed to entertain you. It can easily be read as a standalone.
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      With the excitement of an executioner raising the blade of a guillotine, I stood alone in the parking lot outside Murphy’s Bar. According to Dakota—my lying, cheating, bastard of an ex-fiancé—it was the place for him to make contacts that would build his career. For that reason, I knew he would be inside telling his worn-out jokes and flirting with the waitresses.

      The fog had grown so thick, I could barely make out the neon sign above the entrance, and the acrid smell of beer turned my stomach. But nothing was going to stop me. I crept along the first row of parked cars, searching for Dakota’s big truck. It was the kind men love to show off, as if the tread on the tires signifies their manhood.

      Every few minutes when the bar’s front door opened laughter spilled into the night. I ducked for cover whenever a figure appeared near me in the mist. The cloak-and-dagger aspect of my mission both thrilled me. Adrenaline rushed through my veins. My body tingled with anticipation. This was heady stuff for a book-nerd witch, like me.

      I wanted revenge more than I wanted my next breath. Dakota wronged me, and he would pay for it. I gave him my heart, and he broke it into a million pieces. I won’t go over the tawdry details of how he ended our three-year betrothal, and how it shattered my life plan. Let’s just say the ending-to-end-all-endings involved a dominatrix with big hair, siren-red lips, and a whip.

      That memory haunted me. Adding salt to my wounds, Dakota told everyone who would listen to him that in these modern times, his romp in the motel room was no big deal. “Boys will be boys,” he said over and over again, with a wink.

      Boys will be boys. Hmph. To that I say, Witches are witches. He should know not to cross a sorceress.

      Dakota deserved all the pain I could unleash on him, and I planned on delivering it in ways that would hurt him most a bit at a time over the next year, or ten. One should never cross a witch.

      My mission this night was number three on my get- revenge list. I wanted to hit him where it hurt him most, right in the center of his oversized Goodyear tires. I knew some people labelled my need for revenge as immature, but I didn’t care. I figured if I made Dakota suffer, my dignity would be restored and that in turn would help me move on. It’s all about self-love and therapy.

      In the distance, the sound of fog horns sliced through the dreariness of the night. The mist continued to thicken. A rat scurried over my foot. I jumped—and slapped a hand over my mouth to muffle a scream.

      I swallowed and took a deep breath. I needed to focus on my plan. I imagined him crying as he called an Uber. I would live with the memory of a rat to see that happen.

      As I stalked through the second line of parked cars, I passed sedans, jeeps, and trucks similar to Dakota’s, but I couldn’t find his prized possession. I searched the lot a second time but found nothing.  I bit my lip. He came to Murphy’s Bar every Saturday night. His truck had to be here somewhere.

      Ten minutes later, I found it, his midnight-blue, fully loaded Ram that cost enough to feed a small country for a week. I pulled out my pocketknife and carefully slashed the rear tires. They were tougher than I expected, but I persevered. Of course, I could have used my magic to do the deed, but I wanted the visceral feeling of my revenge. The joy of it travelled through my skin right into my bones. I bent over the final tire with my blade.

      That’s when a large hand clasped my shoulder. My stomach lurched, as I jolted and glanced up. An enormous man in a muscle shirt glared down at me. His nametag read Arnold.

      “What have we here?” he barked, as he seized my hand that held the knife. I dropped my weapon.

      “Ah … I’m looking for my car.”

      He tilted his bald head to one side and spoke into a device strapped to his chest. “Got a wild one here.”

      I yearned to zap him with some of my witch fire, but I stopped myself. The Witch’s Oath that I live by forbids me using my power for my own gain. But I so wanted to. Oh, holy hexen hell, I wanted to.

      And that is how I—a quiet, peace-loving, book nerd—ended up being charged with mischief and held in a Seattle prison cell.
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      Being processed for jail didn’t dampen the warm feeling of victory dancing through my veins. I had been successful in my mission. I ruined three of Dakota’s beloved tires, and he would be devastated. Nothing could diminish my smile. Or so I thought.

      “You’re awful happy,” said the heavy-set female cop, as she steered me by my elbow along the corridor to the holding cell. The woman must have spent hours in the gym.

      I shrugged. “I’ll pay the fine. Do the time. Whatever.” I had already placed a call to my friend Eliza who lived nearby. She had promised to come as soon as she could to bail me out.

      “Let me guess. You were getting back at your lover.”

      I huffed. “Ex,” I corrected her. “And he’s gonna be so upset. So deliciously upset. He might even cry for his mama.”

      “Mm hmm.” The hard-faced cop shook her head. “Lady, you don’t know what you’ve got yourself into.”

      I blinked. “A fine, I suppose.”

      “Hah. You don’t get it. I mean what’s waiting for you down the hall, in this jail.” Her eyes hardened. “Tonight.”

      I shrugged. “It doesn’t matter. I’ll be out by morning.”

      Her furry left brow rose. “Yeah. Yeah. If you last that long.”

      “Wh— Why wouldn’t I?”

      “Sweet cheeks, it’s Saturday night. The holding cell is overflowing with …” She glanced at me up and down. “Let’s just say, people who don’t look like you.”

      My throat thickened. “I don’t get my own cell?”

      She barked out a laugh. “Not a chance.”

      I swallowed hard at the sound of two women screaming at each other. There was enough rage in their voices to part the Pacific Ocean. One of them stopped mid-sentence to retch.

      I slowed my pace.

      The cop nodded. “Sounds like the regulars. You’re just lucky it’s not a full moon.”

      With a flick of her key pass, the lock on the cell clicked, and she opened the creaking door.

      Now, I thought, would be a good time to use my magic and do a Houdini exit. I didn’t deserve to be thrown into the loony bin. For that matter, I didn’t deserve to be held accountable for anything I did to Dakota. He deserved a tire slashing and a lot more. I clenched my teeth and wished I could just use a teensy-weensy bit of magic to get me out of this jam.

      With my chin raised, I stepped into the holding cell. It was about the size of a volleyball court. Twenty or so females mingled inside. Their sweat smelled like a party gone wrong.

      Some sat on a bench along the back wall, but most stood. They all stared at me, the newbie. I aimed for an empty spot on the bench. As I moved, I took in my roommates. The ladies, and I use that term loosely, ranged in age from sixteen to seventy. Every skin color and social subset was represented. The most common feature I could see was a sense of desperation.

      Being a witch put me in the minority. I caught a whiff of demon blood, but otherwise, I discerned only norms. Angry, despairing, drunk, stoned, frustrated … norms.

      “What are you looking at?” snarled a pencil-thin woman in a white evening dress stained with blood.

      “Nothing I said.”

      Before I could say more, her fist smashed into my face. I ducked, but not in time. I heard my nose crack. My skin tore apart with the impact of her punch. Blood flowed down my face and trickled into my mouth. Her ring scratched my skin as she withdrew her hand.

      I lunged at her. As she deftly stepped aside laughing, I fell to the floor. I felt like a complete idiot, but a hand reached down for me. As I stood, I watched the lady in the gown hit another, and then another. The whole cell broke out in a brawl.
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      Three hours later, bruised, battered, and bitchy, I drove home. I figured my problems for the night were over, thanks to Eliza posting bail for me. Turning up my radio to full-blast, I sang along with every break-up song they played on my favorite Country radio station, as I careened along the windy coastal road.

      I had a posh apartment in Fangsters.  It’s my academy for vampire delinquents that sits on the outskirts of Mystic Keep. When the front door groaned open with its familiar Gothic-Horror melody, I felt confident the problems for the night had ended. I waved at the security cameras and slammed the door behind me.

      Home! A chill skittered like a drunk spider up my spine. I froze. Everything inside felt dead. Too dead, even for a place that housed vampires. But I was too tired to give it any more thought. I headed toward the grand staircase.

      With every step I climbed, an ominous, cold stillness seeped into my bones. I hesitated by the banister and gripped the raven sculpture that stood upon it. Something was definitely wrong.

      Normally, it being the weekend my students would be partying. Their music would filter up through the floor from the basement, which housed their residence, the casino would be hopping, and stray vampires would be wandering about. But I couldn’t hear any music.

      I shook my head. I shouldn’t be concerned. After all there is no such a thing as normal in a school for gangsters who bite. I had to stop looking for it.

      My head ached. Hex it, I told myself, I’ll worry tomorrow. My limbs felt heavy as I climbed the remaining stairs to my apartment on the top floor. My four-poster bed awaited me with deliciously soft, Egyptian-cotton sheets. When I’d lived on my own, I could never afford such luxury, but my blackmailer, the infamous Alessandro from Amsterdam, made my personal space comfortable. I stripped naked and slid between the sheets with a sigh of relief.

      Settling my head on the pillow, I reminded myself that the night had not been a complete failure. I had slit three of Dakota’s tires. I smiled at the thought of his face when he looked at them, and I dozed off.

      “Long night, darlin’?” asked a voice with a Texan accent.

      I groaned and opened my eyes. My familiar had decided to appear. Harvey sat cross-legged in a recliner in the corner of my room.

      Why do I have to have a rabbit for a familiar who asks stupid questions, I wondered.

      “I’m just part of your weird and wonderful life, darlin’,” he replied, because he could hear my thoughts.

      I closed my eyes tightly. My mom told me I got a bunny because I’m allergic to cats and Harvey was the universe’s solution. My sisters blame my father, a mysterious, fae prince no one other than my mother has ever met. I think it’s because the Fates needed a good laugh.

      “I do make you laugh,” Harvey said wiggling his brows.

      My heart stuttered. While he was not like other familiars, he was mine, and I treasured him. Being shy, he prefers to remain invisible to others, which is awkward, but, on the plus side, he likes to cuddle with me when I read, and his deep cowboy voice calms my nerves.

      He grinned as he listened to my thoughts. “You’ve had an interesting evening, darlin’.”

      “Mission accomplished,” I mumbled. Who knew being a bad girl could be so exhausting? My eyes closed and I drifted off into a wonderful fantasy about a pirate king who needed a librarian.
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      I awoke from a deep sleep to the familiar scent of vampire. I felt as if the devil himself had grabbed my heart and squeezed the life out of me.

      I opened one eye. Of course, it was Alessandro, one of the most powerful vampires in all the realms. Standing beside my bed, he loomed over me.

      “Go away,” I said, and pulled a pillow over my head.

      He removed the pillow with one of his gigantic hands and tossed it into the air. “I heard you were a bad girl tonight.”

      Of course, he’d heard. I sat up and took him in.

      The night predator had thick mahogany-brown hair that flowed in waves to his broad shoulders. Dark brown eyes dominated his ruggedly handsome face. His square jaw had just the right amount of scruff on it to make a woman sigh, and his full lips held a bad-boy grin. Alessandro was sexier than any man ought to be. I exhaled slowly. His presence filled my bedroom with a delicious sense of danger. Unfortunately for me, he was stone-cold-dead—and in a twisted way, my brother.

      I saluted him. “I might have been in trouble, but I’m home now.”

      “Mmm. I like it when good girls act bad.” He hesitated a beat because immortals never talk fast. “And, I would normally enjoy hearing all the juicy details of your escapade, but not tonight.” He made a vampire guttural sound that made me wince.

      “I’m exhausted, Alessandro, and it’s almost dawn. Can’t you just go away for now?”

      He shook his head.

      I groaned. “Send me a message. I promise you I’ll respond in the morning.”

      “Nuh uh.” He lowered his body to sit on the edge of my bed. “We need to talk. Now.”

      I would have said no, if I could, but he was the one person in all the realms I could not say no to. “Not without coffee,” I muttered.

      “There’s no time.”

      No time for coffee? I straightened my back and slowly gained my bearings. My vampire brother had never denied me caffeine. He wasn’t that mean. “What’s wrong?” I asked.

      “One of our students was attacked by a Fang Hunter.”

      “What?” Now I was fully awake. One of my students attacked! “Where’s Onyx?” He was the dhamphyre who took care of the academy’s security.

      “Onyx is gone.”

      “Gone?” I squinted. I’d only left the building for one day and part of one night. How could this have happened?

      Alessandro growled, and the low timber of his predator grumble rolled through the room echoing off the walls. The bone-chilling sound made my chest tighten and my blood run cold. The big guy was a lot more upset than I thought.

      “It’s not like him to leave us,” I said pulling my quilt close around my body.

      “I have been told the two of you had a fight.” His predator eyes lasered into mine.

      I blinked. “We always fight. You know that.”

      “But this one …” He arched a manly brow. “… was loud enough that the whole residence heard you.”

      I exhaled slowly. “He made me mad.” Onyx always made me mad.

      “Mm hmm.”

      “You know how witches get when we’re angry.” I bit my lip and tried to make sense of it all. “Do you really think that’s why he left?” I scrunched my face. “That doesn’t sound like Onyx.”

      The vampire shrugged.

      “He’s a tough guy,” I continued, “and … trust me, my opinions don’t matter to him.”

      Alessandro scoffed. “Men don’t always say what they mean, Rebel. You need to learn that.”

      I shook my head. I wasn’t about to discuss my man problems with a dead one who was blackmailing me. “Have you tried looking for Onyx?”

      “What do you think? I tried to contact him in every possible way. Onyx is gone, and you need to stop the Fang Hunter on your own.”

      “Me?”

      “Yes, you.”

      “But I’m a bibliophile, not a detective.”

      He leaned closer. The coppery scent of human blood dangled on his breath. “Do I need to remind you what is at stake for you?”

      I groaned. Alessandro knew my deepest, darkest secret. If people found out what I had done, I would be destroyed. He leveraged this knowledge to get me to start an academy for his wayward progeny and continued to hold it over me so that I would do his bidding.

      During his long undead life, Alessandro had collected and traded many people’s secrets using them for his own purposes. It was like a hobby for him, and one had made him powerful and rich. I understood that, but I sure didn’t like him holding my life in his hands.

      “Alessandro, you can’t—”

      His jaw hardened for a beat, and then he spoke in his solemn voice. “If you don’t eliminate this threat to the students, I will consider our contract terminated.” His jaw firmed. “You know what that means. I will tell everyone your secret.”

      I nodded, too afraid to trust my voice.

      “Rebel?”

      “How can I?” My mind reeled at the prospect of having to find the villain on my own. “Can I go into the tunnels?” Alessandro had taken over an underground network of passageways and caverns created by smugglers in the nineteenth centuries to move black market tobacco, booze, and drugs. It hadn’t been used in decades, but his band of night creatures had renovated it to suit their needs.

      It’s how they got around town, how they escaped the sun, and where they fed most of the time. The student and staff residences had been built down there as well. I had been asking for a tour since we opened but had been denied each time I asked.

      “No, not now,” he said, and then in almost a whisper, “Not ever.”

      “Alessandro!”

      “No, Rebel. The world below the academy is not a place for mortal beings.”

      “But that’s where the crime was committed. How do you expect me to solve this case when I can’t even witness the scene?”

      He shrugged. “Talk to the students and staff. They live down there. They will give you all the information you need.”

      “But if I could just see—”

      “No.” He folded his arms. His predator stare grew so intense I thought I might sizzle beneath it. “Under no circumstances are you to step below the ground level of the academy.”

      I swallowed. “Okay. I will respect your boundaries.”

      “And?” he said in a gravelly voice that raked my senses.

      “I will find the Fang Hunter,” I said.

      “Forty-eight hours.” Alessandro stood. “I’ll give you forty-eight hours. You work best on a timeline. Get this done.”

      “Impossible.”

      He tilted his head. “Thirty-six then.”
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      Tick tock –the timeline to hell had begun.

      

      The next morning after I had consumed a pot of coffee, I descended to my office on Fangsters’ ground floor and penned a to-do list. My body still hurt from the big brawl at the joint, but I didn’t have time to worry about my personal pain. More important things were going on in my world. I had become a tooth fairy—well, a fang fairy. Whatever. I had to protect Fangsters from a Fang Hunter. They were my students, whatever their specie, and no one was going to hurt them.
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        * * *

      

      To-Do List

      1 Contact a lawyer in case Dakota presses criminal charges.

      2 Have René (our resident genius about everything) crack the CCTV data at Murphy’s Bar and send me the footage of Dakota finding his flat tires. A woman has to have some fun in her day.

      3 Send Onyx a warm friendly cryptic non-apologetic apology message. Tell him I want need him back to deal with a security issue. Wave an olive branch with the condition he stay out of my private life.

      4 Wait twenty minutes for a reply and then send an official academy request to Onyx demanding his assistance, stating there is no one better—anywhere in the realm—to neutralize a Fang Hunter. (I gagged as I wrote this sentence.)

      6 Talk to the police.

      7 Get one of my sisters to brew a pain-killing potion for my killer of a headache before I kill someone.
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      Where the hex was Onyx? He drove me crazy in so many ways, but I needed him. I thought about how angry he looked when I used my magic to throw him across the room and against the wall, and how he had walked off in a huff. I thought we would make up soon enough, but maybe I was wrong about that. Maybe, the fanged one had feelings. Is that what Alessandro had tried to tell me?

      I closed my eyes as I thought of him. Onyx was a super-hot guy. As I told my sisters he looked like Ryan Reynolds with bangs—and fangs. Being a dhamphyre—that is a predator with a vampire father and mortal mother—he lived in an in-between world. He wasn’t dead or immortal, but he would live a very long life. Daylight didn’t bother him, and his diet included food from all the realms as well as blood.  Understanding both the mortal and immortal cultures he was the perfect security man for the academy and that’s why Alessandro had chosen him. He just wasn’t the perfect housemate for me. We fought a lot.

      Needing to get on with playing detective, I read my to-do list out loud. Had I left anything out?

      Harvey shrugged and said nothing, which said a lot.

      The list covered everything, but it didn’t feel like it did. I grumbled. This was not a day I looked forward to living in the house of the undead.

      Harvey, who lounged in a chair in the corner of my office, cleared his throat. “Please, don’t think that. You know what happens when you do.”

      “Things get worse.” I smiled grimly. “I know I’m tempting the Fates. But things can’t possibly get worse this time.”

      A raucous caw drew my attention to my open window. The raven had returned. When I looked his way, he made a clucking sound.

      “Well, good morning to you too, my friend.” I saw him every day, sometimes at my bedroom window and sometimes here in my office. I figured he was hungry, so I left him breadcrumbs on pretty little dishes.

      “But he doesn’t eat them,” said Harvey, sounding as smug as ever. “May I remind you ravens are known for pecking out the eyes of dying men?”

      “So, you tell me.” Every day.

      “I can show you pictures,” Harvey added.

      “Stop glaring at him. Maybe he’ll start eating when he feels more comfortable with us.”

      “You want to train a wild bird of prey?

      “No, that’s not it. I just think it’s hospitable to offer food to a guest.”

      “Hmm. Cuz training men is something you’re so good at.” Harvey muttered his words, but I heard them well enough.

      And I laughed. “Maybe I should try cookies instead of bread?

      “How about cake?”

      “There’s an idea.”

      “I was joking.”

      I scoffed.

      Someone pounded on the academy’s front door, and my heart skipped a beat. Who would be visiting me in the daylight?

      I exhaled slowly. “You better not be right about things getting worse,” I said to Harvey.

      I got up, but before I could take a step, I heard the front door crash open. A second later my office door smashed into the wall. Two big men strode towards me with fire in their eyes. With a sigh, I sat down and folded my hands on my lap.

      Of course, it would be them. Only family would disturb my peace at—I glanced at the clock on my phone—six in the morning. My two brothers-in-laws marched to my desk as if the mahogany piece of furniture were an enemy to be seized and stared down their official noses at me. If I didn’t love them, I might have squirmed. But I knew their growls to be worse than their bites, at least as far as I was concerned.

      On the right stood Gavin McGee, my sister Jane’s werewolf mate. He was the norm police chief in Mystic Keep, a big guy built to handle trouble. The glint in his eye made me cringe. Clearly, he considered me to be a problem. No one messed with the peace in his small town. His official blue uniform fit snugly over his muscular frame but didn’t hide his scuffed cowboy boots. He growled loud enough to shake my teaching license hanging on the wall behind me.

      “Good morning, to you too,” I said.

      Standing to his left, Donovan O’Reilly quirked a black brow. A warlock warrior with a legendary reputation, he had married my oldest sister, Merlina. He tossed back his magical cloak over his shoulder, revealing a lean, hard body fitted with top-of-the-line battle gear. No doubt this was an instinctual move he used to intimidate people he interrogated, but it did little to impress me. I had heard him coo to his baby son a few nights ago and knew just how soft a heart hid beneath the Kevlar gear.

      Donovan’s Irish blue eyes sizzled with anger. “Rebel! This place is trouble.”

      “And so are you two,” I said.

      I glanced from one to the other and smiled. “I was just about to call you.” I figured that would make them feel better, as they were always telling me I should rely on them.

      “There’s been nothing but problems since this place opened,” said Gavin. His nose wiggled as if he picked up a scent.

      “Ah come on. That’s not completely true,” I said. There was never a dull night in my school for delinquent vampire teenagers, but we weren’t the only source of trouble. I cleared my throat. “We all know the real truth. There’s been unrest in Mystic Keep before I came to town. Ever since it became a haven for magic folk trouble has stirred. My school is just a … touch of whip cream on that sundae.”

      Donovan pinched the bridge of his nose. “We were told there’s been an incident here.”

      “Who contacted you?”

      “It was an anonymous tip,” said Gavin, his gaze drifted to the window and whipped back to me. “But since your phone is off, we decided to pay you a personal visit.”

      They both stared at me.

      I looked past them at Harvey, still sitting in the corner. He shrugged.

      “Perhaps you would like to sit down for this,” I said as I opened the file on my desk.

      Donovan sat on the edge of my desk with a grumble. Gavin strolled to the window and stared outside.

      “I was away for one day and one night,” I said. “When I came back…” I stopped to take a deep breath. “I found this file folder on my desk.” I didn’t tell them about Alessandro visiting me because that would raise their hackles. The less they knew about my relationship with him, the better. They knew Alessandro bankrolled Fangsters, but they didn’t know he’d blackmailed me to run it.

      “Where did you go?” muttered Gavin.

      I huffed. “Seattle, not that it matters.”

      “Is that where you got the black eye?” asked Donovan.

      Dang it all, I thought my make-up and witch charm hid the bruises, but warlocks have sharp eyes that can see below all of that. It’s as if they smell wounds. “That’s not important right now.” I waved my hand in the air.

      “Seattle, eh.” Gavin glanced my way. “Isn’t that where the Ass Hat lives?” Ass Hat was Gavin’s pet name for Dakota. One of the many reasons I loved the werewolf.

      “Yeah.”

      Donovan stiffened. “He hit you?”

      “No. No. I got this from a hysterical woman in the joint. Can we get back to business?”

      Gavin snickered. “The joint? Do you mean jail? You?”

      Donovan leaned toward me and sniffed. “She tells the truth.”

      Gavin pulled out his phone and started tapping.

      I cleared my throat. “As I said, my trip is not important.”

      Donovan tucked a lock of my hair behind my ear. “It’s a real shiner, honey.”

      “Hah,” said Gavin. “Here’s the truth. Our dear little sister was arrested last night for mischief. Apparently, she was caught slitting tires in the parking lot of Murphy’s bar.”

      Donovan chuckled. “My, my, Rebel, you’ve been naughty. Hanging around vampires is turning you … wicked.”

      I closed my eyes. My cheeks burned. “Can we talk business?”

      Gavin kept tapping on his phone. “Her charges are pending, but she was supposed to appear in a Seattle court this morning. What do you think, Donovan? Shall we report her?”

      “An escapee? Oh, this is getting even better. Wait until I tell Merlina.”

      “No!” I jumped up and planted my fists on my hips. “You need to listen to me. I need help.”

      “You’re a mild-mannered witch running a school for gangsters who bite. Why would you need help?” said Donovan with a sly smile.

      Then it happened. I couldn’t help myself. I’m not that powerful a sorceress, but when I get angry, really angry, energy flows out of my body and effects the electric grid. It’s just a thing that happens, and I can’t control it. The lights in my office flashed on and off.

      Gavin laughed. “Yup, she’s in trouble.” He returned to my desk and folded his body into a guest chair to face me.

      Donovan eased himself into the other chair. “Tell us,” he ordered in his authoritarian voice that had led supernatural armies in battle.

      My stomach twisted. “One of my students was assaulted.”

      “While you were in the clinker?” said Gavin.

      “Where was Onyx?” asked Donovan.

      I sighed. “Here’s the thing … Onyx is missing, and I need to fix a missing fang problem. I can’t talk to any of the vampires until dark. So maybe you guys can help me.”

      “Hmm,” they grumbled in unison like a boy-band chorus. “You have a fang problem?”

      “Yes. There’s a Fang Hunter in town. All the information I have is in this file,” I explained.
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      Before I could look in the file, Norman, my norm janitor tapped on my open office door and entered with a tray of coffee. He was a middle-aged man with wispy salt and pepper hair and a paunch dressed in a blue flannel shirt and jeans. My brothers glared at him for the intrusion.

      “Don’t bite me,” he said. That was his standard line. It usually worked well, but these guys were a hard audience.

      They shook their heads in disbelief.

      I bit back a laugh. “Thanks, Norm.”

      As he put the tray down on my desk, the three ceramic mugs rattled. Norm glanced at the file. “I see you’re busy. I’ll leave you to it.”

      When the door clicked behind Norm, Gavin’s brow furrowed. “Who is that guy?”

      “The janitor. Onyx hired him weeks ago.”

      “Since when does a janitor deliver coffee?” asked Donovan.

      “And how did he know how many mugs to bring?” added Gavin.

      “Hey, stop complaining. I trust him. And, it’s free coffee,” I poured a cup and gave it to Gavin. “Norm has grown protective of me during the day, because the vampires are all resting. He keeps an eye on any visitors coming or going. It’s sweet, really.” Though I guessed he was paid to make reports to Onyx.

      Gavin grunted.

      “Take the coffee.” I handed him a cup. “Whatever’s in this file will be easier to face with caffeine.”

      Gavin examined his mug. It was one of my favorites, with the words Vampires Suck written in red text that dripped as if it were dipped in blood. A faint smile lightened his expression as he studied the slogan. He took a gulp. “Tell us about the Fang Hunter.”

      Donovan groaned but didn’t refuse the coffee handed to him. It was a red mug, with a black silhouette of Dracula dancing across the words, The Fangdango.

      I lifted my mug in a silent toast and took a sip. Pure heaven. Norm had been bringing me coffee every morning since he started working in the academy. We’d swap stories. He would tell me about the old days when he was an engineer on the trains, or of his many travels to the Arctic. Since one man couldn’t experience that much adventure in one lifetime, I doubted all his tales were true, but I didn’t care how much he stretched the truth. I enjoyed his tales. They had become a thing that made living in the house of the rising dead feel more normal. The saying on my cup was Good to the last bite. I smiled and took another sip.

      Gavin got up, locked my office door, and returned to his seat. “So, what’s in the file?”

      “A summary report and a flash drive.”

      Donovan nodded. “Read it.”

      “Incident Report, Friday, filed by René @ sunrise.” I stopped. “You remember René, right?”

      “He’s the brainy one,” said Gavin. “With the French accent that makes women purr.”

      Donovan nodded. “The savant who runs a gambling business. I recall you saying it was motivational, but I think he’s skirting around a lot of inter-realm laws.” He grimaced. “Yeah, we know all about René.”

      I didn’t like his tone, so I stopped to take a long drink of my coffee just to annoy him. It burned my tongue. I continued to read.

      “Observations: When we arose at sunset, Xiu, who rests next to me, was missing a fang. It had been pulled.

      Victim: Xiu, thirty-year-old vampire of Chinese descent, appears sixteen, slim, healthy, smart—maybe too smart. Sired by Alessandro, he is always in trouble with the norms. His last mistake was passing counterfeit one-hundred-dollar bills to a gang of mobsters in Chicago. They chained him to a cement wall in a duplex and took wagers on how long he could last without blood. Alessandro rescued him and brought him here.

      Investigation: Terror spread quickly below ground. Someone had come into our dorm, assaulted Xiu, and escaped seemingly unnoticed. Unable to locate Onyx or Rebel, I took over the role of head of security. I interviewed all the students and faculty. You can find recordings of the interviews on the thumb drive.

      Summation: There were no visitors staying in the residences. The doors were locked and secured by Onyx’s mechanical devices and Rebel’s spells. No stranger should have been able to come in, do the crime, and leave. But someone did.

      It’s a locked casket case.

      Suspects:

      A mage did it. Why? Because they hate us. We know they have motivation. Their magic would be their means. But did they have the opportunity? We need to find out what they were up to that night.

      Claudia, the newbie vamp, did it. She has been with us for forty-eight hours and is yet to speak to anyone. She refused to be interviewed. Does she know something?

      A stranger did it. The unknown factor needs to be considered. Has a Fang Hunter come to town and infiltrated our security system?”

      

      I put down René’s report and picked up my coffee.

      Donovan pinched the bridge of his nose. “Interesting,” he mumbled.

      “But?” asked Gavin.

      “No one is dying here,” said Donovan with a huff. “I’ve got a Troll situation happening in the river quarter. If I can’t solve Junker’s murder, which happened yesterday, a war will break out between two of the dominant families, and more trolls will die. I need to be there.”

      My gut twisted. Since when did Trolls rate higher than Vamps? Since always, in this town. I sighed. “I understand,” I said, but I didn’t.

      “I came to make sure you were all right.” Donovan plunked his empty cup on the tray with a decisive thump. “And quite frankly, I don’t give a damn about a missing fang.”

      “Hmm,” grumbled Gavin.

      Donovan stood. “I trust the two of you will sort this out.” He rotated his hands and a flaming portal appeared in the space behind him.

      “Wait,” I said.

      He cocked a brow, as the flames burned behind him, backlighting him with flickering, blue light.

      “Before you go … tell me what you know about Fang Hunters.”

      Donovan winced.

      “Please. It will save us time,” I added. He would know more about them than anyone in town.

      The Irish warlock firmed his jaw. “Vampire fangs are traded on black markets in all the nine realms. They are used in magic spells and norm medicines. While many have tried their pliers at vamp hunting, most have not lived to tell the tale. The Vampire Brotherhood takes care of them.”

      His Adam’s apple went up and down, and I imagined horrific images of torture and death at the hands of angry vampires that were going through his head.

      “Still,” he continued after a moment, “there’s a lot of money in fangs, and cash makes desperate people do desperate things.” Without waiting for a reply, he turned and strode through his flaming portal.

      Gavin poured himself another cup of coffee. “So, tell me, why did Onyx leave?” He waited a beat. “What did you do to him?”

      There wasn’t coffee strong enough anywhere in the world, for me to face that question. “It doesn’t matter. He’s gone, and we need a plan.”
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      Tick Tock –30 hours left to fix my fang problem.

      

      After an hour of discussion, Gavin and I came up with a plan, which I had no intention of following. I pretended to agree with his ideas just to get him out of my office. He kissed me on the cheek before he left, and the scent of alpha wolf enveloped me like a warm hug on a cold morning.

      “Remember the plan,” he said.

      Stifling a grunt, I hid behind a forced smile, and probably looked as constipated as all hex. I felt stuffed with frustration from having to deal with a missing Onyx, Gavin’s man-plan to fix everything, and a fang crisis I had no idea how to solve. “Of course,” I said to the werewolf in a demure voice. “I can do my part.”

      His denim-blue eyes narrowed. “Rebecca?”

      “I’ll do my best.” And I would. I wasn’t lying about that part. I always do my best.

      “Mm hmm.” His phone dinged before he could say more.

      “You better get that,” I said. “Your dings are important. I’m good, here. You go do you.” I waved him out.

      He left, but not before he gave me another suspicious glare.

      I leaned back in my chair and exhaled slowly. It was time to devise my own scheme.

      “That’s my darlin’,” said Harvey, nodding his approval from the chair in the corner.

      “Can you believe Gavin! His plan is for him to take over and do all the investigating, while I sit here at my desk. As if!” I looked down at the suspect list. “I’m going to question the mages. They’re always causing us trouble.”

      “The mages!” Harvey repeated slowly. “I feel a list coming on.” He pressed his paw to his forehead, as if he were a southern belle about to have a fainting spell.

      “René listed them as the number one suspect.”

      “Mages?” Harvey’s whiskers twitched.

      “You already said that. What’s your point?”

      Harvey rolled his eyes. “Do I need to remind you, that you have history with them?”

      “All the more reason to check them out.”

      “They twitter about you every day.”

      I shrugged.

      “They hold demonstrations on our grounds.” Harvey pointed to the window. “They even set bombs.”

      “Protest is legal in a democracy.” I said.

      “They have it in for your whole family.”

      I nodded. “Well, yes, but what would a small town be without a family feud or two.”

      Harvey’s nose crinkled. “And … they have magic.”

      My fingers trembled. “You’re not helping.”

      An hour later, decked in black yoga pants, a black turtle, and a black cape, I sauntered down Main Street toward the mage headquarters housed in a dilapidated warehouse at the north end. I had tied my hair back into a low ponytail, pulled the hood of my cloak over my head, and shadowed my jaw with makeup so I appeared to have facial scruff. Large Harry Potter glasses completed my disguise as a young mage. The only thing I lacked was a large pendant with the gold emblem of their guild on it. I’d steal one the first chance I got.

      It didn’t take me long to arrive at the front door of the Mage Guild. It was an ugly brick albatross of a building, created during the height of the industrial revolution, a time when efficiency far outweighed aesthetics. To my mind, it was an eyesore in the quaint seaside town.

      The Guild headquarters had a storied past. It had once been owned by a successful yuppie who turned it into a fleece making factory. After five successful years, the man’s tech-stocks took a dive, and he jumped from the top floor. Before him, the structure had been a youth hostel. Countless backpackers exploring the beauty of the Pacific Northwest coast visited there until a guest started a fire. There were several casualties. That owner collected the insurance money and ran saying the place had too many ghosts for him. Or so goes the local legends. The place was not only ugly, it had bad mojo. When I heard the Mage Guild bought it, I grinned from ear to ear.

      I don’t have anything against mages, per se. Some of them are my friends. Well, I have coffee with one … maybe once a year, standing up.

      It’s the local Guild, that’s the problem. They meddle in everyone’s business, as if they have the right to interfere and manipulate the lives of others, as if they are superior, as if they know what’s best. Did I mention they were mostly men and that they hate witches? That too, is a problem.

      In the spring sunshine, the bricks chipped and stained by salt and age made the building look old and neglected. The air around it reeked of mages—a disgusting mixture of garlic, body odor, and weak magic.

      I readied my magical power allowing it to rise to my fingertips. If the mages recognized me as an outsider, they’d act defensively. I wasn’t sure what they would do, but it wouldn’t be nice. While the average mage possessed no more power than I did, a group could take me down in an instant. My witch senses warned me that there were at least twenty roaming inside the meeting house.

      I lifted my chin and took a deep breath as I entered their domain. Unfortunately, my plan didn’t go any farther than opening the door. I trusted luck and the universe for the rest. I swallowed. Maybe my plan wasn’t so great. Who did I think I was? Indiana Jones with a broom?

      I exhaled slowly as I gazed around the rectangular room. Cubicles lined two sides leaving a large space in the middle, and a food station at the end. The smell of mage sorcery and stale coffee hung in the air. A group of nine stood in a circle around a cauldron in the back-corner chanting in an ancient language. Others worked in their cubicles. A few lounged on sofas near the food chatting. I spied a staircase beside them and a rear exit door I could use to escape.

      A large banner hung on the back wall: Mage Guild of Mystic Keep. In us, we trust.

      Humble as always, I thought.

      As no one looked my way, I walked slowly along the side of a bank of cubicles filled with mages working on laptops. Probably tweeting, I thought. Not one of them looked up. But then, there were enough cameras on the walls and ceilings to protect a NASA institution.

      I sucked on my lower lip. My gut swirled with acid. If they hid a secret, it probably wouldn’t be in this front room. Maybe there would be private offices with safes upstairs or in the basement.

      “Stop! Who goes there?” A man’s voice came from behind me.

      Without hesitation, I walked on, as if he couldn’t possibly be talking to me.

      “I said stop!” The man barked. “Where is your pendant?”

      I winced as a bony hand grabbed my bicep. He squeezed hard and spun me around. I found myself face to face with Egor Lugnut, the leader of the Guild whose official title was Sir Regal, Honor of Mages. In my family, we called him the Head Twit.

      His sallow complexion looked even paler than I remembered, and his beady eyes appeared ready to jump out of his face and attack me on their own. The last time I saw him he had tried to blow up my school, so saying we had history put it mildly.

      “I smell witch!” he said. He stared down his nose at me. “A bitch of a witch.”
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      “I can explain,” I said.

      “Talk. Talk. Talk. That’s all you witches do,” Lugnut grumbled. He wore a mage’s cloak over his rotund body, and the smell of garlic and his personal body odor hung in the air around him like a cloud.

      “Yes, we talk. That’s because we have something to say,” I said.

      He grunted, expelling more of his personal stench. After I opened the vampire academy in Mystic Keep, the mages started adding garlic to every one of their meals. Mages in every realm tended to be on the quirky side, but our local ones really took the cauldron on paranoia.

      I wrinkled my nose. “Sir Regal—Whatever.” I huffed. “I expect as a fellow sorcerer and guest in your establishment to be treated with dignity.”

      Lugnut twisted his mouth. “Why? Why are you here?”

      “I’m hot on the bloody trail of a Fang Hunter.”

      He released my arm and straightened his back. “Here? Here?”

      “Your guild, sir, is well known through all the realms, as a welcoming place for magic folk.”

      He blinked twice.

      “So,” I continued, “I thought a stranger might try to hide amongst you, kind souls.”

      Lugnut scratched his chubby chin and his jowls wobbled. “Yes. Yes. We are a fine guild.”

      My shoulders relaxed. “Well?” I said. “Have you seen anyone suspicious lurking around?”

      “A fang … A Fang Hunter, you say?”

      I tried to keep a straight face. How long does it take to bring a mage up to speed? “Yes, Sir Regal, a Fang Hunter. I’m told there’s a lucrative trade in vampire fangs on the black market.”

      “Indeed. Indeed.”

      I nodded. “One of my students was attacked in his … sleep.”

      Lugnut’s eyes widened. “You …” A small smile crept onto his face. “You don’t say.”

      I grumbled to bring him back to earth. “It’s terrible. A vampire can’t survive without their fangs.”

      The mage nodded. “I … I see.” He took a deep breath. “I … I will check with our security team and have them review our guest book and CCTV footage. But … But I haven’t seen anyone strange.” He hesitated. “Other than you … you around here.”

      “I’m not strange.”

      “Hmm.”

      “Where were you last night?” I asked in a casual tone.

      The line between his eyes deepened, and he folded his arms. “Surely … Surely you don’t suspect me?”

      You bet your sweet-mage ass I do, I thought, but I didn’t say that. “Look, Sir Regal, you either tell me, or you tell Donovan and Gavin. We’re trying to eliminate all the people we know. It’s a standard procedure thing.”

      His face blanched at the sound of my brothers’ names.

      “Well?” I asked.

      He huffed, and more garlic stench floated my way.

      I coughed.

      “After … After sunset … I was here watching a movie with the others until ten, and then we played Euchre until midnight. I’m sure that will all be on the CCTV tapes, which I will send to you.”

      “Thank you. And after midnight?”

      “I … I went to my room upstairs, read for a while, and fell asleep. I woke at sunrise.”

      Another mage, I recognized as his second-in-command, stepped forward. “I was here. What the grand master says is true.”

      I exhaled slowly. “Do you have any idea of who the Fang Hunter could be?”

      The two mages glanced at each other.

      “Not everyone likes vampires in this town,” said the second-in-command.

      “Tell me something I don’t know.” I firmed my lips. “But the locals are getting used to them. I don’t think it’s a local.”

      “A … A vampire did it,” pronounced Lugnut with certainty. “They … They enjoy hurting others, you know.”

      I bit my lip to stop myself from cursing. After a moment, I spoke. “You have my number. Please forward me footage from your cameras last night and let me know if you learn anything about the Fang Hunter.”

      Lugnut squinted. “You’re not getting off that easy.”

      I blinked. The two mages moved closer to me. I felt like a slice of bologna in a cheap cafeteria sandwich, squished between the bread and slimy butter. I pulled my protective magic around me. The others in the room stood and moved towards us.

