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            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      Charlotte

      

      “Aw yeah! Look at me! It’s happening. I’m spaaaarkliiing.” I reached over and fist bumped Firian.

      “Chou Omega mode achieved,” he said. “Just in time for the sunrise.”

      “Should we go to bed? Now that you mention it…am I blind?” I blinked at him. My eyes were dry yet watery and I was also kinda starving.

      Firian started unbuttoning his shirt. He tapped my chin and I realized I was watching him.

      “Not blind,” he said, giving me a soft kiss.

      “Good.” I wrapped my arms around his neck, and he lifted me up and dropped me on the bed. My sock feet caught his knees, and I arched into him.

      “This is the life,” I murmured. “Just playing video games all night with you and Alec…no worries. No technology sickness.” After some marathon sessions, we had finally achieved the big new level up feature in Fortune’s Favor.

      He paused only a second. “I’m just glad you’re safe, Charlotte. Safe from everything…but me.” He slid a hand up my t-shirt and pulled the fabric up, baring my breasts, giving my nipples a little nip, which shot eager lightning bolts down to my core. Is that why they were called nipples? Because it felt good when someone nipped them? Whoever named them that knew what was up, I thought. They would have just been called ‘suckles’ or ‘nursers’ or something.

      Firian dragged me back out of my inane thoughts, which was a necessary skill for all my boys to have, by tugging down my pajama pants and spreading my legs so he could skillfully stroke me with his tongue.

      Girls, all y’all should date a canine shifter. They love to get their tongues in there. Oh man. Oh damn, I had missed Firian for unselfish reasons but also highly selfish ones. I dug my fingers in his hair.

      I heard little “boop” sounds from the chat box as Alec was obviously trying to talk to us. He was typing from Firian’s cabin on the other ridge. I hadn’t been sleeping very well alone, so Dad said maybe Firian needed to stay with me. Probably because he’d known Firian since he was a kid, he didn’t get as weirded out by him in my room, but Alec, Montague and Harris were another matter. They were banished to the cabin and he was very firm about it, even when Mom tried to convince him otherwise.

      Mom.

      Mom was here.

      It was going to take us all a while to get used to that.

      “Char?” Dad yelled. “You up?”

      “Uhh…yeah!” I gasped.

      “Were you up all night again?”

      “No—o!”

      Firian sucked on my clit in the middle of the word so that I squeaked guiltily. I yanked on his hair. He growled at me. I cuffed his head with my sock. We started wrestling.

      “Well, I was thinking we should go out for a special day with your mom,” Dad said, in a slightly stressed out tone. “Like maybe we could drive to Helen.”

      “Oh…okay!” I said.

      I let the wrestling match play out to its natural conclusion, because priorities. I missed Firian so much, and even if he wasn’t magical anymore, he still looked and smelled magical, and I guess a part of me craved that. I wanted things to be normal. If normal had ever really existed for me. I was starting to get over the awkwardness of having sex in my childhood bed because other options were lacking. After a quickie, I hopped in the shower and then picked out a nice sweater and boots, but I was jittery.

      “Helen is the tourist town, huh?” Firian asked. “It’s like a faux German village?”

      “That’s the one. I think he should take her there alone and be romantic. Or maybe he should just take a weekend in Atlanta.”

      “Do you want to get rid of her?”

      “Ohmigod, no!” I cried. “She’s the coolest person I’ve ever met. Do you think this sweater is…” The sweater was older and pilling and also boring. I pulled other things out of drawers. I had a kitten sweater and a gorilla sweater from the Ugly Christmas Sweater party in 10th grade. “Why did I buy so many clothes with dumb animals on them? What am I, five?”

      “Just be yourself,” Firian said. “Adorned in gorilla sweaters, fox pajama pants, llama socks and sloth shoes.”

      “Oh god, it’s even worse than I thought when you put it that way! I dress like a hipster nursery threw up on me!”

      “Or what about this one?”

      “With the Death Star?”

      “The Death Star is classic,” Firian said. “Classic design.”

      I flopped face first on the bed.

      Three days ago, my mom had been working for a high demon. I had set her free and convinced her to come home, so I should be pleased with myself. I thought she might have trouble settling in and Dad would feel awkward around her.

      It didn’t quite work out like I expected. From the first moment, my mom seemed to dominate the house. Dad brought down boxes of her old clothes from the attic. “Evan, you saved them?” she said, tearing open the boxes with excitement.

      “I knew you’d be back someday,” he said.

      Then she kissed him—deep and tongue-forward. I averted my eyes. We all needed some ground rules to help each other neatly avoid each other’s sex lives. Still, it was sweet. I was glad to see Dad’s arms go around her, and the fact that he was obviously still as attracted to her as the day they met. Like, very attracted to her. Once he got over his initial shock, he was slipping right back into acting like he was in his twenties. I heard them speaking in low voices, laughing, calling each other ‘Lightning Bug’ and ‘Firefly’—who knew?

      Don’t get me wrong. I had my own life. I wanted Dad to be happy and taken care of more than anything in the world, and especially with my own real mom, so I wasn’t jealous.

      It’s just that Mom was sooo cool.

      I had been warned. She slipped right into her early 2000s designer clothes that looked timeless anyway, when paired with perfect makeup and slightly witchy jewelry, putting out a vibe that was somewhere between Stevie Nicks and some beautiful British actress. She had an accent, of course. I worried that she wouldn’t want to be domestic but our second morning she was up at dawn, having gathered wild berries out of the woods and made fresh scones and whipped cream to accompany them.

      I loved to bake, but my baking just wasn’t this A-level.

      I threw on the gray sweater and black pants and came downstairs. “So what is the plan?” I asked.

      “Well, I thought your, um, the boys could come too,” Dad said. “If Montague can drive. They won’t all fit in the truck.”

      I suppressed my sigh of relief. “I’m sure he will.”

      “I’ll make reservations at the grill,” he said. “It’s a little fancy.”

      “Not too fancy,” Mom said. “You look beautiful, Charlotte.”

      “Oh? Oh. Yeah. My hair is still drying and, like, these shoes are old.”

      Firian elbowed me. “You do look beautiful.”

      “Don’t you have a hair dryer, love?” Mom said.

      “Nah. That’s what the air’s for,” I said. Really, I didn’t want to throw Dad under the bus, because he was the one who always said that. He didn’t want to run up the electric bill with anything, plus he didn’t buy extra stuff. Sure, there were girls in high school who got very serious about hair, but they were in a different crowd from me and my nerd friends.

      “Evan, what have you taught my daughter?” Mom laughed. “The poor thing.”

      “I taught her how to use a drill,” he said.

      “I’m staying out of this,” I said. “I’ll go wake up the guys.” I grabbed my old barn jacket and Firian and I walked down our hill and up his hill.

      I couldn’t forget that I spent my summer in these woods, learning to tune my magic to my surroundings so I could wield spells more effectively and commune with the dead. My hand itched for my wand, which made for a perfect Gandalf-style walking stick.

      Now I was just ordinary human Charlotte again. My magic was gone to save Harris’ life. A good trade. Yeah, the only trade I could have made. And I was with my perfectly normal boyfriend.

      Firian had spent so much of his life in these woods as a fox, and now he was human too. He glanced at me. He always knew what I was thinking. Then he reached in my pocket and pulled my hand out, warming it in his own.

      “It’s not the same,” he said. “But it can still be good.”

      “Yeah.” I bit my lip. “It feels really impossible to go to a normal college now. I wonder if I should just move to a city and…we could rent an apartment together. Get ourselves together first.”

      “Sure, why not,” Firian said.

      “Do you know what you would do?” I asked.

      “I’m extremely talented and charismatic,” he said. “I can do anything.”

      “Oh, okay. Sure. That’s my plan too.”

      “I don’t really like cities,” he said, a moment later. “I like…acreage.”

      “I don’t think we can afford ‘acreage’.”

      “Don’t you have inheritance money from Samuel?”

      “Yeah! But…how? Where? Where is the wizarding bank?”

      “Not sure.”

      “Still, we should have some long term goals. Dream goals. What have you always wanted to do?”

      “To be at your side,” he said.

      “That goal is achieved, so what then?”

      “I don’t need anything else,” he said. “Maybe we could start some sort of business together.”

      “I do like that idea. I just hope you’re really happy, Firian. You can be anything you want now.”

      For a brief second, I saw that look on his face that showed me he didn’t just want to be by my side. And he couldn’t be anything he wanted. In fact, he couldn’t be the one thing he actually was, besides mine. He couldn’t be a fox, or go to Etherium and see the Ethereals dance, and he couldn’t work magic.

      So, basically his entire identity…

      “Maybe like a game themed cafe,” I said. “Something fun and nerdy. We could go to Atlanta. Maybe we could find a place near a park. They have some nice woods there.” I babbled nervously until we got to the cabin, but at least Firian kept a tender hold of my hand. He wasn’t mad at me. In fact, as usual he was going out of his way to make me feel better. But…he was unhappy. I felt some responsibility.

      When Harris opened the door, I remembered what it was all for. He gave me that slow, naughty smile of his, the one that promised he was going to hassle and tease me unrelentingly. If I hadn’t given up my magic, I would have lost that forever. We would have a world without Harris in it at all.

      “How are things up at the bachelor pad?” I asked. “You’re all awake already?”

      “My dad had us all waking up on military time,” Harris said.

      “Your dad was in the military?”

      “No.”

      “I was up playing Fortune’s Favor with you,” Alec said. “Where the hell did you go?”

      “I was making up for lost time, incubus,” Firian said. “You’re not the only one who can charm the pants off our witch.”

      “Oh yeah? Well, it didn’t take very well, did it?” Alec said, snapping my waistband. “Looks like she has pants on.”

      “It’s forty degrees outside,” I said, but I knew he was just teasing anyway.

      Montague actually was sleeping on the sofa.

      “Family day trip,” I said. “This is exciting. Dad wants us all to go to Helen to eat at the grill.”

      “What is ‘the grill’?” Harris said. “That sounds…general.”

      “I don’t actually know. It’s probably not whatever salon your family eats at, whatever.”

      “We don’t eat out. We have a chef.”

      “It’s a tourist restaurant in a tourist town and I think he wants to go there so he doesn’t have to explain to Bill at the diner where my mom has been for twenty years, and he definitely doesn’t want to take my super glamorous Mom to the diner, and he definitely—definitely—doesn’t want explain all y’all. So we’re escaping town and having an awkward dinner at a grill, okay? Don’t dress up too fancy and make me look bad.”

      Of course, Montague and Harris still overdressed. They always did and I guess I wouldn’t really have it any other way. Alec, meanwhile, ran hot and could get away with a short sleeved shirt in the winter, showing off his toned arms. Firian was the only one slightly put out by the situation, because he had always conjured his clothes magically and now he had to actually wear real clothes. It was slim pickings where we lived so he was wearing Wal-Mart jeans and my dad’s flannel shirt, but he looked adorable.

      I had never brought all of Team HAM plus Firian out among the general public before.

      “You guys are going to be a public health hazard,” I said. “Old ladies are going to get in car crashes, tweens are going to spontaneously hit puberty; I’m not sure this is even safe.”

      Harris tugged my ponytail. “You certainly are pleased as punch with yourself, aren’t you?”

      “Yes, I am, actually.” I stuck my tongue out at him. “And no snarky talk from you. You live and breathe thanks to me.”

      “You all live and breathe thanks to me.”

      “Not the same and you know it.”

      “Perhaps I’ll find three sexy girlfriends in addition to you, just to even things out.”

      “Try and find three more girls that will put up with you.”

      Down the hill, Dad started yelling for us. We piled in the car for a drive through the mountains, and the conversation always turning to our future, even though it was a touchy subject. All the guys had expected to be a part of warlock society when they grew up. They all still had their magic, however; I was the only one who had given mine up, but it was dangerous for them to get involved with the magical world now that Alec was a Sinistral demon and Harris and Montague were on the wrong side of the council.

      “I like the idea of opening a cafe,” Alec said. “You know we would have clientele.”

      “Bartending would be better,” I said. “Shake those guns. Not that I want any other girls looking at you. Maybe we could open a gay bar.”

      “None of us know how to actually cook,” Montague said, ignoring my idea. “I can’t exactly whip up spiced blood for the locals.”

      “I can bake,” I said tentatively, but I was thinking of Mom’s knockout scone, plus I wasn’t a commercial baker.

      “What about becoming a yoga instructor, Charlotte?” Alec said. “I could be a personal trainer.”

      “I could teach foraging classes,” Firian said.

      “I can do some custom car work,” Montague said.

      “This sounds like a really cohesive business,” Harris said, giving us all a look like we were idiots.

      I kept thinking of Ignatius’ face when he said, We fought for fifty years to get women admitted to warlock schools and vice versa and you threw it away.

      I clutched my head. Damn it, can’t I just enjoy myself and be a normal girl?

      I don’t have to be a Chosen One.

      But I had to admit that the idea of me teaching yoga classes while Montague put racing stripes on cars sounded…fucking ridiculous.

      “Can we just talk about something else?” I said, reaching up from the back seat to turn on the radio. “Umbrella…ella…ella,” the radio got out before the mountains turned it into a staticky country station. Montague just blasted his mix CD instead, which got Harris arguing with him, and I guess that did the trick, but I was feeling nervous the whole way.

      

      Helen was the tourist center of the Georgia mountains where we lived; it was over an hour from our house but once in a while Dad had taken me there to go tubing. The buildings all had an alpine look and it had a big Oktoberfest celebration. I’m not sure who got that started, it always made the town seem fake, but it was also charming and I could tell Dad was in hardcore impress-Mom mode, which wasn’t easy when we lived in the middle of nowhere. Since it was winter, the town was kind of dead, and we really stood out to the people who were around. I really did see a lady almost run a red light looking at my guys.

      On the other hand, I felt like I couldn’t hold anyone’s hand because I felt watched. In the magical world, we had been discreet, but both vampires and demons were often polyamorous so it didn’t seem that strange either.

      We’re never going to be able to be honest in the real world. Like, never. If we ran a business and we ever let it slip that I was involved with all these guys, people would probably ban our business or something.

      My stomach plunged.

      We walked around for a little while, Mom and Dad ahead of us holding hands, eventually vanishing into a shop that sold jewelry and artwork, after reminding us to meet for our reservation at 7.

      “Does anyone else feel like we’re being watched?” Montague asked.

      “Yes,” Harris said. “And I expect we are.”

      “Oh?” I tensed. I felt like losing my magic had also put blinders on me; now they sensed something I didn’t.

      “Do you think the council would let us go without observation?” Harris said.

      “Are we in trouble?” I asked.

      “We killed that demon for them,” Montague said. “Maybe they’ll leave us alone if we don’t cause any trouble.”

      “Let’s hope so.”

      I was relieved when we made it to dinner.

      “Your dad bought me earrings,” Mom whispered to me, showing me silver skulls in her ears. “I told him not to. He’s still broke as ever, isn’t he? But they’re pretty. I can’t believe that I forgot how much I missed him.”

      “I can hear you,” Dad said, shaking his head. “I’m not actually as broke ‘as ever’, I’m just dipping into Charlotte’s college fund.”

      The restaurant seemed like it was probably trash to Harris, while Dad’s budget was probably reaching. The tablecloths were white, and topped with candles, while he usually considered Cracker Barrel to be a hot ticket.

      “We have the private room reserved,” Dad told the hostess.

      “Of course! Come on,” the hostess said. “The rest of your party is already here.”

      Mom shot me a smile. I couldn’t tell if she was nervous.

      “Who?” I demanded. “Who?”

      The hostess led us past some couples and ordinary little families enjoying their super normal dinners, and opened a curtained French door into a private room, where we were immediately met with screams of joy.

      “Emily!”

      “Mum…!” Mom was immediately swarmed by a neatly dressed older woman and four men whom I could tell at first inhale actually smelled like werewolves, even though I barely knew what that smelled like, while Adia and Richard stood just a step back waiting their turn, but beaming at me.

      It’s real, I thought. It’s really real. I have a family.
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      Charlotte

      

      All of a sudden, I had arms around me from all directions as Mom and my grandmother pulled me into an embrace and then I was piled on by my wolf grandfathers with their strangely familiar wolfish smell. It was like something I knew from my dreams, a woodsy, homelike scent.

      “My own granddaughter!”

      “Look at her—fucking look at her—she’s big. I keep thinking of her as a baby.”

      “She is an adult,” my grandfather Rhys said. He was the one I’d met before. The rest I didn’t know.

      “I know, but my brain can’t take it. And who’s this lot, eh?” The one who seemed to be the most loud-mouthed of the group sniffed around Montague and Alec, a little less so around Firian, and he finished with Harris. “Who’s this private school prick? You’re with them?”

      “I’m Harrison von Hapsburg Nicolescu, if you want to start a pissing match. I’m sorry I didn’t dress for the Rock n’ Roll Hall of Fame.”

      “Whoa,” I said. “Harris, that’s my—grandpa…ish.” I didn’t know how to handle this.

      My grandfather laughed loudly, pointing at his ripped plaid suit like he appreciated the burn. “I like this one, he’s got a little mouth on ‘im.” Adia giggled nervously in the background while Mom wiped tears.

      “I missed you all so much,” she choked.

      “So these are your grandfathers,” my grandmother said. “Or your uncles, in a sense. It’s always been complicated. We spent a lot of time among the humans, so your mother called them her uncles, even Rhys, who is her blood father.”

      “We used to say we had a brother who died, who was the father,” said the fairest grandfather, who had an enigmatic smile. “No one ever seemed to think it strange that the rest of us were competing for the widow’s attention…”

      “At home I called them all ‘Dad’,” Mom said, smiling. “And they are.”

      “That seems like it still must have been hard to keep up,” I said, even as I thought there was no way I could pass my group off as brothers anyway, unless I said two of them were adopted. Tawny Firian and blonde Harris, both of them tall and thin, could have maybe been brothers despite very different facial features, but Montague looked so classically Spanish that sometimes just looking at him made me crave paella, and Alec’s darker skin and facial features reflected his (blackish?) mom more than his (whitish?) dad. Alec didn’t talk about his background anywhere near as much as Harris and Monty, so I wasn’t truly sure.

      “It was a lot easier to keep up back then,” Grandmother said. I had to think of her as ‘Grandmother’ because I already had a grandma, but she didn’t seem like the Nana type or any other variant. “Before the internet. It was also a very swinging lifestyle we were leading.”

      “I heard you guys were kinda…crazy,” I said.

      “Oh, were we ever. My god, the stories we could tell you would burn your ears off, wouldn’t they, Dick? So I’m your Great-Uncle Malcolm, then, I reckon—“ Grandpa Loudmouth took my hand in his and shook it.

      “Claude,” the blonde one said. “And this is Guy.”

      “We’ve met,” Rhys said, through a pen cap in his teeth. He was already sitting at the table writing things down.

      “It’s good to see you again too, Evan,” Claude said, everyone finally getting around to my dad, but he had always been a good background player, which I think is why he enjoyed a longer career as a roadie than as a musician.

      “Thanks, man, I hope you had a good flight,” Dad said. “I guess you’re used to it.”

      “We hate flying,” Rhys said. “Never get used to it. Wolves on a plane; defiance of nature. Hmm.” I saw him write ‘wolves on a plane, ain’t it insane? horses on ships, ain’t it a trip?’. Then he scratched that out and whispered, “No.”

      “David Bowie wouldn’t fly,” Dad said. “For years.”

      “Right, right, that’s true. Well, he was a changeling or something, no one ever said for sure, but just look at ‘im.”

      The mundane direction this was turning was both comforting and bizarre to me.

      “So…why are you here now?” I asked. “Is it because we defeated the Withered Lord?”

      “Yes,” Grandmother said. “You should never have done something so dangerous, but you were also wonderful. We knew that if we ever came to visit you, we would put a target on your back. I would much rather you had a long and happy life without us than a short and tragic one with us. But your mother’s friends, well, they did get you involved. Maybe I shouldn’t have protected you because you handled it so well, but that still just isn’t something parents and grandparents could do. Now that the demon is dead, we can all relax!”

      A waitress came in, but no one had even sat down, much less looked at menus. We settled in and quickly ordered, except Montague, of course. He just had a drink.

      My grandparents regaled us with stories of their rock star life and my parents reminisced about their early days, and I felt so happy just hearing this whole chunk of my history I’d never known.