      “She has to walk the walk,” said someone in the back of the room. I hadn’t realized until that moment that all the mages in the room had stopped what they were doing to listen in to our conversation. Hexen hell!

      “The walk,” repeated another.

      “Walk. Walk. Walk.”

      If I wasn’t gripped by terror, I might have found their chanting humorous. But there was nothing funny about their walk of shame. It was notorious, as in notoriously bad.

      “Make her do it,” said another cloaked mage closing in on me. His words echoed in the hall.

      “Walk. Walk. Walk.” They raised their voices, and the whole room shook with their enthusiasm. They thumped their staffs as they circled me. It was like being in the center of a really bad musical. “Walk. Walk. Walk” Thump. Thump. Thump. “Walk. Walk. Walk.” Thump. Thump. Thump. As their energy grew, the hair on the nape of my neck stood on end.

      I fought the trembling in my body, but to no avail. Sweat trickled down my spine. My chest tightened to the point I could hardly breathe, and an icy-cold weight settled in the pit of my stomach. I had heard about the mage’s walk of shame, but never actually witnessed it.

      Lugnut’s beady eyes burned into mine. “I proclaim …”

      The group fell silent.

      “That Rebel Black of the Black Magnolia witch coven deserves punishment. She trespassed on our sacred space, and she must pay for her foolishness.”

      “Wait. No. I’m here to protect others. You can’t—”

      His hand rose, and a mage spell resonated through the room. Before I could say another word, my clothes flew off my body. I stood bare-naked in front of him. My enchantress powers were nothing against the collective energy of the mages.

      Nonetheless I tried to fight back. As tears of frustration, anger, and shame ran down my face, I called on my magic. I pleaded with the universe.  I cursed the ground Lugnut stood on. This was not justice.

      My pleas and curses were drowned in the swamp of their spells. I mentally called on my sisters for help, but I didn’t think they would hear me, and even if they did, they wouldn’t be able to get to me in time. I was truly done for.

      I considered trying to cover my private parts, but I only had two hands. Raw anger stilled my edginess. I took a deep breath and stood tall. Screw this, I thought. I firmed my lips and stopped crying. Whatever they had in mind, I would endure it, and someday I would get my payback. I do love payback.

      Lugnut’s brow furrowed at the change in my demeanor. “You are a proud little witch. That’s your problem, Rebel Black. You are too proud.”

      “Proud? I’m not the bully in the room.” I spit out my words, and I could see by the flinch in his eyes, I hit my mark.

      “Normally we would make you walk around the chamber three times. But for you …”

      “More. More. More.” The mages had not lost their voices.

      “For you, it will be once, a warning that you should never ever underestimate The Mage Guild of Mystic Keep. And … and … you should never enter our domain without an invitation.”

      I tossed my hair back and walked in the direction he pointed. Sometimes a witch has to do what a witch has to do. I was there to protect my students. I could do this for them. I had to do this.

      But my sheer, gut-wrenching humiliation could not be contained. Tears flowed down my cheeks, as I placed one foot in front of the other. The hungry eyes of the mages devoured my nakedness. I had never felt so exposed, so alone, or so shamed. To make matters worse, the cold air in the room hardened my nipples. Could anything be crueler than this walk? The fifty yards I traversed felt like fifty freaking miles.

      When I returned to my starting point, my clothes magically returned to my body smelling slightly of mage breath. I wiped my face with the back of my hand and faced Lugnut. “Now what?”

      “You … You may go.”

      I considered threatening him, but I didn’t want more trouble. Any dispute I took to the town’s magic council would favor the mages. I had violated their space without permission. I had done wrong. I took a deep breath. “Let me know if you hear anything about the Fang Hunter,” I said.

      “Of course,” replied Lugnut. His smug smile revealed blackened teeth.

      That merciless grin pushed me one inch too far. I stepped closer to him, so that only he could hear my voice. “I will get you back for this. Someday. Somewhere. I will take my revenge. You are a marked man, Lugnut. Mark my words, I Rebel Black of the Black Magnolia coven have made you a marked man.” I vanished in a puff of pink smoke scented with cotton candy to annoy the group. Using my magic to this extent would give me a migraine, but I desperately wanted to show them I had power.

      “Witch!” Lugnut hissed.
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      Tick Tock – 26 hours remaining to stop the Fang Hunter.

      

      As I teleported into my office at Fangsters, Harvey shook his head at me. Because of our connection he experienced every second of my humiliating experience, though not as strongly as I had.

      “Oh, be quiet,” I said. “It wasn’t a total loss.”

      “Mm hmm.”

      “A mage isn’t the Fang Hunter. I’m certain of that now. I can cross the number one suspect off René’s hit list.”

      “Mmm.” Harvey nodded slowly.

      “I know. I know. I should be careful with my magic levels, but I had to show those twittering mages my power.”

      “I saw that. Pink fog that smells like cotton candy. Yup. You sure showed them.”

      I firmed my lips and counted to ten.

      “Darlin’, I don’t mean to fault you.”

      But he so did! I exhaled slowly, a feeble attempt to temper the rage that swirled inside me like a cyclone.

      “But” he continued, “you need to look at yourself in the mirror. That show-off blast fried you.”

      I put a hand to my hair. Oh, hell in a cauldron. It felt crispy. That wasn’t a good sign. My shoulders ached with tension. My eyes stung. And true to form, a nasty migraine brewed in the top of my head. I groaned. “Maybe,” I said.

      “You better lie down before you collapse on the floor.”

      Again, the darn rabbit made a good point. I crawled onto the sofa beneath the window and managed to pull the blanket over me before I fell into a deep sleep.

      Powerful witches totally control their dreams. Even the average witch next door can exert some will over her night adventures. But not me. Never. Ever. I careened into bedlam.
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        * * *

      

      I found myself in my bedroom, reliving the last time I saw Onyx. Why? I asked my subconscious. Why? Why do I have to do this twice when I didn’t like it the first time? But my subconscious didn’t answer. She’s like that.

      Onyx, looking as handsome as ever, stood a foot from me. The golden specks in his obsidian eyes blazed with anger. His predator presence would make any sane mortal shiver even without his rage, but I was far beyond reacting that way to him regardless of his mood. As far as I was concerned, he was a bad houseguest who’d outstayed his visit.

      “Just tell them,” he said in his deep, gravelly voice.

      “I can’t.” The knot I held so firmly in my stomach twisted. “I can’t. Don’t you understand how blackmail works? Alessandro controls me. My secret cannot be revealed. Not now. Not ever. And he knows it.”

      Onyx let my words hang. The air around us smelled deliciously male. Why couldn’t I have an ugly night stalker for Fangster’s head of security, instead of a hot one with deadly charm, enough sex appeal to melt a glacier, and a razor-sharp mind?

      He had dark-chocolate-brown eyes that drew me in with a mere glance, a square chin covered with just the right amount of scruff to make my female parts whimper, and chiseled cheekbones a runway model would die for. And that was just his face. He also had broad shoulders, a thin waist, and long legs. The guy belonged on the cover of a romance novel.

      While Onyx’s was a man most would drool over, his good looks and vampiric charm didn’t work so well on me. His personality drove me crazy. Even if I learned to ignore his biting sarcasm, horrible taste in music, and peculiar habits he picked up from living in the shadows, I had to work and live with him under the same roof, twenty-four-seven. So I didn’t like-like him.

      And yet … and yet, Onyx cared enough to ask me about my problem. That meant something, didn’t it? I thought he disliked me as much as I did him, but maybe, just maybe, he wanted to be my … friend.

      Onyx inhaled a sharp breath and spoke in the same exasperated, dismissive voice he used on our students when they didn’t get what he was saying. “This is what I know. A blackmailer controls you only as long as you have a secret. If you reveal it, he loses his power over you. So, the solution is simple. Kick your damned skeleton out of the closet.”

      “I. Can’t.”

      His eyes softened.

      My knees wobbled.

      He shook his head. “Think about it. You hold the power to control how your secret is revealed. You can determine who you tell, and how much you reveal. If you take charge of the situation, you can manage how much damage will be done.”

      “No. Just, no! You don’t understand. If my secret is revealed, my whole life will be ruined.”

      He shook his head. “You’re impossible.”

      “You don’t know my secret.”

      His mouth hitched on one side. “I know this … What matters most to you is your family. The secret must involve them. I also know they all love you, unconditionally. They will get over whatever transgression you’ve made.” He tucked a lock of my hair behind my ear.

      My breath hitched at his touch, and my lips trembled. “You just don’t understand.”

      “Then tell me. Make me understand. This control Alessandro has over you is not healthy.”

      I blinked back a tear. “Being controlled by a powerful vampire is not something I planned on. I hate it. But … the academy is …” I hesitated, wanting to say good, or maybe professionally challenging, or at least okay, but instead I said, “Interesting.”

      Onyx scoffed. “You can’t tell me you would choose to work here.”

      “Well …”

      “Or choose to be awoken and given orders in the middle of the night by one of the deadliest vampires in all the realms.”

      He had me there. Alessandro’s night visits made my skin crawl. “Look, Onyx, I’m enjoying our truce.” Though the word enjoying fell short of addressing the emotional attachment that kept growing between the two of us—or the soul-searing heat neither of us admitted to feeling. “And I respect your advice.” Some of the time. “But I cannot tell the world my secret. Ever!”

      “Then Alessandro will command you, forever. It’s your choice.”

      “No!” I screamed because I couldn’t let that happen. But I also couldn’t tell Onyx that I had a plan to deal with Alessandro in a witch way. “No,” I said more calmly. “Once I have the school running smoothly, I am confident he will let me move on.”

      Onyx’s brows rose. “And I thought you were—” His body froze with his words hanging in the air.

      Previously I remembered him saying, “Smart,” but in this dream, he did not. In this dream, he stopped and stared at me with wonder. As if … As if …

      “Onyx, what do you want to tell me?”

      His body reanimated. “Help,” he said. “I need help.” His image disappeared.

      “Onyx!” I screamed.
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        * * *

      

      I woke myself up, gasping for breath. My hands felt clammy and my throat felt drier than the Sahara Desert.

      “Interesting,” said Harvey as he hopped onto the sofa to sit beside me. “Onyx used a dream to communicate with you.”

      “He did.”

      “The dhamphyre is more powerful than I thought.”

      I closed my eyes for a moment, refusing to give Onyx a compliment. “He utilized an emotional moment to communicate with me because my senses would be most awake during that time. A strategic move. A smart move. Very Onyx.”

      Harvey’s cheeks puffed in and out. “Mmm hm.”

      I swiped at the tears on my cheeks. “Onyx is captive, and I have no idea where.”

      “At least you know he’s alive,” murmured Harvey.

      “But in trouble.” I pulled the blanket closer around my body. “It’s not like Onyx to ask me for help. He would only do that if his life was in danger, and he had no other choice.”
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      Tick Tock – 25 hours left.

      

      As soon as the sun slid below the coastal mountains, I met with Gavin and René in my office. I motioned for them to take a seat across my desk.

      Gavin wore a perfectly pressed police uniform topped with a cop scowl. He nodded and folded his muscular body into a chair.

      René, my savant vampire student sank onto the other chair with the grace of an aristocrat at a prestigious gentleman’s club. He appeared to be seventeen, but in real time he was my age, twenty-five, and cut a dashingly handsome figure. His young face dominated by big, brown eyes were outlined by the longest, curly eyelashes I had ever seen. His dark skin had a healthy glow, and he smelled like the night air.

      “I’ll cut to the chase,” I said. “The Fang Hunter has Onyx.”

      Gavin grunted. “Figured that.”

      René cleared his throat. “I’ve organized all the vampires in town. As we speak, search parties scour the grounds for clues. Try not to worry, Ms. Rebel. We will find him.”

      Says a dead man. I scoffed. “Thank you for that, and thank you for leaving us a report.” I fingered the file on my desk. “I infiltrated the mage guild today, and long story short—we can rule them out. That leaves Claudia and the stranger.”

      Gavin’s denim-blue eyes darkened almost to black like a perfect storm brewing on the horizon. “You didn’t stick to the plan.”

      “No, I didn’t.”

      He growled and my teaching license on the wall shook. “My pack is roaming the forest trails. Donovan has the shifters covering the mountain and wizards scrying.” He stopped for a moment and looked toward the window. “The local cops are managing all the checkpoints we’ve set up.” His nostrils flared. “And the town witches, well, they’re doing what witches do.”

      I made a face at him, knowing he had said that just to annoy me.

      René lifted his chin. “When I left the residences, I asked Ice to bring Claudia to us in ten minutes. They should be here any second now. She’s number two on my list.”

      Teachers aren’t supposed to have favorites, but if I did, Ice would be one of them. He was a muscle-bound guy of few words with a big heart. His impulsiveness unfortunately got him into a lot of trouble, and that’s how he ended up at Fangsters under my supervision. But, his heart was helping him find his way.

      Gavin turned to René. “You do the questioning. I’ll observe.” Then he glanced my way.

      “Okay,” I said.

      Ice, wearing his trademark gray sweat suit with the word Fangsters, escorted the young woman in. He nodded to me.

      According to her student file, Claudia was a two-hundred-year-old vampire who Alessandro turned at the age of eighteen to save her from dying from syphilis. While she had behaved for the first century and a half of her undead life, she had recently got into a lot of trouble.

      A few weeks ago, Alessandro had found her feeding on people without their permission in a homeless encampment, telling them it would improve their health. She had been at Fangsters for two weeks, and I had had little interaction with her—on account of always being snowed under paperwork.

      I took a moment to study Claudia. Her chubby cheeks had a youthful glow, and her crystal-blue eyes dared me to speak to her, like teenage eyes around all the realms do. Overall, she didn’t give an evil or even menacing vibe. To look at her, you would never guess that she had ever done anything worse than eat too much cake, which puzzled me. Being plump was rare for a vampire. Didn’t their high metabolism keep them thin? Maybe it was optional. I’d have to ask Onyx about that.

      Onyx. I swallowed.

      Since the last time I saw her she had dyed her short hair black. It had been a lovely shade of pink, and I had no freaking idea what her natural color was, but then again, I’m not sure dead people have a natural color. Anyway, she had gelled her hair to stand on end, and wore a leather dog collar. I sniffed, to let her know I could smell drugs on her, and gave her a prim all-business smile.

      She sneered at Ice, “You’re just a gopher on ’roids. Go find yourself someone else to rat out.”

      Ice snarled at her and then looked at me. “I’ll stand outside the door. Call me, if you need me, Ms. Rebel.”

      “Thank you, Ice.”

      As the door closed behind him, I motioned to Claudia to sit in the empty chair Gavin had vacated. He stood by the window.

      René turned his full attention to Claudia. “Do you know why you’re here?”

      “Let me guess—someone complained about me. Someone is always complaining about me.” She grumbled. “The residences are crammed AF. There’s no bloody privacy in this place. It’s like a prison.”

      Not for the first time, I wished I could see the vampire’s lair. Leaning forward, I got right in her face. “Why were you not in your coffin at sunset the last two evenings?”

      She narrowed her eyes. “Hah.” She leaned back. “Is that what this is about?”

      “Yes. There’s a Fang Hunter on the loose, and we need to account for where everyone slept the night he attacked Xiu.”

      “Yeah, yeah, I heard about him, the guy who woke up short a fang.” She huffed. “Well, it wasn’t me. You can’t possibly think it was me.” She shriveled up her nose and turned to René. “C’est moi?”

      “Where were you?” he asked in a lighter voice, as if he were just making conversation.

      Given his soft French accent, I would have told him anything, but Claudia just shrugged in a cold mind-your-effen-business way.

      After a couple beats, she huffed and confessed. “Okay, I’ll tell you. I lay with Harrison.”

      René arched a trimmed brow. “And if I asked her, she would confirm this?”

      “I don’t see why not. There’s no law against co-casketing is there?” She glanced at me and back at René. “Don’t tell me there’s a stupid Fangster rule about where you rest.”

      I felt totally beyond my depth. Co-casketing? I’d never heard of such a thing. Gavin hadn’t moved a muscle.

      René firmed his jaw. “No, of course not. It’s just not something …”

      “That you new vampires do?” Claudia laughed. “A little too intimate?”

      “Um,” he muttered.

      “Listen, sonny, when you’ve been dead for more than a century, you’ll understand.” She looked at me. “The loneliness gets to you, and it’s nice to fall into the deathly state, in the arms of another.”

      “But the smell!” said René. Sweat popped out on his forehead.

      “Intimate. You obviously missed the word, René. It is something one does with a lover.” She sighed. “It’s been decades since I lay with Harrison, but it felt right.”

      “So,” I said, trying to move the discussion back to more pressing matters than dead bodies wrapped in each other’s arms. “You have no idea who the Fang Hunter is.”

      “None.” Her face drew long. “But if I catch him, he or she will be missing more than their teeth.”

      René cleared his throat. “I’ll talk with Harrison.”

      Claudia shrugged and looked at her perfectly polished black fingernails.

      Gavin walked over, “Was anyone missing this morning?”

      “No,” René responded. “All fangsters are accounted for but … we have one more missing fang.”

      I cringed. “Who?”

      “Joy Graves, the oldest of us. We’ve sedated her, because she went ballistic. I hope to be able to question her soon.”

      I swallowed. “We’ve ruled out the mages and Claudia. That leaves us with the theory that the Fang Hunter is a stranger. And I have no idea where to start looking for them.”

      “What about the staff?” Claudia asked. “They’re as creepy as they come.”
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      Tick Tock – 6 hours left.

      

      While René and Gavin oversaw the search teams for the Fang Hunter, I spent hours going through the student and staff personnel files thinking that maybe I had missed something, came up with nothing. Yeah, the vampire students had all exhibited less than appropriate behavior during their undead lives, but they did nothing unexpected for night stalkers. There were no signs that any of them would be involved in selling vampire body parts on the black market. It would be not only a morally reprehensible thing for them to do; it would also be plain stupid.  Few dared to challenge the number one law of the vampire code—thou shalt not harm another vampire for financial gain.

      Just the thought of doing so made me wince. Not because of what the law states, but because of all it doesn’t state. Clearly, vampires considered it fine to harm another vampire for jealousy, or entertainment, but you couldn’t do it if a price tag was involved. I shook my head. Would I ever understand vampire culture? If Onyx was here, he would argue that the undead had come to this decision through living immortal lives that spanned centuries, and therefore it held a wisdom beyond my small mortal brain’s comprehension. I shivered. Even in his absence, the shadow man got under my skin.

      Harvey put his paw on my hand. “So, the files on your staff reveal little of interest. What’s your next step?”

      “More research,” I groaned and flicked on an Internet search window.

      Within the hour my eyes burned from spending so much time on the screen, and as I studied the fang trade my screaming headache intensified.

      “But what did you learn?” asked Harvey who snoozed while I worked.

      “The one fact that repeatedly jumps out me is that while lots of fangs are traded in the nine realms, vampire fangs are most prized. The bottom price for one fang is a million dollars, and the amount goes up depending on its age and heritage.”

      I leaned back into my chair as the pre-dawn light glowed on the horizon heralding the start of another summer day.

      “What now?” nagged Harvey.

      “I’ll make a new to-do list.” I bit my lip. “This time I’ll focus on the academy.”

      

      To-Do List

      
        	Plunge my head into a bowl of ice-cold water and scream.

        	Nail the Fang Hunter.
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        * * *

      

      I hesitated on number three. Trained teams of supernatural beings and norm cops were out looking for Onyx and the Fang Hunter. What could I do, that they couldn’t? I tapped my pen on my desk for a minute, and then it dawned on me. The answer was simple.

      “I don’t like the look on your face,” said Harvey, sitting up straight in his chair.

      “I’m going to search the residences.” The vampires won’t let the cops down there. While the vampires did their own investigation of the crime scene, I had no way of knowing how thorough they were being. Besides, I might see something they didn’t. “I’ll use my witch senses.”

      Harvey thumped his paw on his forehead. “Alessandro forbade you to go down there. He said in no uncertain words to not … go … there.” The rabbit sniffed. “I think he added, ever.”

      “I have no choice.”

      “He said never. Ever. Darlin’.”

      “I have … no … choice.”

      “It’s dangerous, my witch.”

      Harvey only called me ‘my witch,’ when he was truly worried, but I waved his words away with my hand. “I have to be ready to take on whatever lies below the floor.” In the bowels of the academy. The security of Fangsters relied on me. And hex it, so did my secret.

      “It can’t be worse than what’s above it,” I said out loud.

      “Oh … but it can,” said Harvey jumping up to stand on his paws. “No one invades a vampire’s lair and lives to talk about it.”
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      Tick Tock 4 hours left … Doom looms.

      

      Convinced that all the answers to the mystery lay below ground, I strode toward the basement door. The entranceway was situated beneath the grand staircase, as if it were the portal to Harry Potter’s room.

      Harvey followed me, grumbling all the way. “You won’t listen to me. You won’t listen to reason. You won’t even listen to the big, bad vampire. Have you no sense, my witch?”

      The door had a big sign on it, All Mortals Beware – Forbidden Area. The words sent a chill up my spine, but I swallowed my fear. I had no choice.

      I knew when I opened the access point, I would find a wooden staircase that led to the basement of the manor, which housed the student, faculty, and guest residences. I also knew the so-called crypt connected to a network of tunnels that lay below the town. Originally built by smugglers over a hundred years ago, they snaked from caves on the shoreline to the downtown area and beyond.

      Alessandro had built his own lair down there somewhere and appropriated the rest of the space for his kind, a fact that rankled others in town. Vampire patrols kept them private and secure. I had no idea what the maze looked like. In the beginning of my tenure at the academy, Alessandro promised me a tour in the future, but that future never came. My brothers had wanted access, but they too had been denied. As far as I knew, I was the first mortal to enter the underground labyrinth in over fifty years.

      I huffed as I reread the sign. “How am I supposed to protect my students, when I’m not allowed inside their residences—the very place where they’re being attacked?”

      “That, my darlin’, is a good question, but beside the point. You need to stay out and stay safe.”

      I pretended not to hear Harvey. “My night stalkers are vulnerable when they sleep. It’s my job to protect them.”

      I felt the rabbit roll his eyes. “The undead don’t exactly sleep. You know that, right?”

      I stopped and looked at him. “Well, that’s the thing, I’m not sure what they do in their down time.”

      “They lie—dead.” Harvey, the know-it-all, sucked in his cheeks, and his nose turned bright pink.

      “Dead. It sounds so final for such lively beings.”

      Harvey arched a hairy brow. “You’ve been hanging out with bloodsuckers far too long.”

      “Mmm. To hex with it, I’m going down.” I took another step toward the door. I could touch it now, if I wanted to.

      “Into their lair?” Harvey’s whiskers spun faster than a fan on high speed.

      “Yes.”

      “Think about it, Rebel. Don’t you want their permission?”

      “Onyx isn’t here to protect the students. My predator friends are all out cold. That leaves me. I must do something.” Tears of frustration welled in my eyes. “Sitting in my office isn’t helping anyone. I have to do this. I have to save their fangs.”

      “I’ll be right behind you,” Harvey said. But he sure didn’t sound happy about it.

      “Mmm.” I considered my situation. I have a heroic, invisible bunny for back up, and I’m about to face an evil Fang Hunter in the den of delinquent vampires who have made it abundantly clear on many, many occasions, that I should not trespass into their space. Could my crazy life get any crazier?

      “I really wish you didn’t ask that question,” said Harvey.

      “Stay here,” I told him.

      As I grabbed the doorknob, I called on my magic, and all the gods and goddesses of the universe I could remember. It wasn’t a time to play favorites. I wanted all the energy—of all that is—on my side. It was, after all, the righteous side. Right?

      “Isn’t that what all soldiers say when they enter battle?” Harvey mumbled. “You really aren’t good at this.”

      “Shut it.”

      As I turned the door handle, it felt preternaturally cold. With the help of a silent opening spell, I rotated it, the door hinges creaked, and the simple wooden portal opened wide.

      The smell of damp earth, sweaty socks, and death hit me between my eyes like a butcher’s mallet. It was definitely not a welcoming experience, but at least I knew I was in the right place. I raised my chin, ready to enter their crypt. The wooden staircase led to an old stone staircase that descended further down into the earth. I couldn’t see the end of it in the darkness.

      “I … I … don’t like this,” said Harvey who saw everything through my mind.

      “I can handle it.” I stilled my senses. “Stay above ground, Harvey. No matter what happens. Stay above ground.”

      Of course, there were no lights in this passageway. I should have expected that. Vampires can see in the dark, so they don’t need electric bulbs. I pulled out my phone and turned on the flashlight app. Slowly, step by step, I descended into the bowels of my academy. My stomach clenching tighter every second.

      The stench grew stronger the further I ventured. At the end of the stairway, I found a solid metal door with locks. Trust Onyx to secure the residences with the latest technology. It looked like something in a James Bond movie.

      I cast a beam of laser light from my fingers to release the locks. The door opened silently. I think I would have felt better if it creaked. The stillness of the silence sent a shiver up my spine. I peered inside, illuminating the area with my flashlight. It appeared to be a large room, about the size of the library upstairs, with ten-foot earthen walls strengthened by wooden beams.

      Gingerly, I stepped inside. The cement basement was darker than night and stiller than death. My heart leaped into my throat. I didn’t belong here and that feeling echoed in my bones. I struggled for my next breath.

      The smell of dead bodies grew stronger. My stomach flipped, and I wanted to run. In my head Harvey said, I told you so.

      I had to think. How else would Onyx protect the vampire nest? Would daggers fly out of the wall like in a treasure hunting movie? Or maybe worse, bats? I hate bats.

      I swallowed and took another step. Nothing moved. I was just being silly, scaring myself, as if I was a thirteen-year-old at a Halloween sleepover. Nothing was going to—

      Clang. Scrape. Clang. Scrape.

      I froze. The sounds came from the other end of the room, the darkest area. What or who had I awakened? I turned off my light and listened.

      The clanking drew nearer. I crouched beside the door ready to flee—or attack. My heart pounded like a jackhammer. Goosebumps rose on my arms.

      Clang. Scrape. Clang. Scrape. Whoever it was—whatever it was—crept steadily toward me. My nose wiggled. I smelled a chemical, possibly chloroform. If only I could turn on my light. But that would be stupid.

      Screech. The squeal of old hinges turning cut into the night. I studied the shadows in the darkness. A dark figure opened the top of a coffin. My fingers itched to send a message on my phone to Gavin, but I couldn’t risk making any noise or movement. I had to deal with this on my own.

      A rustling followed. Rustling? I had no idea what that could be. Pop. That sound I knew from visits to the dentist. A tooth—a fang—had been pulled.

      My body shook and my hands trembled so violently I wasn’t sure I could do anything.

      “Hmm. Gotcha, bloodsucker,” said a male voice with glee.

      Anger roiled inside me. I wish I could say it was courage, but it was more like pure hot rage and it made me move. I shone my flashlight toward the source of the voice.

      There, three yards in front of me, stood Norm the academy’s janitor. He leaned over the open casket. In one hand he held a pair of pliers, and in the other a cloth soaked in something with a strong chemical smell wrapped around a fang.

      “How could you?” I screamed loud enough to wake the dead.

      His rheumy eyes glinted with pure malice. “Oh, it’s you, the goody-goody witch.”

      “These are my students. Our students. I can’t let you hurt them.”

      He scoffed. “They’re creatures of the night. Blood-sucking killers, every one of them. Vampires don’t belong in our town. You must know that in your soul.” He hissed and spit flew from his mouth. “None of you magic folk do.”

      “Put your pliers down,” I ordered.

      A muscle twitched in his cheek. “Okay, if you don’t care about vampires living amongst us, listen to this. I make more than a million cold bucks on every tooth I harvest. I’ll give you a percentage if you keep your mouth shut.” The line between his eyes deepened. “If you help me, we can get two tonight, and you’ll have more money that you could ever make being a teacher.”

      “These vampires are under my protection.”

      “What are you going to do about it? Throw a high heel at my head.”

      Well … Well, he should be afraid of me. He should be very afraid of me. I was a witch after all, and he was a norm with no powers. So, why the hex wasn’t he afraid. What …?

      “Urrgh.” A deep voice from behind me made a gruesome noise, rattling my senses.

      I turned.

      There stood a ten-foot demon. Sometimes, I don’t like it when the universe answers my questions.
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      I gazed up at the blazing red eyes of the beast and did my best not to flinch. It’s never wise to flinch in the face of a demon.

      “You called in the devil’s squad?” I said to Norm.

      He chuckled. “It’s part of my business plan. Selling a piece of my soul for demonic backup is worth the cost,” he hissed.

      “Norm, you’re an idiot. There is no such thing as selling a piece of your soul. There are no subdivisions on divine light. Once the devil gets a foothold, he takes it all. And as a mortal, you have no way to get it back.”

      “I. Don’t. Care. I’m buying a yacht and I will sail the seven seas.”

      Of course, he didn’t care. I exhaled slowly. My less than admirable witch powers could not take on a demon. I could hope that my latent fae magic might kick in, but that was like making a wish upon a star in a galaxy far, far away. I had to think fast.

      The beast gurgled. There are many different kinds of demons, the gurgling ones were never my favorite. They had small brains and obeyed their masters without hesitation. Reasoning with him was out of the question. My only option was to reason with the janitor.

      “Norm, stop this nonsense, now. You can’t get away with killing me. My family will hunt you down.”

      “Hmph. I took Onyx with no trouble.” A slow smile spread across his craggy face. “Do you think you’re more powerful than him?”

      So, he nabbed Onyx! I swallowed. I wasn’t more powerful than him. Hex it!

      The quiet of the dead vampires’ lair chilled me to the bone. This couldn’t be happening. We were all going to be victims of one greedy, norm! I swallowed. “Wait, what did you do with Onyx?”

      “Nothing yet. You like him, don’t you?”

      “Like? No. He’s, my assistant.”

      “Mm hmm. I’ve seen how you look at each other, like lions without food. It’s quite nauseating, you know.”

      I did not. He did not. We did not look like hungry lions. “So, you’re holding Onyx somewhere nearby?”

      “I told my demon to imprison him in one of the caverns in the tunnels. Before you start thinking you can play hero, let me tell you, Onyx cannot be freed. He can’t escape the demonic spell cast upon him.”

      A demonic spell! “What are you up to?”

      Norm’s chest puffed out. “Onyx is worth cold cash. I’ve set up an auction on the dark web. So far, the highest bid is three million in untraceable diamonds. I know if I released his name, I could get more, but I don’t want that kind of attention. I’m a shrewd businessman. I learned all that I needed to on the internet.” He stretched his back. “I’ll give it a week and take the highest bid.”

      “That’s so … cold,” I said. “Selling another person, that’s even worse than selling a fang.”

      “It’s my escape money.” His eyes had never looked so calculating. Who knew the janitor with fun stories had such schemes?

      “Well,” I said. “You do seem to have thought of everything.”

      “Gurgle.”

      A chill crawled up my spine as the demon mumbled something unintelligible.

      Norm scratched his paunch. “I suppose I could auction you off as well. But I’m not sure who would be interested in a scrawny book nerd of a witch. Hmm … What can you offer me in return for saving your life?”

      Revulsion flooded me, twisting the knot in my stomach tighter. “What do you want from me?”

      Spirrr. Whiz. Sprirr. Whiz.

      Norm whirled around to face the source of the sounds that came from behind him.

      The demon’s heavy hand gripped my shoulder. I stepped hard on his foot.

      “Urgh.” His body flinched for a brief moment, but he didn’t move.

      I twisted beneath his hand. The beast smelled worse than a vat of rotting fish.

      “No,” screamed Norm. “No!” He threw up his hands to protect himself.

      Three flying drones surrounded him, making clicking and beeping noises. A blade protruded from one of the drones and sliced Norm’s head off in one smooth swoop. It rolled to the side leaving his convulsing body to crumple onto the ground.

      Horror and shock froze me for a moment, as the killer drone circled Norm’s body and snapped photos. The other two drones moved towards the demon and me. I gulped.

      They circled us three times communicating with each other through odd squeaks.

      The demon’s eyes blazed with hellfire, and his gurgling noises deepened. As they came closer, he pushed me away from him and swatted at the drones with his massive, clawed hands. But the robots predicted his movements and ducked out of his reach.

      I stood still watching ... What else could I do?

      If this was to be the end, I wanted to go on my terms—at peace with myself. A single tear trickled down my cheek, and I swiped it away. This was no time for self-pity. I had to face death, as I had life—head on. I took a deep breath and waited for the end.

      As the demon reached out to grab a drone, it sliced his hand off. He howled loud enough to raise hell itself. Frantically he reached with his other hand to grab the other drone, but it moved out of the way at the last second.

      The sour stench of demon blood burned my nose, as two drones moved in on me. They circled my shaking body three times, beeping like manic microwave ovens.

      I was sure my time had come, but, as suddenly as the assassin drones arrived, they left, following the killer drone out of the room into the tunnels. It all happened in less than five minutes, and yet it felt like an eternity. The knot in my stomach that I thought could not get tighter, tightened.

      Norm, the Fang Hunter was dead, and his demon was left without a master, roaring in pain. I let out a long slow breath. Would the drones return? I scanned the darkness and listened, but there was no sign of them.

      What the hex had just happened? René must have programmed the drones to identify me and not kill me. But my fight for survival wasn’t over. I closed my eyes for a second to gather my strength. It was far from over.

      The demon had survived the drone attack. I tried to swallow my fear but couldn’t as I turned to face the beast bellowing in pain.

      We locked gazes assessing one another. His eyes blazed with hellfire.

      As he reached his large hairy hand toward my neck, I called on my magic and screamed, “No!”

      He gurgled and put down his arm.

      I tilted my head. Could he understand me?

      He stepped closer.

      “No one steps into my space,” I said. Plasma bolts flew out of my fingers and hit him in his chest.

      He jumped back and yowled so loud the hair on the nape of my neck stood on end. His preternatural eyes blazed even brighter.

      I zapped him again. This time in his eyes.

      He screamed in agony and staggered back, holding his face in his hands.

      My body trembled with the exertion. The two acts of magic had depleted my energy. I had nothing left. “Go back to where you came from,” I growled.

      The beast lunged at me. I had just enough time to raise my fae pendant to my heart, a desperate last move, that came to me instinctively. Much to my surprise it flashed a beacon of bright green light that flew through the air and zapped the demon in the neck. He dematerialized on the spot, leaving a pile of gray ash on the cement floor.

      I gasped for air. The beast was gone. My pendant felt warm in my hand. What made me grab it at the last instant? I had no idea the talisman left to me by my fae grandmother had that kind of power. I considered it as a sentimental gift, a link to that side of my family. I never expected it to save my life. I held it to my heart once more. “Thank you, Grandma Queen Erynn the Fae high court.”

      There was no time to digest the scene. There may never be enough time to comprehend everything that had just happened in those few minutes. Onyx was being held by a demonic spell. He needed me. I stared at the dead body of the Fang Hunter and shivered.

      Norm’s body lay motionless on the ground, in a puddle of his own blood flowing from his neck. I held my nose as I searched his pockets for keys. As soon as I found them, I ran as fast as I could to the tunnels behind him. With Norm dead, I wasn’t sure how long the demon’s master would bother keeping Onyx alive. I had to get to him.
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      Was I too late? What if he was dead? What if I had to manage the academy without him? What if I had to live … without him?

      As I entered the tunnels all I could think about was time. It disappeared too bloody fast. There were so many things I wanted to say to Onyx … needed to say … and may never get to say. He might die without knowing my true feelings. Onyx may be the most infuriating bastard of a night stalker in all the realms, but … I wanted him alive.

      The tunnel entrance was large enough for a subway car to enter, but it narrowed quickly. The walls changed from concrete to earth. The stale air smelled of rat dung, vampires, and something sinister that I couldn’t quite put my finger on. I moved as fast as I could, not knowing where or how to find Onyx, not knowing if more drones, or some other deadly device, would leap out at me at any moment like in an Indiana Jones movie; not knowing how I could free Onyx when I found him. All I knew was that I had to get to him.

      The tunnel—now just large enough for me to stand—meandered. Water dripped down the earthen walls, and rats scuttled along the ground. In the distance, I could hear a fan whirling not far away.

      The underpass took a sharp turn to the north, and I came to a stop facing three new tunnels. While they all tracked north, they did so at different angles.

      The first one, to my right, was the narrowest. It reminded me of burrows criminals dig under international borders. The walls had been scraped away roughly, possibly by hand. It could collapse easily at any moment. It smelled gross. I didn’t want to think of what had been stashed inside that space.

      The middle shaft, directly in front me, had a line of unlit torches. Though wider it too had earthen walls. No doubt it had been left behind by the smugglers.

      The one to my left surprised me. It had cement block walls and fresher air. The sound of the fan came from somewhere inside it.

      While I would prefer to traverse the more finished tunnel, I had to decide which one a demon would use to hide Onyx? Would this nightmare ever end? Panting, I wiped sweat from my face and forced myself to concentrate.

      If I were a demon—I couldn’t believe I was thinking like this—I would choose the most remote location, the one the vampires would be least likely to explore. I reached out with my witch senses and tried to locate him.

      It took a couple minutes, but I detected faint breathing down the first tunnel. Of course, it would be the most dangerous, most smelly, and by far the creepiest tunnel. I swallowed hard, and walked into the smallest underpass the one that smelled like a freshly dug grave.

      Inside, the stench of death grew stronger. Was this where vampires hid corpses? They weren’t supposed to kill people, but I could smell rotting flesh. I gagged and pushed on.

      One hundred yards in, I stumbled on a rock and fell face first onto the mucky dirt floor. In the process, my mouth filled with mud. Ugh. It tasted as bad as it smelled. I spit it out.

      Pushing myself up on to my knees, I vowed, “If I ever get out of this Goddess forsaken hellhole, I’ll take charge of my life. No more drifting in the currents of other people’s lives. No more bowing to vampires.”

      On all fours, I could see a small hole in the wall. If I had continued walking, I probably wouldn’t have seen it, as it lay two feet from me at my current eye level.

      Could I make myself squeeze into that small a space? There wasn’t anyone else around to volunteer. I crawled through the muck and into the dark opening. As I moved the distant sound of breathing became louder. The entranceway narrowed until the sides pressed against my body, and the ceiling against my back. I pulled my body along the ground as the space narrowed even more. The demon must have used another entrance. Why couldn’t I find that one.

      The breathing sound became clearer. It was faint and raspy as if the person didn’t have much time left. Desperately I pulled my body along the filth and slime. With every pull, the sound of the slow inhale and exhale grew louder. A few more yards in, the tunnel opened into a rock cavern.

      I squeezed myself out of the hole and landed on my feet in a rock cave. I gasped in the clean, salty air that surrounded me, and looked around the space with my flashlight.

      Onyx’s still body lay to the side. Thick ropes held him on top of a plank of wood, balanced on the top of a boulder of sandstone. His pallor appeared gray. My pulse quickened as I watched his chest rise and fall. He was alive. Well, as alive as an undead hybrid relic of the netherworld could be. Relief gushed into me with the force of a tsunami. I felt lighthearted, jubilant, ecstatic, and ran to his side.

      “Onyx. Onyx. Wake up.”

      No response.

      I shook his arm. Nothing. What had the demon’s magic done to him? A sigil marked his forehead; two interlocking ovals contained within a circle. It glowed an eerie shade of green. It had to be the signature of a powerful demon. Would it have the power to keep Onyx in a coma?

      I scanned the area for a potion bottle, hex bag, or anything else that could explain his condition. But all I found was the demon’s sigil.

      I could hear ocean waves hitting the rocks below. I tried my phone, but the signal wasn’t strong enough. It kept crapping out just before it made a connection. I could try a telepathic link with my sisters, but I was never good at that and I had little magical energy left.

      There was just me and Onyx, alone, and in trouble.

      “Caw. Caw. Caw.” I froze at the familiar sound of the raven’s call.

      He flew through the open space and alighted on Onyx’s chest.

      “Not now. Shoo,” I said to it. “Go away. I’ll find you some crumbs later.”

      His eerie midnight-blue eyes glared at me for a second, and then he dove at my neck and pecked it.

      “Owe!” I cursed and pressing my palm over my bleeding neck.

      As I readied my magic to blast my attacker, the raven flew back onto Onyx’s chest.

      “Go away,” I yelled. What did Harvey say about Ravens eating corpses.

      He lifted his beak to the ceiling of the cave and dissolved—or so it appeared. He was there one moment, and the next he was not. The bird of prey simply melted into Onyx. What the hex?

      Onyx’s stirred as the sigil on his forehead vanished. “Mmm.”

      “Onyx, wake up.” I shook his arm.

      He opened his eyes and stared at me. Relief flooded my system.

      “It took you long enough,” he said.
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      I expected an explanation for the raven transformation thing but got none.

      Bursting through the ropes that held him in place, Onyx rose to a sitting position. “You don’t belong down here.”

      “But—”

      He pressed a finger to his mouth. “Not here. It’s not safe for you.”

      “But?”

      He shook his head and pointed toward the tunnel that led back to the academy. “Go. Now. Back the way you came. Go … while you still can.”

      The way he spoke filled me with terror. Seriously. If he, the mighty predator, was scared for me, I ought to be scared too. So, I hustled, back through the muck into the tunnel. Once the space grew large enough for me to stand, I ran as fast as I could.

      I passed Norm’s dead body, passed the demon’s ashes, and almost past the student caskets when I came to a dead stop. The stillness of the vampire nest was deafening but also alluring. I had to do a double take. I may never get another opportunity to witness the undead in their slumber state. I pulled out my phone and snapped a few pictures. What would a couple minutes cost me?

      Energy. As I climbed the stairs back to the main floor, exhaustion and adrenalin withdrawal hit me hard. Or maybe it was shock. My body trembled, my head ached, and my muscles refused to work. I slowed down but kept going.

      That’s when I heard something approaching me from behind. Not again. More drones? I tried to quicken my pace, but my body felt heavier than cement. I was so tired. So very tired. All I wanted to do was collapse. Maybe this was as good an end for me as any.

      Flap. Flap. Flap. Skuttle. Skuttle. I spun around to face the sounds and squinted into the dark. A horde of bats shot toward me. “Bats!” I screeched feeling terror flow through my veins as if it were my life blood. It would have to be bats. A sea of hairy spiders skittled like an army along the walls.

      I screamed.

      Two enormous hands grabbed me by the waist. I looked up and faced Alessandro. He carried me the rest of the way up the stairs and put me down gently on the sofa in the front foyer.

      Tears streamed down my face. I shook with fear, shock, and pure terror, but that didn’t stop me from punching him in the stomach as hard as I could. It felt like hitting steel.

      He didn’t flinch, but he did grunt.

      “Onyx is alive,” I said.

      “I know. He contacted me to save you.”

      “You know?” It took a second for that thought to settle. “I caught the Fang Hunter,” I added.

      He firmed his square jaw and nodded his approval. “I saw his body parts.”

      I closed my eyes. It was over.

      “Rebel.” Alessandro cupped my chin and lifted it, forcing me to look at him. “Never, ever go into the tunnels again.”

      “Got any other how-to survival tips for me?”

      He chuckled in that low manly way of his that irritates the hell out of me, but then everything about the blood-sucking blackmailer bugged me. He vanished without a goodbye. Not even a ‘good job’ comment. No—nothing. I had made his timeline and for now, my secret was safe.

      Harvey appeared at my side. As I wiped tears from my face I said to Harvey, “Just another crazy day living in the house of the rising dead.”
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      The next morning René delivered a big bouquet of black roses, a box of pistachio macrons (my favorite) and a note: On behalf of all the vampires in our academy, I thank you.

      I looked up from reading the note to talk to him, but he had vanished. All the fanged had signed the note. I turned it over to see if they said anything else, but they hadn’t. Cryptic and sincere—so vampire.

      For the following two days the school resumed its undead night life. Students attended classes, teachers taught curriculum, and locals ignored us. Alessandro took Xiu and Joy, the injured vampires, to a hospital in Amsterdam for dental surgery, and assured me that the mess I had left below ground was taken care of.

      I sent Gavin a sanitized version of how I caught the Fang Hunter. He replied, “You need to get away from that place, Rebel. It’s trouble.” I sent him a happy face. No doubt the werewolf would grill me for details at our next family dinner.

      The usual rhythm of my crazy life at the academy resumed, almost as if nothing had happened. But Onyx remained missing.

      On the third day, he appeared in the doorway of my office with a stern expression. “I have a question, he said in that low baritone voice that sent shivers up my spine, “Why are there naked mages circling the academy?”

      I ran to the window. Sure enough, twenty mages exposing all their male bits walked counterclockwise around the building.

      My heart soared. “Yes!” I said and saluted them.

      Harvey hopped out of his chair and did his own version of the bhangra dance. I would have joined him if Onyx wasn’t watching me.

      The dhamphyre’s breath heated the back of my neck as I looked outside. “What did you do?” he asked.

      “It’s payback, baby, payback. You of all people know that it’s not wise to cross me.” I turned to face him.

      His eyes narrowed. “I may regret asking you this, but as head of security I must know. Why are the mages showing us their willies? I need to know the why of it, Rebel.”

      I grinned so hard my cheeks hurt. “It’s great, isn’t it?”

      “Rebel. What happened?”

      “It’s really your fault.”

      “Rebel?”

      “I went undercover in the mage guild and—”

      Shock rippled across his hard face. “You? Undercover?” He chuckled.

      “What’s so funny? “

      “Honey, everything about you is feminine. Your scent. Your body.” He cleared his throat. “Even the way you walk. No undercover cloak could hide that.”

      His words warmed me. Onyx relished my femininity! Now, I knew I shouldn’t care about that, but … I did. I really did. The cold-blooded night stalker saw me as a woman!

      He blew out a short breath. “What made you do such a stupid thing?”

      Stupid? How to end my gushy feelings—Onyx could write a book on the subject. “I was looking for the Fang Hunter.”

      “And the mages caught you in their guild house.”

      I nodded.

      He tilted his head. “What did they do to you?”

      Anyone who knew mages, knew they would never let such a trespass go unpunished. The feelings of that moment of shame, hit me harder than a punch to the gut.

      I swallowed and stared at the floor. Never would I ever forget what it felt like to be so totally humiliated. Beyond words humiliated. Reduced to nothing humiliated. Emotion swamped my senses. My hands trembled so hard I fisted them. My cheeks burned.

      Onyx waited.

      “I … I had to walk the … walk of shame.”

      “I’ll kill them.”

      “No,” I shouted to his back as he headed for the door.

      He spun to face me. “No one, hurts you.”

      “Onyx, I lived to tell the tale. And look at them now with their drooping dicks exposed for all the world to see. They won’t cross me again.”

      He glanced out the window, A smile tugged on the ends of his lips. The mages raised posters in front of their lower parts that read, Witches rule.

      I pulled out my phone to take pictures. “And I repeat… You of all people should know that it’s not wise to cross me.”

      A storm of emotions flickered across his night-stalker’s face, as he remembered our first fights. How could he not. Each of us risked everything to get rid of the other. It was a supernatural battle of wills.

      “Hmm,” he said after a moment. “So, what did you do to bring them here like this? It better be something bloody awful, or else I will kill them one by one, starting with the Lugnut twit.”

      I smiled. “I had René put three targeted viruses in their Twitter accounts. You know he’s very inventive. And so am I. Our first virus froze the mages’ out of their accounts. The second sent out obscene messages on their behalf. And the third, my favorite, tweeted their conspiratorial comments against foreign countries.”

      Onyx’s mouth ticked up on one side. “That’s why we have foreign spies roaming through Mystic Keep.”

      “Probably,” I said.

      He chuckled. “It’s never wise to cross a witch—especially if her name is Rebel.” His words tickled my ears.

      “Now, you’re getting it.”
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        Small towns have big secrets, and Courtney was about to meet three of them.

      

      

      

      The town of Winter happened to be as gloomy as the name implied. When Courtney bought the old Carter home sight unseen, she knew that it had an unpleasant history of death. Maybe it just needed
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      “Thanks.” I reached for the keys. My real estate agent was a piece of work.

      “You know—” she began as if all the signatures didn’t matter, and I still had time to change my mind about the place.

      “I signed the documents. I know. I understand. I’m not worried about it.” I scoffed. Did I look like a child? I looked down at myself and considered maybe I did since I was in sweats, but I was about to get in my car and go clean a house that hadn’t had an occupant for over ten years, had been unoccupied for a good ten years before that, even the renter they had prior to attempting to sell it, died.

      “Well. I guess you’re all set then.” She smirked and said, “Welcome to Winter.”

      “Thanks.” I headed on out of there and then to my house.

      I knew what everyone thought. They thought I was crazy to purchase a house that had a history of violence, but seriously, the last guy died of a heart attack. That happened right after he had a new mattress delivered. By all accounts, it looked like he tried to take the thing upstairs on his own and physically broke. He hadn’t even been on the property for twenty-four hours. How was a house responsible for his lack of cardiovascular ability and cheap nature not to pay the delivery people? I assumed he didn’t pay them. Why else wouldn’t they bring the mattress up to the room?

      I considered what I had dug up on the place. In fact, the entire town had enough bizarre history to make it a tourist attraction for people who believed in ghosts, goblins, and all things that go bump in the night. My house was the focal point though, because people always died in it. Usually within a week of moving in. Well, with two exceptions, and hopefully, I would be the third.

      First, was the family who owned it back in World War Two, a young couple at the start of their lives who met a tragic end amidst some scandal I could not get anything other than speculation on. The second was a psychiatrist who worked one-on-one with her patients in that home. It was the office space that drew me to this house. When I saw it, I felt this…connection. I could see myself in that chair, behind that desk, grading papers. Living.

      Everyone else met a rather odd end. Dr. Carter, the woman they claimed was just as crazy as her patients, was in her seventies when she made a phone call and told the coroner’s office she was ready to be picked up. They found her in the garden out back. According to my agent, nothing has grown there since.

      I shook my head. I mean, knowing you are ready to die and calling the local undertaker to come get you in an hour are totally different levels of awareness.

      It was not lost on me that the subsequent owners had been men and I was sure, like me, they agreed that the property should be optioned to the historic association should something happen to them. I only agreed because, according to the tax records, the property was paid off, so the association only paid annual taxes on it.

      The price was too high, so I pointed out that, despite the history, and the fact everyone died there, no one else was likely to make an offer for another ten years. This meant the association would need to start doing repairs if they planned to sell it to another buyer. Within a week, the price dropped, and I didn’t have to come up with the first and last month’s rent for an apartment in this town.

      The owners between me and Dr. Carter were a psychiatrist, a writer, and an investigator of some sort. The renter had been a journalist. While the accounts said he was dead, his status was officially missing. I was not sure if any of them were able to sort through any of the home’s effects, but it came fully furnished. They warned me that was because no one would take anything from the house.

      No one would deliver things and bring them in after the mattress incident, either. Maybe the guy wasn’t cheap. Maybe they refused before he died trying to get the mattress up the stairs. I couldn’t dwell on all the death when I was sure I needed to focus on all the dust.

      I pulled my car along the sidewalk in front of my home and smiled. Sure, it was an old house. Kinda creepy. A historic site so I couldn’t do much about its appearance. A tourist site so I needed to be aware people would take pictures and come by at Halloween and such. I got out and pulled two of my bags from the back seat of my car. One benefit of a fully furnished house…I didn’t have anything other than myself, four bags of luggage, three medium size moving boxes, and two messenger bags filled with work stuff.

      I pushed the key into the lock, felt the tumble as it turned, heard the hard click, and I sighed with satisfaction. I opened the door and said, “Hello, you beautiful home filled with awesome surprises!”

      I pulled my luggage in and took a quick look around the living room. “Sexy. I like it. You’re all covered up.” I sneezed and laughed. “Okay, so there is a reason you are all covered up. No worries. I will take care of that soon enough.”

      I shut the front door and locked it. I would get the rest of my stuff later. Right now, I needed to order some food. While the pizza was being delivered, I dragged my heavy bag up to the master bedroom. Apparently, the only other person around who wasn’t afraid of this house was my real estate agent’s grandson, Lyle. She mentioned he considered buying the house, and I was certain that is why the historic association had a change of heart.

      I knew Lyle had to have been there because the king-size mattress was said to still be in the living room. It wasn’t.

      Since I did not live in this state, I had to rely on the photos and the price to tell me all I needed to know about this place. Those photos told me I had a lot of work to do, and I could afford to buy it.

      The bedroom door had one of those glass knobs on it that reminded me of old movies. All sparkly and like a giant diamond. It was firm, cool, and somehow heavy when I touched it. In addition to being interesting, it was not dusty. I turned the knob and opened the door. “Wow.”

      This was a beautiful and clean bedroom. I pulled my bag to the dresser and tugged at the top drawer. It wasn’t empty. “Well, well.” I touched the silky fabric of the gown. Had she even worn this? I closed my eyes and wondered what kind of woman slept in a silky nightgown? I slept in a pair of shorts and a tank top. Put it on. The thought hit me, and I opened my eyes.

      I removed my hand from that drawer and closed it. I looked at my bag and said, “You remember how Carmella would always complain about me talking to inanimate objects in our room?” I nodded as if it had responded. Then mocked her, “Courtney, stop talking to that. One of these days you’re going to be surprised at what talks back.”

      I found that intriguing as a young girl. What would be the surprise? It was how I processed things. I was an auditory learner, and I understood everything better if I said it out loud, if I heard it. If only the woman knew how many conversations I had with imaginary friends. She might not have worried so much about me talking to my clothing. My bag did not reply like the gown had.  phone buzzed and I smiled and said, “I love what this phone is saying right now. Pizza’s here!”

      I bounded out of the bedroom and down the stairs. Sure, I was living on a tight budget, but this was planned thanks to the move. I lived in the dorm all through college and got a discount for housing in grad school. This was my home now. And no one could take that away from me. Ever.

      I opened my front door and found the delivery guy at the gate. I smiled and said, “It’s not locked. I imagined you would—”

      “I’m not going in that yard.” He looked at me like I was crazy. “I thought it was a prank, but here you are.”

      “Here I am.” I laughed. “Thank you.”

      “You know—” he started as he handed me the pizza and six-pack of soda.

      “I know.” I tilted my head and asked, “You believe in all that?”

      “No.” He scoffed and stiffened his shoulders. “Of course not, but you know…I don’t know.”

      “Well, now you do know. I’m here. This is my house now. I will be teaching at the community college, so if you are interested in dystopian literature, be sure to register for my class.”

      I was halfway back to the porch when I heard him ask, “What is dystopian literature?”

      “Fiction about a dehumanized society. Think post-apocalyptic…like The Walking Dead.” I tried to use a reference he may understand rather than the classics.

      “All right!” He nodded. “I might do that.”

      “See you in class then.” I waved and walked back inside where I enjoyed a couple slices of pizza and a nice cool beverage before securing the doors and heading up for the night.

      Put it on.

      “Why don’t you put it on?” I snickered. I really cracked myself up sometimes. I knew that the imaginary friends I had over the years were figments of my imagination and the way I processed being a lonely child neglected by her mother. Carmella was not a mom. Never had been. Only wanted to take custody of me when she realized the state gave my grandmother some financial support due to our economic status. Nothing Carmella did was legal so according to her income status she was worse off than my grandmother was.

      The male presence laughed at my retort, but seemed to be a bit more contemplative when said, “I can hear you.”

      “But can you feel me?” he asked.

      “I can feel your energy,” I admitted, “And you’re not the first energy source to communicate with me, so be aware that if you want to play around in my head little voice, you better be ready to play nice because I’m a writer. I will write you right on into a shitty little town where you have a small dick and lick ass for a living. Got it?”

      A roar of laughter was heard and I tried not to smile. I swapped the linen and blankets. I would keep this set, but I didn’t know if Lyle would have thought to wash these or just pull them out of the closet and put them on like they hadn’t been in there forever.

      As I did this, I considered myself and my imagination could get rambunctious from time to time. When I was little, I had several friends when we lived in this one house. They were older than me, and I learned really fast because they taught me. Taught me how to read, how to dress, how to hide. Someone had to. My parents sure didn’t. When Carmella found me playing school and I explained who my teacher was, she took me to see a doctor.

      Not because she cared, but because she hoped they would say I needed more money due to my condition. They said I was an imaginative and advanced child, so it made sense I would make up friends to play with. Instead of finding me lacking, what they found was someone ahead of her peers. That was all my not so loving parents needed to hear. From that day forward, she left me alone in my room so she could go off and fuck someone on camera and whoever was playing the role of my father that week could record it. One of the ways she made money.

      Did he record you?

      “No!” I shouted at the the empty room. Here I was, in my own home, in the first place that was mine, safe, and…I was still thinking about my childhood and the dangers. I let whatever nosy energy was in this space know this was off limits. “And we don’t talk about that. Got it?”

      “Got it.”

      “I don’t need a man to protect me. I’m not afraid to be here. I’m just…lonely. Okay? I’m fine.” I said all this as I pulled out my pajamas and headed to the bathroom. I took a shower, pulled on my underwear, shorts, and tank top, then I crawled into bed.

      As I turned out the light and settled back into the darkness, the silence, I heard the voice whisper, “What do you need a man to do?”

      This time, I laughed out loud. “So. Very. Many. Things.”

      Then I closed my eyes and whispered, “But my needs are never met, and my standards are too high, so I gave up trying to find someone to meet them.”
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      This had to be a dream. My eyes opened and it was still night, still dark enough I couldn’t see my hand in front of my face, but. My stomach flinched. A slight press of…something. Maybe fingers? Then my shirt was slipping up my torso, above my breasts.

      I was torn between what I knew and what I thought. I thought this was a dream. It seemed like a dream. It had to be a dream, right? But I knew that I had never dreamed anything like this before.

      A tongue. It was a tongue, and it was on my breast licking up to—I let out a little sound that I wish I hadn’t because that only solidified this was not a dream.

      “Whatever you need to think to make it okay.” That voice in my head did not belong to any man I knew in real life. I reached. Found air at first, then I settled into the fact that it was definitely a dream because I would know if there was an actual man in this room with me. In this bed with me.

      “That’s it. Just let go. Relax.”

      Easy for him to say.

      I took in a breath and decided to let this dream unfold. At that moment of surrender, I could feel the thick, soft hair my fingers pushed into. I dared not open my eyes. If this was real and happening, I didn’t want to know.

      It was so much better when I closed my eyes tighter. I remembered that I once dreamed I got kicked by a horse. I woke up to discover a shelf next to my bed broke and the snow globe slid off and fell on my chest. Left a bruise. Didn’t break the globe, though.

      This was like that, in a way. Only. Very different since that mouth was right next to mine and said, “Open for me.”

      Like an idiot, I did. I opened my mouth and then felt soft but firm lips capture my lower one. I was buzzing electric from the contact.

      “Let me out.” I felt those words against my lips. I opened them wider and was anticipating sensation but not like a rollercoaster was climbing up my chest before whatever it was, rushed out of my lungs, up the back of my throat, along the length of my tongue, and in a whoosh air slid out of my mouth.

      I blinked. I was awake now. No denying that. Hovering above me were a set of red eyes. “Um.”

      “Don’t.” A finger pressed to my lips. “Not yet. Not like this. Just…relax again, dream.”

      “When?” I asked the stupidest question in the world. What the hell was happening? I knew I could sense and feel energy, communicate with it, but manifest it into a…something? Not exactly what I had done before.

      “Soon.” He laughed. “You don’t want to see me like this. Trust me. Just…relax and enjoy the moment. This…dream you are having.”

      “Right. Dream.” I gulped. Okay, maybe I was just dreaming after all. I tried to relax again, close my eyes, and surrender to the energy.

      The lips near my ear whispered, “I’m just so glad you’re here.”

      “You are?” I asked, and opened my eyes again.

      “Yes.” I watched as those deep red eyes moved closer to me, hovering. Then I felt lips against mine and I…kissed him back because…well he was a really good fucking kisser and…you know? What else was I going to do? Scream? Fight?

      “Maybe another night.” He smiled against my lips. His eyes moved lower and mine closed because that mouth was on my breast again, then fingers on my other breast began teasing, until I could feel my hips rolling up of their own volition, trying to find some friction.

      The hand slid down and the lips, tongue, followed until my shorts and underwear were both being pulled down my legs. “I…I…I’m not on birth control.”

      He snickered and said, “You don’t need it.” I felt the air move around the juncture of my thighs in a slight breeze, and then a deeper version of that same voice said, “You’re a virgin.”

      “Technically speaking.” It really wasn’t something I was proud of. I had tried three times to remedy that situation and all three ended before he could get there. I sure knew how to pick ‘em. After the third try, we broke up, and I gave up. “Is that a problem?”

      Seriously? I can’t even get past third base with whatever demon I conjured out of my pizza guts? How much more dysfunctional could I get?

      Only, I realized an instant later, that wasn’t the problem. Those eyes intensified, glowed brighter. I sort of thought I was looking at traffic lights. Started to wonder if I ever even made it to this town. Was I in a coma somewhere trying to live out my dream of a job, a home, a— “Oh fuck.”

      I hadn’t realized how wide it spread my legs until that tongue slid from tailbone to clit and my thighs jerked. I wasn’t a hundred percent sure what kind of tongue this guy had, but it was not a normal one. It reminded me of that Spiderman villain Venom’s tongue. Long, thick, lashing out and covering a considerable amount of real estate in one swipe. I started to reach, but felt my wrists being gripped by hands. One on each side and they pulled, extending them out. It felt like the bed was dipping, moving, or maybe that was the Earth as the creature between my thighs devoured me, torturously, without bringing me to orgasm.

      Hands at wrists, then hands at my knees, holding me open, feeling my legs jerk and tremble. Once that red-eyed thing no longer had to shoulder the burden of my unruly thighs, the tongue of torture slid slow, easy, tickled past the tight bud of my anus, then up where it licked against the opening once, twice. Then it thrust into me as my hands, the ones that had been pulled to either side, were brought against thighs.

      Three. There were three of them? I tried to look, but couldn’t bring myself to open my eyes. Not when I was being tongue fucked by someone or something and it was…so good. So much better than I ever thought any of this would be.

      I wanted him, it, whatever. As the hands let go of my wrists, they slid down my arms until those fingers touched my breasts. One had a thick, rough, callused touch. The other, soft, smooth, delicate even. Both were male. I knew that because I was feeling along different bodies searching for genitals and discovered two, one in each of my hands. I gripped, and they made sounds. Their moans, my gasps and groans as I tried to push against that tongue, get more of it into me, grind it against my swollen clit for relief, only made me more manic, desperate. I had abandoned all resistance at this point.

      Reality was entirely overrated. I wanted this fantasy. Whatever it was.

      “Make me cum.” I breathed, and the tongue slid deeper, seemed to swell, curled up inside of me and hit that spot only sexy books seemed to know about. I was straining against their hold at my knees. Trying to do so many things at once. I released their cocks and reached for the head between my thighs. I gripped it. The hands let go of my knees.

      As if a demon of my own possessed me, I pulled, pushed, fucked my hips upward until I was feeling the burn in my glutes. “Please.”

      I felt a finger slide along my forehead, my hair, and a new voice said, “Give yourself to us.”

      What the fuck did I have left to give? I heard a chuckle and a bit of a southern drawl, maybe, as the other said, “Awe, shucks, honey. You know what we need.”

      “What?” I fell back. My hands let go of the head I was holding onto, but not before I patted around to see if there were any horns. That got a decent chuckle from all of them since the monster between my thighs had removed his tongue of torture and stroked the inside of my thigh leisurely. “I don’t have anything. I have this house, three quarters of a pizza, and five cans of coke.”

      A hot finger slid along my shoulder, down to my chest and between my breasts and tapped.

      “You want my soul?” I asked. “Fucking demons.”

      They laughed again. The cowboy, that is what I was envisioning him as, or maybe actually seeing him as, said, “Pretty sure you gave that over the moment Finley dropped that tongue in you.”

      I balked, but couldn’t deny it. That tap happened again, and I asked around a snort of a laugh, “What? My chest? My lungs?” That made sense. Finley had come up and out of my lungs.

      “Move.” Finley. I had a name for the voice. I had a large figure settling over me, rubbing an equally proportionate cock along my inner thigh. His lips to mine. He tasted like me, like… something. Teeth nipped at my lower lip and pricked. He sucked, gently, and I sighed, rolled my hips involuntarily up. He moved to whisper in my ear, “Your heart.”

      Oh. Well. That was something to ask for when I had only seen red eyes and knew he could eat pussy like a champ. I didn’t even know the other two except they had well-designed genitals. Couldn’t they be like typical demons and ask for my soul?

      “Uh.” I licked my lower lip and realized there was the tang of blood. Blood. “Um.”

      “She’s denying you,” Cowboy said and a moment later, he seemed to disappear. I couldn’t feel his presence.

      “Just take it. If you don’t. I will.” Then the other was gone.

      I looked into those glowing red eyes and could feel my heart thumping so hard and loud. My blood seemed to rush all at once toward that organ. I choked out a word, “Finley.”

      I couldn’t see the eyes anymore. Then I could. They were so dark now. “You are mine.”

      A shift of hips and I was really glad he did all that tongue work because as much as I had been trying to get more a moment ago, I was totally aware of how much he had to give now. I cried out in a mix of pain, pleasure, something. I wasn’t really sure, but his seduction was over, and I began to accept the fear that I should have been feeling from the start, only it had been blocked, soothed.

      The prick of teeth, no, fangs at my shoulder reminded me that people had been found dead in this house within twenty-four hours of living here since the crazy doctor lady died. My mind began to collapse in on itself, find a place to hide, like I did when I was a kid. When I tried not to hear what my mother was doing with the men in the next room. When I tried not to hear what they were doing with other people.

      I was a kid, not deaf. They paid the bills with performances and I…stayed in my room and talked to my imaginary friends. Well, if that house or apartment had some for me to hang out with.

      Which is why it was odd when, a moment later, I found a place in my head that was…home. Here. It was this house. A hand outstretched at the door, pulled me through it and into powerful arms where I was twirled and then kissed before he let me go.

      I gasped. A young man in a uniform, a very old style of uniform, stood before me. I went to him easily. We spun around and when he put me on my feet again; we were in this bedroom. He said, “I’m home.”

      “Finally!” I announced. He began kissing me and the next thing I knew, I was in this bed, and we were—

      “Stop it!” I shouted and pushed at his shoulder, only there was nothing to push at, no one there to push.

      I reached for my shoulder, my neck. Nothing. I touched my shirt and shorts, both in place. I reached between my legs and realized I had been turned on, but found no evidence of what happened other than the memory.

      It was morning! Did I even sleep? Was that all a dream?

      I looked around the room and said, “Well. I’m alive, right? That’s a start.”

      “For now.” The warning tone was undeniable.

      My eyes went wide at that voice. Not Finley. Not Cowboy. Not Soft Hands. Not a man at all.

      I asked aloud, “Who are you?”

      “Someone you can never be, no matter how much they might want you to.” Smug and arrogant.

      “Well, fuck you too, lady.” I pushed out of bed and decided she was right. First order of business. Get rid of any female clothes in this house.
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      Getting rid of the female presence before me was a bit problematic because some of this shit was really awesome. I looked at the silk gown from that drawer and knew I couldn’t keep it even if I wanted to. “I can buy a gown of my own.”

      Silence.

      No one was talking to me, and I didn’t want her to talk to me for damn sure. I would start work on Monday. I needed to live to see the sunset this evening and at least two more. Then, I could worry about sexy night things.

      I sighed. My thoughts went back to last night, the demons. The demon. Finley. As I cleaned out the drawers, I found one of them was stuck. I pulled and pulled, but finally had to figure out how to remove the damn thing entirely. They did not make them as easy to detach as they did today.

      As the drawer came free and things scattered as if I just pulled the cork out of a champagne bottle, I heard a distinctive thunk sound. I ignored everything but the book. I knew it was a book. I had dropped many in my life and one of the most appealing aspects of this house was the living room had those floor to ceiling bookshelves. The kind built into the wall. The bottom portions were closed door cabinets, and the tops were just rows upon rows of books until the decorative trim signaled that was it. Ceiling reached. Those shelves were stocked.

      I scrambled to get to that book and the moment I grabbed it, I was thrown back against the side of the bed. I grunted, got the wind knocked out of me, but I held onto that book. I frowned and looked at the floor. A silk scarf was under my foot.

      I groaned and wondered aloud, “Stupidity is probably how the others died, too.”

      I got up and made sure not to step on anything else as I carried my book down to the kitchen for the last of the pizza. I really needed to go grab some groceries. I looked around and realized no amount of work in that bedroom was going to make me feel accomplished, but by the end of this day, I would need food. I picked up my oversized purse, put the book I could see was a journal inside of it, and picked up the last slice of pizza before heading out.

      Feeling way too crazy for my own good, I admitted, “You know, if a man really wanted my heart, it wouldn’t be that difficult to get it. I’m a simple person, really. I like things clean and tidy. I grew up in a total pig stye. I hate that. I like to eat, and I lived in a dorm, so I’ll be learning how to cook. I like to feel safe and comfortable. It’s sad the only place I felt safe was in a college dorm. This is my home. I’m not going to be afraid in it. And I’m not going to just give my heart away to anyone. Not the idiot I dated in college and not to whatever the hell is in this house. I’ve played with imaginary friends my whole life. They’ve never been mean to me before. You want this heart, earn it.”

      I felt better. I knew on some level I was trying to process my insane ass dreams with my creepy house reality, but walking that fine line between normal and nuts was a balancing act I’d been doing since childhood, so why stop now?

      I went to a local restaurant and loved that it was set up like an old-school fifty’s diner. The menu may have old school options, but sure had new school price tags on it. I wanted so much but needed just enough to get me through the grocery store on a budget and with my list. I could do more shopping once I got my first paycheck. The community college here paid once a month. Fortunately, this summer semester was starting two weeks into the month, and they did not hold back a pay period, so two weeks. I had to stick to the budget for two weeks. Then, I would have a regular flow of income.

      I looked up as the bell above the door signaled someone else had walked in. I smiled as Lyle turned his head and looked at me. Lyle was definitely not my dream lover. A medium height, medium weight, conservative fashion sense bordering on uniform…wait, was that a uniform? As he moved closer, I realized it probably was. I blurted out, “You work at the same agency as your grandma?”

      He laughed and asked, “May I join you for lunch?”

      “Sorry. Yes.” I indicated the seat.

      He slid in and nodded. “I do. In fact, I am taking over, which is why she insisted we get the Carter property off the market before she retired.” He winked at me and said, “Thank you.”

      I smiled, nodded, and said, “And thank you for taking that mattress upstairs.”

      His brow spoke volumes his mouth didn’t have to voice but did anyway. “I didn’t move that. I promised her I would never go in there. It’s ridiculous, I know, but she is convinced that the place is cursed and any man who enters is doomed.”

      “Well, someone moved it. The mattress was on the bed and the bed was made.” I shrugged. “Do you have a cleaning service?”

      “For the rentals, yeah, but again…the uh…housekeepers won’t go to that house. Too much superstition in this town.” He tilted his head. “You need to get the locks changed. That’s…weird.”

      “Yeah.” I nodded.

      We placed our orders and as the server walked away in her old-fashioned uniform with my old-fashioned order, I said, “Will a locksmith come out and do that or do I need to go—”

      His facial expression said it all. He shook his head and added, “Anyone willing to go into that house is either not from around here, doesn’t know anyone from around here, or is like you—a non-believer. Or worse.”

      “What’s worse than me?” I asked.

      He shook his head, held up his hand as though he were going to apologize.

      I said, “I get it. Go on.”

      “Sorry. Worse are the paranormal investigators. Like the guy who had a heart attack. The one who bought the luxury mattress. Now, I know they said he had to drag that big ole box from the gate into the house, but…was it heavy enough to put him into cardiac arrest?”

      “Out of shape?” I did my research. He was not out of shape. He was a marathon runner and placed in a triathlon three months prior to his arrival. “Drugs?”

      Lyle pointed at me, then tapped his nose. “That’s the story, anyway.” He looked around a bit and then leaned forward as he whispered conspiratorially, “Though the autopsy said he was clean.” He leaned back and smiled up as our drinks were put on the table. “Susie, this is Courtney Dawn. Newest member of our community. Bought the Carter place.”

      Susie put her hand up instinctively to her shoulder and sort of flinched. “I don’t go there.”

      My eyebrow shot up despite my effort to react neutral to that comment. “I would hope not, since it's private property. My property.”

      “Right.” She had to be all of nineteen. “Of course.”

      Lyle gave me the look I was probably giving him because when she left, he said, “Maybe she moved the mattress.”

      “I’m adding locks to my list.” I puffed out a breath.

      He toyed with the glass a few moments before saying, “Rumors. Just rumors of course, but…some of the young…ladies…of the town have claimed to see…past residents.”

      “The dead guys?” I winced. Oh no. I did not want to think my dreams were a balding marathon running paranormal investigator, a fifty-year-old psychiatrist, or a scrawny weirdo Stephen King wanna-be writer. At least the journalist was hot and young. Which didn’t explain why he died. Though he more accurately went missing.

      He laughed and shook his head no, then nodded, “Well, yes, but not the ones you think. Dr. Carter catered to a certain…patient. Young men who had been to war. Young men who had addictions. Young men who needed help in some way. Said she was inspired by the original owners of the house. Changed her last name from Stall to Carter within two months of moving in.”

      I had not dug that far successfully. “Why would someone do that?”

      He shrugged. “Well, some say it was to become part of the town. Some names carry weight because they are legacy in these parts. Some, like my grandma, say Dr. Carter was trying alternate forms of therapy in that house and wasn’t beyond…experimentation of the…woo-woo kind.”

      He wiggled his fingers at me. “She was a witch?”

      He shrugged. “I don’t think so. I think she was just looking for attention. The fact that her first two long-term patients seemed to…disappear is a source for talk.”

      “Who were they?” I asked and tried not to let memories of that nightmare surface.

      He shrugged. “Well, let’s see. My grandma said once she settled herself as the new Mrs. Carter, the good doctor focused on a variety of young men, but especially war veterans. Most seemed to stay a while then move on, but there was the guy from New York. When she first started, she was still young, you see. Probably about our age when she moved here. Bt according to my grandma, she used all that medical money on plastic surgery because she never seemed to age.”

      That seemed about right. I knew women all my life fighting that battle. I was in the wrong profession for funding my youthful image.

      He continued as I tried to remember all these details. “That guy had played piano and was a smoker, too.”

      This meant nothing, still the thought sort of hit something in my head since I was thinking of long, smooth fingers.

      “Then there was the Texan.” He rolled his eyes. “I think my grandma might have had an affair with him back in her day. You want to get her talking about your place? Ask about Tex.”

      Our food was placed in front of us and the girl, the young girl who may or may not have dragged my mattress up to my bedroom, said, “All the women in town know the tales of Tex, Lyle.” She did a little wiggle and said, “Some better than others.”

      Lyle shook his head as the girl walked away. He said, “See what I mean?”

      “Just those two?” I asked. The Texan had hit that memory cord and it was strumming in my head. That accent. No way. No way were those dreams of old men. No fucking way. They didn’t feel like old men.

      Lyle snorted a laugh and asked, “You think she needed more?”

      I laughed and shook my head. “No. I mean, did she treat others?”

      He nodded, around a bite of burger said, “Yeah, but she stopped bringing them into her home long-term. As she got older, she would go to an office. I think it’s a boutique now. She was bat shit crazy by then, but still had a degree and probably a license because who was going to question it in this town?” He finished his bite, took a drink, and then added, “You know they say when they found her in the garden, she hadn’t aged a day.”

      “From which day? The day she arrived, the day she brought a client to live with her, or the day she started taking appointments in an office instead?” I asked.

      “Touche.” He pointed. “I have no idea. It’s just what they say. I grew up with my parents and my mom moved away from here when she went to college and never looked back. I would come spend summers with my grandma, so I’m an outside insider as far as the townsfolk are concerned.”

      I was an outside outsider, so I didn’t want to think about what the town folk were going to say about me.

      “Let’s talk about something else, shall we?” I was exhausted from this discussion, and I still had to go shopping.

      We talked about the local hardware store and the fact that Pete would probably give me a new resident discount. Since I would likely need to get more things, I bought the locks there rather than the supercenter. It meant making another stop, but I would need the discount and the supercenter would not have everything I needed long term to fix up that house and the hardware store might.

      It was near dusk when I returned home. I grabbed the shopping bags, all of them, and struggled up the walk and to the door. I unlocked it, flipped on the lights, and stood there.

      Stunned.

      I gulped then called out, “Hello?”

      No answer. I steeled my spine and said, “If you don’t belong here, you better go. I’m not afraid of fighting someone. I’m armed.”

      With a bag of locks, which I planned to change immediately.

      Silence. I put everything down except for two items.

      I shut the door and carried my bag with the locks in one hand and my phone with 9-1-1 at the ready in the other. I walked through the living room, back to the office, around to the dining room, through the kitchen, up the creaking stairs, and looked in every open door because every door was open. No one was here.

      Someone had been here. Someone had been here, and they had taken off all the furniture covers. They had dusted and vacuumed. As I moved through, taking stock of more things, I realized they had mopped. I looked at the bags of groceries and said, “Well, either this is the night they kill me, or this is the night I fall in love because this place is spotless.”

      The door near the kitchen creaked. I knew what was back there in that corner. The door to the basement. The only place I had not gone in this little check out the house journey. I looked at the bags, at that door, at the bags and said, “I have ice cream in the bags. If you kill me now, it will melt, and you will have that mess to clean up. If you let me put all this away, well, I guess you will have ice cream to celebrate my murder with later.”

      I heard laughter in my head again. That was a Texan. It was cut short, so I decided I may just be trying to make myself hear things now. Since no one came up to murder me, I put the groceries away and then opened the first lock package. Since it was in that hard, ridiculous plastic, the damn thing sliced my finger and I let out a stream of curses as I moved to the sink and put it under some running water.

      I looked up. The window above the sink was perfect for looking out and into the front yard. I flinched when I saw him. I spun around, but no one was there. “Who’s here? Who are you?”

      It suddenly smelled like cigarette smoke in the kitchen. I sniffed the air, but couldn’t see or feel anything. I gulped. I pulled a paper towel and wrapped the finger. It was like a paper-cut but a little worse since it was plastic. It stopped bleeding and I returned to my task.

      The plastic was gone. The directions were there next to the materials, including a screwdriver and plyers I hadn’t gathered to begin with.

      “I’m crazy,” I admitted. “I’m losing it.”

      “Maybe you’re just ready to find it, Darlin’.” That accent made me a bit bold.

      “Right. Like you haven’t already found a server named Susie.” I huffed and puffed as I carried my supplies to the front door. That lock was already missing. “Okay. I see. You want to be sure I know that this isn’t going to stop you from being here.”

      “It’s my home.” I was sure that was Tex.

      “It’s my home!” I shouted. I didn’t care who he was. This was my home.

      “Everyone knows that.” A lady walking her dog stopped and looked at me like I was nuts. “You already crazy?”

      I was flabbergasted by the question. She nodded and waved me off like I was a lost cause and kept on walking. I stepped out and noticed she lived two doors down from me. I might go talk to her. She stopped midway up her walk and looked at me. I smiled. She flipped me off!

      Maybe I would not go talk to her.

      I walked back to the door and proceeded to figure out how to install a lock. I had a graduate degree in literature with a minor in journalism and no matter how many times I tried to get this damn thing to work, it would not.

      I stepped inside, slammed the door, and the lock fell out and clanged on the floor. I sucked in a staggering breath and let out a decent scream.

      When that was done, I let my tensed fingers ease from their fisted position, my shoulders rolled into a relaxed posture, and then I opened my eyes. I blinked. I looked at them and they looked at me. I looked around, and as I tried to convince myself I was not straight up off the rails, I noticed the photos on the bookshelves. I didn’t say anything, but I did look at the three men as I made my way to the shelf.

      I looked at the photo of a man in a uniform. I asked it, not them, “Finley Carter?”

      “Yes, Ma’am.” Oh, that was the first voice in my head, but that was not in my head. It was coming in through my ears like any other sound.

      “So, you must be—” I picked up the picture of the handsome cowboy in the hat, boots, holding onto the horse next to him like he was in love with it.

      “They call me—”

      “Tex,” we said that together. I continued, “Yes. You have quite the reputation.”