      “We were so excited when you were born,” my grandmother said. “We had no idea it was all about to turn to hell…but there is still time to make up for it all.”

      “Yes,” I said.

      “And you probably have a lot of questions about how to navigate life as a witch, or…not a witch anymore? Well, we do have a lot in common. Too much, really. I don’t envy you,” Grandmother said. “It’s a difficult adjustment.”

      “Yes,” I said. “Yes. What now? That’s my whole brain at this moment, to be honest. I don’t know if anyone can answer that, because y’all were rock stars hanging out with David Bowie and—”

      “We didn’t actually hang out with him,” Claude said. “To be honest. He was pretty weird. We hung out with a lot of guys named Mick, it seems like, who was somebody’s bassist.”

      “We weren’t famous enough for the coolest parties,” Rhys said. “But we were pretty big in Japan for a moment or two.”

      “Anyway,” Grandmother said. “We all have to figure it out in our own way, but I always felt lucky because I had the support of all of these dear men.”

      “Aw,” Guy said. I think it was about the only thing he said all night.

      “Someone always had a solution or a comforting word. When your mother had her close-knit group of friends I thought she might have that same net to rely on. I didn’t realize how much danger they were in. My advice would be just to…enjoy yourself. This is a good life. Just enjoy yourself.”

      Mom was poking at the bread course a little. “Well, Mum,” she said, “we were trying to do something pretty important.”

      “I know, I just think you’ve all done enough now. You’ve been through more than enough. And Charlotte lost her magic, so that’s the end of the matter, really.”

      There’s a letter from the faery queen in my desk… ‘One more chance to redeem yourself’… Does the faery queen know I lost my powers? Does she have a way to return them to me?

      No. I wasn’t going to think about that letter. Like I needed to redeem myself anyway. I had my family. I was safe, and the second I went to the faery queen, I would stop being safe, and so would my guys.

      “Should I try to go to college after all?” I felt pretty lost. I used to have other dreams, but learning to be a witch had sucked up all my energy and I couldn’t help but feel like I wanted my life to mean something. “Or was this dinner my whole college fund, Dad?”

      He laughed. “It’s going to take time to figure it out,” he said. “Don’t stress about it too much.”

      “I agree with your dad,” Montague said. “Let us take care of you for a while.

      We’re adults. We can do other things besides magic. A vampire can get any job he wants.”

      “So can an incubus,” Alec said, cracking his knuckles.

      “You are going to work in a lonely cubicle in a basement,” I whispered. “In a box that only I have the key to.”

      “Of course, you should also be an independent woman,” Mom said.

      You mean like abandoning your family and going to work for a demon? some evil voice inside me said. “Of course I will be an independent woman.”

      “It’s all right to just be taken care of now and then,” Grandmother said. “You might want to have babies.”

      “Let’s not get her going on that yet,” Dad said, waving his hands.

      “She’s twenty-two, isn’t she?”

      “Almost…,” I said.

      “Twenty-two was a perfectly good age to have babies for all of human history.”

      “I don’t think she’s ready for babies,” Dad said, looking panicked.

      “Mum, I think she has her own life to lead,” my mom said.

      “I can figure it out for myself!” I snapped. “What is going on here?”

      “I’m sorry,” Mom said. “We haven’t seen each other in a while. Your grandmother can be a little old-fashioned.”

      “I’m not old-fashioned,” Grandmother said. “I was considered a complete radical in my day which is why I was banished from the family! I just wanted you to have a normal life.”

      “Like I could have a normal life when I was a witch with four dads, so I don’t want to lie to Charlotte!”

      “Mom, I thought you were okay with this arrangement? Like, proud of me, even?”

      “Yes, I am okay with you making your own decisions, but if you try to have a ‘normal’ life, you are going to fail and be miserable.”

      “Stop it,” Montague said, in a soft voice that shut everyone up. “I don’t think your opinions are helping anyone. We will protect and take care of Charlotte, no matter what. If she wants to have babies, or if she wants to run for senate, or if she wants to work at the mall. We will do whatever needs to be done to make her happy.” He looked at Harris, who I guess was the only member of our team he worried might not agree.

      “Yes,” Harris said. “Our parents tried to tell us to be fine, upstanding warlocks and it didn’t work out very well. Let Charlotte be Charlotte.”

      “He’s right,” Malcolm said. “I told you so, back in the day. The little prince of Austria is right.”

      Harris gave a small for-fuck’s-sake shrug. I suppressed a laugh. I guess making fun of his royal airs ran in the family.

      “Well, maybe we have some other crossroads to discuss,” Dad said. “We have something to talk about. Emily and I, well, we’ve only had a short reunion, but two things were clear to me from the first instant. One is that I love this woman as much as ever.”

      Mom grabbed his hand and kissed it, looking charmed. I was trying to decide if this was all cute or just like, too much.

      “Two is that, well, the land I bought back in my twenties, and the life I’ve been living…it ended up being a great place to raise Charlotte. But it’s not going to be a great place for the kind of family we have now. We’re going to look for a place in Atlanta.”

      “You’re not selling the house, are you?” I asked.

      “I am,” Dad said. “It’s paid off, so that will be a great down payment on a new place.”

      “Are you kidding me right now!?”

      “It’s okay,” he said. “You never made many friends there.”

      “You built that house! That was like—our life! We know everyone there. It’s—it’s home. What if someone buys it and tears down the trees? You just decided this in less than a week?”

      “This is for you too,” he said. “You know you can’t come home and take all these guys to the diner. You’re not going to buy a house there. It’s pretty far from an airport. Plus, I don’t know if I want to retire there. I haven’t had anyone to play music with since Greg moved to Raleigh.”

      “Everything’s changing really fast,” I said, twisting my fingers.

      I guess life is just funny that way. You finally get what you’ve always dreamed of—in my case, my mom and family—and it doesn’t look exactly how you thought it would. Maybe you lose something else instead. I understood Dad’s reasons for wanting to move to a big city, but…

      That was the forest where I really started to learn magic, I thought later, and that pushed me over the edge. I had this memory of a day where Firian made me stare at a dead branch with lichens and tiny bugs, and really focus on it. First I was annoyed at him because it was boring, and then a switch flipped and I could sense the circular nature of life, the dead tree and the tiny creatures making life from its death, drinking in the very spirit of the tree as it lingered in the forest like a memory. Little moments like that were what helped my magic grow stronger, as I started to gain a real understanding of the mysterious forces that govern life and death, time and space, plants and animals, water and fire, and everything that goes into magic.

      At this point, me and Firian were sitting on the porch of a rental cabin. The family had the run of a whole campground. My grandfathers had disappeared into the night, and so had Montague. He had to get blood from somewhere, poor guy.

      “I’m sure I could get a job as a dog walker,” Firian said. “Just to start. Dogs are just like stupid ugly foxes. I know their deal.”

      I sniffed. “Dogs are cute.”

      “Ehh, I guess, to your human eye. I mean, I guess I’d date a shiba inu or a klee kai. Maybe a corgi if they had a great personality. Of course, I’d still date you even if you were a possum.”

      “Why do I have to keep being a possum?”

      “I like possums a lot, actually. They eat ticks and I hate ticks.” He rested a hand on my head. “You okay?”

      “Mm.”

      “Just thinking about the house?”

      “Our time studying magic in the forest.” I shrugged.

      “Yeah,” he said, more raggedly.

      “Are you okay?” I asked, a little worriedly.

      “You don’t have to worry about me.”

      “Adia…you know…she always seems a little lost. She seems really happy with Richard, but…her eyes are a little sad like…”

      “Do you want me to tell you that I miss being a fox?”

      “If you do, then yes. I want you tell me everything.”

      He squeezed my hand, his touch light and soothing, but he was a little different, I thought. I didn’t want him to look hollowed out and sad as he got older. I didn’t want him to miss things. I didn’t want him to lie to me.

      “Stop worrying so much,” he said.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      Charlotte

      

      “Let’s see how far we can get,” Mom said, clapping her hands. “There is magic here. Feel that? It might be enough. I’ll test it first.” She looked at me. “This won’t frighten you, will it? You must be used to it by now.”

      “You mean—you—turning into a wolf?”

      “Yes.”

      “Uh, no. I’m used to it. Firian was always…turning.”

      I didn’t know what to expect, but I guess I still managed to not expect the one thing I had been told would happen. My stylish, gorgeous mom dropped to her hands and like…just turned into a wolf.

      “Where did your clothes go?”

      “To the magical realm,” she said. “Somewhere, I expect, there is a magical wardrobe where they poof in and out! I hope so. That’s what Uncle Claude used to say. Try it!”

      “So…like…I just…”

      I did not know how to turn into a freaking wolf. Presumably, if it was easy to do, I would have done it already. At some point, when I felt threatened at Merlin College, shouldn’t I have just wolfed out and like, eaten Piers Nicolescu?

      “Charlotte, love, don’t be nervous. You can do this. Just allow yourself permission.”

      I fell to my hands and knees while trying to imagine myself doing the same fluid transformation as Mom had done.

      Nothing.

      “Wolf!” I cried. “Magical wolf! Magical wolf transformation power! Lupus transformicus!”

      “I feel as if you are not taking this seriously.”

      I flopped to the ground. “I am taking it seriously! I just talk a lot when I’m nervous.”

      “Please don’t be nervous…” She sat down next to me and put a paw on my leg. “It’s my fault, isn’t it? I’m sure I make you nervous, just being here, changing everything…”

      A small laugh spurted out of my lips at being regarded by such an earnest wolf. “It’s probably a factor.” I sighed and twisted at the rings on my fingers, particularly the reliquary ring—one bit of magic Harris left in my hands. “I was starting to get pretty good at being a witch. I still had a long way to go, but I was excited about it.”

      “You kept your friend alive,” Mom said. “That’s the best spell anyone can ever manage. And you didn’t have to sell your soul to do it. You should be very, very proud.”

      “You’re also very cool,” I said. “It was just me and Dad, you know, and neither of us were cool.”

      “You and your dad are both very cool!” she said. “Sure, I’ve thought it might be nice to do a few things to your hair. But only if you want to. You’re brave and kind and funny and you have four very sexy young men who are crazy about you. I have always tried very hard to be cool. Glamorous and a little mysterious, and rebellious…and miserable. An ‘artiste’, who doesn’t actually do much of anything. It was that little bit of emptiness inside me where he got in…” She turned back into a woman and immediately crossed her legs, gracefully, even as she put a hand to her stomach.

      “The…demon?”

      She nodded and put her hands on my cheeks. “You remind me much more of your father than myself, and I am glad. You aren’t too wrapped up in your own head.”

      “Well, I’m only one quarter wolf. What if I don’t have it in me?”

      “I believe that you do. Remember how hard it was to do magic at first?”

      I grinned. “I burned Ignatius’ office.”

      “You did? A fast learner, then?”

      “Controlling it was still hard.”

      She was right, though. I remembered that moment when they asked me to light a candle and it sounded insane. I thought the same thing I was thinking now—that surely if I could light candles with my brain, I would have done it already.

      I thought of everything in me that had ever felt more primal than civilized. Smells on the wind. Lust. The itch to go outside for no real reason. The moon, the wind, grass under bare feet…

      I planted my hands in the soft green covering of the forest floor, and I let go of my tethers to my human self.

      Wolf.

      I became a wolf.

      Mom transformed with me now, and she ran ahead of me, luring me forward. I let her teach me the things I should have learned a long time ago, the heritage of my grandfathers who could turn into wolves. Maybe they weren’t too different from Firian’s ancestors, just untamed versions of familiars. I felt wild and free—

      —my feet hit a path and the magic seemed to suck out of me, knocking me back, tumbling me into girl form. I fell flat on my back.

      Mom had taken a slightly different way, but now she turned back as well and helped me up. “Just a little pocket of magic,” she said. “I guess you found the end of it.” She glanced around. “It might be gone for good if we returned here in another year. But it was nice, wasn’t it? I told you you could do it. I can’t wait to tell your grandfathers.”

      “Let me tell them!” I said, and then I laughed. “Sorry. I sound like a little girl.”

      She grabbed me and hugged me tight. “That’s okay,” she said. “Let’s make up for lost time.”
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      Harris

      

      What do you know? A few days in some rented cabins with Charlotte’s family, and I already liked them better than my own family.

      Not that I’d ever admit it. Especially to her grandfather Malcolm, who had targeted me for hassling, but I could give back as good as I got. I guess Charlotte had a bit of an irascible British werewolf frontman in her. That explained a lot. Even if Rhys was her blood grandfather, in my mind I could see a bit of all of them in her mom and even in her.

      Will it be like that for us someday?

      It was a lot easier to imagine now that I had an example. If Monty couldn’t have kids anymore, so what? My family would be so upset that I didn’t feel possessive over my own kids, but I’d rather they have Monty or Alec to read them bedtime stories instead of me. I wasn’t good at that sort of thing, but someday I would teach them to cast wards. How to stay away from the council. How to conduct yourself in society. Knowing when to fight and when to back off.

      Defense. Survival. I knew that stuff well, because I’d been training to be on the council someday and put myself in real danger.

      So it was a little ironic and irritating that I had died. Fuck. Now I had to drink this nasty tonic in the morning so I wouldn’t turn into an undead monster. Professor McGuinness told me that like it was no big deal, but it felt like a little bit of a big deal to me.

      Of course, it wasn’t as bad as…

      I was having some insomnia, and I noticed that Montague wasn’t in his bed. Still. At three am. He’d been hunting at night, keeping his feeding to himself. I’m sure he didn’t want to be a hindrance to the family reunion, and remind everyone that he was a vampire, but it also meant he was tired and pale during the day, a little aloof. What was he eating? I didn’t think he could take down a deer without coming home a bloody mess, so more likely it was rabbits.

      I went outside. Firian was asleep on the cabin’s sofa, while Charlotte had a bed in the cabin loft. Her dad didn’t fight the arrangement on vacation, losing out to the laissez-faire attitude of her other relatives. The night air chilled my skin. I cast a searching spell, a faint trail of light whispering off into the trees, and I followed it.

      If you had asked me what my aim was, I probably wouldn’t have given you a straight answer, but of course I knew.

      The night woods were no place for warlocks, even the tamer woods of the Fixed Plane. My feet rustled the brush and snapped twigs even as my eyes adjusted to the faint moonlight, and my other senses tried their best to pick up slack. The winter woods were so quiet that every sound was like an explosion.

      Suddenly I heard a rush of almost silent footfalls moving quickly. Vampires didn’t have super speed like in the movies, but they could still be very fast, and unusually agile.

      The sound made my hair stand on end, because I’d never seen Monty move the way that sound suggested.

      “Monty?” I hissed, hearing the faint rustling in the distance.

      He dropped out of a nearby tree. I had no idea how he had even gotten into the tree so quickly without me seeing him. “Oh, Harris. It’s you. What the hell are you doing out here? I’m kinda busy.”

      “Did you catch anything tonight?”

      “A snack,” he said sarcastically. “This really blows. I found a faun with its mother and that actually looked delicious but it’s like…a baby animal. I can’t fucking kill a baby animal in front of its mother. No wonder the old vampires seem amused by me, but…come on.” At least he still always sounded like Monty. “What are you prowling around out here for?”

      I thrust out my arm. “You need human blood.”

      He looked at me. “We’re going home tomorrow. I have beef blood in the freezer.”

      “Monty, you’re starting to look dead.”

      “Speak for yourself.” His eyes had moved to my arm. “Why?”

      “We need to have each other’s backs.”

      “Rayner drank your blood already. How was that?”

      “I wasn’t into it,” I said. “If that’s what you were asking.”

      Some books said it was a sexual experience for a vampire to drink your blood, and it hadn’t really been like that, thank heavens. At the time I put up a fierce mental resistance, and it was painful and unpleasant. I would never have lived it down if, in the middle of a humiliating assault upon my person, I had also gotten hard for old male vampires, the natural enemy of the Nicolescu family.

      But I kept thinking about it. That particular pain. The burn of fangs sucking the life out of me. Monty drank Charlotte’s blood after I died, they told me. She had been wearing turtleneck sweaters to cover the Band-Aid on her neck. I kept thinking about that too, in a way that drove me nuts. I guess it stirred something. I wasn’t sure if it was sexual, or more like a drug. Once we all tried a cigarette and we coughed and it didn’t seem worth making ourselves sick over, which seemed a common enough experience, but how did you end up with a second cigarette anyway?

      “Don’t tempt me like this…,” Monty said, reaching for my arm. He stopped himself and dug his hands in his hair. “It’s too dangerous when we’re alone. So far I’ve always been able to stop, but…” He made a face. “It’s…man, I don’t know if we should go there.”

      “I think we have to go there,” I said. “There are four of us. If you drank our blood in a regular cycle, you would be stronger and not so hungry. We can look up how often it’s recommended to give blood and space it out.”

      “You know this isn’t just a clinical thing,” Monty said. “It’s very…intimate.”

      “Yeah. I know.” I wasn’t sure what else to say. “I want to watch you drink Charlotte’s blood. But she’s not ready yet.”

      “You’re still recovering,” Monty said, but he reached for my arm. “Don’t let me take more than a taste.”

      “Okay.” My heart was beating fast as Monty lifted my wrist to his mouth. He wet his lips. My mind went blank and in the moment, the man I was looking at didn’t seem at all like the friend I had grown up with.

      I wondered if he was thinking the same, because I felt like something inside me had come back different when Charlotte revived me. Everyone in my family had always been defined by the family. I had kissed that goodbye. If I saw them again, I would be regarded as a traitor.

      I didn’t really care.

      “Gentle,” Monty said, as if to himself, and then he sank his teeth into me. His fangs went deep and they weren’t like needles, they were teeth—they left a mark, tearing flesh, but I remembered this pain now and the burn was satisfying. Vampire venom made you want what they offered. My body still struggled, instinct taking over. Hunter and prey. His arm went around me, stronger than I realized he could be, keeping me there. Once my skin was broken, he licked and sucked so not a drop of my blood was wasted.

      I don’t know if there’s such a thing as ancestral memory, but this almost felt familiar to me. Nicolescus have been vampire hunters all their lives, but they have also dabbled in the forbidden fruit, I thought. How could they not? Centuries of men and women, hunting down some of the most charismatic beings in the magical world?

      You only hurt the ones you love.

      When I let Monty drink fully, I could feel my mind letting go of everything that troubled it, succumbing to weakness that would lead to death, but sometimes as I was drifting to sleep at night I would suddenly wake myself violently. I had been trained for this, and now I whipped out my own magic, sparking him with light.

      He staggered back and snatched a handkerchief out of his pocket to wipe his mouth. “Good,” he said. “Good, thanks.”

      He already looked healthier. “You’re welcome.”

      He cast a healing spell on my skin to seal it up, but he still pulled out another handkerchief and tied it around my wrist. I started back for the cabins, a little dizzy.

      “I’ll come with you,” Monty said, offering a hand.

      “I don’t need it, I’m fine.” I stuck my hands in my pockets. “I’ll go alone.”

      “I’m heading back anyway.”

      “You’re going for Charlotte, aren’t you?”

      “It’s the middle of the night.”

      “Yeah, but now you’re turned on. I can smell it.”

      “Fucking vampires,” I muttered, my skin turning hot.

      “I feel the same way,” Monty said. “Let’s wake her up.”
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      Charlotte

      

      I knew life was back to normal because Alec wasn’t in my dreams anymore. Instead I was having a dream about Daisy. She was sitting in front of a television like a zombie watching a show called Detroit Pet Psychics. (That wasn’t a real show, was it? It was a testament to the absurdity of modern reality shows that I wasn’t actually sure.)

      “Daisy?” I said in the dream. “Did something happen to Cash?” For some reason I was concerned that her familiar wasn’t around, even though he usually wasn’t, like any normal familiar.

      “Yes,” she said, glazed. “But it’s okay. The TV is my familiar now.”

      “Okay, seriously, where is he?” I asked, looking for a remote. I didn’t see one. I didn’t see any buttons on the TV either. In fact, there wasn’t even a cord. Daisy’s eyes never left the television. “Daisy, you have to stop watching this and do something.”

      “Naw, girl. This is all I need.”

      “Daisy, we have to get to Wyrd!”

      “But I have this TV though.”

      I waved my hand in front of her face but she wouldn’t even look at me. “Daisy…Daisy!”