      He didn’t say anything and when I looked over, he just winked. I picked up the last photo of a tall, lean, beautiful young man in a tuxedo next to a piano, smiling like he was on stage at an award show. He said, “Andy.”

      “You don’t sound like you’re from New York.” I looked over at him.

      He shook his head and said, “Brooklyn, but I was educated in private schools. Your accent isn’t exactly Alabama either, yet that is where you’re from, right?”

      I felt my mouth drop open with the shock.

      He sighed as if bored with me and said, “I’m just going to eat her. This is—”

      “You. Will. Not.” An arm swung out and Finley stopped Andy’s forward motion. “Go back to the basement or go hunting. You can’t kill her.” He looked at me and then said, “Not right away anyhow.”

      “Gee, thanks.” I placed the photo back and asked, “What are you, exactly? Because according to that picture you should be dead.” I pointed at Finley. He was gorgeous and no where near thirty much less ninety.

      He squinted as if doing the math in his head.

      I let him take a moment to decide his age and said to Tex, “You are not as old as him, but sure you are not as young as me.”

      “Twenty-one, Darlin’. Ask anyone.” Tex offered as he winked.

      I wanted to poke his— “Wait, why aren’t your eyes all red and glowing?”

      “Gee, Andy. You don’t look a day over nineteen.” He folded his arms and glared at me.

      I folded my arms and glared right back and said, “Gee Andy, you voted to murder me, remember? Sorry if I could care less what you think at the moment.”

      He threw his arms up and said, “She thinks I’m a monster. Don’t you?”

      I shrugged. He didn’t look like a monster. He looked like a sweet, artistic, and lost soul to me.

      Finley warned, “Andy.”

      That sweet, artistic soul looked every bit like a monster within the blink of my eyes. He moved so damn fast I would have jerked, flinched, something, but I froze like any good deer trapped by headlights as Andy, the piano playing, tuxedo wearing, monster turned into my worst nightmare. Nosferatu. The black and white movie version. I couldn’t even scream. I could, and did, piss myself. I felt that and then I felt nothing at all.
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      I heard the sheets rustling and opened my eyes. I looked up and at the man sitting on the bed next to me. Finley. He pushed the fallen lock of my hair back and tucked it behind my ear. He had a sweet smile on his handsome face and I failed to keep my own lips from curling up in response.

      Finley said, “Andy’s a bit sensitive.”

      “Noted.” I pushed up to a sitting position and looked down at myself. I was clean and in a t-shirt and underwear. “How did–”

      “I took care of you.” He tilted his head. “I’ll always take care of you. If you let me.”

      “What about the others?” I asked.

      He shrugged. “Despite how it looks, we do want this.” He pointed between us. “This connection to…reality, I suppose. I’m not sure what she did to us, just that it affects us the same in some ways and differently in others.”

      I nodded. “I’ve always had…imaginary friends, so this isn’t strange to me. The fact that you are grown men; however, and that one of you wants to kill me is…new.”

      He chuckled. “Well, Andy wants her back. Tex and I.” He shook his head. “We want you.”

      His eyes turned red and his features harsh as he spoke beyond my shoulder and said, “You are not welcome here!”

      I could feel her presence in the room. I needed to do something about that because the mild-mannered, handsome man that was being gentle with me a moment before was taking on that same monster-like feature that Andy had.

      I got up and ran out of the room. I had one thing that I picked up on impulse today, sage. I noticed it and my gut had clenched. It was more than I wanted to spend, but I had read many books and watched a variety of videos on how to smudge as a means of clearing a space of unwanted energy.

      I accidentally set one of the apartments I had lived in on fire once trying to cleanse the place of unwanted energy. Turns out, that doesn’t work for the living the same as it does for the dead. Well, sort of. We did have to move after that, but ultimately, once Carmella had another man and another place to stay, I was with her again.

      I gathered the sage and a glass bowl. I crumbled the sage leaves into the bowl and as I did, I pulled one thing into my mind. I set my intention to remove the female spirit from that room, from my house. I lit the sage and acknowledged I only had my hands so I moved my hands over the smoke and once those were cleansed, so to speak, I pulled the smoke toward me, going through the rituals the best I could remember them from the texts I had read.

      I stood and beginning in that kitchen space, I used my hand to fan the smoke and spoke my gratitude as well as my request to remove the female energy from my home.

      By the time I got to the bedroom, the bowl was hot, burning my palm, and the sage was almost gone. I could not see Finley, but I trusted my intentions not to harm him. I had not gone to the basement as my goal was to get to this room since that was where I seemed to find her. In my bedroom.

      Once the sage was burned completely and I had no more smoke to spread, I put the bowl on the sink counter and looked at my hand. “Shit.”

      I ran my red and swollen hand under the cool water from the sink. It should have burned a lot worse and sooner, but it was as if this house no longer wanted that woman in it either. As if someone or something was also carrying this bowl with me. Only, there was no sign of Finley or Tex for the rest of the evening, the next day, or even week.

      At the end of the week, I finally carried a load of laundry to the basement. A space I had been dreading since arrival. I turned on the lights, but it was still dark, shadowed. I was afraid to smudge this space since the last smudging left me feeling alone.

      The washing machine sounds filled the air and I placed the basket on the dryer next to it.

      “You didn’t get rid of me.” Andy. Of course, it was Andy.

      “I didn’t try to get rid of any of you. Just her.” I insisted. “Where are they?”

      “I don’t know.” He stalked forward with the grace of a beautiful predator. “One minute they were here, the next, they were gone.”

      “But you’re still here.”

      “You didn’t bring you’re little smoke salad down to my space.” He indicated with his arm and the lights went brighter. I gasped. “It’s just an upright. Nothing special, but it was how she convinced me to stay.”

      “You wanted to leave?” I asked and moved toward the piano. His space was huge since it was the entire basement. I only knew there was a washer and dryer down here. No one would come down the stairs to get pictures. Said the lights never worked.

      “I don’t know what I wanted.” He moved toward the piano. “Death, maybe. Freedom from the addiction.”

      I listened carefully, knowing he could turn on me at any moment and neither Finley nor Tex would be around to save me.

      He played his long, graceful fingers over the keys and made beautiful sounds with them. I didn’t interrupt him. I just listened. Once he finished, I said, “You’re very talented.”

      “Was.” He spun around on the bench and faced me. “I’m dead. At least, I think I’m dead. I should be dead, but…here I am.”

      “Alone.” I understood then that I had taken what family he had left from him during that smudging. “Like me, but you had them.”

      He nodded. “Now. Now I have to figure out what to do about all of this.”

      I tilted my head and asked, “About all of what?”

      “You, them, me. Is she even still out there?” He asked. “Where did you put them?”

      “Put them?” My eyes went wide. “I only asked to remove the female presence from this house.”

      “And you didn’t bother to find out that it was a female presence that tethered us here in the first place.” He crossed his arms. “So. You can either bring them back and live. I can end you and possibly be stuck with your spirit like I am his.” He pointed and I turned to see the journalist, but he was like a ghost, an apparition, not a solid form like Andy. “Or, you can help me get his ass over the line and then figure out how to finally end my existence. I just don’t want to give up a cage I am familiar with for a worse fate. Understand?”

      I gulped. Nodded. “Okay. I uh…need to do some research.”

      “Fortunately,” he said. “We have plenty of books about it.”
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      Fortunately for me, the good doctor was meticulous in her notes.

      “Well, well, well.” I stood outside, over the space in the garden that now had two little vines springing up and out of it. I called out to my house-bound friends, “I think we got it.”

      So far, I had no help for the ghost situation, but my monsters. Well, those creatures were not apparitions. They were real, eternal, and that bitch had tied them to her after turning them into what she wanted them to be. In fairness, it was Finley who set her on the path since his counseling records began after she moved into the home and discovered the vampire living there.

      I spoke to the dirt and the two vines and said, “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to send you with her. I’m going to get you out.”

      I went to the shed and grabbed a shovel. Once I had the vines, roots and all, I moved them to a safe place. I needed to find the last one. Andy. I could kill him with her right now. Send them both into the next realm or wherever she would be going, but in the past week, working with him to find a solution to the missing monster problem, I…really liked him.

      Andy was actually closer to my age in both metamorphic and mental years. He grew up with messed up parents and while wealthy beyond any need, he only needed someone to care about him. That was how she trapped him. His heart. Their hearts. The woman endeared them and then bound their spirits to her.

      They may never be able to go grocery shopping with me, but they could live as flesh and blood…mostly, inside this property. They just needed to feed now and then.

      Hence the missing journalist that Andy murdered and buried back here somewhere. Again, details to be dealt with another time.

      “Where are you?” I moved to my hands and knees and used a hand rake to skim over the soil. I didn’t want to hurt him and I was no longer willing to let her keep any of them. “Come on, Andy. Help me here. Fight. They got to the top and they aren’t even in the house anymore. I–” I looked at the house and yelled, “Andy! Come outside. Come to the garden.”

      “Hell no.” He stood in the doorway. “I wouldn’t go to that garden when she was alive. I’m not–”

      “Get your ass over here. Now!” I held up the two vines. “This is their life source. You have one here too. She is deep in this dirt thanks to her resting here as she ensured her eternal place as your keeper.”

      That got him moving. He cautiously stepped forward into the moonlight. “You’re sure this is going to work?”

      “Yes.” I wasn’t, but what choice did we have. This was the way it looked in her grimoire. I wasn’t using them to keep me young. In fact, the short time I had been in this town probably aged me considerably. One week on the job, I had ten students in my class. I had more homework to do than to grade and I found that lucky rather than sad. “I’m exhausted. Come on. I just need to find you and then I can save you a–”

      I fell backward onto the dirt. The deep vines began wrapping around me, pulling me under, “Andy! Help!”

      He ran forward and reached for my hand. I could hear her cursing me in my ear, “You will not take them from me!”

      “Andy!” I screamed for him as my head went under the surface. Immediately, panic began to set in. I could not breathe. I could not see. The taste of earth was filling my mouth, the scent and the substance my nose.

      At my back, a push began against the pull. I felt as though I was going to tear in half if something didn’t give and soon.

      Finley’s voice and the request came through again, “You know what we need.”

      My heart. My heart was what they needed. Not my soul. Not my life. Just my heart. I could not speak, nod, move as the darkness began to smother me and the vines continued to push and pull my body.

      What did I have to lose? My life? I was about to die anyway. My mind cleared and I relaxed, submitted to my circumstances, and said, “It’s yours. I give you my heart.”

      With what felt like a complete punch to that organ, I could have sworn I saw three men standing over me before I could see nothing at all.

      Andy said, “You’re filthy. You know that?”

      My eyes blinked open and I looked up to find him reaching toward me.

      “What happened?” I asked and put my hand at my chest. I still felt like a whole person. Dirt fell as I stood with his help.

      “You saved us.” Andy smiled. “And I saved you.”

      Finely said, “All by yourself. I’m the one who told her on day one what we needed. If she gave it to us then, she might not have come close to joining us.”

      “Joining you?” I asked, and looked down at my feet. I was still in the garden, but I didn’t feel the same darkness lurking there.

      “This is where our…bodies reside. She…buried us here.” Finley looked at the dirt. “I only wanted to be a mortal man again. To die. To forget what I had done to get home to my wife, my life then. I…became something when I was over there. We…had to eat.”

      I nodded. I had read his file. He had returned with a bloodlust that his young wife could not live with. The doctor had promised him peace. She made him her servant.

      Tex moved in next to me and said, “Well, it could be worse, Darlin’. I’ve spent more than one lifetime charming my way through feedings. I won’t have to sink so low anymore.”

      She had used his charm to bring those girls to the house so he and Finley could feed once she had him under her spell. When he was no longer human, capable of moving about as a typical being, she murdered him and put him in the garden with Finley.

      “Then me.” Andy smiled. “I was her prized possession for a long time.”

      “You are no one’s possession, Andrew.” I reached for his hand. “But I am grateful to be yours.” I looked at Finley and then Tex and said, “And yours. All three of you. All my life I had imaginary friends. I cared about them, missed them when I had to move and they couldn’t go with me. And now. Here I am.” I stepped toward the house and then spun around to face them as I said, “Living with monsters.”

      I knew there was a lingering spirit that had to be given peace, but tonight, in the small, gloomy town of Winter, a new garden was about to grow. I gave them my heart, and now, I would give them my body.
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        Ball gowns and bite marks…

      

        

      
        Mari Di Bartolo is a witch coming back to her roots in Salem. Juggling work and school at the Montelier Supernatural Academy, she's a woman on a mission until she's attacked one night after work and left for dead. When Mari is about to step through the veil, she's given a choice-become a vampire or fade away. She chooses life. Nevertheless, it’s not her new Sire that holds Mari’s attention, but the strange and enigmatic Fae with the golden green eyes. Full of mischief and mayhem, the night of the Vampire Ball is upon her and all that glitters may just be her teeth in the moonlight.

      

        

      
        Darkness lurks in the shadows…

      

        

      
        Fenris is the Captain of the Guard for the Queen of the Dark Court. For centuries he’s secured the barrier between the human world and Faery, part of a Protectorate that keeps humans blissfully ignorant of the beings hidden in their midst. But when another rogue wolf attack brings him to a crime scene, he remembers another girl with long dark hair and eyes that spoke to his soul. On a night filled with wild magic, there will be blood and some of it might just be given willingly.
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      “You have to marry, Mari Di Bartolo. It is our way. Our Houses must be strengthened by those of noble blood. You are my child and as such will marry accordingly.” Roark, her Sire gave her a stern look and left her standing in the middle of her room, a stinging retort on her lips.

      She wanted to laugh at his resemblance to the Gary Oldman Dracula, complete with the long hair, old fashioned clothes and glasses perched on his nose but she didn’t dare. Especially when she took in the dress she was about to have to wiggle into.

      “You’re not getting out of it so don’t try.” Gibbs, her resident ghost lounged against the four-poster bed, his gaze locked on the dress draped over the edge of the bed.

      “Ugh. Can’t you even leave me alone so I can change?” She reached for the top of her robe and scowled.

      “Get over it. You’re not my brand of fruit basket. Come on. You don’t have all night. Wait too long and that battle axe housekeeper is going to come up here and lace you in tighter than…”

      “Okay. I don’t need a visual.” Mari shuddered, sliding out of her robe and dropping it on the bed.

      “Just trying to help.”

      “Well don’t.”

      Mari twisted her lips and winced as a sharp stab of her fangs cut into her lip. The annual vampire version of a meat market was about to happen downstairs in their ballroom. How many times would Roark try to pawn her off on a desiccated old windbag or one of his weird pervy social rejects just so he could further his political ambitions?

      She just wasn’t interested.

      She had only one goal. To find the bastards who put her here and shove a silver plated blade right between their furry eyeballs. Her gaze traveled down the smooth expanse of her chest and arm, still marveling at the way her new body healed itself. It was a miracle really, and one she should be grateful for. And she would be, after she’d taken care of business.

      So why did her thoughts keep swaying toward one particular Fae Captain of the Guard? Fenris was one of the Protectorate and the only one other than her Sire who had seen the girl before she’d been changed into a lycanthrope assassin in a skirt. He’d looked in her eyes and despite what had been done to her…just when she had been determined not to feel, she looked into his eyes and saw their light shining back at her.

      He gave her the strength to take what Roark gave her without spinning into madness. A human girl with no knowledge of the supernatural world one moment and the next laying in a pool of her own blood, the corpse of a werewolf lying next to her on the sidewalk and a vampire offering her a second shot bending down and offering a kiss that could render her immortal.

      Mari took it. But all the while wishing it was Fenris’s teeth sinking into her neck and his blood passing through her lips.

      She absently slipped into the dress and sucked in her stomach as Gibbs helped her fasten all of her bindings.

      “Thank you.”

      “No problem, Pigeon. Now just help me find Bertrand and we’re good. And watch what you do with that arsenal under your dress. You don’t want to put someone’s eye out with that thing.”

      “I just want to find Fenris or get out of here so I can do something other than schmooze with the other walking dead.”

      “Don’t diss your fellow vamps, girlie. Roark saved your sorry butt.”

      “I realize that. But right now being saved feels a lot like being a moth in a jar. I just want some flame to fly up next to.”

      And a chance to become the witch she was here in Salem to become.

      “What? So you can die again?” Gibbs raised an eyebrow and twisted his lips into a frown, crossing his arms in front of his chest.

      “No.” But it sounded defensive, even to her own ears. “I just want to find him.”

      “He looks for you. Every time he comes here.”

      Mari looked at him, incredulous. “And you’re telling me this why?”

      “I shouldn’t. You don’t understand the Fae like I do.”

      “I know him.”

      “No you don’t Pigeon.” Gibbs shuddered. “You haven’t seen…”

      She brushed on some powder and swiped on some cranberry red lipstick. “Don’t you dare.”

      “I dare a lot of things these days.”

      “Well not now.”

      “True enough. We have to get you downstairs before that woman comes up here searching for you.”

      She turned he gave her the once over.

      “You’re good.”

      “Okay.” She stepped into her shoes and was out the door, making her way toward the stairs.

      Every time she saw him here at Essex House for a meeting or some dealings with her Sire, her body flamed, thinking about how tenderly he touched her.

      But how could he possibly feel the same having seen her at her lowest point?

      Bah. She was better off focusing her energy on staking the hairy fuckers who caused this in the first place.

      She’d heard Roark talking with the Protectorate council. A reckless band of rogue wolves were attacking humans and fellow paranormals and she had to put a stop to it. Nothing else mattered. No one else should have to go through what she did. If it weren’t for Roark and Fenris…

      It had to be the same wolves. It just had to.

      And she would make it right.

      The sting of tears in the corners of her eyes brought Mari up short. She couldn’t afford to be seen with bloody red streaks running down her face. She was the royal heir. No one had ever been turned by her Sire and it had apparently caused quite the stir.

      No. No crying. Not now. She had to make an appearance and get out there. With the annual Salem Halloween events happening all around the city, it stood to reason the wolves would find more victims to attack.

      Hell, if Roark hadn’t turned her, she’d be either long since buried or sprouting fur once a month herself. With a frown she mentally counted down the endless amount of training sessions she’d undertaken so she was able to handle herself around the wolves if she ever came across them again.

      Did they do it just because they were assholes or did they have something else in mind? Not that it mattered. She was going to skin their sorry asses either way.

      There was a reason she let herself be stuffed into a dress with enough voluminous folds to hide an arsenal underneath it; because she was. Strapped to one thigh was a silver tipped knife and the other, her favorite spell casting wand. Not that she really needed it anymore but it was nice having it along for the ride.

      Crossing over into death had brought out more than just a set of fangs and lust for lycanthrope blood. It had also given the natural witch inside of her room to blossom and change into something none of the House residents would ever suspect. The ability to talk to the dead. She heard them. In the halls. Everywhere and it took a good deal of concentration to shut them out. Especially now they discerned she heard them. Like Gibbs. God the guy never gave her a moment’s peace.

      As if on que one of the resident specters drifted by, bobbing her head in greeting. Her skirts trailed behind her along the marble floors and she vanished into a wall.

      “Huh.”

      A mystery for another time.

      Mari stared down at the cleavage billowing over the top of the corset style gown and wanted to crawl back up the stairs and bolt the door. One false move would be all it would take for the little pervert she was supposed to dance with tonight to get an eyeful. She tugged at the top of the dress, gasping as the corset seemed to grow smaller.

      Shit. How was that even possible? It was a good thing she didn’t need to breathe.

      A couple passed her on the landing and she gave a regal nod.

      “Good evening, Mari.”

      “Hi. Thank you for coming.” She gave them her brightest smile, a flush creeping up the back of her neck and over her cheeks at being caught wrestling with her dress.

      What else could she say?

      Excuse me, but my boobs are about to pop out. I’ll be right back.

      “Sure,” Mari muttered under her breath, carefully taking a step at a time until she reached the bottom of the steps. “That wouldn’t be any more awkward. Not at all.”

      “Talking to yourself again, Pigeon?” Gibb’s spectral form leaned against the bottom stair banister, his eyebrow raised and a sardonic grin plastered on his face. The twenty something ghost stood straight up and gave her a mock salute. His Bauhaus tee shirt and skinny jeans matched his nineties style hairstyle, his lanky form and pasty white complexion giving him a Goth appearance completely suitable for his snarky disposition.

      Despite that, she was glad to see him.

      “Shut up.”

      He cupped his hand to his ear in mock deafness and leaned forward. “What’s that love? I didn’t hear you.”

      She started to retort, then smiled as another couple paraded down the hallway.

      God she hated dog and pony shows.

      Her dress was too tight. Mari realized it tonight when she tried it on in her room but after avoiding the subject of the Vampire Ball for weeks, she didn’t have time to do anything about it.

      Nell, the housekeeper had placed it in her closet with a tart but knowing glance. “Make sure you try that on so I can make alterations.” Her hawk like expression never failed to quail Mari’s already frayed nerves and she’d just as soon not deal with the woman.

      Mari forgot. The endless meet and greets and rotations around Salem made sticking around the house for a dress fitting nearly impossible. She was a simple girl that went to school, practiced her spells and worked in a bar before this happened. Now she had to be all Princess Morticia. It never failed to make her laugh.

      “You’re about to fall out of that thing.” Gibbs narrowed his eyes. “Can you bend over? I want to test the laws of gravity.”

      Mari snorted and rolled her eyes. “You’re horrible.”

      “I know. But you love me.” He grinned, his gaze traveling toward the ballroom where more guests had started to congregate.

      “Is he here?”

      “No.” Gibbs sighed. “What about your boy wonder?”

      “Um. I don’t…” Mari walked ahead, trying to pretend she didn’t hear him. It was bad enough she thought about the Fae lord at all. She saw him during meetings and occasionally around town and every time he winked at her.

      “Don’t play coy with me. You like him.”

      She stopped short and pressed back against a wall. “What if I do,” she hissed. “It’s not like he sees me as anything more than some poor kid his friend changed into a vamp to save her pathetic life.”

      Gibbs gave her a stinky look. “You’re stupid. You know that? The man stares at you like a dog with a bone.”

      The visual didn’t help and she winced.

      “Oops. Sorry.”

      “Yeah. I few seconds later and I’d be right there with you hanging out in ghost land.”

      “But you weren’t.” Gibbs sighed and lowered his eyes. “I wish someone had found me before…”

      “I know.”

      He’d been killed by the same rogue wolves and was just as eager to see them caught. His lover Bertrand was in the next room. He’d been trying to connect with him for months and Mari had agreed to try and reunite them tonight.

      Before her new life, she’d been a student, ignorant of anything except her work, a stack of spell books she thought were a nice diversion, and her school, work and school again schedule. Nothing was serious.

      Until it was.

      One night after her shift at The Copper Kettle was over, she trudged down the sidewalk, her mind already on the shit ton of formulas she was going to have to wade through.

      Why did English majors even have to do algebra? It wasn’t like she was even going to use it. Lost in her thoughts, she didn’t perceive them until one of the boys stepped out in front of her. Plaid button down shirts, worn jeans and sneakers that had seen better days. They were clean cut and had been nice enough to her inside when she served them a pint or two.

      But now there was an edgy quality that set her teeth on edge.

      They’d waited at the opening of the alley right next to the bar, leers plastered across their boy next door faces. “Hey pretty girl. You looking for some action?”

      “Nope.” She kept on walking, thankful she lived only a few blocks away. God why was it always the ones who looked normal that ended up being assholes?

      It just figured.

      She gave a mental eye roll and proceeded down the sidewalk, her mind already shifting gears back to the exam looming over her the next day.

      Then she heard it. A scuff of a sneaker that was way too close. Mari paused in her footsteps and someone yanked her backwards by her hair, making her yelp and getting her off balance.

      “What the? Hey!”

      One of the men grabbed her from behind and slammed her into the rough brick wall of the pub next door.

      It hurt. A lot.

      Tears stinging her eyes, she blinked them away and kicked the guy in front of her in the nads. He dropped and another one took his place, his hands getting a little too inquisitive for her comfort.

      “Let go of me you asshole.”

      “No.” The fresh faced frat boys weren’t so innocent after all.

      The rest was a blur. Tearing clothes. Hands on her body and her screams echoing into the night. They were too strong and she didn’t know how to fight them. Glowing eyes and teeth that shouldn’t be that sharp ripped at the soft parts of her flesh, their fingers searching out places that she’d never shared with anyone, let alone being forced in a dark alley. It was all too real. Like the monster movies she’d been terrified of as a child, because part of her was afraid they were real.

      “What are you?” She’d sobbed. “Let me go!”

      “I think not, precious.” The fiend leered at her again and she watched him change. A snout appeared where a face had been only moments before. Coarse hair sprouted from his skin and she heard his muscles crack as he lifted his head to howl.

      The others joined in their jubilation but stayed human, their eyes and too sharp teeth the only real evidence they shared his proclivities. They toyed with her. The men, now partially shifted into wolves, let her up, giving her the illusion of escape only to catch her a few feet down the alley and have at her once again. Her fear bled from stark terror to a gut clenching hate.

      Their guttural laughter made her want to kill them. The revulsion kept her alive and the knowledge that if she ever did get up, she would find a way to make them pay for what they had done. Bloody and raw, she lay there, the unyielding concrete at her back waiting to bleed out.

      Shock and horror warred with the hate and it won. It was the safest place she knew and she clung to it, trying to convince herself that the rest was a figment of her overworked imagination.

      At least that’s what she wanted to believe.

      One of them moved, giving her the opportunity to run if she could have moved, her eyes riveted on the hazy street light on the main drag. Then two more male forms came into view, their faces tight with rage. The taller man was a brooding presence with long dark hair that reminded her of that guy in the Bram Stoker Dracula movie. The other a muscular golden haired god with liquid eyes she wanted to fall into. If he these were the angels of death, then she would go willingly.

      “And here you are. I thought I heard the barking of dogs in my alleyway.” The dark haired man spoke with cultured menace, the power in his voice sending shivers down Mari’s spine.

      His teeth glinted in the half light.

      What was going on?

      “Your alley, Roark?” The golden haired man regarded him with a sardonic smile.

      The men, now almost completely wolves, crouched down over Mari’s body, low growls reverberating from their throats.

      “Well, it isn’t theirs.” Roark barred his teeth and hissed, lunging forward with his walking stick aimed at the beasts. He struck the middle one between the eyes stunning him.

      “Fenris?”

      “Got it.”

      The smaller of the three wolves lunged at the muscular blond man and he knocked the creature back on his haunches. Then the fray began. It was a blur of movement and startled yelps.

      When all was done, one wolf lay still and unmoving at the Fenris’s feet and the other two had vanished from sight.

      Fenris kicked at the carcass in front of him, his lips twisted in disgust. “The Protectorate Council won’t like this.”

      “No.” Roark knelt down on one knee in front of Mari, her breath coming in shallow gasps. “They’ve crossed the line again, Fen. I can’t let them claim another one.”

      Fenris stepped over the wolf and approached Mari, kneeling at her side. “What are you going to do? Leave her to shift? Kill her?”

      “You could take her across to Faery.”

      Fenris shook his head. “And upset the balance? No. The veil between Faery and the mortal world is closed for a reason. I’ll not have something else come through if I open it.”

      Roark sighed. “Then you leave me no choice.” He stood and twisted his cane, a long sword emerging from the walking stick.

      Terror gripped Mari.

      He meant to kill her. She’d been so ready for death a moment ago, but now that it was staring her in the face, she grew afraid once more.

      A tear slid from her eye, dampening her hair.

      Fenris gazed down into her eyes and reached for her blood stained hand, gathering it into his own. Her breath hitched at the colors she found there. And peace.

      “Hello, witchling.” His voice was soft, eyes ever assessing.

      The witch in her recognized him. He was a prince of the Wild Hunt. Wild magic swirled around him and healed part of her tattered soul.

      “You…” It hurt to speak. Or to move…breathe. Anything. It would be easier to die. Part of her wanted to.

      “Do you want this? Do you choose death?” He brought his lips to hers and pressed them against her gently. “Or do you choose life?”

      Something inside of her leapt at his kiss even as her ravaged body lay dying.

      “Fenris…” Roark hissed, his eyes burning red. “I have never brought over another to this life.”

      The Fae lifted his head from Mari and considered him then turned his eyes back to Mari. “Don’t you think it’s time you did?”

      “It will go against everything. All the rules we’ve set in place.”

      Fenris stared at him with quiet intensity. “And this hasn’t? You and I both know Duncan would never stand for what’s happened any more than you or I did. He keeps his wolves in line. I can promise you tomorrow night I’ll be at his door discussing the matter. But right now? Now we have a young witch bleeding out on our streets. Tell me, Roark how fair that is when I can see the magic fading in her eyes for every second you delay?”

      “Fuck.” Roark growled. “You gamble with fate.”

      Fenris barked out a harsh laugh. “No, vampire. I gamble with nothing. This girl…” He angled his head down and Mari saw the golden green of his eyes. His full lips turned up in a half smile and he reached down to brush a strand of hair from her eyes. “This girl will surprise us all.”

      Roark slid the sword back into his walking stick with an ugly snarl and knelt down on the other side of her, his eyes scanning the street for passersby. “You have to let her go. Give her to me.”

      Roark slid her dead weight into his arms and placed his face close to hers, considering. “There is no turning back from this, my girl. You become my daughter, birthed in blood. What say you?”

      “I…” Mari gasped as the breath was torn from her and darkness ebbed at her vision.

      “Roark. Do it now!” Fenris roared.

      Dimly she overheard a tearing of flesh and something drip across her too dry lips.

      “Drink,” the voice hissed and teeth slid into her neck.

      She’d chosen life and she hadn’t been sorry. She just wished Gibbs had been so lucky. The sadness in his eyes as he tried to reconnect with Bertrand was heartbreaking.

      “I’ll try and get him to listen to me tonight. I just don’t want everyone to know about this, okay?”

      “Yeah. Sure.” Gibb’s lips twisted and he shook his head.

      Mari glanced down at her boobs swelling over the top of the bodice and groaned. Jared didn’t take no for an answer and Roark had been trying to get her to befriend the geeky vamp. The reason behind that wasn’t exactly a mystery. His sire was another blood royal and politically they would have been perfect match.

      Funny how she couldn’t have cared less. All she wanted was to find Fenris and douse the fire that blazed through her blood. There was something dangerous and edgy about the Fae that made her want him all the more.

      She dreamt of him the night before, his hand wrapped in her hair as he took her from behind, his cock filling all of her hollow places, both in her head and in her heart. The release of his fist from her hair only to tease and torment her body into a quivering mass of sensations as she skittered over the edge into bliss.

      Goddess but she needed a vibrator. Or a drink. Something. Anything to quell the insane desire to mate with the Fae lord.

      Just thinking about him now made her folds grow slick with want.

      Get a damn grip. The man hardly knows you’re alive.

      The Vampire Ball was in full swing, couples dressed in sparkling finery and glittering jewels paraded along the elaborately decorated dance floor in her sire’s home. In short. It was stuffy. And she’d been dragged downstairs to the event every year for the past decade in the hopes that she would find a prince among the fanged elite.

      Not on her life. Or unlife. Or whatever.

      Semantics.

      Part of her wondered if setting her up with a teenage horn dog was supposed to spur her on to find her own partner. Mate. Whatever. The point was, she didn’t want one. Roark had been trying to push her into marriage, but so far she hadn’t been impressed with his choice in candidates. Jared was a hundred year old vamp trapped in the body of a sixteen year old.

      She scoured the room for Fenris, frowning when she didn’t see him. An event like this usually brought out the Alpha wolf Duncan and the Fae lord. Jared appeared in her line of vision and she made out Gibbs’s dark laughter a few feet away.

      “Shut up.”

      “Be careful, Pigeon. Someone might hear you.”

      She opened her mouth to retort but shut it again as Jared stepped in front of her.

      Mari pondered how long he’d had the zits that covered his forehead and if he would ever get rid of them. When she’d been turned all of her injuries had healed. It was part of the package. She wanted to feel sorry for the kid but every time he flapped his gums, she felt the urge to hurt him. Badly.

      “Good evening, Mari. Roark tells me you’re to be my escort for the night.”

      She didn’t particularly like the way he said escort either. Kind of like hooker.

      Hells no.

      “I’ll dance with you once, but I have plans.”

      “What kind of plans?”

      If she had to stand here listening to him and his high pitched nasally voice all night she was going to do something drastic.

      “I was going to get some air.”

      “We can do that.” The twerp beamed up at her and Mari had to struggle not to roll her eyes. Gibbs laughter filled her head and she grit her teeth to keep from reacting. He placed his hand on the small of her back and attempted to guide her to the ballroom. Only he didn’t stop there. His hand kept creeping down and his face leaned into her, his hot breath on the skin of her shoulder. She walked faster, winding her way between couples, hoping by some miracle he’d gotten lost. But no. He was still here, his grasping, clammy hands reaching for her once again.

      Ugh.

      This was going to be one long ass night. She could see it already.

      “A dance then?”

      “Fine.”

      He slid his arm around her, again sliding down to cop a feel. She grabbed his hands and put them back on her waist.

      “Stay.”

      “Why?”

      “Because you’re a presumptive little shit, that’s why. Keep your hands where they belong or I’m going to feed them to one of the werewolves.”

      The kid chuckled, a gleam in his eye. “You’re so sexy when you’re mad.”

      Mari almost threw up in her mouth. All she wanted to do was wander the streets and experience Salem in full swing. And she would even if she had stuff dork boy in a potted plant. Ten minutes tops and she was out the door.

      With Halloween almost here one of the favorite things she loved to do was walk the Psychic Fair and check out all the witchy action. Instead she had an octopus in training wheels trying to get to second base in the middle of the dance floor. He leaned into her, fangs extended.

      She so didn’t need this shit.

      “I’m not your personal juice box, boy wonder so get your fangs out of my face.” Mari growled and shoved the overanxious teenage vampire off of her for the third time.

      She should stake him with a stir stick from the bar. Maybe no one would notice.

      “What?” Jared whined, his fangs popping back into place. “I thought you were, you know…ready to…”

      “To what? Shove my shoe up your ass maybe?” God, she hated the little shit. She should have just disappeared like she did every year. Roark would have been mad, but what was the saying? Better to ask forgiveness than permission? Something like that. She’d rather drink poison than socialize with her kind. It was either politics or who was going to meld Houses by marriage. And this kid.

      He reached for her again and she slapped his hands away, her irritation growing.

      “Why don’t you go play at the kiddy table? I have to go.”

      “But you just got here,” he whined, kicking his polished black dress shoe against the floor in a juvenile action.

      God.

      “Yeah. And I’m leaving so get off me, troll.”

      Mari’s lacy black and silver dress was pretty, but it the underside itched like the very devil. Not to mention the thong the sales woman talked her into to match her garter and stockings was riding so far up her ass it might as well have been flossing something.

      “You can’t leave. Not yet. I…have to ask you something.”

      “I’m done. Sorry.” She went to move past him, her heels hard on the polished wooden floor.

      Roark would be pissed, but one more minute of Jared and she was going to do something drastic. Besides, her Sire could want her to befriend the pain in the ass vamp all he wanted, but he wasn’t the one who had to repel the little twerp’s advances.

      Jared scurried to cut her off, lunging forward, fangs out.

      Onlookers gasped, then tittered with laughter as she repelled him, knocking his scrawny ass to the floor.

      “Watch out, Pigeon. I don’t think he’s quite ready to give up yet.” Gibbs commented drily.

      “No kidding.”

      “Who are you talking to?”

      “No one.”

      Damn it Gibbs.

      Hells bells. And she wasn’t supposed to make a scene either. That made it harder to leave. Jared scrambled up and came at her again but this time she was ready.

      It was like being propositioned then humped by your best friend’s kid brother. Or a giant mosquito. So she swatted him. With her fist.

      “You heard me, asshole. Back. The. Fuck. Off.” The skin of her collarbone was still recoiling from his fangs scraping across her flesh in an effort to reach her neck.

      Little fucker.

      “But…Roark said you had to be nice to me.” He gave her a smarmy little smile and raised his chin.

      “Oh? You want me to be nice?” Mari did a quick scan of the room, her eyes narrowing on the French doors. She stalked out to the open patio leaving the push of the crowd behind.

      When Jared reached out to grab her again, she used her foot to kick his heel out from under him and he fell to the flagstones with an audible whomp.

      “Here. You want something to make tonight memorable?” Mari reached beneath her dress and tugged at her thong, amused at the wide eyed expression on the little maggot’s face. Hell. He probably thought she was going to give it up to him. Not even if pigs flew and the world was taken over by flying Minions in grass hula skirts.

      She slid the offending thong down her legs and kicked it off. Reaching down, she used the lacy underwear to bind the little bastard’s hands together.

      “Are you going to spank me?”

      “Oh. This is priceless. Wait till I bring tell the others.” Gibbs snorted, the deep belly laughs making her frown.

      “You’re horrible.”

      “Who are you always talking to?”

      “You really don’t want to know.”

      The wood pushing at the fly of his pants about made her gag.

      “You wish.” Instead, she tugged him up from the ground and hooked his wrists to the handle of one of the hanging metal planters leaving him straining on his tip toes.

      “Hey. Where are you going? Mari!”

      Mari glanced back at the ball room, startled to see Bertrand gazing out the window. Could he see him? She whispered a spell under her breath and hoped to the Goddess it worked.

      “Gibbs. Window. Nine o’clock.”

      “Oh! Mari. I love you!” The ghost sailed past her, hopefully to have a meaningful encounter with his old lover. She was sure she’d hear about it in the morning either way.

      “Where are you going?” Jared screeched, struggling against the tightly bound underwear.

      Perhaps she should rethink her hatred of thongs. Maybe the things did have a purpose after all.

      She didn’t answer. Instead, she whistled to herself and smiled up at the moon, her teeth sharp in her mouth. It was time for some action and she knew just where to go. The witches were out there was no stopping her now.
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      “Another one.” Fenris stared down at the body of a murdered pixie and another fracture worked its way through his heart. Her broken body lay, wings broken, her limbs encased in skinny jeans and a tattered sweater with a bottle of what appeared to be doctored honey lying near her outstretched hand. Her lips were pale, her eyes glazed over in a sheen of death. Her other hand lay closed in a fist around something that appeared to be a chain but he couldn’t see what it was the way it was pressed against her body.

      Seeing her there reminded him of one of the first near death’s he’d come across when he and Roark, the vampire Master of the City had begun to sweep the streets. The rogue wolves had only begun their reign of terror and Duncan was so grief stricken by the recent death of his mate he was in no fit condition to rule. The wolves knew it and there were those among them who decided to take advantage of the situation.

      When he came upon the young witch in the alley, he had no way to discern just how complex the situation would become. Roark was still not entirely happy with him after he pressured him into turning the girl. Mari.

      Fenris didn’t regret it. The longing in her eyes as she stared into his was enough to take his breath away. He came to Essex House often to speak with Roark about goings on in the city, each time hoping to catch a glimpse of her.

      She haunted his dreams and that didn’t even begin to cover how massively fucked up that was. The girl had just been mauled within inches of her life ending and there he stood, his cock twitching in his pants wondering how sweet her lips would be to taste and how tight she would feel as he sank inside of her.

      Gods.

      Anyone who thought Fae were creatures of light were as foolish as the ones that believed fairy tales had happy endings. With the tug of magic came the irrepressible thirst for pain and the hunger for darkness that came with it.

      That was why he fled his Queen. Any excuse to put distance between them was a much needed thing. As Captain of the Guard he had spent more time in her bedchambers than any other male in her service. There was a reason she was the Queen of the Dark Court and it wasn’t because she loved the color black. No. He learned that pain and pleasure rode each other and the raw hunger it left inside of him made him afraid.

      He was charged with keeping order on this side of Faery and he meant to do as the Queen commanded. It was the least he could do to remain in her good tidings.  To do anything less was to invite her involvement and that he would not and could not risk. In the centuries he’d been here, he’d come to understand more about the delicate balance that kept the human world in artificial isolation from the paranormal community. Under no circumstance were the two realities to cross paths. Those that risked it found themselves on the receiving end of his wrath. That and the rest of the Protectorate Council.

      This was the second death in three days and like the first one, she was found behind the one of the local pubs, very near the fairground. Her body ravaged by what appeared to be an animal attack, he shuddered to think what her last hours may have been like.