      I woke up to a few arms around me.

      “She’s having a nightmare,” Montague said.

      “Well, we’ve all been having a few of those,” Harris said.

      I relaxed when I realized I wasn’t alone. Harris and Montague were with me, for reasons I didn’t question, their arms strong and secure around me, their scent comforting and…mm, suggestive. I also smelled iron. No, blood.

      “Why do I get the feeling you aren’t here to comfort me?” I said. “Did something happen?” I awoke more fully. “What just happened? Did you drink Harris’ blood?”

      “Her sense of smell is really getting keen,” Harris said, sounding irritated, but then, when did he not sound irritated?

      “I still have a few special powers,” I said. “Did you let Monty drink your blood? You seem okay,” I whispered. “Ohmigawd, was it hot?”

      They looked at each other.

      “Why do you think we’re here?” Harris demanded, as he ran his hand along the curve of my waist and hip, the only part of me exposed between winter PJs.

      “What time is it?”

      “Late,” Montague said. “Or early. But you’ll sleep really well after this. Just try and have a nightmare now.”

      “Naughty.” I was warming quickly between them, even though Montague was cool to the touch, he was hot to the eyes and I guess that was plenty. Anyway, Harris felt nearly feverish with desire. My eyes searched him, finding the handkerchief tied to his wrist.

      “Did you…offer?” I asked. “Or did Montague…take?”

      “Hush,” Harris said, his fingers quickly working off his buttons. “I don’t want to talk. I just need to fuck.”

      “Your romantic dialogue, on point as usual,” I said.

      His arm wrapped around my shirt, tugging it off, my skin prickling in the cold, while the other hand dove between my legs and fingered me so roughly that he got his wish. I shut up, quivering with pleasure.

      “I wouldn’t take what wasn’t offered,” Montague said. “But he knew I was suffering. I don’t know why he’s incapable of admitting he cares about us, but maybe he’s lucky we all have such a good sense of smell. He can’t hide that.”

      “I don’t really see the need to go on and on about it.” Harris’ thumb stroked the exact spot that drove me to the verge faster than anywhere else, as he slipped two fingers inside my slickness.

      “You were into it, huh?” I gasped. “The blood thing. Vampires can seduce anybody.”

      “It’s you I want,” he said, taking his hand back. “You.” His eyes were pale but colorless in the dark, the blue washed out by shadow, but his skin was beautiful in the moonlight. I was kind of fascinated by the fact that he had whipped all his own clothes off. He could have just stripped me naked and whipped it out, kept that level of power, but instead he actually let me look at him, including the scars left behind from his death.

      I traced them with my finger, with a certain pride in my work. He could never look at himself in the mirror without being reminded that I had saved his life. He trembled, just slightly, under the light touch of my finger. Then he put his hands on the bed on either side of me, locking eyes, before claiming my mouth with his own.

      He tasted so sweet, I bet his blood was good for Monty too. “I wish I could have watched,” I said.

      “I want to watch him drink yours,” he purred in my ear. “When your body is ready.”

      “It’s ready for something,” I said.

      “Oh, and you’ll get it.” He nipped my ear, running a hand through my hair, tugging it gently, as he pulled off the rest of my clothes and plunged his length into me.

      “I’m pretty tired so you better work for it,” I said.

      “I will.”

      I’d had so many dreams about Alec, I didn’t mind being woken up with something real for once, although if they made a habit of it I’d be a very tired girl. Lately, my dreams had been filled with demons and bad school dreams and disconcerting scenarios, and nothing felt better than just a good, hard sexy interlude. I guess Montague definitely didn’t take too much blood from him, for Harris to have this much energy. I made him work for it, but I still tightened my muscles around him with every thrust. It was amazing how easily we found a rhythm, for two people who couldn’t stop bitching at each other, but I guess that was a rhythm too.

      “Montague…,” I groaned.

      “I don’t mind just watching,” he said. “For now.”

      “He’s already fed,” Harris said.

      “That doesn’t count!” Montague hissed. “You had burgers earlier.”

      “I don’t think she’s going to have anything left to give,” Harris said. “It’s going to take me forever with you watching like that.”

      “You’d better get used to it,” Montague said. “I like to watch.”

      Well, that was obviously a bunch of lies because Harris growled and flushed and pumped hot seed into me about two seconds after Montague’s slightly threatening declaration was delivered in a soft, sexy voice, his eyelids heavy, savoring the sight of me.

      They were drawing closer, all of them, a protective shield that surrounded me with their affection. As I lay there in the aftermath of Harris’ release, I was still tingling with yearning, although my body was so tired I could have drifted back into dreams. Montague reached for me, his fingers impatient as his hands slid under my armpits and caressed down to my nipples. I was a little ticklish there and giggled.

      “Shh.” His grin flashed fangs at me before his lips met mine, their softness not concealing their need. I was hungry too. I needed someone to satisfy me. When he drew back, his lips gleamed in the shadows with my own kisses.

      “Kind of a sloppy kisser tonight, aren’t you?” He laughed. “That just means you can’t help yourself. Can’t hold back. I bet you feel empty inside with the memory of Harris… Shall I take care of you now?”

      Montague was so handsome, the way his dark hair fell across his brow, artfully disheveled, his masculine jaw with a little shadow at the moment. He could have been an actor, I thought. Casting directors seemed to love a good stubble. Anyway, he made for a perfect vampire. No wonder a vampire clan targeted him. I mean, the cheekbones alone, and the fact that he seemed perfectly young but also maybe a little older than his years.

      “Let me look at you when we’re together,” I said, trailing my fingers down his cheek.

      “Whatever you wish. How about this…” He took my legs in his hands and edged closer to me, settling my legs onto his shoulders. This brought us together almost naturally, spreading me out as his thighs wrapped around my hips, and my hands moved around his neck for support. My leg muscles were stretched satisfyingly, giving me some bonus endorphins.

      “The best thing about her is she’s so flexible,” Harris said.

      “Oh, that’s the best thing about me?”

      “Probably,” he said, with a languid disdain that was definitely on purpose just to get a rise out of me.

      “Shut up,” Montague said. “And watch how it’s done.”

      “Not sure I’m happy just to watch.” Harris slid in behind me and took my breasts in his hands, supporting my back so that now I was between them, my back resting against Harris while Montague spread his hands on my hips and started fucking me. His motions were tight but fast. The friction and speed were amazing on my already sensitive inner need and I could relax into their touch, the support of their bodies around me. I had all of Montague’s beauty to admire, the strength and grace of his neck, a line that moved to the taut muscles of shoulders and arms as he held me, urging my hips in and out as his cock stroked me, teasing my G-spot slowly but surely until…

      I was gone. The orgasm was like a storm rolling in, slow and intense, rippling through my entire body. I felt how heavy I was in their arms. Montague held my legs up so they didn’t slide off his shoulders. His seed spilled into me. I never knew it would turn me on to feel so wet with two different men’s seed inside me at once, but it turned me on to think of them sharing that space inside me. I bit back my cries, hurting my lip.

      “I’m dead,” I said, shutting my eyes. “I need to pee. But I’m dead.”

      Montague scooped me up in his arms before I could even think twice, whisked me out of bed and plunked me down on the toilet. “Pee,” he said.

      I stared at him. “Are you going to watch that too?”

      “Well, I’m waiting to bring you back to bed.”

      Heat rose to my cheeks. “Damnit.”

      “What, you ready for more already? I bet Harris is. We could do this all night.”

      I felt so swollen with lingering arousal that I could hardly even pee, although the gorgeous naked man looking at me like he had all day probably didn’t help. “Better…save some for later before you kill me.”

      “I thought you were already dead.”
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      Firian

      

      Honestly, I don’t know what was more difficult to get used to, losing my ability to turn into a fox, losing my ability to conjure things with magic, or losing my ability to vanish into Etherium any old time. I had the horrifying realization that when normal people were having a boring or awkward time, they were just stuck there.

      “You’ll get used to it,” Adia told me, unprompted, while I was finishing off a bowl of guacamole in the kitchen as the rest of the family was swapping memories.

      “Will I?” I knew just what she meant.

      “Mostly…”

      “I’m not quite sure I believe you. Did Sally ever get over losing her magic?”

      She sighed. “Well, I think they did their best to distract her.” She wiggled her fingers at the maturely handsome, wolfish men who rarely left the older witch’s side. “She saved their lives and they adore her, and they gave her a very exciting life jaunting around the world.”

      “Well.” I raised my eyebrows. “I don’t think our rock band is going to be invited anywhere. And what about you? Did you and Richard have any kids?”

      She chewed her lip. “I don’t think we could. We tried.”

      A twinge of pain went through me. “So I’ve heard.”

      “We have a little cottage in the countryside. It’s very sweet. We’ve done a few different business endeavors. I can’t say it hasn’t been enjoyable. We’ve been very happy together and I prefer the peace and quiet. The people in town are so kind. I mean…every life is complicated.”

      “I just wonder if the ache ever goes away.”

      She shook her head. “No. You learn to live with it, though. You really do. But it’s a part of us, a big part to give up, no denying that. But I’m supporting Sally. That’s all that really matters, isn’t it?”

      “Yes.” I agreed with that.

      I guess the conflict came from the feeling that maybe Charlotte needed something more. Or was I just jealous? She gave up her magic to keep Harris alive.

      Of course, I would never forget Harris going out in the rain to try and help her. I knew he actually cared, so I couldn’t get too upset at his prickly moods. I guess I would have saved him too. Ugh.

      It just felt so…wrong. This. Trying to be normal.

      Charlotte deserved an interesting life. A good life, too. But not just…a boring one. She wasn’t that kind of girl. And I wasn’t that kind of familiar, for that matter.

      The vacation was over soon enough, and her parents started contacting realtors to move to Atlanta, and packing up their stuff, like they couldn’t stand one more minute in this place. Her extended family didn’t go back to Australia yet either; they rented a house, “just to stay nearby for a bit.”

      Charlotte seemed stressed. She didn’t know where she fit in now, whereas when we were at Merlin College and studying magic, she seemed to be coming into her own day by day. Now she was spending too much time staring at a computer screen, trying to run away from her bad dreams, worrying that Daisy hadn’t called, fretting over her future.

      “Where’s Charlotte?” her dad asked.

      I was stealing oatmeal from her dad’s pantry because I had these guys living with me and they ate a lot. “She’s back at the cabin.”

      “Playing her game again?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Is she okay?”

      “Probably not.”

      “She doesn’t like change,” her dad said.

      “I think she does really well with the right kind of change. I know she’s really happy to have family. But, she was a really special witch. And that was all hers.”

      He leaned against the door. “Are you just making off with my entire container of steel cut oats?”

      “Evan, let’s be real here. You never eat these. Your doctor told you to buy them.”

      “You know too much about me.” He narrowed his eyes. Then he leaned in, slightly conspiratorial. “Do you know what was in that letter?”

      “What letter?”

      “Oh—“ He scratched his hair. “Shit. I was sure she’d tell you everything.”

      “Too late now. What letter?”

      “I shouldn’t have said anything.”

      I put down the oatmeal and bolted for the stairs. I immediately started opening her drawers.

      “Firian!” her dad snapped. “That is unacceptable!”

      “I am the one person who always does everything in her best interest,” I said. “I am not always sure she does, but I do.” Charlotte was not a super subtle person, so I found a letter in the very first drawer, under a layer of notebooks and some books on necromancy.

      

      Charlotte,

      

      One more test for you. One chance to redeem yourself. When you have licked your wounds, come to the Wyrd tree and speak my name…

      

      Queen Morgana, Seventh of the House of Coral, Her Royal Majesty the Queen of all Faeries.

      

      “So you didn’t read this,” I said.

      “Definitely not,” he said. “It was in the mailbox, but without a postmark or anything. Sealed.” He paused. “What does it say? I mean—no—don’t read it.” He tried to grab it from me.

      “It’s short,” I said. “I already read it. It’s from the faery queen.”

      “Ha ha,” her dad said. “Seriously.”

      “That wasn’t a joke.”

      “There’s a faery queen? A faery? Like a Titania-and-Oberon faery queen? Emily never told me about that.”

      “We don’t know anything about her, but she’s…” I sighed. I didn’t have time to school Charlotte’s dad about faeries. “I need to talk to Charlotte.”

      I definitely wasn’t mad at Charlotte. I couldn’t be. That wasn’t possible. But why didn’t she tell me about this letter?

      “Charlotte?”

      “Shh,” Montague said. “She’s sleeping.”

      Charlotte was slumped in her computer chair, drooling slightly. “Wake up,” she murmured. I picked up a pen and drew a small mustache on her face. This small rebellion made me feel a lot better like I wasn’t mad at her anymore, not that I ever really was, of course.

      “Oh—Firian.” She clutched my arm. “Was I sleeping?”

      “I want to talk to you. Let’s take a little walk.”

      “A walk?” She groaned. “I don’t want to walk in the forest anymore. We’re leaving anyway.”

      I put the letter in front of her. She rubbed her eyes. “Shit. Fine.”

      I guess we were having an argument, sort of, because she grabbed her coat and started walking along a step ahead of me with her arms crossed. Well, she tried to stay a step ahead of me, but I had longer legs so nyah nyah. I got in front of her and walked backwards.

      “Why would you not even tell me about that letter?”

      “I just—I wasn’t going to act on it, so…”

      “You still could have told me.”

      “Well, it wouldn’t have mattered.”

      “What did you think I would say when I read the letter?”

      “Just come out and say whatever you want to say, Firian!”

      “You’re worried that I’m upset that we lost our magic.”

      “Yeah. Well, obviously.”

      “Why wouldn’t you talk to me about it? You’re upset you lost your magic.”

      “I lost it saving Harris’ ass!” she said.

      “It was the right thing to do.”

      “You’re just saying that because you have to.” Her sad face was even cuter with the scribbled mustache on her face. She would be so aggravated when she noticed.

      “Are you trying to make me say verbally that I actually like Harris?” I asked. “Fine. I do like Harris. But I also think that you need to fight to get your magic back. If the faery queen wants to bargain with you, maybe you shouldn’t just shove that in a drawer.”

      Tears pricked at the corners of her eyes. “So I can put all of you in danger again?”

      “So we can have our witch back.” I put my hands on her shoulders. “You’re a witch and nothing has ever made you seem more purposeful. I watched you through middle school and high school, and I loved you but I know you never stood out there. Your destiny was to be a witch.”

      “Stop!” She turned from me, wiping her tears quickly. “I finally have a chance at a normal family and life, and—“

      “Normal? Really?”

      “Okay, not normal, but not like, fucking dangerous! Dad’s really happy, overall, and I’m excited for him. I bet he’ll start playing music again, and yesterday he was in the garage playing with Claude and Guy, and you’re all here safe and not gored by demons or with the council trying to hurt you. I don’t need magic now. I have all of you and Harris’ ring to protect me.”

      “But what about you? You’re going to live your life based on the idea that someone could get hurt?”

      “Well, yes, Firian, that is actually a thing, trying not to get killed.”

      “I know when you’re not happy,” I said. “You were happy studying magic. You still have your magic study books. You were taking it more seriously than any of your high school classes.”

      “You think I should actually go talk to the faery queen?”

      “Yes. I think you must. My girl…” I ran a hand through her hair, which was currently loose around her shoulders. “It’s going to eat at you. You’re going to wonder what she could give you. And everyone isn’t safe. You keep having nightmares about Daisy and Ignatius. You know you left some business unfinished.”

      She bit her lip, leaning slightly into my touch. “It’s so annoying how you won’t let me just lie to you.”

      “You need a familiar to keep you on track, that’s all. How about this? If you get your magic back, I’ll give you that anime fox yokai sex you wanted.”

      She scoffed, but pursed her lips, thinking. “Like ears and a tail? Role playing?”

      “Oh, like hentai.” I pulled her a little closer. “I could probably find some tentacles to invite.”

      “No, like pretend to be dangerous and enigmatic. Don’t make any stupid jokes or show up in a Garfield shirt. I want you to wear yukata and say something hot. Like you are a tormented demon and my love is the only thing that eases the pain of your immortal existence.”

      I laughed.

      She narrowed her eyes at me. “You failed the test. I’m not doing it.”

      “I’m only laughing because you make me laugh, mortal,” I said. “You are the first such girl to amuse me in my thousand years of eating the flesh of mortals.”

      “Well, that’s dark.”

      “You said you wanted me to be a fucking tormented demon. Make up your mind.”

      “You’re right. Go on.”

      “No. To be continued,” I said. “After you talk to the faery queen.”

      “Are you blackmailing me, Firian?”

      “This is not really blackmail. It’s just a fact, I can’t give you a foxy night unless you get my magic back.”

      “Oh, I do want that foxy night.” She brushed my face with her fingers. “I really don’t like this. I don’t want you to be human like Adia. I don’t want to be…normal.”

      “I know.” I met her lips, slowly, feeling the sweet warmth of her breath brush my cheek before I teased my fingers across the plump softness of her lower lip and then finishing with the joining of our mouths, giving it a minute before I slipped my tongue against hers.

      I hadn’t spoken about this to the other guys beforehand, but I wasn’t surprised at all when Montague, Alec and Harris were all more than willing to make one last drive back to the Wyrd tree. After all, no human witch or warlock had met with the faery queen in centuries, as far as we knew. Should we be afraid? Maybe. But someone also had to be the first person to climb Mt. Everest or try out skydiving. Charlotte had an invitation from the faery queen herself, and that could mean anything, but I didn’t think we had anything to fear.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      Charlotte

      

      I guess I didn’t realize just how much I missed my magic, until Firian told me, but he was right. I took my books on necromancy out of the drawer with relief, like I was visiting old friends. I smelled the pages and flipped through creepy drawings of people rising from graves. I had Samuel Caruthers’ legacy tugging at me, but it didn’t feel like a burden so much as a promise.

      I thought the other guys would try to stop me.

      “Why didn’t you tell us about this letter?” Harris said. “I hope you weren’t trying to protect us. You’re certainly not protecting yourself, what with all the moping.”

      “I haven’t been moping! I’ve been brooding. Like a dark mage.” I tossed my head.

      “You’re too cute to brood. Sorry.”

      “You’re too sexist to charm me with comments like that. Sorry.”

      “All right, kids, let’s just get our bags packed already,” Alec said, shoving me and Harris apart. “We have a faery queen to visit.”

      “I’ll drive,” Montague said, which was obvious because no one else knew how to drive, although he had been giving Harris some lessons. I should be learning myself, but instead I’d been—brooding. You know. In a cool way.

      “Dad, we’re going to North Carolina for the weekend. I’ll be back.”

      “To meet the faery queen?” Dad said.

      “Firian told you about that?”

      “Yes,” he said. “I’m still processing that information. Faery queens. I hope she’s not dangerous.”

      “It’s a wonderful thing,” Mom said. “It’s certainly what Samuel wanted.”

      “Yes,” Dad said, and I could tell his brain was like, Samuel, the guy who got murdered.

      “It’s okay,” I said. “I’ll have backup and I have this holy ring, and she obviously wants to negotiate so I’m sure she won’t hurt me.”

      “All right,” he said. “I’m not even going to say goodbye because I’ll see you Monday.”

      I gave him a hug anyway, and then I gave mom a hug, and that did feel really good. Then we hit the road for the familiar drive up the mountains into the middle of nowhere region where Merlin College and the Wyrd Tree were located. I didn’t start to feel nervous until I knew we were close. School was still going on without us, which meant all the professors were just on the other side of the mountain, including Harris’ cousin Piers. We had more to fear from them than the faery queen. Montague took a longer way around while Harris cast cloaking spells on the car. The road was rugged and the SUV was bumping around, the wheels just inches from a drop-off down the mountain.

      “Don’t look,” Harris said, seeing my queasy face as the car rocked across bumps, seeming like it could tip sideways at any moment.

      We rounded the bend and a truck was parked across the road, blocking it entirely. A couple of guards from Merlin were sitting in the truck, one sipping at a thermos, the other picking at a guitar.

      We all caught our breath but they obviously didn’t see us.

      “Shit,” Harris said. “Turn off the car before they hear the engine.”

      “Your cloaking spells are working really well,” Montague said. “But…”

      On either side of the truck, the mountain was steep.

      “A fox would have no trouble getting under that truck,” Firian said. “Or…a wolf.”

      “If they’re smart, they have a ward around the truck,” Harris said.

      “I could probably scale those rocks with Charlotte on my back,” Montague said.

      “No fucking way, you are not Edwarding me this time,” I hissed. “I still like Firian’s idea better. If I go past the truck, the three of you can create a distraction if there are wards.”

      “Well, my warlock powers are gone,” Alec said. “Unless I’m planning on seducing two middle-aged men, which I’d rather not, it’s all on you two.”

      “We can handle it,” Harris said, both of them taking out their wands like gunslingers getting ready for a saloon battle.

      We opened our doors very slowly. The guards still seemed oblivious. I got the feeling they’d been guarding the roads ever since we left, and it wasn’t that they expected us today in particular, which was good. It meant they were bored. But it was also unnerving. They really didn’t want us to get at the Wyrd tree.

      “You can handle this,” Firian said.

      I stood there and tried to transform. I had only ever done this the one time.  I couldn’t just turn into a wolf anywhere. Magic had some weird rules. Only wizard magic worked in the Fixed Plane. Werewolves couldn’t turn into wolves, and Alec couldn’t go into his demon form, although he could still seduce people. Vampires could still be vampires, of course, because otherwise they would have died out a long time ago. It had something to do with what the laws of the human world accepted as true.

      Since Merlin College existed in a place where the worlds met, more types of magic worked here, and humans couldn’t find it easily. So I should have been able to easily just…become a wolf. Right? I couldn’t remember how I did it the last time. My body was feeling very Current Mood: Mostly Hairless, Bipedal.

      “You’ve got this,” Alec said.

      “Yes.”

      “Take a deep breath and stop looking at those guys.”

      The guard had stopped playing the guitar and was now asking the other guy if he thought the porridge this morning tasted a little moldy.

      Ew. I so did not miss that terrible chef Piers dragged in.

      I slowly inhaled and exhaled, breathing from my stomach, imagining that the core of my being was this powerful, malleable force that could transform easily into a wolf. My birthright. Yes.

      I slipped onto four legs like it was nothing and then I lifted my head proudly like, oh yeah, I did it. The guys all gave me thumbs up and made encouraging hand gestures toward the truck. It was crazy to me that none of them looked super surprised to watch their girlfriend turn into a wolf for the first time, but such was the magical life I guess.

      Having succeeded at the wolf part, I took a few stealthy steps toward the truck. It was easy to walk softly on four padded feet than—

      “Hey, it’s my turn to walk,” one of the guys said.

      I froze and looked at my crew. Walk?

      “All right,” the other guy said, getting back to his guitar. “Holler if you see anything.”

      “Sure, wouldn’t that make Piers’ day,” the other guy said. It made me smile that apparently even warlocks had their average day job dudes who complained about the boss. But less smileworthy was the fact that he started marching right for the SUV. He was going to smack into Firian on his current trajectory. They all scattered as quietly as they could. “What was that?” the guy said. “I heard something.”

      Both guards got their wands out, flicked them, and chanted spells, as Harris quickly whispered a counter-spell.

      “Run! We’re counting on you now!” Montague told me as the guard’s wand whacked the SUV’s windshield and the wards collapsed.

      I ran under the truck, getting mud on my hands—paws, whatever—and stomach. Ick. But I didn’t look back. I knew they would all do their best to cover me and if I hesitated that would be a waste. I ran for the tree, knowing the paths pretty well by now, passing by the cave where Stuart used to live. It was quiet here now and I wondered how Stuart’s servants were doing. I had a pang of guilt, because last I heard the council had captured Orson, and I didn’t know if anyone had saved him. I had been so cut off from the magical world.

      The adrenaline racing through me now, the sense that I was helping my friends, and their friends, and so on?

      It really does feel right.

      I got to the tree and it felt like I exploded back into human form. It left me feeling dizzy, and now I was still covered in mud. “What the hell, magic? How come my clothes come and go but the mud is here to stay?”

      The leaves of the white tree shivered in the wind, and it seemed very quiet.

      “Hello? I am here to speak to Queen Morgana, of the Faeries, please? This is Charlotte Byrne. Is anyone here?”

      A bright light emerged from the tree, growing and growing until I had to lift my hands to keep from being blinded. As I cringed back from the vivid white glow, I felt everything shift and spin around me. The light faded and I was standing on a path inside two columns of cypress trees. They formed a perfect natural hallway walled in by straight trunks, and a roof of leaves above my head, while the path was surrounded by pools of lily-pads and other lush flowers and mangrove trees, so it seemed almost like I was inside a room, but I was outside. I was no plant expert, but I felt like all this stuff didn’t usually grow together, which made it seem more strange.

      At the opposite end of the long path, I could see a huge white throne with someone sitting in it. I took a step forward and soldiers immediately rushed up from behind and blocked my way with spears and pikes.

      I lifted my hands. “Sorry! Sorry! I don’t know the protocol.”

      They had moved so swiftly and quietly that I was completely startled by them, especially since there were over a dozen of them. They didn’t disappoint. They were all beautiful in a way that was extremely masculine but also graceful and a little delicate, with pale bluish skin and hair in shades of indigo, purple and crimson. Some of them had webbed hands, so I guess these were the water fae. They wore leather armor with gold accents, all of their chests marked with a shimmering emblem of red coral.

      Behind this layer of male warriors, I realized the trees had another dozen female archers perched high in the branches.

      Although they were all attractive and looked like they could probably kill me in two seconds, I sensed a certain malaise. Stuart said that Wyrd was dying because they had cut themselves off from the human world. Maybe that was what I picked up on.

      “The queen sent me a letter,” I said. “I mean no harm.”

      A tall, slender but broad-shouldered man was walking down the path. He had white hair that was obviously natural, because he looked fairly young. His grayish skin and green-gold eyes gave some hot dark elf vibes to his absolutely gorgeous facial features, but he didn’t look especially welcoming. He was carrying a scroll, wearing a knee-length robe/coat thing over black leather boots, and looked like the Battle Librarian class that Fortune’s Favor briefly flirted with before some dumb male fans made a meme joking about it and they ended up retiring the whole thing.

      “Battle Librarian?” he said, lifting an eyebrow.

      “Did I say that aloud?”

      “No.”

      He read my mind? Oh crap. That was the creepiest magic ever.

      He stared at me with cold, narrowed eyes. “I am Lord Cyrus of the House of Hemlock, and I serve as liaison to Queen Morgana. Please tell me what you wish to say to her and I will bring her the message.”

      “I can’t just talk to her?”

      “She has no wish to look upon a human,” he sneered.

      I guess I couldn’t help an expression of defiance as I said, “Oh? Well. Tell her—“

      “Do you take issue with our queen’s wishes?” he asked.

      “Her wish not to look upon a human?”

      “If she heard your tone, I think she would have you punished,” he said. “She is the queen of the faeries and you are a witch without magic. Do you think you are worthy of looking upon her?”

      “I think a strong queen would look at everyone she does business with right in the eyes,” I said.

      As soon as I said it, I saw his eyes widen and burn with an inner flame that only comes from offending a beautiful immortal. I wanted to take it back. I didn’t want to rot in faery prison. She was the one who sent me a message, for crying out loud, so if it was going to be this much trouble, well, never mind.

      Then, the fire in his eyes calmed down and instead he gave me another small smile that seemed like it might actually be worse. “You are bold,” he said. “Come forward, then. You wanted to meet the queen.”

      Fortune favors the bold. I took a deep breath. “Thank you,” I said.

      He strolled forward, and I noticed more and more faeries watching me silently as I walked. Faeries in the trees, faeries in the bushes, faeries in the water peering out from under lily-pads.

      It felt like we walked a mile to actually reach the throne. It was so far away. As we got closer, I saw slender, bluish white limbs hanging wearily off the arms of the huge throne, with bracelets of thin red coral wrapped around her wrists. The faery queen wore a veil like a bride, and a gown with layers of shimmering purple, red, and silver. I could just barely see her eyes, glowing out from under the veil.

      “Ila aru, arhal lai,” she said, in a very thin voice. “Shi’il na…?”

      I couldn’t tell if she was sick or really old, or if she was actually very strong but frail in appearance. She definitely looked frail, but I had goosebumps all over my body. I felt like she noticed every move I made, every breath, and was testing me.

      “Yes, Your Majesty,” Cyrus said, bowing to her. “This is the Wyrd witch girl, Charlotte.”

      She said a bunch of stuff in her own language, sounding breathless, but also dangerous. I mean, I’m not saying she was a villain, too early to judge, but a lot of villains also look and sound half-dead.

      “She says you can come closer,” Cyrus said.

      “It sounds like she said more than that.”

      “Come closer,” he repeated. “No, no, closer.” He nudged me forward until I was closer than I wanted to be.

      “Do you want me close, or far away?” I said. “Make up your mind!”

      “She says you are not what she expected,” Cyrus said, and then he considered me and said, unimpressed, “Indeed.”

      “What do you mean by that?”

      I could see more of her face under the veil, but still not enough of her face to know that she was more than a pair of glowing eyes and pale, wan cheeks. She reached a hand out, her webbed hand skimming the air in front of me. She whispered more rapidly, musical words pouring out of her.

      “She says you are a true child of Wyrd,” he said. “She is more pleased with you than she expected.”

      That sounded promising. Maybe I could actually get somewhere with her. It would be so amazing if I could actually negotiate this treaty and save everyone from the council. “Thank you.”

      The queen gestured at my hand.

      “She would like the ring you are wearing,” he said.

      I knew she must mean the reliquary ring I was wearing for protection. “To keep?”

      “Yes, it is customary to bring an offering when you are given a reception with Queen Morgana,” he said.

      “I’m sorry. She can’t have that one. It isn’t even mine. I’m borrowing it—“

      “From the Hapsburgs,” he interrupted. “They are a Ethereal family. If you wish to be welcomed here, you must relinquish your Ethereal artifacts. We are considering whether we want to allow human wizards into Wyrd for the first time in centuries. This is something you desperately want.”

      “I’m not desperate,” I said. “Not desperate enough to give away something that isn’t mine.”

      “It was given to you by a boy who loves you, was it not?” Cyrus asked. “You don’t think he would understand?” He said something to Queen Morgana. She stared at me.

      “I don’t know if he like, loves me, loves me,” I said. “It’s still not right, anyway. I have honor. I’m not going to give it to you unless I know you’ll give me something in exchange.”

      “She actually is very stubborn,” he said, in response to another question from the queen. “But, she is very loyal to her mates.” They said something, nodded to each other, and Cyrus beckoned me off to the side, to one of the pools of water surrounding the throne. He swirled his hand around over the water and an image appeared in the water of Piers and the other professors swarming my guys. Piers zapped Firian, who was helpless without his—our—magic.

      “Oh god!” I gasped. “Is that real?”

      “I’m just showing you what’s going on back home,” he said. “You will need us if you want to have magic. Your Ethereal council will banish all of you to Sinistral, and you’ve seen Sinistral. It is an unstable world and only the heartiest mages would ever survive there. The queen needs you to show your loyalty to her.”

      “I came here to negotiate,” I said. “I’m not giving her anything until we’ve hammered out the terms of the deal.”

      “The queen doesn’t ‘hammer’,” he said.

      “I think the queen needs me as much as I need her, so she’d better start meeting me halfway.”

      “The queen doesn’t need you.”

      “Oh?” I said. “This world isn’t sick? Stuart told me Wyrd is dying, and everyone here looks awfully pale. Even the plants just seem…off.”

      “We have been dying for centuries, so I suppose it will take a while yet,” he said. “There will be others like you.”

      “So you don’t need me at all.” I was definitely catching a whiff of weakness off Mr. Arrogant Mind-Reader. “I’ll just go and you can find someone else.”

      “Hass!” the queen called out before slumping wearily forward. She snapped her fingers. She said a bunch of stuff. It sounded like she was upset at Cyrus.

      He stared back at her with a little twitch at his temple before saying, “Very well. The queen will present herself clearly. She will open the gates of Wyrd to thirteen witches. You may name their number. Each of these witches must join with the great houses of Wyrd, tied in future by blood. She asks for your reliquary ring as a token of the agreement. In exchange, she will return your magic to you.”

      “You’re saying we only get faery magic if we agree to marry faeries?”

      “Yes,” he said.

      “So what happens to me and my mates? We aren’t allowed into Wyrd? I’m trying to keep my friends safe, too. Professor McGuinness is gay; do you have someone for him? Plus, what if they don’t want to marry faeries?”

      Cyrus frowned as the queen continued. “She says that if you give up the ring, you will be permitted into Wyrd, as will any other witch or warlock who comes into Wyrd magic naturally.”

      The queen tapped her fingers on the arm of her throne. She seemed to think she was giving me a generous concession.

      “That won’t help my people!” I said. “I don’t know anyone who wants to marry a faery! Did she get the head of the Withered Lord from Stuart?”

      “Yes. She was very impressed. That’s the only reason she is speaking to you at all.”

      “I feel like we’ve done a lot,” I said. “We killed a demon. That’s your enemy, right? We’re fighting with the Ethereal council. That’s also your enemy. I’ll give you the ring if you give me my magic back, but then I want all my boyfriend and friends who fought with me to be allowed into Wyrd. No marriage alliances. We’re not interested.”

      “Killing a demon proves you have some worth,” he said. ”In the scheme of things, it’s nothing compared to opening our gates to humans. The queen must maintain control over this alliance or she will not make it. We will not allow our culture to be corrupted. Each bride will be trained in our ways so we don’t have uncouth humans just running around, popping in and out.”

      “That’s not the deal I need,” I said.

      “Well, then, it seems we can’t come to terms.”

      “Wait, wait!” I said, frantic. I didn’t want to go home without figuring something out. “Please! We want to help you too.”

      The queen suddenly spoke in English herself, with a beautiful accent, but she still sounded weary. “This is the only bargain we shall offer today, child.”

      “What about the ring for my magic? At least?”

      I mean, the ring wasn’t actually mine to give, but I knew Harris would want me to get my magic back. The fact was, Harris liked our little competition over who was the best wizard, and it was no fun if he had magic and I didn’t. He told me to wear the ring to protect myself. He wasn’t going to ask for it back, anyway. If I had magic, I could protect myself with my own power, which was obviously better.

      Plus, Firian would have magic too. Double score. (And I’d get that kitsune sex fantasy. Not that this factored into my negotiations at all or anything…hmm.)

      She held out her hand. I pulled the ring off my finger and gave it to her. I trusted she would hold up her end, because bargains were so important in the magical world, and I was right. She took my hand and I felt warmth flood through me. I could feel my powers coming back to me and it brought me a huge sense of comfort and relief, like a missing limb had grown back. I think I had been trying to deny how much my magic meant to me.

      Then I saw the queen running her fingers over the ring, the suggestion of a smile beneath the veil. “Goodbye,” she said.

      I was suddenly shoved out of Wyrd and back into the meadow overlooked by the tree. As soon as I appeared, I heard shouts and a guard shot me with a paralyzing spell, knocking me to the ground.
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      Charlotte

      

      “You came back to the tree.” Piers Nicolescu paced past us. “Harris, how stupid are you?”

      “Apparently, very stupid,” Harris said dryly. “Go ahead. Enjoy the moment. Strut. Puff. You want to try out a villain laugh while you’re at it?”

      “I’m sad for you,” Piers said, looking faintly wounded. “That’s all. Now I have to call the authorities on my own cousin.”

      While I was in Wyrd, my guys got into a brawl with the guards and Montague bit one of them, so…it seemed unlikely we could talk our way out of this now.

      “You know, Catherine and your parents and I had all agreed to let you youths go.”

      “‘Youths’?” Montague said. “When was the last time you fought a high demon?”

      “He’s just mad because his familiar is a sugar glider,” Harris said.

      “Awww, really?” I said, although I probably shouldn’t.

      Piers looked completely pissed off that I thought his familiar was adorable. He struck Harris’ face. “Are we insulting familiars now? Two of you couldn’t even keep yours alive.”

      Montague lunged forward to tackle Piers and some guards rushed forward to break them up. They locked Montague’s hands up in some tight cuffs that glowed.

      Piers had been knocked to the ground. Someone tried to help him up and he brushed it off with a muttered curse, straightening out his cloak. “You are all going to the Haven,” he said. “It’s where you belong.”

      “The Haven?” Harris said.

      “Yes. If you can get your head on straight, maybe your life isn’t completely ruined.”

      “Don’t do this,” Harris said. “Charlotte is with her family. Look, let’s just give the ring back. Charlotte lost her magic; we killed a demon. There is no reason to put a regular girl in the Haven.”

      “Er…” I hadn’t really had a chance to talk about what happened in the faery realm except clearly things had not gone as well as hoped.

      Harris looked at me. “You don’t have the ring?”

      “No.”

      “You gave it to the faeries? Why would you do that without even getting anything in return?”

      “I did get something in return. My magic.”

      “Oh, for fuck’s sake.”

      Piers lifted a hand. “Well, that settles that. Anyway, Daisy is already there.”

      “Daisy?” I cried. “Daisy is at the Haven? Is that why we haven’t heard from her?”

      “Probably. It seems she split with the vampires in New York, and she was promptly picked up. I’m sure she’s being well taken care of there.”

      “What about Ignatius?”

      “Oh…Ignatius. They are certainly looking for…that person.” I got the sense that if Ignatius was caught, it was going to go very badly for him. Hopefully he and Stuart and Professor McGuinness had a safe place to hide.

      Piers went to talk with the guards and other professors. They gestured and someone went to the old-fashioned box in the main hall that held a telephone.

      Montague looked more nervous than when we went to fight the demon. “I don’t want to go back there,” he said.

      “Is it that bad?” Alec asked. “Isn’t it just like rehab?”

      “No. It’s not ‘just’ rehab. They only had me for the summer,” Montague said. “And my parents sent me there, so it was…the ‘lite’ version. I’m not sure it’s going to be temporary this time. It’s like prison for warlocks and witches who stumbled into bad magic but aren’t actually bad themselves. Crazy people, and vampires and incubi with all their impulses tamped down. They…things happen there. And now that they’ve got this purification spell, who knows what they’re doing to the people there.”

      “Ina is there,” I whispered. “Ignatius’ love.”

      Ina. The one family member I had never met. The one family member that no one had seen in many years, by the sound of it.

      I felt terrible for her. Everyone said she was ‘crazy’ now, too, so maybe she wasn’t fully aware of what was going on, but what if she was? And she was abandoned by everyone she once loved? It didn’t sound like a place with visiting hours.

      “Maybe…I’m supposed to go there,” I said.

      “Just to see Ina?” Montague said. “You can’t help her.”

      “Maybe I can,” I hissed back. “How do you know?”

      “I just told you, it’s prison,” he said. “There are guards everywhere. Security at Merlin College is absolutely nonexistent in comparison, so don’t think just because you can sneak around here that you’ll get any of that there.”

      “They still have your car, right?” Alec asked.

      “That shit is probably impounded by now,” Montague said. “They’re not keeping that thing and I bet they wouldn’t even know how to sell it. No, we need to fight this.” As Piers came back, Montague said, “I want to call my parents.”

      “Your parents have already met with the council,” Piers said. “They already know you have been having increasing contact with your sire and other vampire clans, and they want you to be safe.”

      “Alec, what about your dad?” Montague asked.

      “You know that’s no good,” Alec said.

      “I am not just giving up,” Montague said.

      “Monty, I think you’re digging yourself a deeper hole at this point,” Harris said. “You’re in handcuffs. And if Daisy’s there, we can’t just ditch her.”

      It was true that Montague couldn’t do much to fight back, but he got that look in his eyes like he was just thinking about how every man in the room would taste, like he would happily murder them all at the first opportunity. It was the face that reminded me, oh yeah, vampires aren’t just cute. We were definitely going to have to keep him under control while we figured out whatever plan we would surely figure out. I had my magic back, so…we could work together and escape, surely. We didn’t need the faeries. We didn’t need the council. I had watched enough cartoons to know that any team of five people with disparate powers and personalities as cool as we were could defeat anything, and we’d already proven it once, so…yeah. Yeah, I wasn’t nervous.

      “The car will be here for you in three hours or so,” Piers said. “I have business to attend to, but you will wait here under guard.”

      “Can I—can I call my parents?” I asked.

      “No,” he said. “They will be notified by courier.”