      Night had fallen fast, the scent of burning leaves tickling his nose with the promise of colder weather to come. October was a month of transitions. And this time he didn’t like the pattern that was evolving.

      Humans were everywhere, the city of Salem draped in witchery and all things metaphysical. Parties, events, shops and eateries all catered to the unique flavor of this city and Fenris had been proud to call it home for centuries. Torn between the world of Faery and the human plane, if he could be anywhere, he supposed he was glad it was here. It was a shame that most couldn’t see the magic that boiled around them, hotter than any witch’s cauldron.

      Fenris’s lips twisted in disgust as the two fae guards assigned to monitor the door to the gateway whispered and gestured to themselves instead of paying attention to gawking onlookers. All they would see was a dead human girl but that was enough to get tongues wagging.

      “Are you two done talking?”

      “Yes, sir.” The younger of the two at least had the sense to look contrite.

      The crime scene techs appeared, followed by the EMS personnel.

      “I want you to assist these people with anything they need done. Is that understood?”

      “Yes, Captain.”

      “Good.” He took a deep breath and stepped away from the glut of people and Fae, walking into the shadows. There had to be signs of the wolves here someplace. At least, if the idiots hadn’t trampled them into the ground already.

      He cocked his head and let his eyes wander to the buzz of the city and the frivolity of the Halloween events only to find his gaze drawn to a familiar and not entirely unwelcome sight.

      Mari Di Bartolo made her way down the middle of the street clad in what had to be the poofiest dress he’d ever seen on a woman. Her black hair long and flowing, she looked like vampire princess she was, draped in flounces of silver and black, her breasts threatening to spill from their confines at any moment.

      His palms itched to touch her and he forced his hands down to his sides. Roark would never approve of his interest. Without thinking, he moved in her direction. “What are you doing here? This is a crime scene.”

      She raised her chin, a challenge in her eyes. Her red lips parted in response and he wanted to yank her to him and do what he should have done a thousand times before if only for the blasted fear of hurting her. He wanted to kiss the shadows from her eyes but he also realized that living through what she had been through would leave scars no one could erase, especially a Fae with a penchant for pain.

      “What does it look like I’m doing? I’m taking in the sights. It’s Salem at Halloween.”

      “In a dress like that?”

      She shrugged. “I was bored. And Roark had me paired up with Jared for the evening. You weren’t there.”

      Was that an accusation in her tone?

      Anger he didn’t have any right to feel seethed under his skin when he noticed the scrape along her collarbone.

      “What is this?” He reached out, his fingers brushing against her flesh and she shivered beneath his touch.

      “Jared, the pimply faced octopus. Well, before I balled him up and left him in the garden for them to find. Maybe they’ll come across him before dawn.”

      “Let him fry.” The scrawny vamp didn’t know when to keep his hands to himself. He’d encountered several prostitutes on the streets who’d said as much, only they sported marks much worse than Mari. And hers would heal within the hour.

      Her eyes widened and her lips parted and he caught a glimpse of fang. “I…didn’t know you cared.”

      “If I didn’t, why would I have convinced Roark to turn you?” He tugged her closer, the push of her breasts against his chest making it hard to concentrate on mere words. He’d known she was meant for him from the first second he’d seen her but he had to let Roark take her or risk her dying.

      “You don’t know me. I was just a girl on the street. A human not worth your consideration.”

      Fenris didn’t miss the hurt in her eyes. Perhaps he had been wrong leaving her alone. He’d been convinced he was right letting her assimilate unhindered into her new life. He also couldn’t fault her reasoning. She was right. They had no claim on one another, only an attraction that blazed to life in the most untenable of situations.

      But she was wrong on one account. He had noticed her before-just not in a way he might have acted upon. Human and supernatural interaction was forbidden but he was unable to let her die. Not like that.

      He wasn’t able to stop thinking about her and hadn’t since that night.

      “I did notice you, witchling. How could I not?” He lifted a finger and traced the side of her face, his cock hardening at the moan that slipped unbidden from her lips. “You burn inside of me. Only I couldn’t act. Not until then. But I had to save you. To do anything else…” He let his voice trail off and watched her reaction.

      Mari blinked and reached forward, pressing her lips to his. “It’s like a fire, isn’t it? A fire in the blood.”

      “Oh Gods, yes.”

      He tugged her forward and captured her lips with his own, pressing her soft form against his hardness, trying to resist the urge to play the animal and take her hard against the nearest wall.

      No.

      She didn’t deserve that. Not from him and certainly not with what she’d lived through.

      She wound her arms around him and thrust her fingers into his hair.  “Don’t stop.”

      “I don’t want to. But if we do this a moment longer, I’m afraid I’ll be in danger of either being arrested or embarrassing myself utterly.”

      This was neither the time nor place to explore their attraction to one another. Not with the crime scene but a few feet behind him. But there was an overwhelming attraction. Hot, heavy and one that would lead him into trouble if he wasn’t careful.

      Fuck. He’d been careful and look where that had gotten him? Since he’d met the enigmatic young woman, no other female came close. He dreamt of her and that made him question his sanity. Was he that imbued with the sickness of his Queen that he fantasied about a girl who had nearly died in his arms?

      But she wasn’t dead, was she?

      Mari stood in front of him, the same desire mirrored in the red of her eyes and he bet if he slipped his hand beneath that very elegant dress, he’d find her wet.

      “Come with me.” She pressed her lips against his and urged him forward. “There’s an alcove.”

      “Lead on.” He brought her hand to his lips and pressed a kiss to her soft, rose petal skin.

      She slipped her hand through his arm and they walked along the sidewalk, her eyes scanning the booths and activities that made up the Psychic Fair. Witches, both real and self-created sold their wares and he sensed her desire to be among them.

      “This is what you came out here for.”

      She nodded, a smile turning up her lips. “It was. In part.”

      “What else?”

      Mari smiled secretly and tugged him into a side alley and into what resembled a faery garden, if such a thing existed in an old church yard. It was as if they had stepped out of Salem and stepped back in time.

      Brambles and vines covered the high stone fence and the ruins of the old church sprawled out into the open. A lone stone bench sat amongst the trees and she led him to it.

      She turned to him, her eyes aglow in the half light. “This. This is what else.”
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      Mari’s heart beat inside of her chest as she gazed up at Fenris. She hadn’t expected to see him out here on the streets but now that she had, she wasn’t letting him go. Not without once and for all letting him know how she felt. Bringing him here to her hidden alcove had been a risk but one she was willing to take.

      He’d seemed just as happy to see her as she had to encounter him and that in itself gave her stomach a few more butterflies.

      She leaned in closer and he gripped her arms, the erection straining against the front of his pants digging into her stomach. Mari wanted him like she had wanted no other man, the spicy scent of him invading all of her senses.

      “I…” She swayed, lifting her face to his and he claimed her mouth with a ragged groan. His tongue parted her lips and he pulled her even closer, her breasts spilling out over the confines of the bodice.

      “You are so lovely.” He bent his head down and pressed a kiss on the tip of her left breast, then drew it into his mouth. The stabbing sensation of ecstasy made her knees weak and she let go a soft cry as he steadied her, a swift rush of heat rushing between her thighs.

      She slid her shaking hand down the front of his pants, cupping him, then taking a chance, tightened her hold until he let out an audible hiss.

      “You’re playing with fire, girl.”

      Mari met his gaze with one of her own. “I’m not a girl. Not for a long time now.”

      “Then don’t play the coquette with me.” He gripped her wrist, his teeth clenched as if he were straining.

      He was dangerous. Not like a vampire, but different somehow. Like he could drink in her soul and leave her writhing beneath him. His golden green eyes seared into hers and she trembled.

      “I’m not.” Mari swallowed. She had to end this…this distraction that boiled her blood. Was he the mate Roark had told her of? It infuriated her that her body would call the shots this way. It also scared her. She hungered for him and no other. This had been building, at least for her, since she’d seen him and tonight she had to push herself-and him to see where it would lead.

      “I can smell your fear.” Fenris’s voice was raw and he buried his face at the base of her neck, licking and sucking on her earlobe. Her nipples hardened to fine points and every brush of his blazer and button down shirt made her want to climb him like a fucking tree.

      He craved her just as much as she desired him. She read it in his eyes.

      “And I can scent your yearning.” She shook his hand off and reached for the zipper on his pants. She tugged it down and his cock sprang free, the hard length of him hot against her palm.

      “Gods,” he ground out and his heartbeat sped up to match hers. “I need…”

      “I know.” Her fangs dropped and she stifled a moan as the tip of him pearled, Fenris’s arousal betraying his warring emotions.

      She pushed him down on the bench and straddled him, her slick folds sliding over him. Fenris sucked in a breath as she reached beneath her skirt and in one quick movement, impaled herself on his engorged member.

      “Mari. Gods.”

      He gripped her hips and slid his hand beneath her ass lifting her. He sank balls deep inside of her and lowered her to the ground. Mari’s head lolled as the sensation of being fully stretched rolled through her.

      “Here.” He shrugged off his blazer and laid it on the grass next to her, shifting her body so it would be protected from the ground.

      “Take me. Mark me,” Mari panted. “I can’t take it. Please…”

      Fenris growled and angled himself, withdrawing slightly, and then plowed inside of her with one deft motion.

      She wanted skin on skin but that would be later. Now was for claiming. All heat and passion and all the pent up need she’d been carrying with her since she began this new life.

      He grunted, his powerful form moving within her, bringing her fire from the inside out until she clutched at him, her channel spasming.

      “I’m…” Mari lost control as her body exploded into a millions stars, he the force behind it all.

      “That’s it, witchling. Come on my cock. Fuck.” He groaned, the motion of his hips growing more insistent until he cried out, his voice thick as he buried his face in her hair, his teeth piercing her neck, marking her with his bite.

      Pleasure and pain warred within her and Mari’s teeth distended. She sank them deep into Fenris’s shoulder, the sweet, hot blood flowing over her tongue even as he filled her womb with his seed.

      It was perfect. There was a rock under her left butt cheek. She reached beneath her and dug it out from under the dress and flung it to the side.

      “Ouch.”

      “Sorry.”

      “No. It’s fine.” She giggled, imagining the sour housekeeper when she saw the grass stains on the bottom of her skirt. It would be…priceless.

      She sighed and lay back, tingling from head to foot. Fenris lay with his weight on her, his strange golden eyes peering into hers. “This complicates things.”

      “I know. Roark…”

      “I don’t care about Roark. I care about you.”

      “What were you doing out here tonight? I looked for you at the ball.” Mari ran her fingertips down the side of his face, marveling at the beauty of his incredible man. He twitched within her and she smiled.

      “The wolves…” He looked away and started to move, sadness dimming the light in his eyes.

      He was part of the Protectorate. She was no fool. She’d seen the crime scene tape and the glut of people. Someone had died and it was at the hands of the wolves.

      “No. Don’t.” She clenched herself around him and he sucked in a breath. “Whatever it is we’ll figure it out together. Tomorrow. But first I want to try something.”

      “What’s that witchling?” His eyes were wary.

      “I want to get grass stains all over your ass and then…” she kissed him, her teeth worrying on his lower lip.

      “And then what?”

      “I want you to take me to the ball.”

      Fenris grinned. “Now that would be the end of a very interesting day.” He gathered her in his arms and flipped her over so she was riding him, her dress covering them both. His cock swelled hard and thick inside of her and she ground herself on him, making him gasp.

      “I thought you might say that.” Mari grinned, using her hips to make his eyes cross. “You know what they say. Ride a faery save a horse. Or something like that.”

      He laughed, the brightness returning to his eyes. “Oh love. How much fun it will be getting to know you better.”

      “Oh, I think it will be.” Mari leaned down and nipped him on the nose, her breasts just out of reach of his lips. She angled her hips and clenched her muscles around him. “Just hold on, cause it’s going to be one bumpy ride.”
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        Something’s written in the bones…

      

        

      
        Merryn is a student at the Montelier Supernatural Academy. Struggling to balance her course load and her part time job, she almost forgets her notes in the lab. But wandering the halls after hours may hold some unforeseen consequences. Only the wicked walk the streets of Salem after dark, and Merryn might find more than she ever suspected.

      

      

      

      
        
        Beauty is in the eyes of the beholder…

      

      

      

      
        
        Damien is a lust demon caught in a dilemma. His favor is being called in and he’s trapped in Broomstix with the sexiest bookworm alive. When she flees into his arms after a terrible scare, can he make her see him and not the demon inside? There is a lesson to be learned and he is just the one to teach her that life isn’t just lived by books alone.

      

      

      “You know, if you stay like that long enough, one of the boys is going to think you’re one of the mail room owls.” Cynthia twirled her long black hair around her finger and smirked. She smoothed her hands down her sweater and snagged her tablet off the desk.

      Merryn ruffled her feathers and transformed back to human form, a scowl on her lips. “Bitch. This isn’t Hogwarts.”

      Cynthia shrugged, picking up her books. “I only speak the truth. Come on. Professor Jenkins doesn’t care if you transform twenty times. If you can’t do it in front of the class next Tuesday for the exam, you’re toast.”

      “I know…” Merryn sighed. “Why didn’t I go to a college with a normal curriculum? What’s so bad about accounting? Or even a business class?”

      A corner of Cynthia’s mouth twitched. “Um. Let’s see. You’re a witch, maybe? And why would you ever want to? Montelier is a good school. Hell, it’s the only school on the east coast. You should be happy.”

      Merryn picked up her bag and slung it over her shoulder. “I just want a normal life. A job. You know…”

      “Normal is boring. And no, you don’t. What about that weird class you’re taking? The one you talked about yesterday. The freaky medical one you said you actually liked?”

      “Yeah,” Merryn grimaced. “Alchemy of forensic osteology.”

      “That’s a mouthful.”

      “I know. Oh, damn.”

      “What?”

      “I have to run by the lab and grab my notes. We’re studying one of the recent deaths in the shifter stalker case, and I was supposed to have a report in two days.”

      “You have to go now? Why don’t you come with me to the bar first? I bet we can pick up a couple of guys and make a night of it.”

      “Says you who never failed at anything in her whole undead life,” Merryn snorted. “No. I’m behind already. If I don’t get this paper turned in I’m toast.”

      “Huh. I beg to differ. I can’t cast a spell for shit and you know it. I’m just taking this class for the credits.” She gave her a lopsided grin and waggled her eyebrows suggestively. “And the hot teacher.”

      “You’re awful.”

      “But it’s fun. It keeps me busy and, most importantly, out of Roark’s grand designs of vampire matchmaking.”

      “Is he still doing that? How does a Master vampire have the time?”

      Cynthia’s nose crinkled. “He never quits. It’s all for the good of the family. Blah, blah, blah. I’m trying to convince Mari to come back. It’s been a few months since the attack.”

      Merryn paused. “Wait. Was she the girl that got mauled outside the Copper Kettle a while back?”

      “Yup, and now that she’s sort of dating Roark’s bestie, he’s fuming and has relaxed with pawning her off on pimply faced assholes like Jared.”

      Merryn paused, a frown spreading across her face. “You mean that guy from Vampire Studies?”

      “Unfortunately,” Cynthia replied, her lips curling up into a wicked smile. “Word has it she left him tied up with a pair of her panties in the garden.”

      “Oh my God. I wish I could have seen that.”

      “You’d have to actually go someplace that isn’t work or school.”

      “Did you go?”

      “I did.”

      “Did you see anything?”

      “No. I was too busy talking with the girls and missed it. But, damn, that would have been funny.”

      “Yeah.” Merryn followed Cynthia into the hall. The last class of the day was over almost an hour ago and the hallways were a ghost town. Most students would be in Salem proper, getting ready for the Halloween festivities. Except her.

      “Are you going down to the Psychic Fair?”

      “Naw. I thought I’d head over to the library before I go to Broomstix. Well, after I grab my notes anyway.”

      “You have to work tonight?”

      Merryn shook her head. “I wasn’t supposed to, but Bridget left me a message to drop by before I went home.”

      Cynthia brightened. “Maybe she got in some of those cool new witch hats.”

      “Leave it to a vampire to say that. I’ll tell her you’re in the market for one. See you later.”

      “Ha ha owl girl. Be careful going home.”

      “You too.”

      Rolling her eyes, Merryn shuffled down the dark hallway, relieved that most of the other students had gone their own way. Built in an old castle, the school was a labyrinthine maze of corridors and classrooms. October was the only time of year it was ever this deserted as most of the students preferred to stay in their paranormal comfort zone and away from the human population. Mostly.

      It was forbidden to cross the line and reveal any part of their world to humans. The repercussions were drilled into them since day one in grade school. Which is why Merryn was confused as to the source of the murders.

      “Damn it.” Merryn clutched at the pile of spell books perched in her arms and not for the first time that night wished she’d thought to buy a heartier back pack. The strap broke about a third of the way into her day and by the time she reached her potions class, she was wishing she’d paid more attention in Magical Phrases and Incantations. If she had, she might have been able to fix the thing and she wouldn’t be struggling to keep her shit from coming apart all over the hallway.

      “Great job, klutz.” She muttered to herself as she knelt down and stuffed a chart of elemental correlations back inside what was left of the bag. Merryn cinched it shut and grumbled, snapping her mouth shut when she heard the scuffle of hard soled shoes just ahead.

      “It doesn’t make sense. What reason would there be for the markings to be there?” Professor Wexler hissed to an unseen person in a long dark cloak. “We have to go to the Protectorate with this at once.”

      “No.” The voice boomed through the abandoned corridor. “I want more tests. Inconclusive information will bring every paranormal house down on us like a pack of jackals. We must use caution.”

      Their voices drifted away and Merryn swallowed, thankful they hadn’t seen her in the shadowy hall. One step in the opposite direction and would have exposed her. To be found wandering the corridor without a good reason after hours wouldn’t get her in good graces with Professor Wexler. Not at all.

      Merryn got to her feet, scurrying to the door of the classroom. She flew inside and shut the door behind her, locking it instantly. The lab was deserted, stainless steel tables covered in white sheets just where the class left them. Which one were they looking at?

      Everything looked the same. Merryn meandered among the tables trying to tell which sheet had been displaced. At the far and of the classroom she found her answer. The sheet was rumbled, some of the bones carelessly exposed. Merryn approached the table, and nibbled on her bottom lip. She wiped her hands on her jeans, the knot in her stomach growing with each step.

      She started to touch the sheet, but instead whipped out her phone, aiming her camera at the mussed covering. It wouldn’t do for them to know she’d been here. At least this way she could get everything back in order before they got back.

      Merryn laid her phone down, wiped her palms on her jeans and swallowed.

      With careful fingertips, she peeled back the covering, gazing down at the selection of bleached bones. They were laid out much as a body would be, matched and documented by number on the paper tray laid out beneath them. A clipboard sat on the corner of the table and they left without putting the specimen back like they were supposed to.

      What were they talking about? Why were they so upset?

      God. Were they coming back?

      Merryn moved down just a little bit more, her hands shaking. She couldn’t be caught here. If she was smart, she’d grab her notes and go. But then something caught her eye.

      “What the hell?”

      She gazed down at the bones and the bird beneath her skin began to tremble and claw at the skin of her underbelly. The owl hooted, sending a tremor through her body. Her people knew bones. Owls could read the message in the remains of what had been left behind. It was one of the reasons her parents had pushed her into something other than direct forensic science. How did you explain to a lab full of humans what you could tell just by looking? That mark was made by a tooth? Or that singe mark on the back side of a dog was a Perinium spell gone horribly wrong.

      But this…

      Being in class was one thing. Plastic gloves and eyes watching her every move. She hated that. It was better to work alone. To feel what the remains were telling her. And these bones… They spoke to her now, and it was a heady experience.

      “Ugh…”

      Without thinking, she reached for the table to steady herself, but instead came into close proximity with several of the bones. She shifted her grip, her hands connecting fully. She wasn’t supposed to touch them except with gloved hands, but as her flesh came into contact with the surface, she felt the uneven texture beneath her fingertips.

      Odd.

      Merryn peered down at the bone beneath her fingertips and her nose wrinkled in distaste.

      “What is that?”

      It was etching. Or writing. Nothing like she’d ever seen but something arcane that made her fingers tingle. Merryn pulled her hand away, grabbed for her phone and snapped a couple more photos, drilling down close to get whatever inscriptions were hidden amongst the rest of the bones.

      A few more shots and she put the phone in her back pocket. She started to step away but her owl screeched.

      Wrong. Something’s wrong.

      Feel.

      Against her better judgement, Merryn held up her hands and placed them on the bones once more, the images of what happened to the person they belonged to flooding into her.

      “Oh, Goddess.”

      She couldn’t unsee it. The horror of what the girl had gone through, and the depths of depravity within the witch who had done this, made her want to heave her guts up on the floor.

      Merryn staggered backwards without bothering to put the sheet back. The clipboard clattered to the floor as she tried to steady her breathing and remember what it was she came here for in the first place.

      Her notes. She had to get her notes. Merryn scrambled back toward her workstation, reaching under the table to the small desk area and grabbed at them, stuffing the pages into her broken backpack.

      Not looking back, she hurried from the lab, getting as far away from the desecrated bones as she could. Merryn made her way quickly down the shadowy passage and out the door to the parking lot where her beat up ancient Volkswagen bug waited.

      Merryn unlocked the trunk with shaking hands, tossed her books in and slammed it shut. Without thinking, she lurched toward the driver’s door, fiddling with the lock and wrenching the door open. She swung behind the wheel of the car and stared at herself in the mirror. Her glasses were askew, her dirty blond hair mussed and she looked like she’d seen a ghost.

      She started it up and put the car into gear—she had to get to Broomstix and talk to Bridget. She’d know what to do.

      Winding her way through traffic during the Halloween rush was less than fun, but after an hour she reached her apartment parking lot. She parked and leapt from the car, leaving her books in the trunk. Hot footing it toward the shop, she maneuvered through partygoers and revelers, intent on her destination. Soon, she broke off from the more touristy areas and veered off from the crowd.

      Someone was behind her. Merryn’s heart beat louder and her eyes darted down the shadowy streets. Salem was laden with tourists this close to Halloween and she shouldn’t have had anything to fear. But she did.

      Just a couple nights ago they’d found the pixie girl murdered at one of the festival areas off the main drag; and now she’d seen what was written on the dead girl’s bones. A shiver overtook her and Merryn hurried forward. She could hear the din of the crowd from the Psychic Fair up ahead. She could go there or head straight to Broomstix on the chance that her boss, Bridget, would still be there.

      A gust of wind brought the scent of wet dog to her nose and, working purely on instinct, Merryn shifted, moving from human to owl form in zero to ten seconds flat. Her great wings spread and she glided upwards, searching the ground below.

      Angry red eyes watched as she crested high and perched on a large oak, the two wolves staring at her with hate in their eyes.

      One wolf shifted from animal to human form, a leering smile on his too handsome face. “Here, little birdy… why don’t you come down and play?”

      Merryn screeched and flapped her wings, her claws itching to gouge a hole in the smug prick’s face.

      Just then, a band of costumed humans trudged down the street, their laughter just the distraction she needed to take flight and break away. A few streets over, she shifted back. No sign of the wolves, but she realized they had to be lurking. How foolhardy they were to chance being seen by humans was hardly a question. She knew about the girl Mari. Just a human girl studying at the university in Salem; and then one night, after her shift at the bar she worked at… Pow. Wolf bait. Merryn didn’t plan on sitting still long enough to be their newest chew toy.

      The shop windows were dark but Merryn approached, knowing someone would likely be inside. She rattled the door handle and it gave. Pulse beating erratically, Merryn slipped inside locking it behind her. She took a ragged breath and swallowed, the reality of what could have happened spelled out like the pictures in her phone. For a quick, panicked moment, she felt around her back pocket, relieved that the phone had made it with the rest of her clothes when she shifted.

      Stupid. Taking a chance like that, but what choice did she have?

      Merryn peered out into the waiting night knowing full well the wolves who’d been chasing her were still out there. She turned and walked into the semi-darkness of the shop. Everything appeared to be in order. The wall display of herbs, the crystals and divination in the front window space with a selection of tarot cards. The soft glow from a reading lamp lit the library area, but as she ventured toward the counter she caught a hint of movement in the doorway beyond.

      “Hello is there anyone here? Bridget?”

      Damien peeked out from behind the curtain, a set of earbuds dangling around his neck. His brows and dark eyes were startling against his fair skin and light hair, and his firm mouth always looked as if he were on the edge of laughter. His muscular frame filled out the black sweater he wore and, as he stood up from the chair to greet her, she got a look at the rest of the package.

      Why did he have to be so damned amazing? For a moment she was so distracted, she forgot to be afraid.

      “Hey there, hot stuff.”

      Just like that her stomach clenched and her breath caught in her throat. The object of her lust stood there, looking cool and collected, while her world was being torn apart.

      Holy hell.

      Merryn nervously moistened her dry lips and walked toward him.
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        Can Westwood Academy handle the blazing inferno that erupts when these two touch?

      

      

      

      Tana McKenna learned not to trust anyone early in life. Closed off and guarded, she just wants to control her element and get on with her life—alone. But her wacky roommates don’t seem to get the picture.

      

      Since when did different elementals room together, anyway? Something very strange is going on at Westwood Academy, and Tana is determined to root it out.

      

      The only problem is getting past the sentinels—one in particular. She does not know why Brandon Flint’s steel-eyed gaze seems to follow her wherever she goes, or why the knowledge of his steady stare kindles something deep inside her.

      

      His quiet observation is driving her mad. And if there’s one witch you don’t want to get emotional, it’s her. Temperamental does not begin to describe Tana or her flaky control over her element.

      

      Will she master her magic before it gets out of control?

      

      Find out in Fire Witch!

      

      Welcome to Westwood Academy. Forget what you know and let your magic run wild.
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      The first day of the second semester.

      

      “Are you shitting me?” I growled, staring at the hideously sweet-looking confection in my roommate’s hands.

      “What do you mean? Everyone likes to celebrate their birthday,” Jade stuttered as she held the lopsided, heart-shaped cake out like some sort of offering.

      Rio and Magnus stood on the other side of the kitchen, the water witch’s blue hair floating around her shoulders as her emotions spiked. I knew it wasn’t on purpose, and maybe I should have made it clearer, but I hated my birthday.

      Thirteen is an unlucky number, even for witches, and I was born on February 13th. The day before Valentine’s Day, or as the magic folks around here called it, Burn Season.

      Cupid really fucked us witches in matters of the heart—though, to be fair, when I looked at my idiot roommates, they seemed to be the exception to that rule. I could hardly turn around without bumping into one couple or another, usually cuddling, kissing, or doing something equally gross.

      Maia and Enok were off on one of their frequent dates, and since Rio was holding a pair of matching towels, I knew she and Mag were off to Brin Lake for a skinny-dipping make-out session, though they pretended otherwise. Even Jade had a mystery man. The earth witch snuck off to see him whenever she thought no one was looking.

      Whatever.

      She was just like everyone else in 563W—that was our dorm room number. For some reason, I was stuck with an airhead, a pigpen, and a treader for roommates. Those were just mean kid nicknames for witches not from my coven. They called witches like me ashes for obvious reasons. Fire witches tended to leave nothing but dust in their wake, and I was the worst one of all. My roommates just didn’t know it. That’s why they did things like this. Made me cakes.

      Crap.

      I was being a shithead, but I couldn’t help it. My emotions were getting the better of me, and that was never a good thing.

      What was I doing with these people?

      I should be with the rest of the Incendo Coven in the east wing.

      Those units were built especially for witches with my powers. The dorms were fireproof, with magically enhanced sprinkler systems and other wards to protect the rest of the student body and faculty.

      I was the only one not staying there. Stuck here where I could possibly hurt or kill someone with my out of control magic.

      I was keenly aware of my solitary state. The only two not paired up were me and the newbie, Enid. She was strange but quiet, and I liked quiet. Nothing like a nosy witch to really put me in a foul mood.

      “Maybe you should try dating?” Rio said, and I growled my annoyance.

      “Does everyone here think all I need is someone to bone and I’ll be okay?” I asked in a huff.

      The others looked at one another before facing me once more. I couldn’t believe this. Burn Season was here, but these idiots thought I needed a Valentine to make me nicer.

      Unbelievable.

      “Well, yeah,” Jade began, as if it all made perfect sense. “Tana, if you’re not gonna indulge in these delicious chocolate strawberry cupcakes I made you, you should probably be boning someone.”

      I huffed a sigh and pushed past the goody goody. I needed the darkness of my room. To be alone with my thoughts and away from the too happy couple and the perky earth witch. Enid did not really bother me, but that was because she stayed out of my way.

      A boyfriend?

      Really?

      Like he could solve my problems.

      Sunlight filtered in through the blinds and I caught a glimpse of myself in the mirror.

      Shit.

      My hair was looking muted. A dull auburn as opposed to the fiery mane I’d had when I returned to Westwood last semester.

      Fact was, I was losing control of my talents. No, I did not tell anyone.

      How could they help even if they were inclined?

      Fire witches were feared by most in the magical world. I did not expect anyone to care about my problems. Just like I didn’t care about the raging hormones of the twenty-somethings at Westwood.

      No. They could keep to their affairs, and I would keep to mine. Jade and Rio were wrong about me. I had bigger problems than trying to get laid.
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      I had my head buried in my tablet, trying not to let it bother me that Westwood made all the students register their electronics with them. They claimed it was so they could “protect the magic secret” from the human world, but I was not buying it. They wanted to track us, like animals with electronic collars.

      I typically used mine for schoolwork only, but this morning I was scrolling through the Council of Covens Daily News passing time as I waited for Jubilee to prepare my breakfast. She was a pink-skinned sprite who Rio befriended when she first came to Westwood; that water witch had stirred things up, doing things no one ever thought to before, like befriending a school employee.

      Jubilee was pretty awesome, though, and I had to hand it to the sprite, she really knew her stuff. She had the most amazing talent, a sort of mind-reading shtick that made it possible for her to pull memories right out of your head. More specifically, memories of food she could then recreate to perfection.

      Right now, she was making me a bowl of steel-cut oats the way my Gran used to when she was alive, with a dash of cinnamon, a drizzle of wildflower honey, and a tablespoon of toasted nuts. I come from hearty Irish stock, and this was the breakfast Gran had insisted on when she’d come to help Da raise me after my mother had died.

      But that was enough of my sob story. I lost my mom, true, but I had a good childhood with a Da who loved me and a Grandmother who taught me what I needed to know about my gifts. Being a fire witch came with its ups and downs, for sure.

      One significant down was being shit at relationships.

      It was hard to open up when one simple argument could turn into Armageddon. Navigating the new friendships in my life was proving difficult already. It was taking its toll and the more I sought to control my magic, the more I felt it slipping away.

      I’d been raised with a very clear understanding of what I was supposed to do in life. Learn to control my talents. Get drafted by the Incendo Coven. Go after the witches responsible for killing both my mother and her mother.

      Crazy?

      Maybe.

      But the lust for vengeance was what fueled me.

      I’d been robbed of one parent, and my magic hungered for the screams of those responsible.

      It was probably unhealthy, but what could I say?

      Fire witches were not known for their mental or emotional stability. Two reasons the other elementals tended to give us a wide berth here at Westwood.

      The facts were simple. My maternal grandmother had been killed in the Second Witch Wars. Whoever was responsible for her death hunted my mother down not long after I was born.

      Though everyone had signed a treaty when the war was finished, but Grandma Florence Newton had enemies, and those enemies held their grudges for a very long time. I’d spent hours researching my family history, but it was hard to pinpoint the likely culprit.

      Ancient gripes festered when left unaddressed, and there had been numerous run-ins with the Connors ever since my ancestor, the first Florence Newton, was accused of witchcraft by a jealous rival wizard, John Pyne, whose coven leader condemned her to death while impersonating an inquisitor. The gory goings-ons of the early seventeenth century were rife with such occurrences.

      All I knew was that cowards had killed my mother and made it look like an accident. I knew this because my father had spent the last eighteen years piecing together a detailed timeline of the last month of her life. Irene Duncan McKenna was a beautiful fire witch, a devoted wife, and a wonderful mother.

      I remember how she always smelled like candle wax and oil from the scented candles she used to make and sell online. She was not a warrior. Had never been trained to fight. She practiced herbalism, holistic healing, and only used her fire magic to temper potions, elixirs, and salves.

      My mother was a gentle, kind, and patient woman. She did not deserve to die at all, much less in a gas station explosion that had supposedly occurred because of a careless truck driver. Authorities, human and magical, concluded the poor bastard had tossed his cigarette butt too close to where a fuel truck was filling the underground tanks.

      But I knew better.

      I trusted my Da and his investigative skills as a former Enforcer led him to believe my mother was murdered. His obsession with finding her killers caused him to be fired. Gran was worried about her son. He was so caught up in trying to find the who and why, he’d lost track of the now.

      Really, those responsible for my maternal grandmother’s death had taken both parents from me. So, here I was. At Westwood Academy, trying to learn to hone my skills and talents. Fire magic was temperamental and the best of us could only pretend at controlling the wild and independent nature that was fire and flame.

      Truth was, I was not getting any better. In fact, I was worse at controlling my magic than ever. I did not know what to do. Even worse, there was no one to confide in. I refused to be a burden, and besides, it was my business.

      I shivered and tugged my black, hooded sweatshirt tighter around my body. It was spring, and I should have been fine, especially with my naturally higher than normal body temperatures.

      Damn. This was bad. I never felt cold. Frowning, I pretended to still be reading the article on magical safety for children five and under and waited for my food.

      “You smell strange,” a deep voice said from behind me.

      I turned around, annoyed, and deservedly so. Bad enough that I smelled, but the fact he’d said I smelled strange rankled. Like I was some kind of freak.

      Well, who the hell was he to make such a statement?

      I’d already decided to give the jerk a piece of my mind and turned to confront him. Another little factoid about me, my Irish temper had not been diluted despite being third generation American.

      Anger coursed through my veins as I prepared to give this stranger a piece of my mind. I should have paid more attention to the deep timber of his voice, and the honest curiosity hidden behind the words. I had to tilt my head back to get a look at the enormous man’s face.

      Christ, he was big.

      Immediately, I felt ashamed of using the Lord’s name in vain. Yeah, I was raised by an Irish Catholic grandmother who also happened to be a witch. It was a strange blend of opposing beliefs, but I highly doubted I was the only witch in the world whose family was complicated—so yeah, whatever.

      As I leaned back to give the stranger a piece of my mind, I found myself stunned into silence. Back, back, back I leaned and still I could barely see his face. What I saw rendered me mute.

      Holy fuck.

      The man was enormous. And hot. Like, turn me into a puddle of melted goo hot. Chiseled features, glittery gray eyes that seemed not from this world, and coal black hair hanging down to his chin. He had tattoos circling his arms and wore the telltale black uniform of the Westwood Academy sentinels.

      Shifter, my brain whispered, filling in one detail of who this stranger was.

      My gaze flicked down to where his hands hung down by his sides, not relaxed, but not tightly fisted either. He remained ready, as if never really letting his guard down. The W on his hand signified his vow, taken by all who walked the boundaries of Westwood Academy for its protection. Shifters worked for witches for as far back as history remembered. Their strength, cunning, and superhuman abilities proved useful, though many witches and wizards treated them like second-class citizens.

      I was embarrassed to admit I’d never questioned the terrible truth of that statement until Rio had been claimed and marked by her mate, kraken shifter and sentinel, Magnus Knut. I did now, though. No one deserved to be treated like that.

      “Why do you smell strange, Tana McKenna?” the stranger repeated.

      “How do you know my name?”

      “I’ve seen you before, fire witch.”

      “Are you a friend of Mag’s?”

      “Magnus Knut is in my unit,” he replied.

      For the first time, I noticed he had the slightest accent when he spoke. It reminded me of Gran, and I wondered if he wasn’t Irish, too.

      “What’s your name?” I asked, wondering why I sounded so breathless.

      “Brandon Flint.”

      “You’re the dragon!”

      I gasped as recognition filled me. Rumor of a dragon sentinel had spread like wildfire on campus at the start of the academic year. Some students even reported seeing his beast flying overhead at night. I paid little attention to the rumor mill, but this had caught my ear.

      A dragon on campus was big news. Terrifying creatures, all of them, with ancient power that transcended the regular shifter bloodlines. I wondered why the headmistress agreed to his being here.

      “Hybrid, actually. My mother is a Druid priestess. My father is a dragon,” he corrected me.

      “A hybrid?”

      I don’t know why the idea of it was so puzzling. I just could not wrap my head around it. Maybe it was because witches rarely consorted with shifters. I guess it was different for Druids. The word lucky floated across my mind and I was struck with a dizzying wave of heat. Considering the fact I was freezing a moment ago, the warmth was rather unsettling.

      “Hybrid is the correct term, yes. Are you all right?” he asked, and I thought he sounded puzzled.

      A moment later, I realized why.

      Sizzling flames sprouted along my fingertips, and I jumped back, staring at them with horror and fear. Thunder roared in my ears and everything I saw seemed awash in the hazy color of fire and smoke. The more I panicked, the more the fire spread from my fingers to my wrists, and up my forearms, burning the edges of the sweatshirt I wore.

      Crap.

      Oh crap.

      OH CRAP!

      This could not be happening to me. Not now and not here.

      Brandon reached for me, but I moved back, flinching away from his touch. Last thing I wanted to do was burn the man. He narrowed his eyes, about to speak, but I was already dumping my water bottle over the flames, dousing the fire the stony-eyed sentinel had somehow conjured from my very soul.

      Danger.

      When I dared another look at the too handsome man, it was to find his pupils had lost all traces of humanity. They were slitted, vertical, as if it was his beast looking at me now. Maybe it was. The soft gray of his irises was gone now, revealing the smoldering silver of his serpentine side.

      My stomach clenched in response, and I felt my magic stir. Not to defend, which was odd. It was more like excitement, recognition, and something else. I felt my heart pound and knew he heard it. His nostrils flared, scenting the air, and the movement had me standing stiffly, clenching my thighs tightly together.

      Double danger.

      Brandon Flint was no one I should even consider getting close to. He was a sentinel. Off limits. With his own baggage and set of rules. Sentinels were forbidden to date students at Westwood. Rio and Magnus had skirted that rule for one simple reason. She was his true and fated mate—someone he would literally die without.

      That kind of destiny was not for me. I was not made for date nights, candy and roses, and strolling through the park holding hands. Romance was something I read about in novels, not something I ever experienced. It just was not for me.

      I was a weapon mid-forging.

      I was vengeance for my family.

      I was flaming death to my enemies.

      Boys had no place in my life. Not even sexy as hell, silver-eyed dragon hybrids. The fact my magic had thrown a hissy fit in his presence was reason enough to stay away.

      “I have to go,” I said, racing off before Jubilee was finished with my breakfast.

      Brandon frowned but made no move to stop me.

      Thank fuck.

      I didn’t know how I would react if the man touched me.

      I’d probably burn the whole damn school down.

      Shit.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 2

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      I spent the rest of the week avoiding a certain silver-eyed sentinel. For some reason, the hybrid seemed to show up everywhere I went. Of course, sentinels regularly changed duties to not grow complacent.

      And really, Brandon was very professional. He never approached me or bothered me at all, to my annoyance and relief. Color me confused. I could not figure out if I was happy the hybrid seemed immune, or if I wanted to rage against the fact he was completely uninterested in me.

      I was well aware I was being unreasonable. Another fantastic trait of my Irish blood.

      Whatever.

      Call it a prerogative.

      “Miss McKenna, do I have your attention?” Professor Alistair Smitty stopped in front of my seat.

      His beady little black eyes narrowed as he placed his hands behind his back. His Advanced Pyromancy class was a necessary course study for all Incendo Coven prospects, but I had to admit, I found it boring as hell.

      “Yes, professor,” I replied in a low voice, trying to shrink down into my seat.

      I hated being the center of attention, and feeling everyone’s eyes on me was making me angry. Mad me was the same as dangerous me. Neither Professor Smitty nor my fellow students realized how much I had tamped down my powers.

      I had no choice.

      “Good, now, let us explore the way each coven relies on fire as part of almost all rituals and rites ceremonies, whether a bonfire, a candle, or even the presence of the sun, which is fire at its most basic and glorious form…”

      The man’s monotonous voice pulsed on and on and, honestly, I could not pay attention to a single thing he was saying. This was a whitewashed version of what pyromancy really was.

      It was like they wanted us to be proud of the fact most witches and wizards used candles or some such shit.

      Fuck that.

      Fire was so much more powerful.

      Destructive.

      Violent.

      Angry.

      That was all I saw when I thought about fire. I saw the time I burned Gran’s garden shed to the ground. The time I accidentally sent a turkey we had tried to deep fry rocketing into the woods behind the house when I had attempted to magically heat the oil on one unfortunate Thanksgiving. Those and a half a dozen more incidents that taught me fire was dangerous. It was impulsive, reckless, and could not be harnessed.

      That was about the time I started locking down my powers. Holding them in and burying them deep where they could do no harm until I had better control. Fuck yes, it was hard on me, but I had to do it. Magic was finite, and I refused to be like scores of other fire witches who’d burned through their stores, fucking up their spells with half-assery.

      I needed my magic to avenge my parents. But it was looking more and more like I’d only get one shot. Tucking my magic away was making me sick. I could see it in my dull hair and the pallor of my skin. The other fire witches used their magic for fun stuff like bonfires and ritual candles. Their hair shone in a variety of bright hues, from carrot orange to auburn. I missed my own fiery mane, but this was to be expected.

      By denying my gifts, I was losing a whole lot of my mojo. I had to practice. It was the only way to restore some balance in myself. The bell rang, and I hustled out of class, knocking into what felt like a brick wall as I turned a corner.

      “Easy, mo spréach,” a familiar voice grumbled.

      I didn’t recognize the word, but it sounded like the Irish endearments my Gran sometimes spoke. I would have to ask her what it meant next time I called home.

      Looking into the stone gray eyes of the one man I needed to steer clear of, my stomach went topsy turvy, and fuck it all, I damn near moaned. Warm, curved muscles bunched under my hands. I didn’t even realize I’d put them up, but survival instincts must have kicked in at the moment of impact. Holy hell, he felt good pressed against my body.

      So hot.

      So hard.

      So big.

      Oh my fuck.

      I sound like a pervy romance novel.

      I squeaked. Literally. But the rugged sentinel did not make a sound.

      “You all right, Tana McKenna?” he asked, using my full name this time.

      I nodded my head mutely. Telling myself the same thing I’d been repeating all week. Brandon Flint was not for me. I mumbled an apology, rubbing my arms to ease the lightning bolt that struck me where his fingers had touched the naked skin on my elbow.

      No no no.

      Do not think about naked and Brandon Flint in the same sentence.

      That way led to disaster, and wreck that I was, I knew better than that. I had a job to do. There was a reason I was at Westwood, and nothing was going to stop me from completing it.

      Not even hot boys with hard muscles and glittery silver eyes.
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      Headmistress Armstrong was standing near Miss Cleve, the new librarian who’d recently taken over the immense job after Seamus O’Flannery announced his early retirement just last week. I was nervous because O’Flannery, being an Irishman and a wizard friend of my Gran, did not mind my unusual hours, or my tendency to borrow books past the allotted time.

      I wondered if Miss Cleve would be as forgiving. Since I had three volumes in my hand that were, of course, late, it looked like I was about to find out.

      I cleared my throat, but the headmistress was leaning down, speaking in earnest, and Miss Cleve looked equal parts harried and shocked. Finally, she glanced in my direction and the headmistress turned and saw me there.

      “Good evening, Miss McKenna. Returning some books?”

      “Yes, I am. Hi, I’m Tana McKenna. My apologies, these are late,” I mumbled.

      “Oh, I see,” Miss Cleve replied. “Well, that’s all right this time, since I am just getting acquainted with the system.”

      “Cool, thanks. All right if I look around?”

      “Sure, but we will be closing promptly at ten,” she informed me.

      “Miss McKenna,” Headmistress Armstrong said, delaying my departure.

      She approached on short-heeled shoes, cloak billowing around her as if lifted by some wind only she could feel. It was possible, and I wondered why she even needed the heavy thing. Then again it was spring, and nights were chilly on campus. With her dark hair in its usual braided coil atop her head, she looked like some throwback Fraulein from an old movie.

      “I understand you will miss Mr. O’Flannery and his lenient ways, but I would like you to make an effort to mind the rules now that Miss Cleve is here. Do you think you can do that?” she asked and smiled at me.

      “Of course,” I replied, offering an uncomfortable smile in turn.

      I had little practice with the expression, and since this was forced, it was as good as it was going to get. Headmistress Armstrong raised an eyebrow, and I exhaled. She wasn’t done with me yet.

      “Good. I’ve spoken to some of your professors. They are worried you’re slipping, Miss McKenna. I would like you to visit me tomorrow at noon.”

      “I’ll do better,” I said immediately, fear of being expelled crept up my throat, and my magic reacted predictably.

      Shit balls.

      Sparks would really not be a good idea in a library.

      Closing my eyes, I exhaled sharply and nodded. Anything to make the woman leave.

      “Excellent. I shall see you tomorrow at noon, then,” the headmistress said, and turned around to leave.

      The air was easier to breathe once she’d gone, and I sucked it in greedily, rolling my head on my neck to cool my inner flames. Sometimes, it was like my magic was a separate entity, conscious and aware, and angry as fuck. Maybe it was because I’d inherited so much of my magical stores from my grandmother and mother, both having died violently.

      Maybe it was just pissed I’d been keeping it bottled up. Either way, I could not let a spark go off in this precious place. I controlled myself in record time, walking past the aisles where several students milled about researching for their classes.

      What I sought was not so easily reached. I was looking for personal accounts of the witch wars, picking up where Da left off in his last update. He didn’t remember to text on birthdays or holidays, but he updated the electronic diary we shared via MagiCloud where we kept all our research.

      It was untouchable. The Draco Fortis company was shifter owned, but they made hella good software with the best damn firewall (no pun intended) I had ever seen. I liked technology. Especially, tech that was magicked with witchy geeks like me in mind.

      Sure, I looked like a badass in tight jeans and biker boots, but I was also a Hobbit fan, and I flipping loved WolfMoon, the online role playing game. My inner nerd girl always thrilled whenever I entered the Westwood Academy Library, but this time, there was another reason.

      Standing in front of the shelf I sought, with his wide shoulders taking up most of the aisle, was Brandon Flint. The Druid dragon hybrid had his nose buried in a scroll that looked suspiciously runic in nature.

      Smart and sexy—a deadly combination.

      My mouth went dry as I slowed my approach, unsure of what to do next. I didn’t have to worry, though, since he paid me no mind. Stepping around the black-haired giant, I bent over and grabbed the next book in the Witch War Diaries of Henriette Babbel. I’d been reading the series for any mention of my family. Countless hours spent scouring the pages, I was still looking for some concrete connection. Henriette Babbel was in the same squadron as my grandmother and her unique perspective of the Second Witch Wars was something I had not seen in other autobiographies.

      “So, you’re not going to say hello, then?” Brandon’s deep voice questioned.

      I had to stop myself from quivering in the wake of his almost too masculine vibe. Exhaling a breath, I flipped through a couple of pages, as if I did not know this was the book I wanted, and shrugged my shoulder.

      “You looked busy,” I replied nonchalantly.

      “Mmm,” he mumbled.

      “Okayyy then,” I whispered, turning around to take the long way back to the librarian’s desk.

      The Westwood Academy Library was truly magnificent. Three floors filled with books and scrolls, and an archive room that required special clearance for anyone to enter. I was dying to get inside, but so far, my requests had been denied.

      Breathing in the rich scents of papyrus, ink, and old leather, I clutched the heavy tome against my chest and lost myself in my stream of conscious. This was the only place I allowed my defenses to rest. Here, I didn’t have to be tough girl Tana, the mouthy badass everyone knew, or a daughter of the fallen, seeking revenge.

      Here, I could just be me.

      Exhaustion seeped into my bones as I slowed my pace, dodging other students on my walk. I did not have many friends, but I’d attended Westwood for three years and knew plenty of the witches and wizards milling about by sight, if not name. Everyone knew I was not a chatty Cathy. But today, I had no energy to play my usual standoffish role.

      And lucky for me, I did not have to.

      It was easy enough to duck down rows of books sitting on huge mahogany shelves when I spied anyone near. Little by little, the tension I felt earlier in the day was leaving my body. My magic was calmer, too.

      Inside the walls of the library, I could just relax. Westwood Academy was a pretty intense place with so much magic in a relatively small space. Yes, the mansion appeared huge on the outside, and inside, it was even bigger with wings and rooms like this one that were magicked to hold much more space than was physically possible. But it was still small considering all the magicals living within.

      As I walked, I opened the book in my hand, running my fingers across the title, and hoping I would find what I needed in this volume. My father had left on another of his fact-finding missions, and he’d left a message saying he was close this time. He meant close to finding my mother’s killers, and the thought filled me with equal parts rage and fear.

      “Henrietta Babbel, I hope you have some answers,” I whispered, frowning at the extra small font that reminded me of Gran’s old McKenna family bible.

      Her parents had hauled that ancient tome from Ireland to America back when they’d emigrated in the late nineteenth century. I remember sneaking peeks when I was a little girl, and Gran’s gentle scolding to be careful with the fragile thin paper within the gold painted leather binding.

      I never thought it was odd, being a witch with a Catholic heritage until I met other witches. Most practiced some form of paganism, like Wicca. I didn’t really know. I wasn’t a true believer in anything, really. I wondered if that made me a bad person, and the thought hurt.

      “What are you reading?”

      The question was spoken right in my ear, the speaker’s warm breath tickled my lobe, and I hated to admit it, but it scared the shit out of me. I gasped—hard.

      The scents of smoke and sweet spring grass filled my nostrils, and I calmed immediately. Turning my head, I met a familiar stone gray stare and clenched my jaw in anger. The smug bastard looked unrepentant and amused.

      Silent stalker.

      Brandon Flint had somehow caught up with me without me hearing him. My heart pounded and my stomach filled with butterflies. I didn’t know whether I wanted to sock him in the jaw or climb him like a tree.

      “The book, Tana, what is it?” he asked again.

      “None of your fucking business,” I growled, belatedly realizing he was actually a dragon who could growl a whole lot fucking better than me, witch or not.

      “Ah, the famous None Of Your Fucking Business title. I don’t think I’ve read that one,” he remarked, falling into step beside me.

      “What are you doing?” I asked, both annoyed and, to my undying consternation, elated by his continued presence.

      “Walking.”

      “No, you’re stalking,” she corrected the infuriating man.

      “Stalking? That’s quite the claim, fire witch, but let me lay your fears to rest,” he growled, tugging me closer to him with a firm hand wrapped around my elbow.

      Lightning bolts zapped my skin where his fingers held me.

      Fuck.

      Why was it always lightning bolts every time he touched me?

      And why didn’t it bother me more?

      Truth was, they weren’t painful. But they were something. It was the not knowing I found annoying.

      “If I were actually stalking you, mo spréach, you’d never see me coming.”

      Brandon let go as quickly as he’d grabbed me and I looked down at my arm, wondering at the sudden chill that filled my veins. By the time I glanced up again, he was gone. And I was alone.

      Now, why the fuck wasn’t I happy about that?
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      “But why Burn Season?” Jade asked, her mouth full of granola and yogurt, and I tossed the roll of paper towels sitting on our tiny kitchen counter at the messy earth witch.

      “Isn’t it obvious?” Rio butt in, grabbing an apple from the fruit bowl.

      Her hair was a gorgeous shade of blue now, and I wondered just how powerful the little human turned witch was becoming. No one had exhibited the strength she’d shown in, well, ever, as far as I could recall of treader lore. Not that I let her know it.

      Between Rio and Maia, our unusual little group was becoming quite the powerhouse of magic. I was angry and put off at the same time. It wasn’t fair they got to use their gifts and spend their magic stores on getting better at what they were supposed to do. I knew I was whining, and I should get over it.

      Rio and Maia had not had it easy, either. One had lived under the threat of a curse her entire life, and the other had been bullied by her own family. I looked at Jade, always so bubbly, near to bursting with joy, and for the first time ever, I allowed myself to feel envy.

      What would it be like to not have a care in the world?

      To not be bound by my need for violence and my promise to exact retribution on those who’d harmed my family.

      “What’s up, Red? You look pissed as hell,” Rio commented, crunching on her granny smith.

      “Oooh, she probably saw Maia wearing her new black jeans,” Jade supplied.

      “Wait. What?” I snapped.

      Freaking airhead had recently gained a few pounds. Spending so much energy flying made her appetite double these days. Which was all fine and good, only now she thought it was cool to constantly raid my closet. I huffed an annoyed laugh.

      Maia came from money and was used to silk and lace, dressing the part everyone had assumed was a princess lifestyle. No one knew the ugly truth about her father and the males of her family. They used their females, stealing magic and keeping them submissive.

      I was glad they were found out and suffered for it. But that wasn’t the point. The point was, my platinum blonde roomie had developed a taste for denim and flannel. Unfortunately, I was the only one tall enough for her to swipe anything from.

      Sigh.

      “Is anyone gonna answer me about the Burn Season thing?” Jade asked again, chomping loudly and getting some of her food on her mouth.

      Sloppy little pigpen.

      “We call it Burn Season because it’s a fire witch’s busiest time of year where people come with requests to burn mementos of their exes,” I explained, handing the wide-eyed earth witch another paper towel.

      “Why would people want to do that?”

      “I don’t know. I guess they want to forget the person who fucked them over. Not everyone gets to have a love story like Rio or Maia,” I said, standing up again.

      “Is that why you don’t want to date anyone? You’ve been burned?” she asked.

      “For fuck’s sake, Jade, no! Stop looking at me with those damn puppy eyes of yours. I don’t have time to date, besides there is no one on campus I am even remotely interested in.”

      Of course, Magnus walked in at that moment. The blond giant had his gaze trained on Rio, but that did not stop him from calling me out. Damn shifter senses.

      “Now, that’s a lie.”

      I rolled my eyes and stalked out of the room. They didn’t understand. But it was not their fault.

      “They mean well,” a small voice said.

      I whipped around quickly, my gaze landing on Enid.

      Crap!

      Was it scare the shit out of Tana week or something?

      Because fuck, if another person jumped out and startled me, I was liable to pee my pants.

      “What are you doing in my room, Enid?” I asked, trying not to sound waspish and failing miserably.

      Enid was a relative newbie to magic, having only just discovered her witchy heritage. I would never admit it out loud, but even I felt protective of the lavender-eyed female. She was just so nice. So soft. My heart ached for her. Soft things did not last in the supernatural world.

      “Nothing,” she replied, shrugging her shoulder and her light brown hair lifted with the slight motion. “I just wanted you to know, no one is judging you, Tana. Everyone here cares about you. But I, well, I’m getting some strange vibes around you lately.”

      Her voice had dropped to a near whisper, and I struggled to keep my breathing steady.

      What was with everyone calling me strange lately?

      “I have to go,” I said, pushing past her.

      It had been weeks since I used my magic. My attempts to keep my stores at full capacity so when I faced down my mother’s killers was actually paining me. Magic was a craft and crafts needed to be used. I knew this, but I was the epitome of a stubborn redhead. Though, at the moment, my hair seemed dull and washed out.

      Fuck.

      I missed the vibrant red it used to be.

      Frowning, I walked faster, ignoring the witches and wizards milling about around me. My rubber-soled leather boots made no sound on the stone floors of the hall as I raced to my secret place.

      It didn’t matter how I felt about wasting my magical stores. My inner flame was pulsing inside of me, heating me from within. It wanted out, and I needed to get as far away from my dorm and roommates as I could.

      Uncontrolled fire magic was as dangerous as putting a nuclear weapon in a madman’s grasp. True, I did not know the extent of my magic, but I suspected it went beyond candle lighting. There was a whole catalog of fire magic Westwood Academy refused to teach.

      It was my mother’s line, the Newton witches, bound to the element of fire, and yet, no true fire witch had been born for generations. Sure, I had cousins with a real affinity for the stuff. Most left Westwood to join the Incendo Coven witches, and yes, they could bend fire to their will at higher success rates than most other witches.

      But bonfire lighting, using candles to focus spells, and purifying flames were not nearly enough for me to get revenge. I’d been combing the libraries not only for evidence of those responsible for the deaths of my mother and grandmother, for the absence of my father who was trapped in the suffering madness of losing his mate, but also for the spells I would need to exact my vengeance.

      I’d only been mildly successful in finding what I would need. First, tracking the witches who’d hurt them was a priority and something I could possibly do with a locator spell. First, I would need to know who or what I was tracking. That was problem number one.

      As for my arsenal of fighting casts, I’d learned about burning spells. This forbidden magic was only used during times of war, and my attempts at finding actual working casts have been wildly unsuccessful.

      It was all about control, and I had very little when I was casting. It was an impossible situation. If I practiced my magic to learn control, I would expend my inherited and natural stores. This was the reason fire witches did not have the same power as other elementals. It took up too much magic to find the right balance.

      I stuttered a step along the path behind the mansion and into the woods that led to my secret place. Fuck, trying to control my inner magic was taking a toll on my physical strength, and I knew I was going to blow any minute.

      For one brief moment, I wished I was a shifter with the ability to sense if I was truly alone, but that sort of thing was futile. A secret longing I kept to myself.

      Sweat beaded along my brow, and I could hardly breathe for the weight weighing me down. Shivers wracked my body, but it was the sudden influx of heat that really made me tremble.

      “Shit, oh shit,” I moaned as I fell to my knees behind a large stand of trees blocking a couple of boulders that sat guarding the edge of the woods.

      Below them was a cliff overlooking a small, hidden valley of fruit trees and pines, where sprites and elves worked their earthy magic. This part of the woods had no rhyme or reason, but it was breathtaking, and my very favorite place when I was at Westwood.

      Every inch of this secret wood was precious, beautiful, but I did not dare step foot there. Not when I was so volatile—and that seemed to be always just lately.

      No, I remained in my place. The stone strewn, hard-packed dirt surrounding the boulders was my domain.

      Nausea crept up my throat, and I turned my back to the stunning view below and faced the huge rock that had become my personal whipping post.

      The longer I tried to tamp down my magic, the angrier it became. Thunder filled my ears, and I closed my eyes against the terrible sound. When I opened them once more, looking down, it was to find my entire body aflame.

      Shit. Shit. Shit.

      “Tana? Tana! Where are you?”

      “I saw her come this way.”

      “Tana!”

      “Perhaps she wants to be alone.”

      I heard Rio and Magnus calling my name. They were with someone else, and I had a sneaking suspicion who it was. I froze.

      Shit.

      I did not want them to see me like this, but there was nothing to be done. My magic had been cooped up too long.

      Pain blinded me a moment, and I tossed my head back and screamed, unable to keep it inside me.

      I felt my body levitate off the ground, and my frightened gaze spanned the three figures walking toward me, stopping when I saw him.

      Brandon.

      Shit.

      I had to expel some of my power before they got any closer or I would burn them all.

      Turning to the rock formation, still bearing the ash and scorch marks of previous encounters, I allowed a single bolt of flame to explode from me like a rocket, hitting the boulder with so much force it would have cracked it if the thing had not already been magicked to withstand such trauma.

      Of course, I forgot about the tremendous toll this took on my body, and even as Rio screamed for me, the water witch had conjured a wave from the moisture in the air to land on my body, dousing the flames that still covered me.

      “Tana! Are you okay?”

      But I could not answer. I was too weak to even blink. I wanted to comfort her, tell her I was okay, but then Brandon was there, lifting me against his wickedly hot body and warming my freezing form. I was still clothed. Most of my wardrobe had temporary spells, making them fireproof—a necessity for the classes I took where other elementals worked their flames with, unfortunately, very little aim.

      “You’re gonna be fine, Tana McKenna. I got you now, mo spréach,” he growled close to my ear.

      And for some reason, I believed him. The out-of-control spiral I’d been on seemed to halt in the wake of the dragon shifter’s embrace. My magic rose inside me, wanting to wrap around the beast of a man, but I reined it in. I could never be like regular girls, crushing on boys and falling in love.

      I had a job to do, and besides, my control over my magic was unreliable. Look at what I had to do just to get by, for fuck’s sake. Sentinels were off limits to witches, anyway. And I was not like most witches.

      I was a ticking time bomb.
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      “I don’t understand what was going on, Tana?” Rio asked.

      Her blue hair was swirling around her shoulders as if she was under water, and I had to admit it was cool. Magnus and Brandon were both standing in my small bedroom, taking up way too much space.

      Fucking alphahole shifters.

      Always sucking the air out of a room.

      “What?” I replied slowly.

      Was it my fault having Brandon and all his silver-eyed hotness in my bedroom was making it hard to think?

      I turned my back on him, ignoring the rumbling growl even my dull hearing could pick up as I ran a brush through my still damp thanks to Rio tresses.

      “You were on fire, Tana. Your whole body, and it looked painful. Talk to me,” Rio said, sitting next to me.

      “I can’t,” I whispered, already knowing that was saying too much. “I have to go.”

      Standing up on shaky legs, I saw Brandon flinch as if he wanted to move forward, but Magnus’ hand shot out, stilling the dragon.

      Interesting, he let him, I thought before leaving my room.

      I really had to get my focus back. Thinking about the dragon hybrid made no sense at all. Waste of time, and I had little left. Looking at my phone, I saw the message from my dad and my heart stopped.

      Tana,

      I’m close. I visited the site of the last battle of the Second Witch Wars where Florence fell. No one is guarding the grounds anymore. I’ve contacted a necromancer. Soon, I’ll see exactly what transpired here. I will find out who killed your mother, Tana.

      He didn’t bother to sign it, and his slightly manic tone would have worried me if I didn’t also feel his excitement. Once we had a name, I could use a locater spell to track the bastards. They wouldn’t remain hidden for long.

      “Miss McKenna,” Headmistress Armstrong’s voice whipped across the entryway to Incendo Coven Hall, where I’d been headed for the weekly seminar on using fire as a medium to cast spells.

      Sure, the seminar was usually boring, but it gave me an opportunity to observe my fellow Incendo Coven hopefuls. The varying shades of redheaded witches and wizards worked toward controlling what was ultimately the most uncontrollable element of them all.

      “Yes?”

      “A moment of your time,” the former professor said, turning without checking to see if I would follow.

      I’d had one uncomfortable meeting so far this semester with the headmistress, and was not looking forward to another. The witch was as guarded as the green medallion she wore around her neck. I often stared at the piece, wondering if held powers or if her affection for it was purely sentimental.

      She led me away from Incendo Coven Hall to her office, and I closed the door behind me when instructed. Schooling my face to remain impassive, I waited for her to speak first.

      “You seem to spend more time in the library than you do your classes, Miss McKenna,” she stated.

      A reply seemed unnecessary, so I remained quiet. Her eyes narrowed, but her mood was not unfriendly. She had reason to be upset. Westwood Academy boasted the finest witch and wizard graduates across the supernatural world. Supernaturals would and have killed to enter these hallowed halls as students.

      “You’re failing, Miss McKenna.”

      For a second, I thought she was talking about mine and my father’s quest for vengeance and my stomach dropped. Then she turned a school issued tablet toward me, and I saw she meant my grades.

      Well, fuck.

      I didn’t realize things had slipped that far.

      Not good, Tana.

      Not good.

      “I have noticed you wandering off campus often, and since I owe it to your late Grandmother Newton, I am assigning you sentinel to escort you to and from classes. No more skipping, Miss McKenna.”

      I frowned.

      Armstrong knew my grandmother?

      That was the first I’d heard of it. She looked too young to have seen the Second Witch Wars, but we aged differently, slower than normals. There was nothing I could say in my defense, so silence it was. I was curious about her association with my grandmother, though.

      “How did you know my grandmother?” I asked boldly.

      “She was a friend. A mentor at one time,” the headmistress said, and her voice took on a whimsical quality.

      A knock sounded at the door, and we were joined by Leanna Stolbright, the magical talent scout who walked the world to find witches and wizards among the normals who needed training. She was a blonde-haired bitch of a woman, never smiled, and always seemed up to something forever writing notes in her little black book. She was the one who delivered my invitation to Westwood to my father, and before I could refuse, he’d sent me packing.

      Okay, so maybe my hatred was a little biased.

      Whatever.

      “Headmistress, the Watchman sent Flint to see to your special request,” she gritted out and my pulse sped up.

      It could not be.

      What the fuck were the Fates up to now?

      I scowled.

      “Headmistress, I assure you I will make it to all my classes. I don’t need a babysitter.”

      “Well, Miss McKenna, I think you do,” she replied, and dismissed me with a wave of her hand.

      I turned around angrily, ignoring Stolbright’s smirk, and almost bumping into my new six and a half foot nanny. Brandon’s face remained blank as he moved out of my way gracefully. I didn’t bother listening for his footsteps. The bastard was too good at being quiet.

      “I missed the seminar already. You don’t have to follow me back to my room,” I growled.

      “I take my orders from the Watchman, not you, mo spréach,” he replied easily.

      “In that case, I’m not going back to my room. It’s only six-thirty, but I’ll be spending the rest of the night in the library.”

      Take that, I thought mutinously.

      The dragon would get bored, and I could be alone with my research. The earlier events of the day left me feeling better, though I admit, tired. I needed to find a way to not waste my stores of magic before the upcoming battle.

      I grabbed a couple of heavy tomes from the shelf and sat at a table in the back. Brandon stood a few feet away from the back of my chair while I worked. It was disturbing the number of students who thought the library was some sort of party room. I guess that’s what happened when young people were presented with new authority figures.

      Miss Cleve was whispering at the louder ones to hush, running from table to table, looking haggard as ever. I wondered if Mr. O’Flannery was enjoying his retirement; if not, maybe he would consider returning to his old post.

      I was reading a History of Pyromantics, lost somewhere in the beautiful prose of Witch Elphaba Blair. She described the element I was born to as “the spark that birthed the creation of chaos” and I was simply hooked. It was a twist on chaos theory, speculating magic as the offspring of the great void before time began. In Witch Blair’s hypothesis, first, there was nothing, then there was fire, and from fire, everything.

      “Here,” Brandon’s deep murmur sent shivers down my spine as he placed a mug of steaming chai beside me.

      The fragrant drink made me sigh, and I took the cup, warming my hands from the chill I did not even know I’d developed.

      “When did you leave?” I asked, puzzled.

      “I didn’t. I had the cafeteria deliver this for you.”

      “Oh, I didn’t realize they did that,” I mumbled, sipping the delicious brew.

      “What had you smiling as you were reading?” he asked, and I looked up to see his gray eyes sharpen with curiosity.

      “Oh, it’s just, the author’s voice is so passionate when she speaks about her element. Um, let me see. Here, listen to this. ‘Fire has many natures. It is the creator, nurturing life, heating flesh, cooking food, purifying disease, tempering steel. But we must never forget, it is also the destroyer. Consuming all in its path. Burning at remarkable rates. Uncontrolled. Willful. It will always find a way. Fire is the symbol of destruction, of power, and of rebirth.’ Well?” I asked and felt my cheeks heat in a way they hadn’t in weeks.

      “Powerful,” Brandon said, his closeness doing insane things to my insides.

      “Attention,” Miss Cleve’s voice rang loudly throughout the entire library, and I noticed the sentinel wince slightly at the sound.

      Undoubtedly, the volume hurt his sensitive ears, and I wanted to throw something at the librarian just to shut her up. Too intense a reaction for me to have over someone who meant nothing to me.

      Liar.

      Shut up, I told myself.

      “The library will close in five minutes.”

      Miss Cleve’s announcement had me glancing at my phone. There, in bright green text the time stared at me. It was 9:55.

      Shit.

      I’d only meant to waste an hour of the sentinel’s time, but now I felt guilty.

      Standing up, I grabbed the books and placed them on the return cart. They would find their way back to the shelves with no help from anyone else. It was magic, of course, and a wonderful spell at that, ensuring no books were ever put back wrongly.

      “Um, I’m sorry I kept you so long,” I mumbled my half-assed apology.

      “No apology necessary.”

      “I was wondering,” I said, daring to ask about something he’d said a while back that had been bugging me ever since. “What did you mean, I smell strange?”

      “Ah, I figured you would ask about that,” Brandon mumbled, making a clicking sound behind his teeth.

      It reminded me of the sound an old flintlock pistol made before igniting. My father had a collection of ancient weapons, and used to show me them before he’d become so obsessed with finding my mother’s killers.

      “It’s not a strong today, but it still lingers.”

      “What does?”

      Brandon looked uncomfortable, but I was really fucking confused. He was a hybrid, and though he seemed to have magic apart from his beast, he was still a shifter. His sense of smell was highly refined.

      “Ah, forget it,” he grumbled, but I was not letting this go.

      We entered the hallway to the west wing where the dorms, and more importantly, my room, were located. It was empty, thank fuck, because I didn’t want an audience for this little question-answer session.

      “No. I won’t forget it. Tell me.”

      “You just smelled different. Let’s leave it at that.”

      “Different?” I asked, not nearly satisfied with his answer. “Different from what?”

      Brandon’s hooded stare bore into me, but I was not backing down. If the sentinel knew something about me from my scent, I wanted to know what it was. Maybe he could give me some insight into what was happening when I had my magical outbursts.

      I did not know his intentions, but when I felt the first rumble emanate from his chest, I knew I was fucked. Brandon turned his back on me, and I saw him suck in a deep breath. His dragon was riding him hard, and I was shocked into stillness. Raw power seemed to seep from his pores, and my magic was pulsing beneath my skin.

      “Brandon?” I asked, concern filling me as I placed a hand on his hard shoulder.

      “Your scent calls to me, Tana McKenna. Always has since you first passed the gates of Westwood three years ago.”

      “You’ve been here since then?”

      “I’ve been here longer than that. My Clan sent me here after our seer foretold my fate was tied in with Westwood. I said my vows, got my ink the next day,” he growled.

      He lifted his hand to reveal the tattoo he shared with the other shifter sentinels, the one he would have received after pledging his loyalty to the academy. I frowned as I studied the swirling ink. What was once a W seemed to be in the process of changing.

      Like Magnus’.

      The water witch’s mate had undergone something like that after he’d claimed her with his bite. Shifters had their own set of beliefs and legends, fated mates being one of the most well known. The Watchman had called Magnus back to his tower to undergo questioning, and later, it was ruled a matter beyond the laws of the academy.

      Magnus and Rio were two souls united by something stronger than either witch or shifter alone. As were Maia and Enok. Those two couples had the Fates, and the very universe on their sides. I frowned and stepped closer to him, careful not to touch his skin, though my fingers itched to do just that.

      “I could pick up your fragrance out from thousands, tens of thousands even. You smell different to me the past few weeks, Tana. Your magic is crying out, can’t you feel it? Why must you stifle it so?”

      I reared back as if slapped. He was right, of course, I was tamping down my magic use.

      But how could he know so much about things I had never dared utter out loud?

      Brandon Flint was too close to the truth, and that was dangerous for everyone.

      It was difficult to breathe in the stagnant hallway, and whatever was happening to him, I knew this was not the right place. I grabbed his hand, ignoring the lightning bolt that struck where we touched, and I pulled him outside.

      That he allowed it was a miracle, and I was not one to question such things. Sometimes you just had to accept a gift, and this was one of those times.

      I pulled on his hand when he would have stopped and the huge man allowed it. He followed where I led, through the garden and to the woods where the thick canopy of summer leaves hung overhead.

      The academy grounds had sections where all four seasons flourished simultaneously. This one seemed stuck in mid-July. The temperature was warm, and everything smelled sweet and alive. Moonbeams sifted through the thinner patches of leaves, bathing our faces in soft silver light. When I turned, I was struck by how beautiful Brandon Flint truly was.

      His chiseled features appeared sculpted by master stonemasons, his body unrivaled. The tight black of his uniform did nothing to hide the curves and nuances of muscles no male should be allowed to claim as his own. He closed his eyes, expelling a deep, long breath, and smoke filtered from his nostrils. The smell was pleasant, and I was surprised I liked it. Very much. Stepping closer, I recognized I was greedy for more of that delectably spicy, smoky scent.

      I’d forgotten shifters didn’t like to be cooped up, and I’d kept him in the library for almost four hours. Guilt assailed me, but when I moved to apologize, he hissed. The sound rattled, stilling me in my tracks. I might not be a shifter, but I knew when I was being hunted. Brandon had promised me weeks ago, I would know.

      Bastard was right.

      “You’ve been keeping your distance from me, Tana. Wise of you, but I must caution you, mo spréach,” he growled the last two words, and they felt like hands caressing my skin.

      “Warn me about what?” I asked, swaying closer despite his verbal warning.

      “The moon is full, and my control is not as it should be. My dragon covets you, sweet Tana,” Brandon whispered, lifting a hand to my face.

      He remained a hair’s breadth away from touching my skin, and I mourned the distance. The way he said my name, fuck, I felt it down to my soul. I’d never been one to lose my head over boys. Sure, there was some rumor about me and a wizard my first year at the academy, but I’d been the one to spread that about. It was the quickest way to stop other idiot males from coming on to me all the time.

      Yeah, I’d kept my distance from everyone. Stayed away from the cliques and friend circles. Of course, this year, it had been harder to maintain aloof. Being assigned to room 563W with a group of witches outside my assigned coven was an experience I’d not been prepared for.

      Those women were wrecking my resolve, as surely as Brandon was wrecking my panties. Desire sparked inside me until it was a steadily growing flame. I never felt like this before, and whatever magic was in the air, I knew I might never feel it again. It was not like me to throw caution to the wind.

      Despite what people thought, wind was detrimental to fire. Too small a flame, and the wind would blow it out. Too great, and the wind would feed it. Right then, I was the flame, and Brandon, he was the wind.

      Would he snuff me out or devour me in flames?

      Would I ever come back from this?

      Fuck it.

      I guess I was going to find out.
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      I’d been a good girl pretending to be bad my whole life. Dressed in black denim and leather, my magic always burning beneath my skin, desperate to get out. Tucking it away had cost me more energy than I cared to admit, but my stores were still almost full, and I had a chance at beating whoever was responsible for the tragedy that had struck my family.

      Taking something for myself was never even an option. But right then, I wanted.

      Oh fuck, how I wanted.

      Brandon’s growl grew deeper, louder, and I felt it down to my steel-clad toes. His eyes blazed like silver flames, the pupils going vertical as his dragon peered out at me.

      I held his stare, and going for broke, I closed the distance, pressing my face into his heated palm.

      Lightning.

      Fireworks.

      I felt the whole gamut, and the burn felt so damn good.

      Burn, baby, burn.

      Brandon’s eyes flashed, desire making them smolder. Next, he moved in quickly. So fast, he blurred before my eyes. I felt his smoky breath across my lips before he dipped his head and claimed them with his own. I’d been kissed by boys before, but not like this.

      The Druid dragon shifter hybrid was killing me with his sensual assault. Noise filled my ears, buzzing around my head, and I realized it was him. He was growling with each swipe of his mouth against mine. His tongue stroked the seam of my lips, and I opened for him, reveling at the fiery delicious taste that was all Brandon.

      I pressed myself against him, needing to be closer, but the dragon stilled me with one hand on my waist. He closed his eyes, pressing his forehead to mine, and ended our kiss with a long, drawn out hissing sound.

      “Slowly, we must tread slowly,” he whispered.

      But I pushed forward, hardheaded, and unheeding of his plea. The dragon’s kiss set me on fire, and for once I didn’t fear the flames. At least, not until I looked down and saw my hands covered in them. I jumped back, scared I’d hurt him.

      “Tana?” he asked.

      “Stay back,” I warned, frantically shaking my hands.

      The movement did nothing to stop the red and orange flickers of the fire my magic had called forth. In fact, it only made them grow, moving up my wrists and forearms. It did not hurt me, well, not exactly. Yes, I felt the heat, and against my recent cooler core temperatures, it was stark. But since it was my fire, it did not burn my flesh.

      I could not say the same for others, having learned that lesson after accidentally burning Da one weekend when I’d gone home for a visit.

      My gaze flicked to Brandon, and he was staring at me with confusion. He stepped forward, and I panicked, making the flames rise higher.

      “Stop, dammit. I don’t want to hurt you,” I ground out, trying desperately to focus so I could get my flames back under control.

      “Hurt me?”

      He looked like he wanted to say more, but I needed to get out of there. Away from him.

      “Leave me alone,” I yelled, sprinting away.

      I closed my eyes, tears running down my face as I tried to concentrate.

      Could I have nothing just for myself?

      I supposed not. Anger and turmoil filled me, resentment, too.

      My roommates and the other students had their whole lives to live, but my life had already been planned. My journey was determined by events that had happened before I could ever understand them.

      Thank goodness it was late and no one was around. I’d have a fuck of a time trying to explain why I was wandering around outside at night with my hands on fire. Finally, the flames died down as I reached the side door leading to my dorm.

      I took the stairs two at a time, my breathing harsh as I reached the door. Before I could even touch the handle, Enid was there, pulling me inside. She wrapped her arms around me, and I felt the lavender-eyed beauty tremble as she hugged me.

      “What’s wrong?” I asked, bewildered by her behavior.

      “I felt your terror,” she whispered, and clung to me.

      I didn’t know what to do. Affection, especially the physical kind, was not something I was used to. As I pretty much just demonstrated by almost turning the guy I was crushing on into barbecue.

      Talk about unlucky at love.

      Oh well, I did not have time to worry about all that right now. I had my arms wrapped around a trembling witch whose affinity we did not know. Hell, not everyone at Westwood was an elemental, but most were.

      “You alright, Enid?”

      The female gasped, her body bending unnaturally. Enid yelled, her back arching painfully, and levitated off the ground. It was eerily similar to my experience earlier in the woods, but there were no flames on Enid’s body. I jumped back in shock, shouting for my other roommates, but keeping my gaze trained on the floating witch.

      “What’s going on?” Brandon busted through the front door, and I realized he’d followed me after all.

      Was he planning on guarding me through the night?

      I really needed some clarity on the matter, but again, this was not the time for that. I pushed my personal thoughts aside as the others joined us.

      “Nobody touch her!” Enok Zell, Maia’s man, shouted over the whoosh of air swirling around the witch.

      Zell stepped forward slowly, but he didn’t get far. The force of power coming from Enid pushed the mage back, and Maia ran to his side. Brandon stood with his large body slightly in front of mine, mimicking Magnus’ stance before Rio. It made no sense, though. We only kissed, and I’d already fucked that up. The sentinel was not mine, even if I secretly wished he could be.

      Finally, Enid’s contortionist act paused, and her head whipped around, stopping when she faced me.

      “Witch of fire, beast of flame,

      Hidden desire is no man’s gain.

      The father’s sins must be forgiven,

      Else souls will rot in unjust prison.

      Trust in powers deep inside,

      Friendships forged, honor, pride,

      Secrets buried, truth denied.”

      When the last word was spoken, Enid collapsed. The entire room seemed frozen, and no one moved for a heartbeat. Then it was a mad rush to get to her. I got there first, rolling Enid onto her side and noting the shock of white streaking her light brown hair.

      “Is she breathing?” Maia asked, tears streaming down her face.

      “Yes, I can hear her,” Brandon replied, and it was only then I noticed him beside me.

      “Bring her to her room,” Enok instructed, and Brandon waited, seeming to need my approval before moving.

      I nodded my head, thinking the dragon’s behavior was odd, but only for a moment. After all, Brandon was a powerful shifter, a Druid, too. He probably had more magic than half the witches at Westwood, even if they refused to acknowledge it.

      That was the problem with privilege. Many witches believed themselves above other supernaturals. I knew it was bullshit. But I was just one person.

      Terror filled me as the image of Enid’s body floating above the floor, bent at an odd angle, replayed in my head. I followed Brandon down the hall, watched as he placed his burden on her bed above the covers. The dragon stepped back, and Enok took his place, checking her vitals and whispering what sounded like a healing chant.

      Rio, Jade, and Maia were huddled together in the corner, tears staining their cheeks. It wasn’t until Brandon appeared with a tissue, his silver eyes glowing with concern, that I realized I was crying, too.

      “She needs to heal. It will take time,” Enok announced.

      “We’ll take first shift,” Maia volunteered, and moved a chair closer to where her mate sat.