      “So that’s it? We don’t get to appeal or anything?”

      “Your friends tried to kill the guards,” Piers said.

      “I never intended on killing them,” Montague said. “The world would be a better place if everyone stopped assuming vampires want to kill people instead of just sampling them.”

      Piers ignored Montague. “I wouldn’t bother asking for an ‘appeal’. I wish this was not happening, Charlotte.”

      “Well, I wish your guards would stop trying attacking us.”

      “I want to run a school of talented, well-behaved students,” he said. “And you are still enrolled. So you are my students. I’m sorry I won’t see you back here.”
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      Charlotte

      

      The Haven.

      It sounded like it could be a retirement community, but from all I’d heard, I was imagining a 19th century insane asylum. Like, with towers, and walls that were painted some weird color that no one painted walls anymore, with so much lead in the paint. I imagined weird back staircases, and mysterious cries in the night, and an overcast sky.

      On the other hand, they showed up to collect us in a 70s van painted black, which ruined the Victorian atmosphere I was conjuring, but I guess that was in the budget.

      They were called “Warlocks for the Maintenance of Peace and Order” because I guess police sounded too ominous, but they were basically the cops, complete with yelling at us and physically shoving Montague in the van, trying to clonk his head on the doorframe on purpose, but he dodged. They looked less enthused about shoving around Alec, since he was more buff than they were, or Harris for the sheer fact that he was warlock royalty.

      (Firian, of course, had vanished, although I don’t know if he was really much safer in Etherium.)

      The Haven wasn’t actually that far away, just a couple hours’ drive, long enough for me to get increasingly nervous about the fact that I was going to be trapped in this place that scared Montague, and I hadn’t even been allowed to contact my parents. I wondered if they would try to purify me again.

      At the end of a winding mountain road, a bell tower loomed up from the trees. We passed through the iron gates, under the script that said ‘Sky Haven Home’.

      It was pretty much like I imagined, a sprawling complex of Victorian buildings, with a big green lawn in front peppered with goats. I guess the goats helped them avoid using lawn mowers, and they brought a little cheer to the surroundings. A parking lot was shoved off to the side.

      “Isn’t that your car?” Harris whispered.

      Montague’s eyes widened as he laid eyes on the one car in the parking lot that stood out like a rap star walking into a old white people fundraiser. Every other car was some sort of old, dignified vehicle in a subdued color and then there was this one import racer with electric blue paint that faded to black in the back and a huge spoiler. Montague put his hand on the glass window like he had seen a long-lost lover on a passing train platform.

      “That’s my fucking car,” he whispered.

      The car vanished from view as our creeper van pulled up to the front and the warlock cops flung open the doors as a few staff members came down the steps to greet us. The three women all wore prim blue dresses down to the tops of their boots with aprons, and the man wore a black suit. Behind them, the stone face of the Haven rose behind them, almost cathedral-like from here, four stories if you didn’t count the central tower, which was a few more stories.

      “There are the Merlin kids,” said Warlock Cop.

      The ‘Merlin kids’. Ooh, we sounded kinda infamous.

      “Well, they don’t look too bad,” the man in the suit chuckled. “I’m Mr. Coopman and this is Miss de Georgel. We’re going to take good care of you all and help you get back on your feet.”

      “We were on our feet to begin with,” Harris said.

      “You must be Harrison von Hapsburg Nicolescu!” he said. “We have a very fine room for you. There is no shame in what you’ve done. Killing a demon. Very impressive. But I think you know you have done something wrong, Mr. Nicolescu. Thievery is beneath you.” He turned to Montague and Alec. “Mr. Xarra, I wish I could be more pleased to see you again, but I haven’t lost hope. Often, vampires find purpose, contentment and safety with residence here. And Mr. Lyrman…you’re going to be an interesting challenge, but you are of good stock. I have faith.”

      “Mr. Nicolescu says that the girl is the ringleader,” Warlock Cop said. “She is Amelia Halt’s protege and part-werewolf, the granddaughter of Sally Caruthers.”

      “Yes. I got the message,” Mr. Coopman said. “Charlotte, from the sounds of it, you still have a lot to learn about the wizard community. Piers’ noted that you may have dealt with some personal aggression from your great-aunt Catherine. She is a strong personality, talented as she may be. Well, I want to assure you that our aim at the Haven is to find ways for everyone to be safe and fulfill their potential.”

      “And that’s why you trap vampires here for life,” Montague said.

      “I know this is hard to accept, but vampires are rarely safe in society,” Mr. Coopman said gently. “You are dealing with strong needs. It only takes one lapse and you could kill your loved ones, or someone else’s loved ones. Mr. Xarra, we do want to work with you.”

      I took Montague’s hand and squeezed it. I knew he didn’t want to be here, but I also knew we weren’t going to argue, snark or punch our way out of this. We had to do something more crafty.

      We walked through the doors and I shivered. This place felt extremely haunted. I actually didn’t know just how haunted a building could feel until I walked into the entrance hall, lit only by the tall windows, dreary light falling on chipped white tile and cracked white plaster. There was a check-in desk and a few wooden telephone booths, one currently occupied, and a guard at the door.

      “I’ll be showing you to the women’s rooms,” Miss de Georgel said.

      “Oh—“ I looked at the guys frantically and Harris lifted a hand.

      “No,” he said. “We’re engaged.”

      “You and Miss Byrne?”

      “Yes. My parents wished it,” he said. “I require a conjugal relationship with Charlotte. Feel free to call them and ask.”

      “Very well,” Mr. Coopman said, raising a brow. “I’ll call them now.”

      What the what? In what universe could Harris just say he wanted me in his bed and everyone was going to be like, oh sure, that’s fine? Especially considering how old-fashioned this place was.

      “They wanted us to get married,” Harris said. “We’ll see if it’s still true.”

      “You two in a room alone?” Alec said. “I’m coming over every night.”

      “I figured that already,” Harris said. “I know I can’t get rid of you and your demon dick, but it’s still my room.”

      “No one has a room yet,” Montague growled. “And good luck getting one. They’re not going to let you have that much fun.”

      Mr. Coopman returned. “All right,” he said. “Your parents were pleased with the idea. So let me see if any marriage beds are open.”

      We all stared at Harris.

      He grimaced. “To be honest, there is a dark side to this, and that’s why it works. I’ll explain later.”

      “Ah,” Montague said, nodding.

      “What?” I said. “What dark side?”

      “Hsst,” Harris said, because Miss de Georgel was staring at us. She gave us a tight smile when we noticed her.

      I was definitely on edge as we were shown up a well-worn wooden staircase to a hallway of numbered doors. It smelled sort of herbal and I heard low murmuring behind one door, soft violin music behind another. The walls were a weird sickly yellow color and the doors were brown. Miss de Georgel opened one with a skeleton key. “Here you are, Mr. Nicolescu. It is one of the better rooms we have; of course, I’m sure it is no Ladyswald.”

      “Not…quite,” Harris said, like he was trying to eat a very strange foreign meal without offending the hosts.

      The room had a big bed with a very heavy headboard. Actually, all the furniture looked like each piece would kill multiple people if you dropped it out a window. Heavy dresser, heavy wardrobe, heavy bookcase, with a worn patterned rug and thick red velvety curtains. On the wall was a still life painting of things I recognized as spell components: herbs, a bottle of tiny crystals, unknown vials, and a small skull. We also had a bathroom with a clawfoot tub and a toilet that had the tank on top and this big deep sink, like, a sink you could drown someone’s face in ohmigod why am I thinking of it that way?

      Of course, I knew why. This place was hella haunted. I was going to wake up to see a woman in Victorian clothes at the foot of my bed crying. For sure. Maybe worse. Blood dripping from the walls? Sure. Unknown baby cries in the night? Definitely. One of those Korean ghosts? Nothing would surprise me.

      And I had to sleep with Harris and no one else?

      Firian can be here, too. You can insist on that. Calm down.

      “Are you scared, Chosen One?” he whispered.

      “No, because you owe me your life in order to protect me. And honor is your only good quality.”

      He gave me exactly the sort of look I was hoping to provoke—the slightly irritated narrowing of his blue eyes and the quick smile that said, I’ll get the better of you.

      Of course, I think I’d gotten the better of him by saving him from death. How could anyone beat that?

      But what the nights would be like with him…I shivered to think. And it was a shiver that shot heat straight through me, and made me anticipate the night as much as I feared it.

      “Please, settle in and read the rules in the book on the desk,” Miss de Georgel said. “I’ll show you two to your rooms.”

      “If you think you’ve figured out a way to get Char to yourself, you’re dead wrong,” Alec said before leaving. “If they chain me to my bed I’ll be in her dreams so much she’ll be too tired to deal with you.”

      “Alec, would I do that to you?” Harris said lightly. “We’re friends. I share my toys.”

      I elbowed him as Montague tugged Alec out of the doorway. He seemed too grumpy for flirting.

      Harris looked in the mirror and checked his appearance, in a casual way that was kinda sexy. I reached for the rule book but he took it from me and dropped it on the bed. “Later,” he said. He reached for my wrist, pressing my hand into the covers as his larger one folded over it, and stole a kiss.

      “This isn’t the way I intended to keep you,” he said.

      “What were you planning? Christian Grey’s play room?”

      “Hmm, what does it say psychologically that you think I’d go there?”

      “It says I read a lot of trashy books…”

      His hand slipped up my shirt, but in a slow, gentle way. An exploratory mission that took its time finding the sensitive nub it was seeking. They pebbled as he brushed fingers across them. “Charlotte,” he said. “Don’t be scared.”

      “I’m not scared.”

      He scoffed.

      “Okay, well, this place is a freaking nightmare. It’s only smart to be scared. There are ghosts here.”

      “You are very sensitive,” he said, lightly swirling his fingers around one of my nipples until I let out a little moan. “To ghosts.”

      “Ohh…”

      “Must be that necromancy study,” he said. “I’ll protect you. All right?” His voice was soft but authoritative, demanding an answer.

      “All right,” I said breathlessly as the space between my legs cried for some attention.

      “I just wanted you to myself now and then.” He kissed my neck. “I want you to forget where you are. Forget what you’re afraid of. Forget everything but me.”

      “Such a narcissist, but I guess all exiled princes are.”

      He wrapped his hand around my chin and claimed my mouth, the force of his kiss suggesting that he would like me to be quiet. I decided it wasn’t worth it to fight, certainly not when his touch felt this good. Now his hand felt up my thigh, pausing to cup my bottom before tugging my panties down. I was a little embarrassed by how needy I felt, in the midst of everything else going on. A few minutes ago I wasn’t even thinking about Harris pounding me on a creepy old bed while ghosts probably watched, and now I found myself saying, “Mm…yes…”

      Our bodies pressed together now, leaning close, tangling up together, his erection confined by his pants but pressing against my naked skin as he flung up my skirt, and he was kissing me, caressing me. I started undressing his lower half with the urgency of a wolf in heat who happened to have girl hands, and he quickly started unbuttoning his shirt too. Fair enough. We didn’t need to Winnie the Pooh this.

      Fear sex also makes for hot sex. I guess it was up there with makeup sex. Intense emotional states had their perks. I had no idea what it would be like being confined to the ward for bad wizards, and I shut my eyes to block out the sight of the place. Harris grabbed my knees and split me open, and since my eyes were shut I didn’t realize he was going to prime me with some tongue action.

      “Oh damn,” I gasped.

      “Spread that pussy,” he said, before his tongue slid to one side and then the other, urging me open.

      I felt like I should say something snarky, but I was way too turned on.

      “You’re mine,” he said, before sinking his cock into me deep. “Say you’re mine.”

      “I’m yours,” I said without hardly thinking, shutting my eyes again. I had a micro-orgasm just from the first thrust, and it only drove my need deeper. “More, more,” I groaned as I dug my fingernails into his back.

      “Ha,” he said, like he’d won a round. And he had, I guess. Maybe. But I didn’t mind losing like this.
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      Charlotte

      

      After sex, I wanted to fall asleep. Harris was holding me. It was actually pretty nice. He wasn’t a gentle presence, exactly, but I felt safe with him. He seemed very awake and it made me feel like I could let my guard down.

      Still, there was an eerie, faint moaning sound that might have been wind creeping through a crack in the window, or maybe was just the building settling, or maybe was a desperate cry from beyond.

      I remembered something. “Harris, what was the dark side of us sharing a room?”

      “You’re taking something for birth control, right? A spell?”

      “Yeah, they gave it to me at the infirmary at Merlin.”

      “They’re not going to give you that here, I can guarantee it.”

      “Are you saying they want me to get pregnant?” I furrowed my brows. “Before we’re even married?”

      “If we had a baby, my parents would have an easier way of forcing us into the life they want us to have,” he said. “They know we wouldn’t want a baby to grow up here. So, when they offer freedom in exchange for good behavior…basically, a baby makes you easier to control. As an individual person, you can jaunt off and put yourself in danger. Once a baby is in the picture, you won’t want to do that.”

      “Who says? Maybe I want to jaunt around with my baby? My family has somewhat of a wild record.”

      “I wouldn’t put it past you,” he said. “But then my parents would ask the council for custody. If it was my child, they would win. Then, at least, they have my heir, which I guess is better than nothing.”

      My mouth fell open. “That—that is awful.”

      “I warned you it was dark,” he said. “But I know how they think. My parents don’t even approve of birth control; how do you think there ended up being seven of us? Anyway, we’ll work around it. You can’t get pregnant with Montague and Firian, so you won’t be lacking for attention. And I’ll still get what I want out of you. If I fill that little mouth of yours I won’t have to hear so much complaining coming out of it.” He ran a thumb over my bottom lip.

      I slapped him, my skin hot. “Then I guess I’ll have to complain twice as much the rest of the time.”

      “I don’t doubt that you’ll get me back.” His smirk was so confident that I wanted to slap him again. Harder. I’d left a pink mark on his cheek but it was fading. I wondered what he’d do to me if I tried it, and I realized I was getting turned on again.

      “I—I wonder where Alec and Montague are staying,” I said, feeling the need for a palette cleanser.

      He sat up suddenly and reached for his clothes. He got himself put back together in about two seconds. I don’t know how it was that his clothes didn’t even look wrinkled. “I want to find Daisy,” he said. “If she’s been here for weeks already…”

      In the distance somewhere, we both heard a woman screaming, “Nooo! Nooo!” It was an unhinged, desperate scream, laced with tears. “Don’t put me back in there, oh god, please, don’t take me back, nooo!” The voice shrank away and then stopped. The hall was dead silent now.

      Harris’ eyes cut to mine.

      “Let’s find Daisy,” he repeated, more tense.

      We walked around, getting a feel for the place. There were halls full of bedrooms, of course, occupying most of the upper floors, but the side wings were blocked by guards. Windows overlooked an inner courtyard, showing that the building was actually a square, but the back side of the square also looked like it was gated off.

      “Can’t come in here. Therapy in progress,” the first guard said when we tried to go left.

      I was pretty sure I’d heard the screaming over here, but at least it was quiet now.

      “Are you looking for someone?” asked the guard at the building’s right wing.

      “Daisy Pendleton. She’s a friend of ours.”

      “The diviner, oh yes. She’s always in the lounge. It’s in the basement. Follow the signs to the swimming pool but turn left before you get there.”

      The basement vibe was like, 1970s college library meets a church basement where you would hold a really lame party, with a dash of Soviet recreational building. Lots of tile, gold carpet and retro furniture that was almost cool but was also somehow not. The air was cold and sterile but seemed uncirculated.

      Summary: Depressing.

      This was where we found Daisy. In a small room, curled up on a worn out green couch, watching television. She didn’t look up at first, not until Harris said, “Daisy!”

      She blinked like she’d forgotten to do it for awhile. “Harris? Charlotte? Is that really you?”

      “Can I turn a light on?” Harris asked, but did it anyway. “Yes, it’s us.”

      “I was hoping they wouldn’t catch you,” she said, wiping sand from her eyes. “But I guess, since they did, do you want to watch TV? I caught up on Queer Eye, Charlotte. I cried so much. Like, it’s so beautiful. You’re right. I love Jonathan. I want to be him.”

      There were several empty shot glasses by the couch. Harris picked one up and sniffed. “What are they giving you?” he asked.

      “Some stuff to like, I don’t know, make it easier.” She reached for his jacket and clutched the hem, not letting go, just holding it. “I still have to do my magic but at least I can watch all the TV. Grandmother didn’t let me watch all the TV. So I’m all caught up on Queer Eye and Project Runway and I watched all the Marie Kondos…”

      “Fun,” I said.

      “And then I watched all of Key & Peele and all these, like, Marvel movies.”

      “That’s a lot…”

      “And then there all these adorable movies about Christmas, and I saw some Real Housewives, and there was a documentary about rappers and I watched this Lego Elves show, and—”

      “I have no idea how you even got to all of those things,” I said. “You must have broken the algorithms. I think it’s time to stop watching TV, though. You look like you need fresh air.” I turned off the TV and made her get on her feet. She wavered a little, and then gave me a dazed look with dark shadows under her eyes, and then she threw her arms around me.

      “Something’s wrong with my head, Charlotte,” she said. “How long have I been here?”

      “Daisy, have they been forcing you to do magic the same way Piers did?” Harris asked.

      “Yes. They make me look for dark spots.”

      “You mean Sinistral parallels?”

      “Yeah.”

      “And they’re giving you drugs so you don’t resist.”

      “At least the magic isn’t so bad with the drugs,” Daisy said. “I don’t feel so alone when I’m alone. And when I send my mind off searching for the things they want, it doesn’t feel as weird.”

      “No more drugs,” Harris said. “The Daisy I know might be crazy but she’s definitely in control. How did they get you from the vampires?”

      “Oh, the vampires. They were all like, ‘We think we found Lisbeth. Goodbye!’”

      “That’s cold!”

      “Well, they did offer to find me a place with some other vampires, but…” She rubbed her head. “I don’t really want to be a vampire’s thrall either. I spent a week with them and they look hot but they’re actually like, old people.”

      “The sad truth about vampires revealed,” Harris said dryly. “They are old.”

      “So I was like, just take me to New York. And then the warlocks grabbed me. I’m never going to escape. Never. So the only thing I can do is take the edge off.”

      “Well…you…could have options,” I said.

      “Oh yeah?”

      But it wasn’t a very good option. As soon as I said it I realized that anyone who took the faeries’ deal was still trapped. “The faeries are looking for witches and warlocks to marry. They said they will allow us to access Wyrd if I bring them thirteen brides.”

      “Faeries…” Daisy looked pensive. “They’re worse than vampires.”

      “But maybe they won’t force you into using your powers,” I said. “They don’t seem very interested in our magic. I have a feeling they’ll be pretty controlling, though. They want the faery brides to fit into their society.”

      “Ugh. Nooo,” Daisy said. She looked sleepy.

      “Let’s get her back into her room to sleep off this stuff and find the other guys,” Harris said. “Now that we know she’s okay.”

      Daisy stumbled to her room and collapsed face first on the bed. It was similar to our room, just smaller in scale. Daisy had pinned magazine pages to the walls. Harris turned her over and put a blanket over her.

      “Are the drugs addictive?” I asked. “Maybe I should ask Firian to watch over her.”

      “Luckily, she’s also from a well-regarded family,” Harris said. “They won’t want to fry her brain or mess her up too much. The thing I know about the Haven is…well, it’s a prison, and like any prison, if you have friends in high places, you are treated well. I don’t know what’s going on behind the guarded doors.”

      “All of us have friends in high places…right?” I asked nervously.

      “If I’m worried about anyone, it’s Alec.”
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      Alec

      

      “Mr. Xarra, this is your room.”

      Monty took one look at his small, spartan room and shrugged. “Is Alec next door?”

      Miss de Georgel gave me an expression that confirmed what I already knew. I didn’t belong here. I had already been ‘purified’ and it didn’t go well. It banished my warlock side and made me a full-on demon.

      “You two can’t do everything together,” she said. “Alec has…his own quarters. Follow me, Mr. Lyrman.”

      “I’m going with you,” Monty said.

      “You may not,” she said.

      “What are you going to do to him that I’m not allowed to witness?”

      “Every patient here has their own course of treatment. For the sake of privacy, you must stay here.”

      “You’re going to hurt him! I know you’re fucking liars,” Monty said. “I’m not going to let you hurt my best friend. He might be an incubus but he is in control.”

      “Do I need to call the guards?” she asked sharply, holding up a hand as he bared fangs are her.

      “Monty, I’m fine,” I said, trying to de-escalate the situation. Montague’s temper wasn’t doing anyone any good here. “Maybe you can find Charlotte and Harris and hang out until I get back.”

      I was pretty good at staying calm, usually. So I was trying to hold onto that. Why panic now? They were probably just going to ask me some questions and maybe give me one of those spells that blocked me from touching the girls. Even if they wouldn’t let me touch Charlotte, I could still get to her in my dreams. They hadn’t figured out a good way to block dreams.

      “Sorry about him,” I said. “He has a lot of Aries energy in his chart, so he argues even when he shouldn’t. He was always getting into trouble when he was younger, but I guess you know that, since he was already here.”

      Usually, people expected an incubus demon to be hot-headed and seductive. Little they know, I’d had a lifetime of trying to win my dad over, and I was great at mature behavior. When I started speaking in a calm voice, it never failed to settle down old witches either. After all, on a deeper level, I still couldn’t help but be seductive. The combination was a winner every time.

      Except…this lady. She wasn’t even that old, maybe fifty, but she had a strict air even I couldn’t seem to penetrate.

      “I hope my room has good natural light,” I said. “With these old windows, I’m sure most of them do. I don’t really care about the bed or the bath half as much as a good space to paint.”

      That was angle #2. Almost everyone liked having an artsy guy around, just minding his own business.

      But I already had a feeling it wouldn’t work.

      We passed by a guard and turned a corner. The atmosphere changed. It seemed locked down and sort of apocalyptic. The doors were metal instead of wood and had heavy locks. I heard a banging noise and some cries and one door opened. Two nurses pushed out a gurney with a girl strapped down on it, unconscious.

      “We’re done with the room,” they said, seeing us.

      I immediately dropped the nice guy attitude. “What’s going on here?” I said. “They already tried to purify me once and it didn’t work.”

      “Come in,” she said, pointing me through the door.

      As soon as I stepped in, a few guards seized me, wrestling me to the ground.

      Now I was just flat out fighting them as best I could, trying to shake off one while shoving another out of my face. Then I slammed back an elbow at the third guy. That was as good as it got for me, though, because they swished their wands at me and with a few spell words, my hands and feet were bound with magical glowing ropes.

      They stood back. I heard murmuring behind me, and Miss de Georgel stepped out. It seemed like we were waiting for something.

      I twisted around as best I could. “You don’t need to do this. I’m not hostile.”

      “Well, you probably will be,” one of the guards said before another one nudged him.

      When the door opened again, the man who walked in had a very calm vibe that seemed to fill the entire space. He had long, straight dark hair that came just past his shoulders and large blue eyes, and he wore a long coat embroidered with Hand of God symbols, blue eyes to match his own glaring out from palms. He made me think of photographs of Rasputin; he had that same intensity. The guards got very quiet as soon as he entered the room.

      “Hello, child.” He placed a hand on my head. “So I hear you are a lost one. They drove out your Ethereal nature and banished you to Sinistral. Do you want me to help you turn back to the side of righteous order?”

      “I don’t know who you are,” I said. “My familiar already died because of what they did to me at Merlin College. I don’t think I want any more experimentations.”

      “My name is Father Bogdan and I am a priest of the Order of the Blessed. We are a group formed from wizards of many religions who have come together as one, working silently and tirelessly to turn back the darker forces that influence our world. As the human world is ruled by sins, our task becomes more difficult. Technology is poison to magic, and it leads to greed, corruption…and lust. As long as you are an incubus and subject to lust, you are a sinner.”

      “Bullshit,” I said. “I shouldn’t lust after the girl I love? She’s the only one I want. The only one I’ve ever had.”

      “You lust after others.”

      “I don’t,” I said.

      “You are lying,” he said.

      “I mean, I have physical attraction to other women, but not like I care about her. If I don’t act on it, how is that a sin? Whatever you’re selling, I don’t want it.”

      He walked behind me so I had to twist again to see him, and spoke spell words, tapping my back with his wand. As soon as the tip touched me, an electric fire shot through every nerve in my body and I screamed with pain. The demon inside me stirred, wings and tail sprouting from my skin as my body grew larger to defend itself. I thrashed against the ropes. That was the kind of pain that reduces man to animal. All I could think of was escaping it. I swung my head, trying to shove him back from me with my horns.

      “There it is,” Father Bogdan said. “The demon inside you requires little provocation to strike.”

      I was drenched in sweat, the seams of my clothes split.

      “Calm yourself and I won’t do it again,” he said. “Tell me, what would you do if your lady told you she had no desire to copulate with you for a couple of weeks?”

      “I’d respect her,” I ground out.

      “You would not invade her dreams?”

      “The tattoos on my arms…help me resist,” I said.

      “Did you invade the dreams of other women before?”

      “I…I couldn’t help it, sometimes.”

      “Exactly,” he said. “Despite the tattoos, you couldn’t help it. You don’t have control. You are a monster who will steal the innocence of maidens.”

      “Well, I wouldn’t put it like that. It’s just a dream.”

      “It’s not ‘just a dream’ and you know that, Alec. That’s why, even if you are kept from your lady, you can dream of her and be satisfied, and she will remember every moment of it as if it was real. Any girl whom you have dreamed of has been defiled as surely as any man ever forced himself on a woman.”

      This man was getting right at the heart of my own terror and shame. He was right. That was why my father didn’t want to bring me to family holidays when I was younger, why I was sent to all-boys schools, why I couldn’t play with other kids. Because I was a monster. I couldn’t help it. I made girls grow up. I corrupted minds. I tried so hard not to be a monster but I was never really safe for anyone around me.

      “But Alec, it’s all right,” he said softly, as my expression cracked. “That’s why you’re here. If you are truly willing to change, we will help you.”

      “She loves me as I am.”

      “No, she doesn’t,” he said. “She loves Alec. She loves a man who desires her. Any woman does. She will love you more if you’re a normal warlock who desires her but will never hurt her.”

      I wasn’t sure. “There’s more to my mother’s blood than just…desire,” I said. My mother was a demon. My dad never told me much about her, and she hadn’t been very nice to Charlotte. I still couldn’t help but feel that there was something in me that was a part of her, and it wasn’t just sex. It was my art too. It was the part of me that was passionate and creative in ways my father never was. I didn’t think I could just get rid of my incubus blood without losing other things.

      “Do you admire your mother, Alec?”

      I grimaced.

      “Your training begins today,” he said. “It won’t be easy. You will suffer, and your suffering will cleanse you. You’ll emerge on the other side, a man of control and wisdom.” He whispered a poetic spell, whispering the French language, and although I was pretty good with ‘wizard French’ I only caught about half of it. My skin started crawling all over, and I felt heat rushing to my cock. I started to get hard, but as I did, the heat started to turn to pain.

      “You will not make love to any other person,” Father Bogdan said. “You will not even touch yourself. You will not dream of any woman at the Haven without waking up in agony. You can trace your tattoos, but the only way to truly find relief will be to turn to the sacred spells of the warlocks and master your desires completely.”

      “Gods, no, please,” I panted as I broke into a fresh sweat.

      “If you can overcome this, I will bring you before the Ethereal council and allow you to come home. You will be one of the great holy warlocks,” he said. “And your father can finally be proud when he names you as his son.”

      “This isn’t what I want…”

      He patted my shoulder. “Deep down, you know that it is.” He walked away. To the guards, he said, “Leave him tied down until he calms himself enough to turn human again, and then bring him some new clothes.”
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      Charlotte

      

      I was worried sick about Alec when we got to dinner time and we hadn’t seen him. The food was okay, served cafeteria style with a few different options, but I didn’t have much of an appetite. We didn’t know where Daisy had gone either, but when we asked one of polite women working in her section of the rooms where she’d gone, the woman smiled, wiped her hands off on her dowdy apron, and said, “I believe they had some things for her to do this evening.”

      “Damnit,” I said. “One of us should have stayed with her.”

      “Man, we just need to get my car and get out of here,” Montague said, sipping blood from a wine glass. “I’m going to go hunting for the keys.”

      “But don’t do anything half-cocked,” Harris warned. “We have to put up with it long enough to get a feel for where the guards are and where the weak spots might appear. I need to cast some tests to see what wards they have.”

      “Like they haven’t thought of all that before,” Montague said. “Fuck! We’re going to be fucking stuck here for the next hundred years! Or in my case, until the world fucking ends!”

      “Shh,” I said, because his outburst had provoked some stares. “I think the first rule of escaping is being subtle. Aren’t vampires supposed to be cool and collected?”

      As I was finishing my chicken strips, Alec finally showed up.

      “Did you change clothes?” I asked. I was pretty sure he’d been wearing a black t-shirt and now he was wearing a casual button-up.

      He put down his bowl of beef stew, his gorgeous red-tinged eyes looking a little bloodshot.

      “Alec, what happened?”

      “They—“ He cut himself off. “There’s a guy here named Father Bogdan you need to watch out for. He’s with the Order of the Blessed that Piers mentioned.”

      “A church?” Montague asked.

      “More like a cult,” Alec said.

      “What did they do to you?” Montague demanded.

      “Shut up,” Alec said. “I don’t want to talk about it.”

      “Alec…” Now I was getting really worried for him. I reached for his hand and he shook me off.

      “Not right now.”

      My mouth fell open. Alec had never refused my touch.

      “It’s not you,” he said. “I’m just going to eat this before it gets cold.” He wasn’t really eating with enthusiasm, though.

      “Ohmigod, my poor baby, they did something really bad to you…”

      In the midst of this, Daisy came over with her own plate of chicken strips and the same honey mustard sauce packet. She pointed at the remains of mine. “Twinsies.”

      She didn’t look good either. “Have they been making you use your magic?” I asked.

      “They are ever-vigilant in their hunt for Sinistrals,” she said, a little sarcastically. “I found a pocket of Sinistral demons for them today, so I was off the hook fast. They all got excited. There’s a little spot in the islands off the coast of South Carolina where a small family of Sinistrals are living in a parallel. They’ll try to take the territory and kill them. So that’s fun.”

      “You mean, just a family? Like the dragon shifters I stayed with in Sinistral who helped me?” Alec asked.

      “Yes,” Daisy said. “A little family just like yours. Three demons and a human girl. Well, maybe they won’t kill them if they surrender peacefully. Or maybe they’ll put up enough of a fight that the council will back off. It could go either way. It always does, just fighting and fighting and no one ever winning…” She stabbed her chicken strip with a fork and shoved it in her mouth. Then she stopped and wiped her eyes. “I need the drugs, okay? I just need them if I’m going to do this.”

      “Enough,” I said. “Montague is right. This all has to stop.” I stood up and quickly scanned the room, locating Mr. Coopman. He seemed like he was trying to be nice before.

      “You’re being an idiot,” Harris said before me. “He’s not going to listen to you!”

      I ignored him. I didn’t really know what I was going to say, I just knew I had to save my friends from misery and I couldn’t wait until we got a ‘feel’ for things.

      I was running over everything I could think of in my head and when I got up to Mr. Coopman and he said, “What is it, dear?” I bit my lip and gave him my best nervous confession face.

      “Can—can I tell you something?” I said. “I’m worried about Daisy. Daisy Pendleton.”

      “Yes, I know who you mean,” he said.

      “She’s…um…she might be pregnant.” I couldn’t believe I was doing this. But as soon as I saw his expression, I knew I was getting somewhere.

      “Pregnant?”

      “Yeah, so I’m really worried about the drugs she’s been taking. And all this strong magic. Daisy’s really sensitive. She acts tough but she’s not.”

      “Pregnant,” he repeated. “With…Harrison?”

      “No, no, no,” I whispered. “Alec.”

      “Alec?”

      I nodded. “Please don’t tell anyone I told you this, sir. It’s super secret. She’s afraid her grandmother won’t let her be with an incubus.”

      “I thought Alec was with you. That was the information Councilman Nicolescu had passed along…”

      “I’ve been pretending in order to protect her,” I said. I really hoped this didn’t backfire spectacularly. If Daisy actually laid a finger on Alec, I wasn’t going to let that stand. But—I remembered how Harris had speculated that the council might try to set them up to give Daisy a husband from a good family and redeem Alec’s name. And Daisy definitely thought Alec was hot (obviously, girl had eyeballs), and Alec could get turned on for anyone (only in a pinch, though, right?) so they could sell this lie.

      “Hmm. Well. If that is true…”

      “I’m just so worried about protecting her baby because they’re both like, our besties,” I said. “That’s the only reason I would ever tell you so please please keep it secret, but…go easy on her.”

      “All right. I will see what I can do.”

      “Oh, thank you so much.”

      He smiled. “I really appreciate your honesty in protecting your friend.”

      I scurried back to the table, feeling newly empowered. Level up! I thought. You have learned a new skill: Manipulating Middle-Aged Men with Girl Charm!

      Ew.

      “What did you do?” Harris asked, narrowing his eyes.

      “Um…well…y’all are going to have to do some role playing,” I said. “And it better just be role playing.”
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      That night was my first night with Harris and I was nervous as hell. I knew it was too soon to try sneaking Montague and Alec into my room. Firian also seemed like a risk. I worried someone might hear his voice behind the door.

      When we came in after dinner, Harris turned on a lamp and started pulling his tie loose. A casual gesture that made me feel like I’d seen him do this a thousand times already.

      So why am I nervous?

      I’ve already gotten as intimate with Harris as I could possibly be.

      I’ve slept with him. But I haven’t…slept with him. Alone.

      All those nightmares I had. Seeing him breathing slow, vulnerable in sleep. Why did it make me blush?

      He glanced up. Did he know how much the shadows flattered his face in the dim light? His pale skin glowed, while his blue eyes held some inner darkness. His hair was a little longer these days, a little more messy. We’d never talked about it, but I liked it better that way, and he knew it. I just knew he did.

      My heart was beating faster.

      “Do you need to take a bath tonight?” he asked.

      “Oh—um—do I stink?”

      He gave me that tiny I-find-you-hilarious rich boy smile. “Not yet.”

      I looked at the bathroom. It smelled clean, and looked clean, but it was so old that it had a very uninviting vibe. “It sucks that we don’t have a shower,” I said. “I love baths, but not so much here. I would rather not be naked in a bathroom here for long periods of time.”

      “Too many ghosts?”

      I nodded.

      “Do you need me to protect you?”

      “No!”

      “Are you sure?” He stepped into the space between my back and the bed, curling a hand around my upper arm as he leaned close to me from behind. “I’m good at keeping ghosts away. My childhood home is full of them. Or maybe I need to get you dirty before I clean you up.”

      “We…we should probably sleep.”

      “Is that what you want? Just to sleep? No, I’ve been waiting a long time for you. And I’m not satisfied yet.” He reached a hand down my underwear and slid his fingers along my slick folds. “Seems like you aren’t either.”

      “You don’t get to just—stick your hand down my panties any time you want,” I gasped.

      “Don’t I? What are you going to do? Wave that wand of yours and fight me off, and go right to sleep, when you’re this wet for me?”

      “I’m not wet for you,” I said, which was probably the biggest lie I’d ever told.

      “You’re just wet, generally? What a naughty little witch.” He kissed my ear and followed the kiss with the slightest nip. My senses were stirred by the masculine scent of him under a faint veneer of expensive cologne, my nerves set aflame.

      “What’s this scent you always wear, anyway?” I asked. “From the corporate raider line? You smell like a big fancy grownup.”

      “I am a big fancy grownup. And you smell like my naughty…little…witch.” His voice was a whisper in my ear as he fucked me with his hand again. I tried to stop him because I remembered the last time when he gave me an orgasm with his hand and then fucked me, got himself off, got me turned back on again, and didn’t bother to give me a second release. Asshole. I grappled his hand out of my clothes. He finally kissed me on the mouth and I was into it. He pressed me into the bed and we made out like our tongues were arguing the way our words usually did.

      Soon I was leaning my pelvis into him, silently urging him to get on with it already, as he unhooked my bra.

      “We have to be careful,” he said.

      “Oh…right. Birth control,” I said. “I can’t believe this.”

      “Like I said…we’ll work around that,” he said. “If you think I’m staying in a room with you and not getting what I want…” He lifted my shirt off my arms and pulled me against him, my back to his front, his cock teasing my back entrance.

      “Why are you blushing?” he said. “This is no virgin ass.”

      It’s the way you talk to me, I thought. Like you’re just going to take whatever you want.

      But I wasn’t going to say that, because I wasn’t about to give him the satisfaction of saying that I liked it.

      Even though I did.

      I felt his hands moving down his shirt, unbuttoning. The unzip of his pants followed. Now, his length pressing against me with nothing between us.

      “Stand there,” he said.

      I heard the squirt of a container of lube, and I trembled with anticipation knowing he was stroking his hand over his cock, readying himself for me. His hands spread around the top of my thighs, and he drew us back to the edge of the bed, sitting down and urging me down with him.

      “Sit here.”

      Stand there. Sit here. I was reduced to following a string of orders, his hands forcing me down onto his hard shaft. His fingers flicked between my legs before reaching inside, urging me back up, and then down again, up and down, working his shaft while he just chilled out on the bed.

      “You’re making me do all the work!”

      “What are you going to do about it?” he said, now drawing his fingers out to slide back and forth across my clit. He didn’t have to say a word. His fingers were a demand. Wriggle for me, Chosen One. Do as I say. Back and forth, up and down, whatever I demand.

      As I did, I was rewarded by a growl of pleasure from him that I’m not sure he meant to make.

      Just about as I was getting pretty turned on by this whole thing we had going on, Firian appeared, casually naked.

      “Hey,” he said, raising his brows. “You look busy.”

      “Hwaah!” I barked, as both of us sort of spasmed in surprise, but Firian put a hand on my shoulder.

      “Calm down,” he said. “I just got my human body back and this is how you repay me? Where was my invitation?”

      “You’re the one who ‘showed up’. Please. I don’t have time for two annoying men at once.”

      “Please?” Firian said. “I’ll show you ‘please’.” He kissed me and of course I just melted like a half-eaten chocolate bar left on a sunny windowsill by someone who got kind of involved in the novel they were reading. (How do I know that? Am I the idiot who left a chocolate bar in the hot southern sun? Shut up.)

      “Mmm…”

      “How much have you missed me? A lot.” I guess he was just going to answer his own question. “And you left a slot open for a two player game, huh?” He slid a finger between my pussy lips and hooked his finger inside.

      “Go right ahead,” Harris said. “I can’t fuck her. No birth control.”

      “Firian…you’re terrible,” I panted. “Harris must be a bad…” I didn’t even get to finish. Firian started kissing me again, slinking closer, wiggling his finger inside me, and Harris pushed me toward him.

      Holy smokes. They were getting too good at this. I never guessed they would be so comfortable with each other. I thought this would be awkward for years. Instead, they were knitting together around me, like this wasn’t just me and each of them, it was all of us. Reading each other’s signals. Knowing when they could play off each other to drive me crazy with lust.

      Firian slid his hands up to the small of my back, the space between Harris and me. He growled low as his cock nudged me, Harris sort of…guiding me in for a landing.

      I was almost crying, but in a good way, as I sank onto Firian’s shaft, feeling them both inside me, getting along so well. Firian fell back on the bed, his smile sly and fox-like, pleased with himself, as I immediately started riding him. I could hardly help it. I needed to feel things.

      “Oh yes,” Firian said. “Glad I decided to hop in and be player two.”

      “If you say any more nerd things, you’ll be summarily ejected,” Harris said.

      “Summarily ejected…,” Firian repeated. “I might do some ejecting of my own before you can get that far.”

      I snorted. “I might summarily eject…both of you…if you don’t shut up…”

      “You aren’t going anywhere,” Harris said, shoving himself deeper into me.

      “Are you going to let him talk to me like that?” I squeaked.

      Firian took one of my wrists in his grip and pulled it above his shoulder, tugging me closer to him. “You don’t need to worry about me, Charlotte. See? I am capable of being selfish.”

      Even when Firian talked naughty, there was still such affection in his every caress. My pleasure was everything to him. If my breath hitched or if I stiffened with pain, he would easily and immediately adjust until everything felt right. He balanced out Harris, who acted like he didn’t give much of a shit what I thought or felt.