      He took her hand and pressed it to his lips, the look they shared so poignant, I felt like a voyeur. I nodded and turned away, leaving the room before I could embarrass myself.

      “We should talk about her prophecy,” Brandon whispered from right beside me, and I jumped.

      “What?”

      “The prophecy Enid spoke. It involves us.”

      “One kiss, and you’re getting all clingy,” I replied cattily.

      I was hurting and hated my weakness for him. My father had trained me better than that. It wouldn’t help my quest to be weak for a man. Besides, I couldn’t talk to Brandon. Could not confess what I was really doing at Westwood—searching for some proof so I could learn who had killed my grandmother and mother.

      Maybe Da was crazy, after all. He was the one who’d thought up the conspiracy theories. He was the reason I was not using my magic. Maybe if I did, I wouldn’t feel like this all the time. Like I was a volcano ready to blow.

      “Tana?” Brandon said my name like it was a question.

      I just shook my head. Maia and Enok were taking first watch, and there was nothing to do for Enid but wait. I just could not wait with the dragon. If I did, I would definitely do something foolish like kiss him again.

      Bad idea, Tana.

      Very bad idea.
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      “You feeling, okay?” I asked Enid over tea and muffins the next morning.

      Jade couldn’t sleep and had stayed up half the night baking. Her crumb topped blueberry muffins were the best thing I’d ever tasted, and I was on my second one when our newest roommate walked into the kitchen. Enid looked pale, but no worse for wear as she gingerly took a seat.

      “I feel like I got hit by a truck,” she muttered and winced as if the sound of her own voice hurt her head.

      “Here, drink this,” Jade said, handing Enid a mug full of steaming tea. “I put in some allspice, cardamom, ginger, and vanilla to help speed up your healing and restore some of your energy.”

      “Thanks,” Enid whispered.

      We sat in companionable silence for a few minutes before the others joined us. Shock filled me when I saw Brandon among the others. The dragon had remained in the dorm overnight.

      I bit a chunk from the last half of my blueberry muffin, wincing when it got stuck halfway down.

      Brandon slid my mug closer to me, as if he could hear my struggle to swallow. Fucking shifter probably could. I cleared my throat and stood up.

      “I’m glad you’re feeling better,” I told Enid.

      “Where are you going?” she asked.

      “Class.”

      “Tana,” she said, following me into the hallway, Brandon closely behind. “I remember what I told you. The vision was unclear, but it was definitely about you. Be careful.”

      “I will be,” I returned and gave her a tight smile.

      The day seemed to drag on with none of the usual urgency. Brandon followed me like a kicked puppy trailing its owner.

      I felt like shit, but what could I do?

      I had to keep my head on straight.

      Gran texted me about lunch time, worried about my father. He hadn’t checked in yet, and that was unusual. Even when he was off hunting for information about my mother’s death, he checked in with either of us. But it had been days now, and no word.

      I listened to the steady cadence of Professor Grimes’ voice as she talked on and on about the benefits of elemental magic, specifically fire, and how it was used in almost every ritual a witch or wizard could perform, regardless of coven affiliation. I frowned hard. Most of the students here would never realize the potential of the great fire witches and wizards whose stories were told in hushed whispers at night.

      Legends like Alyce the Flame Thrower, a once free woman who’d been sold into marriage by her stepfather. She was a natural born witch, ignorant of her heritage, whose firepower was so great, she wielded it like a sword in a skilled warrior’s hand against her enemies.

      It was said she’d burned through three husbands before they put a block on her powers in the fourteenth century. And that had taken six powerful witches and wizards to accomplish.

      Of course, no legend touched that of Romulus Incendo, the Scourge of Rome. He was the very wizard whose name graced the coven I had once hoped to join. Mixed feelings filled me as I tried to pay attention to the lesson.

      For a moment, I allowed myself the fantasy of pretending I was just another fire witch, like Evelyn and Christiana, both of whom were seated in the row in front of me. If I was just a normal girl, I would be rooming with witches like them. I would be training to take my place in the Incendo Coven, probably working as a candle maker, or pyromancer, to be hired out to other covens for ceremonies.

      I would probably have never spoken to or met Rio, Maia, Enid, or Jade. Not their mates, either. The thought pained me, and I scowled. My future was not that of any typical witch in that classroom. It was uncertain, cloudy, but most likely bloody. As it stood, I doubted I would see them or my roommates again despite not joining a coven. I would likely never see him again, either.

      Predictably, my mind wandered to Brandon Flint.

      How could anyone stand to be so damn hot?

      The butterflies in my stomach that always seemed to flare to life whenever I thought about the hybrid dragon flapped double time. Fear and curiosity warred within me. I wanted to kiss him again. Needed to taste his smoky, spicy flavor on my lips in another forbidden embrace.

      Dammit.

      I should not be having thoughts like that. I wondered if the academy was to blame. Whoever was responsible for breaking tradition, and probably a few laws, when they choose the inhabitants of room 563W, had created this whole impossible situation with their meddling.

      Was it on purpose?

      To what end?

      “Fire, like water, can represent rebirth and purification,” Professor Grimes said, carrying on as if I was not sitting there, having a mild panic attack.

      She’d just started her comparisons of fire and earth when I picked up the sounds of footsteps in the hall. Odd, since my hearing was not any better than anybody else’s, but I paid it no mind. Classes stuck to the same time slots, and it was strange that anyone would walk around so loudly during them.

      “Excuse me, Professor Grimes, I need to take Tana McKenna to see the headmistress,” Brandon’s slightly accented voice interrupted the lecture, and the professor’s head whipped from the strong, handsome sentinel to me and back again.

      “Of course. Ms. McKenna, you are excused,” she told me, and I nodded at her before following Brandon into the hall.

      “What is it? What’s going on?” I whispered, but he was moving so quickly I did not know if he heard me.

      Finally, Brandon rounded a corner and stopped. I was walking so fast to keep up with his impossibly long strides, I would have crashed into him had he not steadied me with his hands.

      “Don’t be mad. Just hear her out,” he said ominously.

      Curiosity piqued, I followed him into a small storage closet where a row of mops, brooms, buckets, and old rags sat against a dusty shelf. Weird that the cleaning supplies were kept in a dirty closet, but whatever. I scrunched my nose as the harsh smell of chemicals filtered through my nostrils. The closet was big enough that I didn’t see who waited for me until Brandon flipped the light switch.

      “What are you doing here?”

      My head snapped to Brandon, whose face was schooled to be blank. For a shifter, he was annoyingly good at turning off his emotions. This was so not cool. I glared at the witch, standing in the corner with her arms crossed defensively over her chest.

      “I heard something you should probably know about. In fact, our friend Brandon insisted on it,” she said, and her expression was mutinous.

      “Our friend?” I asked, and could not keep the snark from my tone.

      My magic pulsed beneath my skin, the flames of power I kept hidden from the world tingled, desperate to burn the grin off her face.

      “Sure, I know I call him a friend. Brandon and I had potential once upon a time, didn’t we, baby?”

      My heart thudded painfully inside my chest.

      Was this true?

      Did Brandon have history with the short-haired witch?

      Fine. Props to Mabe, her stylishly unkempt bob was almost as black as Brandon’s, and I hated to admit it, but it looked cool. Just like her reddish brown eyes. The closet seemed to grow smaller as the short, curvy witch smirked at me.

      I was taller, and my chest was flatter than hers. Sure, my ass was round enough, I supposed. And I usually loved my long, red hair—when it wasn’t dull from non-use of magic. I had never had a problem with my looks before, but suddenly I felt insecure.

      Mabe seemed to feed off that, and the little witch walked over to where Brandon stood slightly to my left. She slid her hands up his chest and turned to wink at me. Before I could even process the show she was putting on, Brandon grabbed both her wrists in what looked like a painful hold and pushed her off him.

      “Stop fucking around, Mabe. Tell her,” he growled.

      It was a mistake to forget the power Brandon kept hidden beneath his cool, unflappable shell. Dragons, even hybrids, were remarkably strong. The fact he was half Druid meant he had reserves of magic only admissible to his kind. I was intrigued as fuck when it came to the sentinel, and apparently, I was possessive, too.

      “Fine,” she grunted, rubbing her wrists. “I was waiting outside Stolbright’s office and heard her speaking to Armstrong. Your father was picked up prowling around some old, haunted graveyard with a necromancer. He’s being held by the Council—”

      “No!” I gasped, covering my mouth in horror.

      The Council of Covens outlawed the use of necromancers without special license, and I sincerely doubted Da had gone through any such niceties. He hated the fucking council, as did I. Traitors and users, the whole lot of them.

      How else could they justify sitting on the sidelines while clans and covens held grudges and waged guerrilla warfare years after the last battle had been declared done?

      “Stolbright seemed quite happy to have a McKenna behind bars. Apparently, she’s been holding a grudge against your family. She mentioned you by name. I didn’t realize you were flunking every single one of your courses. Ha! She didn’t seem to think you were any kind of threat at all, fire witch,” Mabe sneered.

      I ignored the last of Mabe’s nasty commentary, hightailing it out of the small closet, like my tail was on fire.

      Fuck.

      Da was in trouble!

      I wanted to scream and rampage. He would not do well behind bars. My father had been closed off ever since my mother’s death, and the idea of him at the mercy of actual criminals terrified me. I just had to find him.

      “Tana? Tana!”

      I heard Brandon calling to me, but I had no time to spare. If the Council of Covens was holding my father, I needed to figure out where he was and how to get him out. I should have probably called a magical lawyer, but the library was my next best resource.

      “Tana, wait. You can’t just run off half-cocked,” he growled, grabbing my elbow and spinning me to face him.

      “I don’t have time for this. My father needs me—”

      “Does he need you to get kicked out of the academy for skipping another class? Look, I know you’re upset. But Armstrong gave me orders. I can’t disobey.”

      “Fuck your orders,” I snarled, angry as all hell. How dare he think he could tell me what to do!

      “Dammit, mo spréach, that temper of yours drives me mad. Stop! Listen. Please.”

      His pupils changed shape to vertical slits. The color, a molten silver with so much heat and depth, I felt the burn all the way to my soul. I could not deny I wanted him. Arousal sparked to life, warming me in ways I hadn’t felt in, well, ever.

      His nostrils flared and the dragon hybrid’s expression changed in an instant from fury to sexy. Brandon cupped one large hand around the back of my neck, his countenance fierce as he tugged me toward him.

      “Get off,” I growled, pulling back.

      He released me immediately, to my surprise and annoyance. I was a walking fucking contradiction. Brandon’s silver eyes narrowed, and his chest heaved with the strength of his breathing.

      “Why don’t you grab your friend and see if she wants your paws on her cause I sure as fuck don’t!”

      I was so mad at him. Mad at me. Fuck, mad at everyone, I guessed. I missed the feel of his hands on my body. Silly really, telling him to get off me. It was a lie. My entire body was begging him for the kiss his eyes promised.

      “You’ve got one more class, Tana. I’ve made some calls. Let me find out where he is, then we can see about getting him.”

      My lips trembled and for one instant I allowed the fear I felt to fill me.

      “Hey, it will be all right. I got you.”

      The concern on his face broke me. I was scared, and I was tired. Bad enough I had to grow up without my mother and a father who was only there half of the time. But it was better than having no parents. I was tired of feeling this way. Tired of stifling my magic.

      Fuck.

      What was I doing?

      I did not know. But I knew one thing. Brandon Flint was offering to help me, and I just did not have the strength to turn him down. There were bigger things at play than I could handle alone. A terrible thought for someone as independent as me. But I was honest enough to admit it, even if only to myself.

      “Come on. One more class. You can do this,” he said. Pressing warm fingers into the small of my back, he nudged me forward.

      Brandon had left me outside the classroom, and I saw him take the special communications device all sentinels had tucked into their uniforms. It resembled a cell phone, but it was smaller and magicked to only work for them.

      My last class was with Professor Smitty. The fucker hated me for some reason. Probably because I was flunking Advanced Pyromancy. He probably thought I was the least talented fire witch in the universe. I snorted and shook my head.

      If he only knew.
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      Class got out ten minutes late, and I was just about as aggravated as I could be. A chilly breeze swept through the halls, and I wondered idly if any airheads were responsible. Brandon waited for me with a hooded expression.

      When I turned right, I saw why. Stolbright was monitoring the hallway. I hated that woman. Something was just not right about her. The constant smirk she wore, as if she knew something no one else did.

      Her gaze landed on me, and my stomach filled with rage. This woman knew where my father was and why he was taken, and I was powerless to do anything but pretend ignorance.

      “Ms. McKenna, how nice to see you attending class.”

      “Good evening, Ms. Stolbright. Are you going out to hunt up prospects at this time of night?” I asked, eying her cloak and boots.

      “Not hunting, dear. I have other duties tonight,” she replied, her smirk growing wider.

      My heartbeat hammered loudly, and I felt a tingling sensation along my fingertips. Brandon moved behind her, standing in my line of vision with his impossibly beautiful face, and he shook his head once.

      “You know, you really should attend class more. The magical world needs more candle makers.”

      I exhaled a trembling breath, trying to hold on to my temper.

      Candle makers?

      I would show her a candle maker!

      “Tana! We came to get you for dinner!” Jade exclaimed.

      She’d appeared suddenly with Enid, Rio, and Maia in tow. Magnus and Enok hung back, joining Brandon, who’d moved back against the wall without me even noticing.

      Fuck, he was fast.

      “Hi there, Ms. Stolbright. Wanna join us for a meal?” Enid asked innocently.

      I was too distracted to hear the woman’s reply. Jade elbowed me and I looked down to see my fingertips sporting some red, flaming fingernails.

      Fuck.

      Maia squeaked, elbowing Rio who, looking down, saw my dilemma. She waved her fingers and focused and suddenly my hands were soaking wet, as were my boots, but at least the flames were doused.

      For now.

      “Shit. That was close,” Rio mumbled.

      “All right, Tana, spill,” Maia whispered, tugging my arm as we walked down to the cafeteria. Might as well grab some munchies. I was starving.

      “Nothing to spill,” I tried, but Jade cut me off with a firm shake of her head.

      “Brandon called us down here to get you out of trouble when he saw Stolbright gunning for you ten minutes ago. We hauled ass to get here, McKenna, and I am not letting you brush me off,” the feisty little earth witch snapped.

      “Drinks?” Enok called out as we found a table in the busy caf.

      “Tea.”

      “Coffee.”

      “Cherry cola!”

      “Want something?” Brandon murmured, and I nodded my head.

      For some reason, he seemed pretty intuitive when it came to discerning my likes and dislikes. I doubted I would taste anything, anyway.

      “We’ll grab the drinks and food. You ladies can stay here,” Magnus offered.

      I was grateful not to have to go through the whole menu and deciding thing. The sprites were great at their job, but sometimes there was just too much to choose from. The room was abuzz with conversations from groups of witches and wizards winding down their day. This was the last call for dinner. The cafeteria was open for small plates and snacks after hours, but full meal service ended in less than an hour.

      “All right look,” I said, lifting my head to look at three pairs of concerned eyes.

      It touched me deeply, knowing I had the support of these three witches. Enid was new to our group, but no less important. I exhaled slowly as they waited, their faces expectant.

      “My Da’s been arrested—”

      “What?”

      “No way!”

      “Why?”

      “I can’t go into details here, but I didn’t come to Westwood with the same intentions as you.”

      “What do you mean?” Maia asked.

      “Well, duh. I mean, I’m an earth witch, she’s water,” Jade said pointing to Rio. “We don’t know what Enid is, but we will. Maia is air, and you’re a fire witch. None of us have the same end goals.”

      “No, I don’t mean that,” I said, taking a deep breath before I began to even think of an explanation for my being there.

      The men came back, taking seats around the table. Enok and Magnus sat beside their mates. Brandon sat next to me, and I was so damn grateful for that even though we were only—well, I didn’t have a name for what we were, but I was happy he was near me.

      “I came to Westwood because I needed to learn how to use my magic. Well, that’s not exactly true,” I mumbled, pausing to take a sip of the ginger ale Brandon had brought me.

      I bit my lip, but everyone was still behaving normally, taking bites of food and sips from their drinks.

      Shit.

      I never thought about how they would look at me if they knew the truth. I never thought I would care. But I did. A lot, actually. This was one of the side effects of having friends, I supposed. I never had any before, and the experience was both new and a tad overwhelming.

      Were they going to hate me?

      It shouldn’t bother me. Really, it shouldn’t. Still, it did, and as I gathered my nerve, I noticed Brandon sliding his chair closer, his big, muscular thigh brushed against mine and my whole body seemed to sizzle at the contact.

      “Hang on,” Enok said, and closed his eyes.

      He whispered a few words, and I recognized them from a privacy cast I’d read about once upon a time.

      Smart.

      “We should be good now. No one but those at our table will hear what we say.”

      “Thanks,” Maia told him and nuzzled his nose. “Come on, Tana. We can’t help if you don’t tell us.”

      One look at the air witch, and a very familiar looking rose colored sweater, and I found the courage to tell my story for the first time.

      “You all know the Second Witch Wars ended about forty years ago, and I may have even mentioned my grandmother died in battle. Florence Newton. My mother’s mother.”

      “Oh no,” Jade said, patting my hand.

      “I’m so sorry,” Rio murmured.

      I nodded, pushing through my explanation. It was going to be long and sad, and well, I had to keep my emotions under control if I was going to get through it.

      “I suppose every one of us grew up with fun tales of our family, but that was never entirely my story. You see, my mother died when I was little. It looked like an accident, but Da found proof of magical residue at the scene. He’d been a police officer for years, passing as a normal but actually working on a task force for the Council to keep magical crimes a secret from the human world.”

      “Wow, I had no idea that was even a thing!” Jade gasped.

      “Makes sense, though,” Rio remarked. “I mean, someone has to clean up magical messes, right?”

      “Right,” I continued. “Da was working that night, and even though it was a conflict of interest, his human bosses allowed it. They didn’t see the harm cause it was an accident. A tragedy. They said a truck driver was careless with a cigarette at the gas station where Ma was filling up her car. The station was getting a delivery of oil, you see, and when the driver tossed the cigarette, kaboom,” I muttered.

      “Oh shit, Tana, I am so sorry.”

      I waited for everyone to finish, allowing myself to gain strength from the steady pressure of Brandon’s thigh against mine. He dropped his hand on the table, and I moved mine closer, brushing my pinky along the length of his. His hands were so much bigger than mine. Not many people made me feel small, but Brandon Flint, the Druid dragon shifter hybrid, sure as fuck did.

      “Da found trace amounts of evidence the gas station had been touched by magic. He re-energized it with a spell, captured the signature of the practitioner who cast it, and then, he started tracking it.”

      “Holy shit. Your father turned into a hunter,” Magnus grunted.

      “Yeah. He did. And when I became a teenager, he started training me.”

      The table grew quiet after my admission. My roommates looked equal parts shocked and awed. Magnus and Enok stared at me with curiosity in their eyes. But I was not worried about their reactions. There was only one man seated there whose opinion mattered. I turned my head and gazed into molten silver eyes with serpentine slits and waited.

      “More to you than meets the eye, mo spréach,” Brandon murmured.

      He grinned suddenly, so breathtakingly beautiful I forgot what I was saying. Finally, I exhaled, not even realizing I’d been holding my breath. Then I made the move. I clasped his hand in mine, reveling at the way he held on, giving me just the right amount of squeeze and comfort.

      “I never took the tests officially, but if I did, I’d pass at level four,” I said. “When my elemental powers revealed themselves, Da knew I would need training. He had me apply and sent me to Westwood.”

      “But why haven’t you been using your magic, Tana?” Jade asked.

      “Yeah, I mean you’re failing your classes. It makes no sense,” Rio added.

      “Makes perfect sense,” Enid said sadly. “Tana, you’re wrong, though. Using some of your magical stores won’t deplete them like you think. You need to practice, or your fire will not only consume your enemies, it will consume you,” she said, and I could hear the fear in her voice.

      “What if I’m not strong enough? Da has been taken, thrown in jail, and it’s because he got too close. I have to use the tracker spell to find him. I have to avenge my family,” I whispered, laying all my greatest fears on the table.

      “Then we will help you,” Brandon vowed.

      “That’s right,” Jade seconded.

      Soon, everyone agreed, and my heart squeezed so tightly in my chest, I did not know what to do. The others started making plans. Maia pulled out her tablet and started making one of her confounded lists, and I laughed.

      “What? It makes it easier if we know what everyone is bringing on Mission Kick Someone’s Ass,” she said, as if it were totally obvious.

      “Is that what we’re calling it?” Rio asked, and the two of them argued names.

      “Guys, I appreciate all this,” I said, once we were on our way back to room 563W. “But really, this is my fight, my job to avenge my family.”

      “Don’t even,” Rio started. “Look, we are a family. I know, I’m a newbie. Well, not as new as Enid,” she said.

      Rio winked at the lavender-eyed beauty who self-consciously touched her newly white-streaked hair, and we all laughed and patted her on the shoulder and hand.

      “Look, I think we were put together in the same dorm for a reason. The Council might have started segregating witches and wizards by coven after the Second Witch Wars, but I think they made a mistake. I think our differences make us stronger. We have earth, water, air, and fire, and whatever Enid is, and I think it counts.”

      “Mabe, too,” Enid murmured.

      “What?” I asked, tensing up at the mention of the black-haired girl who had gotten under my skin.

      “Mabe is supposed to be in our room, too. Remember?”

      “Oh yeah,” Maia said. “She was there and then left when Jade passed out.”

      “Well, she bailed, so she does not count for this,” Jade said, reading the room correctly.

      “Okay, I vote bed, then tomorrow, we let the hunter among us start doing her thing,” Magnus spoke as we entered the dorm room.

      “Tomorrow is Saturday. I will cancel the extra lessons I teach for the day,” Enok said, already sending a mass email out.

      “Agreed.”

      “Sounds good.”

      Stunned and touched by not only their acceptance and ready forgiveness of my lies of omission, but by the fact they were ready to get into this with me, I excused myself to my room so I could have a minute. I didn’t bother with the light switch, there was enough coming from the moon outside.

      My curtains were pulled open, and I looked out at my view of Westwood’s campus. This whole place was something special. Magicked to be a place of learning and power. To be a center of magical thought and invention. A hub where alliances were forged and treatises written. Westwood Academy was a wonderful idea in theory. But theories were often disproved.

      There was a snake in the garden of Westwood. And I was going to find it.
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      I heard him before I felt his hands on my waist and I knew he’d made the noise on purpose. My eyes closed, and I leaned back, allowing his heat to encompass me.

      “I tried to keep away,” he whispered. “If you want me to stay, Tana, tell me. Else I’ll go, and I will try to be done with it. The choice is yours, mo spréach.”

      I paused for a beat and considered what he was asking me. For most of my life, the things that had happened to me had been beyond my control. I was the daughter of a wizard ruined by the death of his wife, my mother. The granddaughter of a witch who’d died in battle at the behest of our great Council. I was a fire witch, unable to use my power, saving my magical stores for the revenge I’d been trained to crave.

      But not tonight.

      Tonight, I was a woman and the man I’d been longing for was in my room, his hands on my waist, offering me everything, and asking me if I wanted him to stay. I opened my eyes, turned around, and pressed my mouth to his. There was only one possible answer to Brandon’s softly uttered question. One word that spilled from my tongue eagerly as I grabbed the collar of his shirt and held him close.

      “Stay.”

      Then the time for words was over. A deep, satisfied growl rumbled from Brandon’s chest, and I grinned wickedly before licking the seam of his lips. Greedy little beggar that I was, I did it again until he let me in. Then our kiss turned wild. Frenzied passion was not something I indulged in very often, er, at all—but it was everything I had ever imagined it would be.

      His smoke and spice scent grew thicker, filling my room, my nostrils, me with a bone deep need I had never felt for any man. Brandon crashed into me; his burning silver gaze devoured me as he stripped the clothes from my body with one clawed hand, using an almost surgical precision. My body shuddered in reaction, my sex dripping arousal down my thighs.

      Brandon’s uniform came off with two tugs and he stood before me in all his dragon hybrid glory. The curve of his muscles was so defined and enticing. I reached out to touch him, had to, or else I would surely die. He was hot to the touch. A firing inferno calling to my own powers, and I felt my magic stir.

      I’d been cold for so long since I had stopped using my magic, but when Brandon touched me, I ignited like a roman candle. He slammed his mouth onto mine, and his rough hands lifted me off the floor, crushing me to him. The growl filling his chest reverberated through my body, and need like I had never felt before flooded my senses.

      “So beautiful, my Tana,” he growled the words, pushing me up against the wall as his lips found that sensitive spot below my ear.

      Big, rough hands caressed my ass, my thighs, my breasts as he plundered my mouth once more, destroying me for another boy. I wasn’t a virgin, but I might as well have been. Brandon Flint was no fumbling teenager or cocky wizard out for a tumble. He was a powerfully dominant dragon hybrid.

      Warrior.

      Sentinel.

      Druid.

      Man.

      My man.

      I groaned as he slid one thick digit between my slick folds, entering me slowly. The man played my body like a master, caressing, fondling, invading my flesh, my senses, my heart. Aching with need, ready to burst, I clawed at his shoulders, needing more than this torturously arousing foreplay.

      “Please,” I begged, completely unashamed of my need for him.

      “Not yet, mo spréach. Not until I am good and satisfied that you’re ready,” he grunted, lowering to his knees.

      Fuck, that was hot.

      He held me up with some invisible force, and I had to wonder if it was sheer will or his Druid powers that had me hanging there with my legs splayed in front of him. Brandon growled, commanding my attention.

      Lifting my legs, he draped them over his shoulders, pressing my thighs far apart. I sucked in air, but I could not breathe. I needed him there, now.

      Fuck waiting.

      As if the cocky bastard could read my mind, he graced me with his serpentine stare, a wicked grin splitting his face.

      “Let’s see if you’re ready, mo cheann agus grá amháin.”

      He was speaking to me in Gaelic and had before. I did not understand the words, but I intended to ask. Someday. When I could think straight.

      Brandon leaned forward, blowing hot breath onto my clit and I tried to move closer to him, but the bastard’s magic would not let me. I was completely at his mercy, and even more shocking, I did not really mind.

      Not really.

      Yes, I wanted to scream. I was so fucking ready for him to make me come, but I didn’t have the chance to yell at him. At least, not about that.

      His large hands circled my thighs, squeezing and pressing them apart. Anticipation had me trembling, and fuck, I think my pussy actually fluttered like the romance novels Jade read described. Now, I never had my pussy flutter before, but this man was pulling reactions from me I didn’t even know existed.

      My mouth opened in an impossibly drawn-out groan as Brandon’s tongue slid out of his mouth, long, hot, and forked. He licked my pussy in slow, thorough strokes, making me crazy with need. He teased my sensitive bud with barely there kisses and caresses, and I swear it was so good, I was going to come from that alone.

      But of course, the fucker stopped.

      Brandon leaned back on his haunches, his eyes glowing with his beast. I should have been terrified, but he was so beautiful. My heart pounded.

      “Please,” I begged, not embarrassed in the slightest at what he’d reduced me to.

      Magic man.

      Perfect beast.

      “You taste so good, my Tana. Does it feel good? Tell me,” he growled, licking his lips and fuck yes, I was jealous of them.

      “Brandon,” I moaned his name, and he grinned up at me.

      “What do you need? Tell me, little witch.”

      “You. Please. Make me come, Brandon.” I moaned the last word as his mouth closed over my needy little nubbin.

      Thank fuck.

      No more games.

      Brandon sucked and pulled, conjuring an orgasm from my body so hard and fast, I was sobbing with it. Then he was back to dropping hard, biting little kisses all over my thighs, belly, and breasts. His hand cupped the back of my neck as he pulled me to him, slamming his mouth to mine.

      Whatever magic had been holding me up relented, and I sagged against his hot, hard body. Within seconds, I was ready for more. I could no longer think coherently, moving on instinct and need. My head was a jumble of images, mostly of him. Brandon Flint, in all his naked glory, dropped me on the bed, and stroked his giant cock as he looked down at me.

      I reached for him, terrifying growl, and all. Need filled me, an inferno of desire. His heavenly mouth licked a trail up my body, from my knee to my belly button. Leaving me wet and wanting, he continued the sensual assault, and I was helpless to do anything but take it.

      Already another orgasm was building in the fire of my core. Struggling to catch my breath, my back arched as he licked my clit once more. Crazy forked-tongue was capable of so much more. One half circled my clit, the other plunged into my depths, but this time I was free to move. Rocking my body, I fucked his face until I was gasping with the need to come.

      “This time with me,” he grunted, sliding up my slick flesh, cock in hand.

      Brandon placed himself between my thighs and I ran my hands up and down his chest, arms, back, everywhere I could touch. He held my gaze, lowering so his lips could brush against mine. I tasted myself on him, and it was heady and arousing.

      His enormous head breached my entrance, stretching, pushing, burning as he filled me.

      Fuck, he felt so good.

      The fit so tight, it was perfect. My body shook with the vibrations from his constant growling, and I loved that part even more. Knowing I had done that, that I caused this magnificent creature to lose control, made me positively high.

      Magic hummed inside the room as we touched and kissed, building fiery storms inside each other. The look in his eyes when his gaze met mine was a thing of fantasies. I’d never seen that look from any other man. I coveted it.

      Coveted him.

      Brandon Flint was breaking down every wall I’d ever erected around my heart, body, mind, and soul. He was destroying me and building me up, conjuring feelings I didn’t think anyone was capable of. The Druid dragon shifter hybrid was making me fall for him one seductive kiss at a time.

      “Mine,” he growled the word as his teeth sunk into my flesh, and he pushed his cock in all the way to the hilt, wrecking me for anyone else.

      I was not about to disagree with the dragon. I wanted him, too. I wanted to belong to him. For the first time in my life, I made a wish just for myself.

      Please, let me have him.

      Even if just for tonight.
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      There had been many nights since some of my friends had found their mates when I wished Westwood had better insulation. Soundproofing spells wore out from time to time, but since I was single, I never thought to soundproof my own room. Something I sincerely regretted when I woke the next morning, and the teasing began.

      “Holy shit, Tana! How can you even walk today?” Jade asked, eyes wide.

      I dropped my favorite coffee mug, shattering the fucking thing, and glared at the earth witch as she waved her hand, piecing it together.

      “How did you—”

      “It’s clay. I can manipulate earthy things,” she replied, and shrugged.

      Grateful for my repaired mug, but not knowing what to say, I resumed pouring. Brandon had left early in the morning with a saucy grin after a morning bout of nookie, and I missed him already.

      “I have to go see the Watchman before we leave. I will be back shortly,” he’d said and opened the window.

      Before I could figure out what he was doing, he jumped. I almost had a freaking heart attack, but before I could even move, his beast exploded from his body. Brandon’s dragon was magnificent. Black, diamond shaped scales covered his back, lightening to silver on his chest and muzzle. His eyes blazed possessively when he looked back at me, I heard the distinct flintlock click of his beast’s throat, then a stream of fire shot from his mouth and into the air before he took off.

      Enormous wings protruded from his back, and his tail had several spikes sticking out of it. He was all armor and weapons, a deadly creature full of magic and secrets. I’d seen pictures and read about other dragon shifters, but Brandon was a hybrid. He had Druid runes tattooed across the scales on his chest, protection spells maybe, I could not be sure.

      He was slightly smaller than the dragons I had read about, but I imagined that was due to his hybrid nature. Slightly smaller or not, he was still a fucking dragon.

      And last night, he’d been mine.

      “So, you and the sentinel,” Jade said, wagging her eyebrows.

      There was no way I was discussing my sex life with anyone, but even I could not stop my cheeks from heating. It was a telltale sign, but whatever.

      By the time breakfast was on the table, Jade gave up trying to get anything out of me. I showered and dressed, as did everyone else, but Brandon had yet to return. Worrying was not going to help, so I tried some breathing exercises to steady my mind.

      “Hey,” Rio said, knocking on my door even as she walked in. “Brandon messaged Magnus. He is going to meet us at the battlegrounds. You ready?”

      Disappointment lashed through me, but I tucked it away. We’d had sex, but that didn’t mean I owned the man.

      “Yeah, just a sec,” I replied and grabbed my leather jacket and a few crystals I’d collected to help boost my protection wards.

      I spent a few minutes already increasing them so as to include my friends. Da might not like that I was not going in there alone, but I sure as fuck felt fine with it.

      “So, we need a cover story in case we see anyone,” Maia began as we gathered in the kitchen. “If asked, we’re just going to Brin Lake for the day to hang out and picnic. Okay?”

      “Where’s the basket? If we’re going on a picnic, shouldn’t we have a basket?” Enid asked.

      “No basket, but I have a backpack, and it is loaded with nutritious snacks and bottled water,” Jade said, lifting the bulging black knapsack off the ground.

      “That looks heavy,” Rio said, eyes narrowed.

      “Oh, no worries. I have a magical storage access. I can put things in this pocket of space and get to it anywhere. Just takes a spell,” she replied, and wiggled her eyebrows before demonstrating it.

      The air near Jade’s left hand started to shimmer and blur, and when she was finished with her cast, she opened an invisible door, dropping her knapsack inside. When she closed the door, Rio and Enid clapped and gasped. I kept forgetting the two witches were new to our world. Things I took for granted were surprises to them, after living like normals all their lives.

      “So, where is the battleground?” Enid asked, and I bit my lip.

      “Upstate New York. You ready?”

      I did not bother waiting for their replies. Fact was, we were about to embark on a journey I’d been waiting for my whole life. I’d been denying my magic for years just for this moment. Even now, it sparked and burned beneath my skin.

      “Holy shit, Tana,” Jade said, pointing as we exited the building and started toward the Winter Forest.

      “What?” I asked, turning to face Jade, but she was just pointing at me, open-mouthed.

      The others stopped in their progression, eyes wide. Rio gasped and grabbed Enid’s hand with one of hers, covering her mouth with the other. Maia grinned like the feisty air witch she’d become. Enok nodded approvingly. Magnus cocked his head to the side.

      “Look,” Jade said, holding her phone with the camera app open as if I was going to take a selfie.

      I stared at my reflection. Gone was the washed out, dull hair and pale face I’d been walking around with for months now. I hardly recognized the girl looking back at me. Fiery red mane blowing in the breeze, emerald eyes glittering like green flames—hell, even my skin seemed to glow all healthy and vibrant.

      “Uh, okay then,” I mumbled, handing her back the phone.

      Everbloom trees stood barren, twisted and gnarled versions of themselves, locked away in a perpetual state of hibernation, along the path. I never thought of how cruel that was, to stop a thing from growing and reaching its potential. The frost sprites and ice makers were not evil, their love of snow and ice and the cold was absolute. They worked hard to keep this part of the woods in a constant state of slumber.

      Kind of like how I worked hard to not waste a single drop of my powers before now. But I was different now. Something had changed inside of me with my admission of my feelings for Brandon, and my acceptance of the fact that, yes, I, Tana McKenna, fire witch, had friends. Real friends who were more like family to me, more like my coven, than any Incendo Coven hopeful I had ever met at Westwood.

      Ready or not.

      I was coming, and the bastards who hurt my family better run.
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      “The Council of Covens would like us to believe all magical teleportation is highly secure, watched on all channels, but that’s a gross exaggeration,” Enok explained as we allowed him to take the lead.

      It was a forty-five minute walk through the Winter Forest to the east side of Brin Lake. The path there was rugged, overgrown with trees and shrubs. No students ever came so deep into the woods, and I was past worrying we would be stopped. Seasons changed on campus every couple of yards or so, and we were back into springtime, with budding trees and patches of bright green grass.

      “Is that true? That can’t be true!” Jade exclaimed, clearly scandalized.

      “It is. As a mage, I’ve had to relearn magic from the ground up,” he explained. There are several methods used for portal creation. Just remember, you need to focus on where you want to wind up, or the possibilities are endless,” Enok said, reaching into his pocket and pulling out what looked suspiciously like a skeleton key.

      Everyone stood around the key in a semicircle. My heart was pounding. This was it. Decision time.

      “Look guys, none of you need to come with me. He’s my Da. This is my job—”

      “I know you aren’t trying to brush us off,” Rio said, shaking her head.

      “She’s right,” Maia seconded. “We are in this with you, Red.”

      Once more, my heart squeezed. These fierce women were proving so much more than just friends. I could hardly believe they had my back, and I was not nearly strong enough to say no to their offers to help.

      Not yet, anyway.

      “Do we need to touch it?” Enid asked.

      “That’s what she said,” Jade replied with a snort.

      I looked up, noting the giggles and eye rolls with real joy. These people were my coven.

      Fuck what the Council said.

      Trusting in Enok’s skill, and in my friends, I waited for his instruction.

      “Okay, since most of us don’t know where this battlefield is, I am going to perform a cast that will lead us there using the latitude and longitude of the location, and a binding spell to hold us together. Just repeat the last part after me when I give the signal,” he instructed.

      “Take us to where the battle raged,

      Accipe nos, ubi debacchatus es,

      Where magic bled and blood forbade,

      Unde magia sanguinem mitti vetuit,

      Together to resolve our sister’s past,

      Una ad solvendas praeteritas sororis nostrae,

      Seeking answers for questions asked,

      Quaerens responsa pro quaestionibus.

      Protection in our travels, we beg you grant us leave,

      In peregrinationibus nostris tutamen, quaesumus, concede nobis veniam.”

      Enok looked up, nodding at us. As one, we reached our fingers to touch the key, and repeated the last part of his cast.

      “Quaesumus, concede nobis veniam.”

      Magic sizzled in the air. The scent of ozone was strong as a cold wind whipped around our bodies. My flaming red hair slapped me in the face, but I dared not move. The slightest thing could upset the course, and I desperately needed to get to the battleground to find my father, and possibly uncover what happened to the witches and wizards who died there. Grandmother Newton, especially.

      Traveling by portal kinda sucked if you weren’t used to it. Even then, it was grossly uncomfortable. Like having the wind sucked out of you while riding the fastest, bumpiest rollercoaster the world had ever seen.

      I landed on my feet with some of us, but Rio ended up in Magnus’ arms, and Enid was sprawled out on the floor. I was seriously worried about the latter, knowing Magnus had Rio’s back, plus the water witch was a badass in her own right. Enid had no known elemental affiliation, and as to what magical talents she possessed, so far it was like weirdo prophecies and fainting. Not really beneficial in a fight. And for all I knew, we were walking into a big one.

      Magnus raised his hand, a signal for us to stop moving. I froze and looked around. We’d ended up in a grassy knoll a few feet away from what looked like a ravaged field. I sniffed the air, the taint of magic and death hung heavily on the land.

      “This place is cursed,” Enid whispered.

      Magnus’ head turned to the side and suddenly, a familiar shape appeared in the sky. It got bigger as it drew nearer, and my whole body seemed to sigh in relief.

      “Holy cow!”

      “Um, I barely passed biology in high school, but I don’t think that’s a cow,” Enid mumbled.

      She was right, of course. That was no cow.

      It was a dragon.

      “Brandon,” I whispered his name into the wind like it was a prayer falling from my lips.

      His diamond-shaped black scales glittered like obsidian glass, and the silver on his chest blazed in the sunlight, so bright it was blinding. But nothing could make me look away. Not even the tears trying to protect my eyes from the shine.

      I heard that same clicking noise again, the flintlock sounding mechanism that preceded his flame, but Brandon did not use his fire. Instead, he tucked it away, and his beast, returning to his human form. A flick of his hand and he was clothed, something I’d never heard other shifters capable of.

      “Druid perk,” he murmured, reaching me first and pressing his forehead to mine in greeting. “I missed you, mo spréach.”

      “What does that mean?” Jade asked, and I opened my eyes.

      “Don’t you dare tell her before you tell me,” I said, laughter bubbling in my throat.

      Brandon tossed his head back and chuckled once before cupping my face and dropping a rough kiss on my lips that made my toes curl. Some women wanted sweet and soft, but not me. I was fiery tempered and had the magic to match. I liked my man just the way he was, powerful and edgy, with enough fire and spice to match me.

      Who are you kidding, Tana McKenna?

      You don’t just like the man.

      You love him.

      That was the truth, but I was holding my tongue. At least, for now. My future at Westwood was very unclear, and far as I knew, a sentinel could not leave his post until his vow was complete. It was forbidden and enforced by magic. I would not have him on the run for me.