      Weird, how damn good it felt to be caught in the middle of that, how much I loved satisfying them both, feeling my self and all my stress melting away until all I could think about was the two stiff cocks that found a perfect rhythm inside me, the hands touching and caressing me anywhere they wanted, the nibbling and kissing.

      Pretty soon Harris was covering my mouth while I screamed, my whole body rippling and shuddering. You know how orgasms are referred to as ‘The Big O’? Ha. The Big O is an anime. This was an Epic O. A Cosmic O. A Montage of 1950s Atomic Bomb Test Footage O.

      Harris whispered in my ear. “Now you need a bath. I’m not sleeping with you when you’re this much of a mess.”

      “And who made me such a mess?” I shot back. “Boys are the ones who are just like bleeeah, look at me, I’m gonna mark my territory!”

      Firian turned into a fox and settled down on the bed. I’m staying out of this one, his eyes said.

      “You don’t agree that you need a bath?” Harris said.

      “You need a bath too. And you can protect me from the ghosts.” I grabbed his crumpled shirt.

      “That’s mine,” he said. “I don’t have that many clothes here.”

      “Well, I’m wearing it to bed when I get out,” I said. “Your clothes need more wrinkles.” I crumpled his shirt into a ball, held it between my boobs, and ran into the bathroom. Harris chased me down and tore the shirt out of my arms.

      “Business shirt, return to me, into my arms where you’ll be free!” I cast a spell to whip the shirt back into my grip.

      “Rhyming spells are for kids,” Harris said.

      “Okay, well, feel free to get your shirt back with French or Latin. ‘I am Harr-ees, I do not know French, but I will speak like a weezard snob’—“

      Harris swept me into his arms and turned on the faucet, which blasted out of the old fixture so hard I hoped it didn’t break. No worries about water pressure here, anyway.

      “Hey!” I tried to struggle as he stepped into the tub and sat down. The sleeves and hem of the shirt hit the water gushing out of the faucet. I let go of it and it started to float around us.

      He put his arms around me and kissed me.

      Some nights, sleep is just overrated.
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      Alec

      

      The fallout from Charlotte’s plan occurred the next afternoon. Mr. Coopman called Daisy and me to his office. I rubbed my eyes, praying this plan wasn’t crazy. Last night was hell. Every swish of Charlotte’s hair and flirtatious smile made me wild for her, but if I so much as put a hand on my dick I was greeted with pain like a hot poker. I didn’t want to tell anyone about it because if warlocks made bro comedy movies I’m pretty sure this would be the plot to one of them. Channing Tatum has a hilarious turn as the divorced incubus looking for new love with wedding cake baker Amy Poehler, until he accidentally curses himself with a burning dick spell.

      It didn’t help that Daisy was wearing a tight, off-shoulder dress today that showed off her generous curves. My brain was just looking for anything it could work with.

      I’d spent all morning working out in the gym here, trying to exhaust myself out of my desire, and it didn’t work, especially since girls kept coming in and smiling at me.

      “Daisy,” I growled as we walked behind Mr. Coopman. “I’m not sure what this is about. Charlotte trusts you.”

      “I’m not gonna betray my girl,” she said. “It’s just that no one has checked out my ass in weeks. Those vampires were just on about Lisbeth and you know not much is going on in this place. But I know you will.”

      “So you’re just using me to give your ego a little boost.”

      “I appreciate your sacrifice,” she said, giving me a wicked smile.

      “Whoever does end up with you will have their hands full,” I said.

      Mr. Coopman had gotten way ahead of us in the hall. He cleared his throat, opening his office door. “Please sit down.”

      I wanted to think Mr. Coopman wasn’t a terrible guy, because he had a picture of his kids on his desk, and a nice array of succulents in the window. Not exactly the picture of evil. The council and the warlocks and witches who supported them definitely thought they were doing the right thing. That was how Father Bogdan got to me. He reminded me that I was a demon who could lose control and hurt someone.

      And he’s right.

      “So, I spoke to your father, and your grandmother,” Mr. Coopman said. “They have consented to this match.”

      “Oh, really? That’s wonderful!” Daisy said.

      “If Alec can prove himself worthy of control and be welcomed back to Etherium.”

      “So you’re not going to do anything about this spell?” I was about the flip his fucking desk over. “How long will it take to prove myself?” I was going to last about three days before I lost my mind.

      “Mr. Lyrman, you should be pretty grateful we’re even considering bringing your case before the Ethereal council. Do you know how rare that is?”

      “How long?”

      Daisy put a hand on my arm like, I got this. “To be honest with you, Mr. Coopman, look, you guys here have been running me ragged already, making me do a very stressful and lonely job. You know how thrilled my grandma would be if I’m pregnant? She’s been so worried that I’m the only heir. But a girl’s gotta have low stress levels to make that happen. I need someone to take care of me. I need a little incubus magic, you know what I’m saying?”

      Flustered, Mr. Coopman said, “Well—Father Bogdan really stressed the importance of control, but I suppose…yes, I do understand.”

      “Good,” Daisy said, with the snap of a VIP. “I’m glad we’re on the same page.”

      In the end, Daisy was the one no one would want to piss off. Monty and I were from good families, but in the end, no one cared. Harris was a step above us, the only male heir to his family. But no one else in the magical world could do what Daisy did once her grandmother was gone.

      “I’ll get you a remedy,” he assured us. “In the meantime, you will have a room together. I know nothing would make Mrs. Pendleton happier in her twilight years than a grandchild.”

      “Exactly,” Daisy said. “Thank you.” She shook his hand.

      As we walked out, she looked at me sideways. “You’re welcome.”

      “I’m impressed,” I said. “I hope you and Charlotte stay friends. Between the both of you I think you can talk your way out of anything.”

      “If only I could talk my way into something,” she said, nudging me. “I’m kidding. I don’t want to steal Charlotte’s boys. Plenty to go around, I guess. Although where they are, I don’t know…”

      “Come on,” I said. “I’m just speaking objectively, but you’re one of the hottest witches around.”

      “No one ever seems into me…”

      “Maybe you intimidate them, at this age. You’re unapologetic. Most warlocks don’t know how to handle girls like that.”

      “Nice try,” she sighed. “I know I don’t have a filter and drive everyone nuts. But seriously, Charlotte’s lucky. I don’t know how she puts up with Harris but I’d take the rest of you.” She smiled sadly. “But at least it should be easy for you to sneak out and go visit Charlotte. I’ll try not to be too weird, but I am going to ogle you. I heard you spent all morning in the gym just keeping yourself pretty.”

      “I just have energy to burn,” I said, shrugging, like this morning hadn’t been total hell of lifting weights and trying not to imagine fucking Charlotte on an exercise bike, Charlotte on the yoga mats, Charlotte’s hot ass when I came to her in her dreams and gave her the full-on demon treatment…

      I took a deep breath. I needed to get back to the room and trace my wand over the spells branded in my skin before I got too turned on.

      We were trying to get back to the main common areas from Mr. Coopman’s office, but I was starting to think we had turned the wrong way. “This isn’t the right staircase, is it?” I said.

      “I have no idea,” Daisy said. “If you ask me for directions you’re going to end up in the middle of a crime scene.”

      I heard a low cry of pain somewhere.

      “What was that?” Daisy asked. “Was it behind this door? One of these?” She paused. “We probably shouldn’t mess around with screaming in the towers of the Haven, huh?” Then she pressed an ear to the closest door.

      “You aren’t very good at taking your own advice, are you?” I asked, and then I took out my wand.

      “What are you doing?” she asked. “Are we doing a detective team thing? ‘Cause I’m down. Let me handle this. Seeking answers is my thing.” She lifted a hand and whispered to herself.

      For a brief moment I saw the entire hallway gleam with different colors of lines that were almost, but not quite, invisible. A map of sorts. A magical map that traced the sources of everyone who walked the hall and cast spells here.

      One door glowed yellow at the crack under the frame.

      “There,” she said. “There is something strange behind that door.” She looked at me, tapping her chin with her wand.

      “Oh, so you find the dangerous stuff and I have to open it?”

      “You’re the big bad buff demon. Not moi.”

      I tried the handle; locked, of course. I heard a man behind the door groan out, “Who’s there…?”

      I heard footsteps in the distance and I knew we really shouldn’t be up here poking our noses in the upper offices of the staff, but I’d already been on the bad end of the council’s spells. I didn’t want some other poor bastard to suffer. I quickly cast a spell to break the lock, opened the door, and pulled Daisy inside.

      “Oh—god!” Daisy clamped a hand over her mouth.

      The sight that greeted us was not a pretty one, and certainly not what I expected.

      “Orson?” I said, rushing to the unfortunate faery.

      Poor bastard indeed. Orson was chained to the wall by one of the glowing magical chains they used on me, but worse, his skin was wrapped in iron bands that were burning his flesh and weakening him. The room smelled bad, stale and sour, terrible condition for domestic faeries who kept a spotless house. It looked like he had just gotten to his feet when he heard us, but the burly gruagach had clearly lost weight and strength, his skin turned a sickly shade while his hair and beard grew out unkempt.

      Iron would kill a faery, eventually. In this case, it would go slow.

      “You know him, Alec?” Daisy asked.

      “He worked for Stuart,” I said.

      “This is terrible! You look like you’re in a lot of pain. We need to get these bands off him. Iron’s poison to faeries!” Daisy grabbed one of the bands and tried to tug at it, which only made Orson hiss as the iron shifted on his skin, burning him in new places.

      “Lass, you’re not making it any better. I can handle the pain; it’s Lord Stuart I’m afraid for. I’d rather be here, because it means that I haven’t given in to their demands.”

      “Mmhmm, well, I have to say, stoic bullshit is one of my turn-ons, but it’s still stoic bullshit. They’re going to kill you.” She tried tapping the bands with her wand instead but an attempt to break the band only knocked back at her and threw her against the wall.

      “So they captured you,” I said, helping her up.

      “Aye,” Orson said. “They came for Lord Stuart and I stayed back to fight. At first I eluded them bodily, but they got a bit of my hair and so they were able to wound me from afar. Before long, they had weakened me enough to summon me and here I am. I hate to think my end is to be killed by warlocks, but better me than Stuart. If anyone is going to save Wyrd…well, he’s the better man for the job.” Orson huffed, trying to straighten out his dirty clothes. “I’m sorry I’m such a sight.”

      Even in a weakened state, Orson was a large presence. His arms and legs were thick with large bone and muscle, his hair was thick and black as night, and his hands were three times the size of Daisy’s. I’m sure he got stares when Stuart sent him to the grocery store for food, because no human looked like Orson.

      Daisy bit her lip. “Well, no wonder. So you’re a faery?”

      “Just a low faery, mind. You were probably thinking a faery would be prettier, weren’t you?”

      “Yes,” she said, appraising him with her eyelids lowering, but I wasn’t sure she disliked him. She had placed her hand on his arm and suddenly she seemed aware of it, and how small her own hand was against his muscle. She drew it onto her lap, uncharacteristically shy.

      “A lord of the gruagach,” he said. “We’re just domestic fae. Keepers of the cows. Even as a lord I don’t have any interest in ruling or court politics, none of my kin do. But I’m practical. Wyrd has become a weak and sickly land and the only way to save it is for a fine lord like Stuart to make alliances with young wizards like you two.” He was sweating. Talking through pain. I was starting to sweat myself out of sympathy, knowing I would be in pain myself if I dared to do what incubi do. Does Mr. Coopman have that antidote yet?

      “I hardly know a thing about faeries,” Daisy mused. “I thought they were all cold.”

      “Most of them are,” Orson said. “And if we gruagach aren’t, it’s because we spend more time among the beasts. What’s the point of being cold to a cow? They’re not impressed by formalities…” He swayed on his feet and nearly slumped to the ground before I offered him an arm.

      “Just let me go,” he said. “I’ve got to lay me back down now. You’ll only get yourselves in trouble.”

      “We can’t just leave you like this!”

      “I appreciate your concern, lass. Not a damn thing you can do, though.”

      The footsteps down the hall came closer and closer and it was obvious we were about to get caught. Daisy tugged me against the wall. “Concealment spell!” she whispered, and we both cast one together. I hoped it would be enough. Concealment spells worked better when you had brush or junk to blend in, and here we just had a few random bits of furniture. The room was pretty spartan.

      Two guards walked in, one carrying food and water and the other ready with his wand. The guards at the Haven generally didn’t seem to be the best the magical world had to offer. I got the feeling they had to do some brutal stuff, so they all looked like the sort of men who could find enjoyment out of doing so.

      “This is a faery?” the second guard said. “I thought y’all was supposed to be pretty.”

      “He’s a cow faery,” the first one said, laughing. “That’s why he needs his milk.” He held the pitcher up to Orson’s face. The faery tried to back off, struggling against his weakness. I could tell that he still wasn’t used to how much the iron had drained his power away. He tried to move away and briefly collapsed.

      “I don’t want your poison,” he said.

      “Poison?”

      “Yeah, he gets super dramatic when I try to give him the cheap stuff. He wants milk from happy cows like a hipster kid.” He tried to force Orson to drink and when Orson wouldn’t drink the milk, he kicked him and then dumped it on his head. “How do you like that? At least we’re feeding you.”

      Beside me, Daisy trembled with rage.

      “Do you know that he’s a lord of the faeries?” the first said mockingly. “But he was the butler to Stuart Jablonsky!”

      “What the hell, man!” The second guy started almost giggling with amusement. “You’re a lord? That’s crazy.” He shook his head. “But those iron bands are going to kill him, though, aren’t they?”

      “Eventually.”

      “That’s brutal. So we come in here one day and he’s just dead?”

      “Yeah, well…you get used to it.”

      “I mean, I’ve seen people get killed before. My cousin got killed by a demon so I don’t care about a cow faery.”

      The door opened again and a man in a suit looked in. “Have you boys been guarding him this whole time?”

      “Yes, Mr. Robins.”

      “I thought I saw you leave.”

      “I went to get him some lunch but Jordan has been here the whole time.”

      “All right. I hope so.”

      The door shut and the guards immediately started complaining.

      “Nobody comes up here anyway. We’re just here so this faery doesn’t die alone.”

      “Well, it’s their money to waste.”

      “Stinks in here.”

      “Because you keep dumping milk on him, stupid.”

      We needed to get out of here. Once they sat around bored for too long, our concealment spell would dissolve. Daisy was still trembling, looking like she might take a more aggressive approach any second. I put a hand on her shoulder, trying to convey that she should stay calm.

      There had to be wards on this room to keep the faeries from rescuing Orson. “Daisy,” I whispered in her ear. “Can you cast a spell that will show us what wards are in place here?”

      She nodded, mouthing a spell, and patterns lit up around us.

      The guards looked up. “Hey, why are the wards showing like that?”

      Orson looked at us wearily, like he thought we were idiots, and then he started speaking spell words himself, in a musical language that sounded like Gaelic, or maybe a related faery tongue. The guards clearly thought he was the one casting the spell and grabbed him.

      “What are you doing?”

      “Your magic should be drained by now!”

      “C’mon,” I barely whispered to Daisy, trying to tug her away. Orson spoke spell words more dramatically as I opened the door, but Daisy dug in her heels. She pointed her wand at one of the wards and the pattern shifted.

      I picked her up and threw her over my shoulder, running her down the hall all the way to the staircase while she struggled.

      “Hey, hey!” she said, when I put her down. “We’re just going to leave him there to be tortured and die?”

      “Right now? Yes. We have to. Let’s tell the others about it and maybe we can figure out a plan, but these people aren’t messing around. They did something to me already.”

      “Something?”

      “Yes. I’ve never felt such excruciating pain in my life.”

      “What did they do?”

      “I don’t want to talk about it.”

      “It has something to do with that stuff you and Coopman were saying about control and spells, huh? They cursed your dick, didn’t they?” She started laughing.

      “It’s not funny.”

      “It’s a little funny. But they’re fixing it, right, because of Charlotte’s plan? Come on, it’s not like the hell they’re putting that man through.”

      “I’m an incubus, I can’t live without my dick!” Then I had to laugh a little. “All right, fine. Laugh. But you know yourself, they are willing to do terrible things to keep power. They drugged you and made you do terrible things yourself.”

      She hugged herself. “Yeah, Alec, I know. That’s why I hate to leave him there like that. We can’t trust anyone to be decent.”

      We headed back but I immediately settled in with my sketchpad and drew Orson, as well as I could remember. When I was still a warlock, before the purification stole that power from me, I could have tried to capture his likeness, and used my artistic magic to lend him strength and healing from afar, the same way they captured him by stealing his hair first to weaken him. But now I had lost that part of me. He was still an interesting subject. My pencil made rough lines of muscle and I realized Daisy was watching.

      “Ya know, I might agree to that whole deal with the faeries if I could get one like him,” she said. “He wasn’t cold. That’s my type, personally, I’ve had enough of spoiled warlocks waving wands around.”

      I wouldn’t get too attached.

      That was what my brain wanted to say. A warning. There was a very real possibility that we were going to lose this and Orson would be a fatality. On the other hand, shit, that was grim. I was usually an optimist.

      “Well, perhaps you could send the faery queen a message and let her know.”

      “Good idea. Maybe she would get off her ass and save him.” Daisy grabbed a sketchbook from my desk and stole a piece of paper to write on.

      “You’re tired of spoiled warlocks, huh?” I muttered.

      “Hmm?”

      “Never mind.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Charlotte

      

      That evening the conversation with Daisy went from “What!? Poor Orson!” to “You want to marry him?”

      “Well, I don’t actually know him, but I also don’t like anyone I do know. And it would solve your problems, right? Plus, he has a cute faery way of talking. And a man like that who works with his hands… Hell, he’s a lord and a butler? I bet he knows how to treat a girl like a queen. Not a bad body either. Shave and a shower, and I’d hit that. Nah, I’d let him hit me. Actually, maybe the shave isn’t even necessary.”

      “Hmm. Hot butler…kind of Scottish accent…faery…” My head made a little Venn diagram. Outlander + Black Butler + Fae romance… “I guess it’s probably not the worst idea you’ve ever had.”

      “Girl, all my ideas are awesome,” Daisy said dismissively. “The faery queen wants girls who are willing to go marry faeries. So I need to get this letter to her.”

      “You do realize you’re going to have to go live in Wyrd,” I said.

      She crossed her arms. “I just don’t want a hot faery to die. And all my life options are bad right now, so whatever, I don’t care. I just want to get it done.”

      “Does Orson want to marry you?” Harris said. “You might be the death of him.” She threw a hand at him as it block him out.

      “I’m really not sure about the faery queen’s bargain, Daisy. We’d lose you to them. It’s very serious. They don’t even seem to like humans. Even if Orson was okay as faeries go, we don’t know anything about his family or home, and I don’t know if we could ever protect you or bring you back.”

      She sobered a little. “I’m just afraid that maybe the queen could save him but she won’t. He’s there alone and no one’s helping him. Like maybe he isn’t important, and maybe I could help. I don’t know. I couldn’t sleep last night.”

      “The faery queen wanted thirteen brides,” I said. “It seems to be the magic number. So even if you’re sure about this, I still need to find twelve more people.”

      “Ohmigod, this is the perfect place to recruit. Look how sad everyone is. You tell these girls they could escape the Haven and marry a hot faery and you won’t have trouble filling slots.”

      “Hey, Daisy, did you watch Outlander on your TV binge? I think you should.”

      “What is that?”

      “Oh, it’s our evening is what it is.”

      Well, I needed a job to keep me busy around here. Life at the Haven was pretty mind-numbing. Weeks passed, each one the same. It was obvious that there was a dark side, kept out of sight. A literal dark side, behind the guards, where people were tortured and maybe killed, and I guess my main goal was to not go there, except for the voice in my head that whispered, Where is Ina?

      On our side, it was like being at a hotel. An old hotel, that had never been renovated, but still. We had a pool, and exercise machines, and a lounge and library, and the dining hall, and even a smoking room, being the old Victorian building that it was.

      Actually, I think it pretty much had all the amenities of the Titanic, and maybe there was a metaphor to be drawn from that.

      Also, much like being on a doomed ocean liner, we were cut off from our loved ones. Sometimes we heard the guards mustering outside to block some vehicle from entering and turn them away. Everyone in the Haven would discuss what sort of car it was and figure out whose family member it had been.