      “Let’s go,” I said, and Brandon nodded.

      He was ready. I knew that, but I could not stop my heart from pounding or my pulse from racing. We were about to do something no witch or wizard had done in forty years. We were about to question the entire legitimacy of the establishment.

      I knew the second we entered the battlefield. My boots squished in the wet soil and when I took a closer look, it was not water that made this place muddy. It was blood.

      “How gross!” Jade gasped, walking as gingerly as the curvy little earth witch could.

      “Amazing. Still wet with blood after so many years.” Enok sounded shocked.

      “How?”

      “It’s not just blood,” Brandon answered. “See the green tinges there and there?”

      “What is it?” I asked, following fast as I could, considering his long stride.

      “Magical residue, but fresh, not old. The supernaturals who fell here did horribly, and someone is trying to cover it up,” he stated.

      “Supernaturals? Not just witches and wizards?” Enid asked.

      “No. Many species joined the witch wars. Many lives lost in battle,” Magnus replied.

      “Okay, this looks good. Now, I’m not a master of memory manipulation, but I brought a charm that should help us see what happened. I need a semicircle, and if those of you who can will call on your elements to help focus the charm, I think it will help,” Enok told the lot of us.

      We lined up around the mage, Maia the first to call a swirl of air, like a miniature tornado hovering over the palm of her right hand. Jade crouched down, her fingers digging into the soggy earth. I had never seen her work magic like this before, but her eyes blazed a beautiful combination of browns, greens, and gold swirls. Grass grew and vines wrapped around her wrists where she connected with the ground.

      Next, I turned to Rio. The water witch was glowing all over, and her blue hair floated like she was underwater. She raised her hands and droplets swirled at her command until she held two clear balls of liquid.

      I was up next. It had been months since I practiced my craft on purpose. Calling on my powers was potentially dangerous. My magic was volatile, angry at me for not using it, and I was scared.

      What if I blew up my friends?

      Shit.

      Maybe that was why Da insisted I not have any.

      Before I could panic, I felt Brandon sidle up next to me. His nearness comforted me like nothing I had felt since I was a babe in my mother’s arms. The small, fragile memory was all I had left of her. Brandon was here, so were my friends, and even if I never became the kind of fire witch I had once hoped to be, I knew hurting them was far from my mind. The thought was enough to bolster my resolve.

      “You got this, mo spréach.”

      The endearment fell so frequently from his lips, and still I had no idea what it meant. Determination was a good motivator, and I wanted to know what it was the big, sexy dragon hybrid kept calling me. Now wasn’t the time, though, so I would ask him later. Thinking that had me dead set on one thing for sure.

      There would, in fact, be a later.

      I’d make sure of it.

      I heard his satisfied rumble as I opened my eyes. Between my hands, that I held open as if waiting for someone to toss me a basketball, was a giant circle of flame, like my own personal sun, hovering right in front of me.

      Enok’s chant was too low for me to hear. Besides, I was concentrating on controlling my fire ball. It was hungry, begging to be loosed, wanting to grow. That was the greatest difference between the other elements and mine. Fire did not simply want to exist.

      Fire had an appetite for destruction that was unparalleled. The flames seemed to beg me for more, like a hungry newborn crying for milk. I swayed with the force of it, nearly cowing to the desires of the fire within me. This was the danger I tried not to acknowledge.

      How much of my magic was I spending on this spell?

      Was it going to burn up without me ever really using it?

      Maybe I should.

      Maybe I could.

      Just a little more power.

      A tiny bit more energy.

      I could burn this field.

      I could burn the town.

      Maybe even the world.

      “Tana!”

      Brandon’s voice brought me back from the intoxicating pleading of my powers. Shaken, I dropped the ball, literally, and Rio used her magic to douse the flames. I looked around me and noticed all the others had squashed their elements already.

      “Sorry,” I whispered, somewhat ashamed.

      But before I could get into that, something started to happen. The air pulsed and magic swirled. Enok grabbed Maia’s hand, and we all stepped back to watch.

      I saw the outline of my father crouching down in the center of the field. His voice filled the air as he called to the witch he’d brought with him, the necromancer.

      “That’s my father,” I said aloud.

      The others stood still, all of us entranced by what was happening. The sky seemed to darken as the two forms, one my Da, the other an unknown female, began to move.

      “Start the chant. Do you feel the energy here?” Da’s disembodied voice echoed, sounding like a poor quality recording.

      “Yes. The memory here is strong. I will call forth the blood,” the necromancer said, and began chanting in a foreign language.

      “That explains the blood on the ground,” murmured Jade.

      A few things happened then. The outline of my father and the necromancer were joined by even fainter outlines, echoes of the past. Sounds of a roaring battle were faded, muted almost, but present. I could make out people shouting, casting spells, causing destruction.

      “You mustn’t do it, Luc,” a witch shouted, and her voice sounded eerily familiar.

      “I’ve got to, Flo. We have to. They want to destroy the entire Mobilis Coven!” the man called Luc answered.

      “But it makes no sense. We keep the peace! Surely Francis does not mean for this to happen,” Flo replied breathlessly.

      “Francis has betrayed us. No one else knew we were convening here!”

      “But my daughter. If we do this, I’ll never see her again.”

      “We must, Flo, or more will die.”

      I sank to my knees, echoing the position my father’s outlined image took, and watched helplessly as the scene played out. Witches, wizards, shifters, and more were dying on the battlefield, all because someone named Francis had betrayed their position.

      I’d never heard of the Mobilis Coven, but apparently that was my maternal Grandmother’s coven. I covered my hand with my mouth as I watched the sacrifice she had made.

      “Break the line till the madness ends,

      Perfringere lineam usque ad finem furoris!”

      Flo and Luc chanted over and over until their screams filled the air and their outlines crumbled to ash. The power they’d used to nullify the sacred bonds had destroyed them both.

      “Holy shit.”

      I didn’t know who said that, only knew I was suffering inside. A gasp left my lips as I watched other outlined figures race onto the field, my father slapped down, and cuffed and dragged away as someone cast a spell, muting the scene so we could not hear it.

      “Fuck. They put a magical block on whatever transpired here,” Enok muttered angrily.

      Maia moved to comfort him, but I stayed where I was, Brandon by my side. My brain was busy piecing together flashes, memories from the past. My mother staying up late in her office, pulling out old files, reading, always reading deep into the night.

      “Ending a coven is no small thing. It requires breaking ties with the witches and wizards who’d vowed with their blood to remain loyal. I have never heard it done before,” Brandon spoke, interrupting the quiet that had fallen over us.

      “Here,” Jade said, handing out granola bars and bottles of water.

      This was a lot of information to take in, and I didn’t know what to do with it. We should probably go. I said as much, and the others nodded. The tone of our little adventure had changed to melancholy, and as I nibbled the cinnamon oat granola bar, I mourned the loss of a grandmother I never knew, a mother I missed dearly, and a father who had nothing but the taste for revenge to offer his small daughter.

      “We need to find out who Luc and Francis are,” I said to Brandon.

      He nodded, offering his hand, and I took it. I did not know if I could ever let go again. He was becoming a requirement for my very existence.

      “Someone is coming!” Enid shouted,

      We stood up as a group, forming a circle to better guard ourselves. Enid had shouted her warning a split second before a group of people appeared out of a shimmery doorway that had just popped up onto the grass.

      “Halt! Stop where you are!” voices shouted.

      Men and women wearing the same Westwood Academy sentinel uniform Magnus and Brandon often wore were barking orders at us, some had claws unsheathed, others had weapons raised. Behind them was Leanna Stolbright, sneering at us with a few angry looking wizards and witches bringing up the rear.

      “What is going on here? Have you students gotten lost?”

      “No.”

      “Well, actually—”

      “Er—”

      “They are here because of me, Miss Stolbright,” I said, stepping forward.
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      Brandon’s angry growl sounded behind me, and I knew the totally hot, possessive display should not turn me on, but it did.

      Not the time or place, Tana.

      “I knew it,” Stolbright sneered. “Seize them!”

      Now, I had never liked that woman, but hearing her shout an order that had sentinels seizing Enid and Jade roughly by the arms had me seeing red. Magnus and Enok rushed to defend and protect their mates.

      Brandon jumped in front of us all, the confused sentinels dropping the witches and backing up with the telltale flintlock click of his dragon followed by a guttural roar that shook the very ground we stood on.

      “What? No! They’ve got the dragon under a spell! Seize the fire witch!”

      “Brandon?”

      One of the sentinels called his name, but it sounded more like a question to my ears. I’d heard shifters could hear truths and lies, and since I knew Stolbright was lying, they likely heard it, too.

      “You do not want to do this,” Brandon said in a loud and clear voice.

      “Are you bewitched? It is our duty to protect Westwood Academy and obey the orders of the admins there—”

      “I am myself, and I promise if you proceed with this, I will attack. My dragon demands it.”

      “What the fuck, Brandon?” another asked.

      “The fire witch is mine, Daniel. She is my mate,” my beautiful dragon hybrid replied, and heat pooled in my belly.

      We’d made love and yes, he’d bitten me, but this was the first time Brandon had verbally claimed me. I did not know much about dragon shifters, secretive as they were, but I knew my heart belonged to him for however long he wanted it.

      “Always, mo spréach,” he replied as if he’d heard me.

      Maybe he did.

      I couldn’t be sure how these things worked.

      “Fucking shifter mate loyalty bullshit. Seize him, I said,” Stolbright repeated angrily, sending a lightning bolt of power toward Brandon.

      “No!” I screamed.

      Everything went hazy then. I reached out with my bare hand, catching the heated spell she’d cast in my mate’s direction. Growling, as if I too were a beast, I turned it around and sent it spiraling toward the ground to be fanned out by the mud and muck at our feet.

      Chaos erupted as sentinels disagreed over how to proceed, shifting to their animal forms in their heightened emotional state. Brandon’s dragon ripped free from his skin as he battled to keep the more powerful creatures from attacking us. Magnus’s arms elongated into tentacles, and he flung wizards and beasts away when they got too close.

      A few wizards who’d traveled with Stolbright and Armstrong began to send shots of magic aimed to hurt my friends.

      Fuck that.

      Brandon roared, shooting angry red flames in a line to stop the bears and wolves from crossing. There were two enormous thunderbirds who had no problem getting over the wall of fire.

      But I trusted him and Magnus and the others to hold their own. My fight was with Stolbright. She approached me with hatred glowing in her eyes.

      “I’ve been waiting for you to slip up, McKenna. Just like your snooping father. Well, there are some things better off left buried. Some people, too!” She reached back and aimed a green ball of power at me.

      I’d been saving my power for so long, it was a miracle I knew how to use it at all. But I called my fire to me, and felt my body buzz and hum, pulling me off the ground until I floated with the help of bright orange and red flames that seemed to cover my entire body. It was like I stood on stilts made of fire, and when I looked, my arms, too, were elongated by the flames.

      “It’s impossible!” Stolbright screamed as I caught her paltry spell in my flaming hands and crushed it, absorbing the magic into my own.

      My fierce dragon flew above me, making sure the others stood down as Stolbright continued to try, and best me with her magic. The scout was good, I’d give her that. But I had fury and repressed power on my side.

      “What do you know about my father?” I asked in a voice that rumbled with magic.

      “Your father is a traitor!”

      “Where is he, Stolbright? I demand you bring him here.”

      “Ha! You demand? The Council has him now, and he will pay for trespassing on this sacred battleground—”

      “Sacred? Is that why the history books lie about what happened here?”

      “You don’t know what you are talking about. Your magic is wasted on you. The world is bleeding power, and we are getting weaker, you stupid girl! Can’t you see that? Are you a spy like your father? Want to spread rumor and fear monger like him, yeah?”

      “What are you saying? I just want to know who killed my mother! Where is my father?”

      Stolbright growled and charged me, green power buzzing along her body, but I was ready, and she was correct.

      Her magic was weaker than mine.

      I wrapped my hand around her throat, lifting her clean off the floor. She kicked at me, sputtering while I squeezed, and I heard the others shout my name.

      I saw Brandon’s eyes widen as he changed back to his human form, but still he kept the others away, trusting me to do what was right. Maybe he overestimated me, I don’t know for sure. But I did know I wanted to kill her right then.

      I felt my fire’s hunger for what was hers, its need to feed on her power. Nausea filled me and I released my hold, dropping the foul witch onto the muddy ground. I closed my eyes, screaming loudly as I pulled my magic back inside myself. It was a struggle. Fire like mine did not want to be contained.

      “Everyone, stand down!” someone yelled, and I felt the whip of magic lash across my very soul.

      “Brandon,” I murmured, too depleted to pick myself off the blood and magic soaked field.

      “I’ve got you, mo spréach.”

      His warmth engulfed me, and I realized I was shivering, shaking in the aftermath of expending so much magic. My foggy brain tried to process what was happening.

      I saw Stolbright kneeling on the ground, her hands cuffed behind her, along with the few wizards who’d traveled here with her.

      The sentinels were back in their skin. They seemed to be helping my friends, and I was grateful. I recognized Headmistress Armstrong there, giving orders, and looking furious as fuck. The green medallion around her neck was pulsating angrily and swirls of power seemed to surround her.

      “Everyone okay?” I whispered, so weak, I knew I was minutes from passing out.

      “Yes, mo spréach. You protected us all,” Brandon growled, and I smiled. I knew he was pissed, and I kinda liked having that effect on him.

      “Bring her here,” Armstrong called, and I felt my mate tense.

      “S’okay,” I murmured, reassuring him.

      “Ah, Miss McKenna, I see you are spent. Bring her to the infirmary. Our discussion will wait.”

      Brandon nodded and whispered for me to hold on. I didn’t understand why I’d have to do that until I felt his body heat and grow. Hard muscles became glossy scales, impossible to clutch, but he held me in his claws, and I knew was safe.

      You have no idea how safe you are with me, his voice whispered inside my head.

      “Oh, really?” I answered softly.

      Aye, Tana McKenna, witch of my heart. You have the dragon’s fealty.

      “The fealty of a dragon? What does that mean, exactly?” I asked, safe from the wind in the cocoon of his claws.

      Means you have my body. You have my heart. There is nothing I wouldn’t do, no world I wouldn’t burn to keep you safe. Everything I’ve been taught, a thousand years of dragon tradition, tossed out the window, mo spréach. You’ve changed everything.

      “Is that good or bad?” I asked, suddenly scared of his answer.

      It’s everything. You are everything. Now rest, we’re almost there.

      “One more question,” I asked, as the heaviness started seeping in. “What does mo spréach mean?”

      Ah, I wondered if you would remember. First, let me explain, to a dragon, our fire is life. Without our flame, we die.

      “That’s terrible.”

      Yes, it can be terrible. But it is also what makes it precious. There’s no fire without a spark, mo spréach. And that is what you are. My spark.

      Brandon’s heartfelt words whispered into my ear with powers of our bond, and I felt my very soul rejoice. He’d likened me to his spark, and I’d never understood until just now what to make of our tempestuous relationship.

      Now, I knew.

      I was his spark, and he was my flame. Together, we could destroy worlds, but that was not on my agenda. I just wanted to know the truth, find my father, and maybe get back to school.

      Sounds good, mo spréach. Now, sleep.

      Bossy, I thought, and lost consciousness as the rumbling laughter of my dragon lulled me to sleep.
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      I awoke to the familiar click-clacking refrain of high-heeled shoes on a tiled floor. It smelled like antiseptic, burned paper, and olive oil. A weird combination until I remembered I’d been in a fight, was cradled in my dragon’s claws and brought back to Westwood’s infirmary.

      Opening one eye, I saw Headmistress Armstrong deep in discussion with a healer as she went over what I suspected was my chart. I was still tired, but feeling fine.

      More so when I felt a welcomed warmth at my side.

      “There you are, mo spréach,” Brandon whispered, brushing his hand over my head and lowering his forehead to mine in his trademarked greeting.

      He kissed my eyelids, my nose, and my mouth, and I responded in kind, my heart soaring from his attentions.

      Christ, I loved him.

      “I love you too, my Tana.”

      “And that’s enough of that now,” Gran said, and I gasped, turning to look at the woman who’d practically raised me.

      “Gran?”

      “Of course, child, did you think I would stay away from ya?”

      Green eyes similar to mine danced with joy as she came forward and gave me her own backbreaking hug. She sighed and sniffed, murmuring stuff and nonsense, offering comfort. I lapped it up greedily, like a thirsty dog at a water fountain.

      Brandon gave us some space, but he did not leave the room. I was grateful for both things as I sniffled and gave in to the heartache that filled me.

      “I saw what happened, Gran. They took Da. I don’t know where.”

      “Easy, love. I’ve hired a lawyer, an old witch friend from my academy days. He’ll be out tomorrow latest. They fined him for trespassing.”

      “Thank God!” I cried out, happy to hear the news.

      “But what about Ma? Stolbright let it slip there was this big conspiracy and a coverup—"

      “She said quite a few things then, didn’t she, Miss McKenna,” Headmistress Armstrong entered my room, closing the door behind her.

      I sat up, eyeing the woman distrustfully.

      How could I take anything she said when she was part of the machine, determined to lie to us and keep us in the dark?

      My Da might be a lot of things, but he was right. The Council of Covens had a secret agenda, and Armstrong was at the heart of it.

      “I understand your reluctance to trust in me, Tana,” the headmistress said. “Mrs. McKenna, Mr. Flint, you are welcome to stay, but I must have assurances what I am about to reveal stays here. It is for your safety, and Tana’s that I insist on this,” she said.

      “Yes, of course,” Gran said, nodding her head and narrowing her eyes at the ex-professor.

      “I swear it,” Brandon agreed readily.

      “You know, when I accepted the position as head of the Council, I wanted to make changes for the better. I was alive during the wars, worked in the transmissions offices for the forerunner office that later became the Council. We were called the Legalis Coven.”

      I waited patiently while Armstrong paced the room, expelling on her history. I admit a lot of the info went over my head. Whether because I simply did not understand it, or because I was still addled from my magical use, I could not say.

      “Before the wars, elementals worked together, forming covens and feeding each other’s creativity. Once the Council put a stop to that by dividing the elementals and keeping them apart, something started happening. Something they did not want to tell anyone,” Armstrong said quietly.

      “We’re losing magic,” I finished for her, recalling what Stolbright let slip.

      “Yes, Miss McKenna,” the headmistress replied, ignoring my Gran’s sharp intake of breath.

      “The world is losing magic. It has always been a finite thing. Once used, magic is supposed to be absorbed back into the ether, to be gifted to the next magical creature birthed. Witches, of course, can inherit stores, and magic and gifts are often passed from generation to generation.”

      “What does it mean?” I asked.

      “It means witches and wizards are in trouble—”

      “Just us?”

      “Yes. We have not seen a ripple effect yet, on other creatures, but we can’t rule it out. Fire magic is important, Tana—”

      “For making candles?” I snorted, annoyed.

      “No,” she replied, and shook her head, moving closer to me. “Fire magic is rebirth. It is the very thing every practicing witch should know, but is no longer taught. It is why we light candles during rituals and bonfires to ward off the dark. Fire is the replenishment of magic. It is why, when you wielded yours against Stolbright, you felt its hunger, yes?”

      “Yes,” I admitted, shocked to my core.

      “You felt your fire’s hunger and feared it. It made you sick, right?”

      “Yes. How did you know?”

      “That feeling happened because it was not your magic to keep. The important part of a fire practitioner’s arsenal is in the release.”

      “The release,” I parroted, and understanding dawned.

      Every fire used heat energy, releasing it as light and gas and other matter. Magic fire consumed other magic, releasing it back into the universe, sending it to the ether. But fire witches had been damn near crippled. Reduced to candle makers and bonfire keepers. Important aspects, yes, but it was not all we did.

      “So, you’re telling me this, why?” I asked, my gaze darting to Gran and Brandon.

      I worried about them being present.

      Would this hurt them in some way?

      I sat up straighter, wishing I could somehow send them from the room. One determined look from my Gran, and I knew she would never move. Neither would my protective mate. His dragon rumbled, and I reached out with my hand to touch his arm, drawing strength and warmth from the contact.

      “I know you might find this hard to believe, Miss McKenna, but I am working on a solution.”

      “How do I know that? How can I trust you to free the covens and the witches and wizards who are bound by Council law, your law, when you just want to control everything?” I asked, anger coursing through my veins.

      “The Council was formed to stop war. At least, that was what they told us,” she admitted. “They did not want individual covens to inherit too much power, and as we know from seeing you and your roommates working together, elementals are stronger when they mix with others,” Armstrong said. She turned a circle around the room, shaking her head sadly.

      “We all lost kin in the war. But what’s worse is the fact we lost sight of the truth.”

      “You’re telling me I was sent to dorm room 563W, because you wanted to recreate some sort of multi-elemental coven experiment?”

      Damn.

      That was a lot to take in.

      My new friends, the sisters of my heart, we only knew each other because Armstrong was playing at something.

      “After all, what is fire without air or a storm without water? Can there be growth if plants are not nourished? Witches need each other, Miss McKenna, and the old Council laws are stifling us. I’m trying to make changes—”

      “You used us!” I accused, shaking with rage.

      Brandon moved in front of me, assuming a protective stance, and I felt his growl reverberate in the small room.

      “She’s right, Armstrong,” Gran said, backing me up. “You put a bunch of girls in danger to be your test subjects. That’s unconscionable.”

      “I know the situation was not ideal, but I think you will agree, Tana, it was not all bad,” she said, casting her gaze toward Brandon, then back to me.

      I hated she might be right. After all, I would not know Brandon or any of them without Armstrong’s little experiment. Trying to imagine my life without them was difficult, to say the least. Rio, Maia, Jade, and Enid were a part of my life. I did not want to give them up. Along with Magnus, Enok, and Brandon, they were the best of me.

      “What about my parents? I want my Da freed. And I want answers about my mother.”

      “I can assure you, your father will be free tonight. Yes, Mrs. McKenna, the lawyer you hired, has already petitioned the Council on his behalf. I signed the paperwork for his release before I came in here,” Armstrong told my Gran.

      “Now, as for your mother, I believe she was killed for asking too many questions about her mother’s death. Florence Newton and Luc Starre sacrificed themselves to save the rest of their coven.”

      “From what?” I asked.

      “Not what,” Brandon replied, shocking me. “Who. Isn’t that right, Headmistress?”

      “Yes, who, Mr. Flint. By the way, the Watchman sent me your petition, and it is granted,” she said.

      I was curious, but I did not interrupt. Whoever had been out to get my maternal grandmother, they had also been the cause of my mother’s death. I was so close to getting answers.

      “The last battle ended when a fire witch, your grandmother, consumed too much energy to withstand the burn. She joined forces with Luc Starre, an air witch. In combining their two elements, they severed the bond of their entire coven. Alas, the power destroyed them as well.”

      “The Mobilis Coven,” I said, surprising Armstrong.

      Yes, I was glad to see her shock. But it was short-lived.

      “In a statement after the fact, the Legalis Coven assumed control, calling themselves the Council of Covens. They claimed Florence Newton and Luc Starre had gone rogue.”

      “Aye, I remember that. They were said to have formed an unholy alliance to take more magic than was theirs to hold. I admit, I was not thrilled when my son brought your mother home to meet me. Of course, after getting to know the sweet girl, I changed my mind,” Gran added, frowning sadly.

      “The Council came out against the two, stating loudly and often that no one witch or wizard or coven should have that much power. I agreed at the time,” Armstrong admitted. “But I forgot then that diversity is the mother of invention. We segregated the elementals, keeping fire, water, earth, and air apart. But we were wrong. We need them now more than ever. We need a new Mobilis Coven,” Armstrong said.

      “And you want us to be that?” I asked, astounded.

      Excitement filled me, and fear. So much so, it was difficult to breathe. It had been so long since I felt part of anything, and here was this person telling me the alliances I’d made and friendships I’d forged were part of some grand plan.

      Well, I might not agree with her methods, but I agreed with one thing. There was something very special about the witches in room 563W. Whether it was Armstrong or the Fates who’d made the decision to bring us together, well, they could duke it out. I was just glad we were a team.

      “Miss McKenna, I know it is hard to believe but you and your friends are that already. There will be mistakes along the way. Hardships and whatnot, but I believe in you all. The facts are magic is dying and we are all suffering because of it. If left unchecked, the power of witches and wizards will continue to dwindle until it is blinked out of existence. I can only assume the other races will follow.”

      Was she trying to scare me shitless?

      I swallowed hard, stomach knotting at the very suggestion.

      Magic dying?

      Fuck.

      That was really bad.

      Holy understatement.

      “You and your friends are destined to bring it back, Miss McKenna.”

      I waited a beat before nodding. I might not like the fact she manipulated us, but she was not wrong. I had to tell the others. If we were going to work toward fixing this mess, we had a lot to do.

      “Okay,” I said. Whatever the others decided, I was in.
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      “Creation is important to everything,” Enok said to Enid and Rio.

      They were going over another private magic lesson. The mage had taken it upon himself to start a study group for the former normals. I hated to interrupt, but I figured now was as good a time as any. Jade had just finished popping a veritable mountain of heavenly smelling popcorn—mine with a touch of rosemary oil and sea salt, and we were all sitting around the living room.

      “Guys, I have something I need to share,” I said, sitting crisscross applesauce on the cool floor.

      Now that I’d started using my powers to train, I was never cold like before. But I loved it when Brandon came and sat behind me, pulling me between his legs and encompassing me in his dragony heat.

      Sexy beautiful mate.

      I still could not believe he was mine, but in case I forgot, he’d given me another claiming mark just last night. However, this was not a mating bite. This mark sat high on my neck, just beneath my ear, and I could not stop touching the smooth skin there. I bit my lip, recalling how we’d been a deliciously sweaty tangle of arms and legs when he’d asked me formally to be his.

      “You already hold my heart, mo spréach. Now, I ask you, will you hold my dragon as well?”

      Of course, I replied yes.

      Like, fuck yes.

      I’d been reading about dragon mates, and when a male chose his female, the dragon part of him marked her with his sigil as well, a ward of protection only the most powerful supernaturals could give, and even then, they only gave it once in a lifetime.

      Did I mention dragons lived very long lifetimes?

      Anticipation made me tremble even harder than the three orgasms he’d just given me. No one ever made me feel like Brandon Flint did. The man was a god between the sheets, and he made me feel like a goddess.

      “It will burn, but for a moment,” he’d whispered, kissing the spot his beast chose.

      Using his dragon’s breath, he’d blown heated air onto my skin, branding me as his with a small dragon shaped mark right on my skin. I touched it now to give me strength for what was to come. First, I needed to talk to my roommates.

      “When I was in the infirmary, Armstrong came to see me. She told me a truth you might find hard to believe,” I began and retold the story she’d shared with me.

      “So, magic is not replenishing properly? I knew something was wrong with the ether, but I did not suspect it was this bad,” Enok muttered, steepling his hands.

      “But the fix is easy, right?” Rio asked, blue hair swirling about her shoulders. “I mean, we are a fucking coven, right?”

      “She’s right,” Maia agreed, one hand rubbing the spot between her mate’s shoulder blades. “The way I see it, we always do better together than apart. It makes sense this, what was it? Oh yeah. This Mobilis Coven, must have been tough as fuck with a bunch of badass elementals in it.”

      “Okay, wait. I need a recap to catch up,” Jade said, munching on some popcorn. Hers had cheese powder and crushed red pepper flakes on it.

      “So, we need to unleash magic to stop it from being drained from the world and blinked out of existence otherwise, witches and wizards will just like combust or something, soon to be followed by other supernaturals. Oh, and the Council knows, and they actually did this. Armstrong wants us, a bunch of students, to find some way to fight their laws. That about right?” she asked.

      “Yes, actually,” I said, shocked at the concise way she’d summed that all up.

      “Okay, I am in,” she said.

      “Wait, really? I mean, Jade, you might want to think about it a while—”

      “What for?” she asked in reply. “Tana, it is clear you are in. You said so yourself, we are a family. Where you go, I go. So, ladies, gents, and anyone in-between, we all in?”

      “Yes!”

      “Hell yeah!”

      “Damn straight.”

      “Where you go, I go,” Brandon murmured, when I turned around on my knees to face him.

      “I love you,” I whispered, wrapping my arms around him and hugging him tightly.

      “Boo! No more PDAs, guys! Seriously, I have not had a date in weeks!” Jade bellowed and tossed a handful of popcorn at me and Brandon.

      “We should go to the spring mingle,” Maia announced, and the conversation turned to mingles, single boys for Jade and Enid, and what clothes everyone was going to wear.

      “Do not raid my closet, airhead!” I shouted as I stood up to answer the door.

      Brandon followed behind me, the big smexy sentinel was protective as fuck, something I found incredibly attractive. When I opened the door, I gasped out loud. Standing there with his five o’clock shadow, looking like hell, was my father.

      “Da!”

      “Baby girl,” he murmured as I wrapped my arms around him and hugged him tight.

      “You’re out. Why didn’t someone call me?”

      “I told them not to. Look, I wanted to see you in person, Tana, I know I’ve been a right shit dad, but I had to come tell you to your face. I am so proud of you,” he muttered, breaking down.

      We both cried and hugged, and I felt one of the holes I’d been carrying around my whole life slowly filling during this reunion. Brandon stood behind me and I saw my father’s green gaze flicker to him, then me, and finally, to the mark on my neck.

      “Da, this is Brandon, he’s my—well, he’s mine,” I said, claiming Brandon’s hand and squeezing it tightly.

      “I see. Nice to meet you Brandon, I’m Taylor McKenna.”

      “Sir,” Brandon replied, shaking Da’s hand.

      “Well, I need to go. Armstrong hired me to research what she thinks will happen without intervention. But look, I want you to know I am available day or night for you, daughter. Call me anytime, all right?”

      “What about Ma’s killers?”

      “I’ve been hunting them so long, I lost track of what was important. That’s you, Tana. If we can’t stop magic from dying, our future is lost. I won’t forget myself in the past anymore. Besides, turns out this is what your mother was working on in secret. I found her old diary,” he said, pulling out a small black notebook and handing it to me.

      “Read that and when you are done, send it back to me, all right?”

      “Yeah, Da, thanks.”

      “Good girl. Now you, lad, watch out for my daughter. Keep her safe, eh?”

      “Yes, sir. I would lay waste to universes for her.”

      “Well. He’s pretty fucking scary, ain’t he?” Da said, smirking at me. “You just might be good enough for my baby girl then after all.”

      I laughed at that and hugged my father one last time. He lifted a lock of my hair and held it to his nose.

      “You look just like her, Tana. Smell like her, too. You’re the best of us, girl. Be safe.”

      I wiped my tears after closing the door and allowed Brandon to usher me to my, er, our room. The special consideration Brandon had been given from the Watchman was to leave the sentinel barracks and stay here with me, as my bonded mate.

      It was a little heavy-handed, but that was the way of dragons. Even hybrid ones. I was not after changing the man. I loved him exactly the way he was, scales and all.

      Brandon carried me inside, closing the door with a flick of his power. For him, it was effortless. No charms or casts, just his will. And what a mighty will my man had.

      “I’m sorry,” I said when he laid me down.

      “For what?”

      “For making us wait so long. For denying what we were to each other.”

      I knew Brandon understood me. He had me now more than ever, but his silver eyes heated with an intensity that shattered me.

      Fuck.

      He was the breath in my body.

      The blood in my veins.

      My reason.

      My hope.

      My spark.

      “I love you, mo spréach, and there is nothing I would not do for you, even waiting an eternity for you to love me back.”

      “Mine,” I whispered, pulling him down to me.

      I needed to feel his body against mine. Crashing my mouth to his, I poured everything I felt for my love into my kiss. We were both born of fire, tempestuous and strong, and together we burned brighter than the sun.

      I ran my fingers through Brandon’s thick, coal-black locks as he worked his way down my body. He’d developed quite the knack for removing both our clothes without tearing them once I moaned over the loss of my favorite pair of jeans.

      Of course, I didn’t really mind, but this way was just as sexy. My man had untapped magical potential, something dragons did not like to share, and I did not blame them.

      Just look what the Council did to its own kind.

      He sucked my nipple into his mouth and all thoughts of anything else but him fled my mind.

      “Eyes on me if you want to come anytime tonight,” he demanded.

      My eyes moved of their own accord, as if my body was aware its master was talking. Fucking hell, it probably was. I knew from experience just how long the man could draw out an orgasm. He had my full attention, and his responding growl told me he knew it, too.

      Smug bastard.

      I loved that about him.

      Giving over control of myself was not something I ever thought I would do, but with Brandon running the show, I had nothing to worry about. His love burned for me like an unending inferno, something that touched me to my very soul. I felt it in our matebond. That was the white hot magical tie that connected us both.

      Tethered, that was the word for it. Brandon and I were tethered to each other. Bound by unbreakable loyalty, unmistakable love, unwavering devotion. Passion like this was rare, but it was possible.

      I knew that now.

      Gasping, I clutched his shoulders as he licked and sucked and bit kisses down my body, over my dripping sex, past my shaking thighs, to the backs of my knees, and even the tips of my toes. He left no part of me untouched, no inch unkissed. Brandon was devout in his worship of my flesh, and I was a slave to his desires.

      “Almost ready, mo spréach,” he growled, teasing my slit with the tips of two thick fingers.

      Was he insane?

      I was there.

      Like, right fucking there.

      I groaned and cried out, tried to move my hips to get more of him inside of me, but the damned man held me down with his powers. I’d be lying if I said I didn’t like it. He was rough and dominant, surprisingly affectionate, and smoking hot—literally, which I just absolutely loved.

      I could not imagine life without him.

      As he moved over me, pressing his hard, heavy body on top of mine, I realized I never wanted to.

      “Now you’re ready for me, mo spréach. Show me,” he growled and I did.

      Fuck yes, I did.

      Brandon Flint was not my undoing. He was my culmination.
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      End of the semester…

      

      Brandon removed the pile of debris I’d just created with one of my pyromantics spells. I’d been working to master my element in my spare time, careful to release my magic back into my own stores—a trick I’d learned after researching the things Headmistress Armstrong had told me.

      I was able to do that and so much more now, including sending a lightning bolt to zap my cute as fuck mate right on his superb gluteus maximus.

      “Tana,” he growled my name, and made that telltale clicking noise behind his teeth.

      I stifled my giggle and offered him a wink, turning the page on the ancient tome I was using to help with my training. I knew the bolt would not hurt him as he’d explained, his dragon nature made him virtually fireproof. All that time I wasted thinking I was going to hurt the man with my out of control magic, and there was simply no way I could have.

      SMH.

      “Tana? Brandon? Where are you guys? I passed! I finally passed!”

      Jade came hobbling into my secret little clearing, waving her tablet in hand. The earth witch had been worrying all semester about failing. Whatever. She was a smarty pants, and we all knew it. But I was glad she was happy.

      “Jade! What the hell happened?” I gasped, standing up to run to my friend’s side.

      One leg was in a cast, and she had a pair of crutches dangling under one armpit. Brandon turned to see if we needed help, but must have drawn his own conclusions since the tiny female could not shut up about her class.

      “Today was the final exam in Earthquake Anatomy, and we were supposed to show the class a small demonstration on a model, only, well, mine went a little far.”

      “A little far? Jade, what the hell happened?” I asked again.

      “OMG, fine! I created a mini earthquake in the Tellus Coven Ampitheatre,” she said shrugging her shoulders up to her ears.

      “Ah, I thought I heard a rumble,” Brandon commented, and I glared at my mate.

      “A little rumble? She could have died!”

      “No way. I can move dirt and rocks and stuff, Tana. I was fine,” she said.

      “Fine? Then explain that,” I said, glaring at the cast.

      “Oh, well, that happened because Emma Jacobs, that hoity toity brat, was playing damsel in distress. What do I know? I thought she needed help, so I used some magic to move a few rocks, then she started screaming, and the rest of the class panicked, and well, I tripped over a crevice, dropped a twenty pound piece of granite on my ankle, and I have to wear this freaking thing for a month,” she mumbled. “But I passed!”

      I threw my arms around Jade, pulling her in for a tight squeeze. This bubbly, bouncy, friendly earth witch was going to be the death of me. I turned my head at Brandon’s sudden snarl, picking up what he must have already heard.

      Someone was coming.

      “Brandon?”

      “Not one of ours,” he confirmed, and I moved in front of Jade.

      “What is it? Should I call the girls?” she asked.

      “Miss Montrose? Miss Montrose! Finally, there you are,” the young wizard grumbled, and I recognized him as Arlo Glenn.

      He was a student at Westwood Academy, affiliated with the healing magics, if my memory was correct. I recalled seeing him when I had been in the infirmary, recovering from my encounter with Miss Stolbright, who had not been seen on campus since. Anyway, it explained why the wizard was racing after Jade with a bag in hand.

      “You know, I would not have spent forty-eight minutes setting up charms to mend your leg if I’d have known you were going to flout my orders,” he grumbled, kneeling in front of Jade to check on the cast.

      “You followed me all the way out here?” she asked, eyes wide.

      “Well, yes. You need your healing potion. Besides, you’re, er, you’re my patient,” Arlo said, and I noticed his cheeks had gone all ruddy.

      “Oh,” Jade replied, appearing disappointed.

      “That’s it, this is coming undone. Let’s go,” Arlo said, standing up and taking hold of Jade’s shoulders.

      “Oh, I was just talking to my roommate—”

      “Perfect. Here, you can follow with these,” Arlo said, handing me the crutches and potion, and Jade’s other personal effects. The woman brought a huge purse filled with enough snacks, water bottles, portable charges, and a million other things everywhere she went. Even when she was just walking to the trash chute.

      Jade’s brows furrowed, and I could tell the earth witch was ready to blow. Too bad the blond giant was having none of that.

      “I suggest you stop speaking now, Miss Montrose, or I might drop you,” he winked at me as he leaned down and scooped my petite roomie up into his brawny arms, princess-style.

      “Hey! I am too heavy! You can’t possibly carry me—”

      “Watch me,” he grumbled, and marched off, turning back once to look at me with his eyebrows raised in question.

      “Oh, our dorm is in the west wing. Room 563W,” I told him.

      “Really, Tana? Traitor!” Jade yelled, and by then I was on the forest floor laughing my ass off.

      Brandon shook his head, a sexy grin splitting his face as he leaned down to scoop me off the floor in a similar manner to the way Arlo had manhandled Jade.

      Ooh, I really liked the sound of that word, and I was already counting the ways I wanted Brandon to manhandle me once we got back in our room. And no, there was nothing antifeminist about it. A real woman knew what she wanted, and she gave fuck all about anyone who had anything to say about it.

      I was certainly that and more.

      A real woman.

      A fire witch.

      A daughter and granddaughter.

      Bonded mate to the dragon hybrid.

      Roommates with a crazy wonderful coven of witches unlike any the world had seen in almost five decades.

      But mostly I was me. Tana McKenna. And that was all right. More than that, even. It was fantastic. Yes, tomorrow was still uncertain. The future of magic was still unclear. But I would not waste another day looking behind me.

      No more of that now, Tana.

      From now on, I was going to live in the present. With Brandon. With my friends and family. I was learning how to bend my fire power, to release it back into the ether, and to call it home to me. I was growing stronger, more confident, braver, and more secure with each passing day.

      I stared at the mark Brandon had received when he first made his vows to Westwood. The W had started to shift, looking more like an M now. Scales and flames etched alongside it, drops, and wind swirls, too. I could not help the grin that spread across my face.

      My friends and I were changing things at Westwood. We were building a new Mobilis Coven right under the noses of the Council, with the help of their head. It was dangerous, to say the least. But it might be the only thing that could save us.

      I was not alone anymore. I was part of something bigger than myself, and in joining that quest, I had actually found myself.

      “Ready to go, mo spréach?”

      I leaned back and looked into the silver glittering eyes of the dragon hybrid who owned my heart.

      “As long as you’re with me, I’m ready for anything.”

      And I meant it.
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      We hope you truly enjoyed reading Sigils & Spells: A Limited Edition Collection of Magical Paranormal Romance and Urban Fantasy Tales (Charmed Magic Collections). We hope we were able to pull you away from your daily stress for even a little while, and introduce you to a few of our amazing authors. We hope we've intrigued you into checking out the backlists of these authors.
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      Yours Faithfully,
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