      “Oh, that’s definitely my Dad’s Benz” or “A Jeep? Yeah, that’s the town car” as many witch towns were very small and just had one car to share. It was a part of life here that once in a while, your family might show up to attempt to see you. Maybe drop off a care package.

      One day it was a black Ford truck, described as “new” but “grubby”.

      “Who drives that?” one girl asked, and I swear that people I barely knew turned to look at me. Word traveled fast about who was who in a place like this.

      By now, I knew that witches and warlocks considered every car from the last 20 years to be ‘new’, as if a grubby black Ford truck wasn’t enough of a tip-off.

      Dad.

      Dad was trying to get to me and they turned him away. I was totally cut off from my family. We all were. The telephones at the Haven were guarded and could only be used with permission—permission we were told we hadn’t ‘earned’ yet. The unsympathetic woman at the main desk told me I could write my family letters, and they could write letters in return, but she warned me that the staff would open all letters.

      “Miss Byrne,” she said, “please don’t forget why you’re here. You have had communications with darker elements of the magical world and we have to make sure you are not continuing these communications.”

      “I just want to talk to my parents…” I swallowed back tears, knowing she didn’t care. She’d heard it all before.

      I was trying to be strong, and I thought I was holding up pretty well, but as the days went by, some mornings I was queasy from stress.

      I wrote a letter to the faery queen and dared to use some magic to send it to her up one of the old chimneys, telling her Orson was in trouble and Daisy was willing to help him. A reply appeared under my pillow the very next day.

      

      I, Queen Morgana, consent to the betrothal of Daisy Pendleton and Lord Orson of the House of Clover—if you can find twelve more witches to bring to me, and if you can free Orson. As long as he is encased in iron, we the faery folk are unable to save him.

      

      “Okay, Daisy, this is happening.” I told her about the letter. “I hope you were serious about it.”

      “Sure I am.” She rubbed her neck, looking thoughtful. “I mean…my goal all these years was to get revenge for my parents and we already accomplished that, so there isn’t much left for me here.”

      “At least we have a goal now,” Montague said.

      “A goal?”

      “We can find twelve more single ladies who want a faery of their own,” he said. “It shouldn’t be too hard. Who would want to stay here?”

      “I agree, I’m just not sure how to do this. A lot of these people are werewolves and stuff.”

      “What did the queen actually say about the bargain?” Harris asked. “She said you had to find her witches, right? What did she say beyond that?”

      “Just witches…that’s it.”

      “Everyone here is still a witch. Just because they’re half-something else doesn’t mean they aren’t a witch.”

      “She did say I could name their number.”

      “Well, in that case, pick anyone you want,” Montague said. “A faeries’ word is always the truth.”

      “It’s not that easy!” I said. “Most people don’t want to marry a dude they’ve never met and if I get caught recruiting for Wyrd by the staff…”

      “Charlotte, you need to get acquainted with a handy thing called a forgetting spell,” Harris said. “You ask the girls if they want to escape this place by marrying a faery, and if they say no, you make them forget you asked.”

      “I can just make people forget things?”

      “Be careful,” Alec said. “Those spells don’t work very well if the information is important. Just try to bring it up casually first and back up as soon as you run into trouble.”

      “Oh, but make sure to pretend you were talking about something else,” Harris said. “Wizards aren’t stupid. If you’re just standing there staring at them when they’re feeling dazed, they’ll know you fucked with them, but if you keep talking they’ll think they just had a momentary space out. But I know if there’s one thing you’re good at, Chosen One, it’s talking about nothing.”

      At least I had a goal now. I had to scout out girls who might want to marry a faery, although it wasn’t the easiest conversational topic to drop casually. My pool of candidates was…limited.

      “Faeries…,” said a vampire girl who had been here for ten years, but still looked seventeen. “I don’t know. I need blood. I think I’d rather just stay here because I know I’ll get treatment.”

      “Treatment?” I said. “It’s just blood.”

      “They help me control my urges,” she said, shaking her head and slinking off. “Sorry.”

      The werewolf girl I approached next seemed offended by the very suggestion of faeries. She always looked sad so I thought she might want to get out of here. Instead, she turned snippy. “I have a duty to my parents, God, and my fiancee Christopher Sutton to get well. I have no business with faeries. They’re no friend of werewolves, anyway. Faeries are elegant.”

      “The faeries just want witches,” I said. “You’re a witch.”

      “You don’t even know who Christopher Sutton is, do you?” she said, apparently irritated that I didn’t react.

      “I definitely do not.”

      “He’d skin you, wolf girl,” she said.

      “You’re a wolf girl too!” I said.

      “But I am serious about mastering myself,” she said. “You’re a wolf bitch. I heard you’re dating all three of those boys you’re always hanging out with.”

      Okay, I definitely made her forget we ever talked.

      So Alec and I tried to talk to a succubus. What imprisoned succubus would turn down a hot faery husband?

      Apparently Rosemary from room 521, who took a lot of smoking breaks, so she was easy to find out on the balcony.

      “I could never be satisfied with just one faery,” she said. “It’s too dangerous.”

      “Oh—I didn’t realize you were hooking up with people here,” I said. “I always see you kind of off by yourself.”

      “Yes,” she said tightly. “Because I’m learning to be satisfied with no one. That’s what I want. I need you to stay back.” She pointed at Alec and shooed him with an elegant hand of red nails.

      “So what kind of pain are they putting you through?” Alec demanded. “They don’t like that you get off the normal way, so they get off torturing you, you know that?”

      Mellow Alec was…a little less mellow lately.

      “I need this healing,” she said. “My father was an incubus but I will cleanse the family line. If you think this is only pain and torture, you will never shake yourself free. They are trying to help us.” As she walked by, she bit her lip. Then, quickly, she stroked his cock with her hand. As if, no matter what she said, she couldn’t resist the raw power of a succubus and incubus arguing.

      Still, fuck this situation where everyone thought Alec was Daisy’s fiance so they could flirt with him right in my face.

      “Hey!” I cried, taking the collar of her blouse in my hand. “Forget the words that I have spoken, may these thoughts inside your mind be broken.” Then I quickly had to start talking about something else. “So…get ahold of yourself!” I said. “Don’t touch Daisy’s fiancee!”

      “No. I’m—I’m sorry.” She drew her hand back quickly and tapped her hand with her wand. She had tattoos on her skin like Alec’s and they glowed bright red. She hissed with pain.

      “Hey, Rosemary…don’t hurt yourself,” Alec said. “It’s all right. We all have lapses.”

      “No!” she shrieked. “Stay away from me! I have to be purified! I know that you’ve been—you all—my therapist said I need to stay away from all of you. You’re the reason they won’t purify me the real way, because you turned.” She was trembling, her tattoos still on fire. She looked like she had caused herself some serious pain.

      “This purification thing is wrong!” Alec said. “I couldn’t help but turn because they were going to take away everything that makes me myself.”

      “I don’t want what makes me a demon.”

      With tears flowing from her eyes, she ran away.

      “Well, that went well,” I said, frowning at Alec.

      “I’m sorry, but this place is really fucked up.”

      “That isn’t breaking news at this point,” I said. “Who is Christopher Sutton?”

      “No idea. I don’t pay attention to the wizard society pages.” He took a deep breath. “I’m sorry.”

      “About that?” I raised my eyebrows at his hard-on.

      “I meant, about tempting trouble by trying to talk to her. I mean…you know I can’t help this, Charlotte. That’s why I’m still me, and not her.”

      “Oh, I’m glad.” Since we were alone on this balcony, which overlooked nothing but trees, I took a moment to kiss him. “So that healing ointment Mr. Coopman gave you is starting to work? You ready to join us tonight? I miss the Incubuster 3000.”

      Along with all the shitty stuff we’d been dealing with, apparently the spell cast on Alec was not easy to break. Mr. Coopman gave him some herbal ointment but he had mumbled something about how he couldn’t really break the original spell.

      “I don’t care if it works,” he said. “I’m getting tired of waiting. I need you.”

      “Okay…” I ran a hand over his erection. He was wearing pretty thin dress pants so if I put a little pressure I could get a delicious suggestion of the texture, the eager throb, the thick head, the—

      “Hsst…,” he said.

      I drew back. “Alec! You’re still in pain.”

      “But I’m going insane.” He started tearing open the buttons of my shirt right there on the balcony. He somehow got my bra off like, I swear, almost with his mind. “I haven’t even been able to jerk off. I never realized how much I’ll go crazy without…something.” He took my breasts in both hands and started biting them.

      “Oww…,” I said, but it didn’t come out like much of a protest.

      “I’m going to fuck you against this wall,” he said. “Fast…and hard.”

      “You can’t,” I said. It took a lot of restraint to be sensible around Alec, so this was a proud moment for me.

      “No one’s watching.”

      “No—it’s—I don’t have birth control,” I hissed. “And I’m sorry, but I can’t take you in the ass. This isn’t dream you and we don’t even have lube. i suppose…I could try to pleasure you with my mouth…but that’s slower. And…well, actually, I’m not sure if I can get on my knees here because it’s like, concrete.”

      His breath came quick, agonized. I could see the silent curse in his eyes, which glowed a blazing red. “We’re going to the bedroom,” he said. “To ‘study’.”

      He grabbed my hand and practically hauled me all the way to the bedroom, hardly paying attention to anyone we passed.

      “Alec…,” I tried a few times.

      It was like he didn’t even hear me. His grip was iron around my wrist.

      As soon as we got to my room, he shut the door behind us and immediately he tore off his clothes in the nick of time before he went full demon on me. There he was, all corded muscle, wings and tail, and in his vivid red eyes, a hungry beast who hardly seemed to see his beloved Charlotte, but just a raw need.

      “Alec…it’s okay…”

      He grabbed my wrists in one huge hand and shoved me onto the bed on my back, opening my mouth with his thumb on my tongue before he replaced it with his cock.

      “Lips tight,” he said. “Make me come as fast as you can.”

      “Mm!” I made a sound of protest and a little fear, although I stopped short of biting his dick off, because I knew that under this was my Alec in pain.

      He seemed to remember that like, women tend to be more willing when you make them happy, not that he had to do anything to make me happy. Just looking at him was good enough for me. Still, I wasn’t going to complain when he yanked off my underwear and thrust his tail inside me while groping his big hand across my clit roughly. At the same time, he groaned with agony while I was stroking my tongue around the head of his cock.

      Oh my god, there was no way they weren’t going to hear him. I tried to do everything in my power to get him off fast. He was slowly thrusting in and out of my mouth, helping me along, gritting his teeth. I think the pain was extending his orgasm, and at the same time, I think it was hard for him not to hurt me.

      But he didn’t.

      It sounds funny, but there was something super romantic about the fact that Alec didn’t hurt me. I could feel the agony in him, the restraint it took not to just choke me on his size or ignore the birth control thing. Incubi were not wired to care about their partners. They existed to seduce and use their magic to suck up power from the sex act. Alec, however, cared about me so much that every fiber in his being was fighting against his nature even now, and I loved making him happy.

      Not that I could make him happy in this situation. Not having sex made him crazy, but sex itself was making his light brown skin turn ruddy, his eyes bloodshot, his entire body sweating, his teeth grinding as he tried not to outright scream.

      As he started coming, he made a sound that was almost a sob.

      “Fuck…oh…fuck it hurts…”

      As soon as he pulled out of my mouth, he flopped beside me, writhing around a little. His tail was still inside me, twitching with his pain. I swallowed, rubbing my aching jaw and lips briefly.

      He pulled me against him, caressing my hair, but avoiding my eyes as his suffering seemed private. His hand slid down my back and bottom to reach between my legs, where he took hold of the tip of his own tail and stroked me with it fast, like it was a toy and not his own tail, but it was still twitching too. I don’t know why, but it was kinda hot the way he was gripping it.

      Pretty soon his hand and tail sent me over the edge. I mean, sure, I guess I understood why you had to be careful around an incubus, to know that they really loved you and not just having sex. But once you trusted that the love was real? Holy shit, the sex was never less than mind-blowing. And he was always so gorgeous.

      Even right now, when he looked like he was in so much pain.

      “My poor demon muffin,” I said. “I’m going to get you out of here, and the spell will fade. I promise.”

      “God, I must look like a mess.” He wiped sweat from his brow. “But it’s okay, Char. You don’t have to fix everything. It’s still worth it.”

      “Well, if you need to like, rip off my clothes and demand things again…” I licked my lips. “You know. I’ll survive.”

      He snorted through a little shivering aftershock of pain. “Damn, I love you,” he said. “Naughty girl.” He pulled me to him.

      “At least this doesn’t hurt, right?” I asked.

      “Kissing? Nah. I could do this all day.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Sixteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Charlotte

      

      By the end of the week I had one recruit. She was a were-gator from Jacksonville, Florida, and actually Montague recruited her by getting into a conversation about Florida and then selling her on the idea of a faery husband. Did you know that ‘were-gator’ was a thing? I did not know that was a thing.

      I was very unsure about Polly the were-gator’s prospects in faery land. For one thing, she really was not an attractive witch. She kinda looked like if a gator became a person, with a strong brow and just sort of a weird face, and she was also big boned and heavyset. I felt like the faeries were going to be mean. Just a hunch. I don’t think faeries were going to embrace all types of beauty. On the other hand, she was very bookish and polite, like she had been trained to try and hide her gator-ness, and maybe the queen would like that?

      After I told her, she sat down at our table at breakfast. “Good morning.” She smiled. “So when is this happening, anyway? When do I get to meet the faeries? I’m sorry—did I interrupt a conversation?”

      “Girl, it is just too early for like…this question mark energy,” Daisy said, sipping coffee. “Anyway, I am trying to process what happened on the Bachelorette last night.”

      “Ohhh,” Polly said. “I understand. Because there won’t be any television or movies in the faery realm. Best to get it in now. Maybe I would like to see Pride and Prejudice one more time.” She smiled at Daisy like, I, too, enjoy the television.

      Daisy’s eyes locked into a gaze of horror. “Maybe I can’t do this.”

      “You know faeries don’t have electricity,” Montague said.

      “Yes, I know, but I had not actually thought about it.”

      I felt like I definitely needed to do better with the other eleven. If I showed up with Daisy and a were-gator, I was not going to get us into Wyrd in this lifetime.

      “This place is so boring,” Daisy said, looking around. “I thought there would be more drama.”

      “Don’t wish that on us,” Montague said. “It’s a good day if there is no drama here. When I was here before…I had a roommate.”

      I perked up from my own coffee. “Something happened?”

      “How do you think they pay for all this?” he said. “It seems fairly nice here, right? The food, the amenities? Just keeping the lights on? There are two ways you get to be here. If you’re lucky, you or your family pays, but if not, I wonder how they justify all this. Well, when they dragged Benjamin away, they said something about how his family wasn’t paying anymore and he—” Monty swallowed. “You know anything about this, Harris? With your family being on the council? He grabbed my arm and said, they’re going to treat me like a lab rat. He was really scared, and I never saw him again. I tried to ask about it and they said, ‘Don’t worry, you’re only here for temporary observation, and your family has the means.’ Benjamin was just a normal guy. He didn’t even know much magic. His mother was a single mom, living in the human world, doing some basic healing spells and calling it Reiki. He was turned into a vampire by a girl who didn’t even have her own clan.”

      “You’ve never talked about this,” I said.

      “The memory really upsets me,” he said. “Because…I’ve since tried to find out what happened to him, and no one would tell me, not even with a bribe. I don’t know. Maybe he was able to leave. Maybe he’s fine.”

      “Let’s just say it,” Harris said. “The Ethereals don’t like vampires. My family has been killing vampires for centuries. It doesn’t mean we don’t acknowledge that vampires are intelligent and charming, but the opinion has always been that they are too dangerous to be allowed to live. Everyone here is considered dangerous and the longer they’re here, the less value their lives have to anyone outside of this place. This is where inconvenient things go to be forgotten. Benjamin has value now as an experiment, or else, they gave him a swift end.”

      “Harris!” I hissed. “That’s so creepy! Are you sure?”

      “We can all pretend to be horrified and speculate for another hour or two if you like.”

      “You’re just so…blunt.” I felt a little hopeless.

      “That’s terrible!” Polly said. “What do we do? How do we stop this? So you think Benjamin is dead?”

      “Shh,” Daisy groaned. “Polly, you need to take it down a notch. We can’t stop this. We just need to get our people and get out of here.”

      “You know…if Benjamin is dead, we might be able to talk to him,” I said. “Summon him. Ask him what happened.”

      Montague nodded. “Let’s try it. I hate to think he might have died alone here.”

      “Are you summoning the dead?” Polly asked. “Are you a necromancer? We don’t get to study that in witch school. How does it work?”

      “Polly…,” Daisy said warningly.

      “Can you summon anyone or only other witches? And when you summon people, do they look like they’re on their death bed or are they young and beautiful?”

      Now Daisy looked at me like she actually was curious about the answer to that question.

      “I don’t think they show up looking like they’re dying,” I said. “I summoned Alec’s mom and she didn’t look like a cancer patient.”

      “Ohhh.”

      “I haven’t summoned enough people to be sure. And no, you can’t summon just anyone. Spirits move on, eventually. Sometimes they even get reincarnated. I don’t think you can summon Jane Austen, for example.”

      “Drat. Of course, I wouldn’t want to infringe on her privacy…”

      As Daisy rolled her eyes, I stuck next to her as we left our table. “I know Polly asks a ton of questions,” I said. “But she seems loyal, and she is literally the only person in this whole place that would agree to marry a faery she’s never met. Plus, I just have to note, as someone who was not popular in high school, not everyone is rich and gorgeous.”

      “You’re totally gorgeous,” Daisy said.

      “So you admit that is a factor for you?”

      “Ohhh, she’s just so hopelessly awkward,” Daisy said. “A gator shifter. Gawd.”

      “You can ask all your friends in Chicago to be faery brides instead so you can be best friends forever.” I knew Daisy didn’t really have amazing friends in Chicago.

      She slumped. “Charlotte, I’m just so bad at being nice. How do you even do it? My grandmother has never been unnecessarily nice to anyone a day in her life.”

      “Well, you don’t want to be like her, do you?”

      “Touche.”

      

      So, that evening, we all gathered around for a little necromancy ritual in the Charlotte-Harris suite. Polly showed up with a little notebook with a cover depicting a pastel-hued cup of Earl Grey tea. “I’m going to take some notes, if you don’t mind, Charlotte,” she said. “I’ve never seen necromancy before.”

      Daisy gave me a look like, You invited Polly to this?

      And I gave her a look back like, Remember what we talked about.

      “So what do you do first?” Polly asked. “How do you make sure you don’t summon a demon instead? Are we going to light those candles?”

      “We just put all these candles in the center of the room for no reason,” Daisy said.

      “Oh, haha, right.” Polly blushed.

      Sometimes I forgot that Daisy was still as spoiled as Harris or maybe even worse, because she was an only child with dead parents, and the only heir to her important magical job. I don’t think anyone had ever asked Daisy to do something unselfish in her whole life so it didn’t even occur to her to be nice to someone who rubbed her the wrong way. Maybe it would do her some good to go impulsively betrothing herself to a sexy faery. That faery queen wasn’t going to put up with much, I had a feeling.

      “A leopard can’t change its spots!” Daisy hissed to me. “It just slips out.”

      “You’re better than a leopard.”

      “Am I, though? Are any of us really better than a leopard?”

      I took out matches. Fire was the best thing for spirit summoning, and then Harris set up wards to keep unwelcome spirits out. I expected a fairly easy spell casting session, because either Benjamin was dead and he wanted to talk, or he was alive and we wouldn’t get anything. My main concern was the sheer number of ghosts here. I could feel them at all times, like a background hum, and I wasn’t sure if that would cause a problem. I’d never tried to do necromancy in a ghost-heavy area.

      “As a flame lives and dies, only to be brought back by the flick of a match, so shall your spirit be offered entry to the world of the living. Benjamin, answer our call to speak.”

      “Not terrible spell work,” Harris said. “See, you don’t have to rhyme.”

      “Please, you flatter me, sir,” I whispered sarcastically, just before—

      Oh shit.

      Three different spirits battled their way to life in front of me. No—four actually. Four ghostly figures started swirling around: an older man, a handsome younger one, a clean cut dad type, and a guy who kind of looked like a sad Adam Sandler. The first three were all claiming to be the Benjamin I summoned and Adam Sandler was just screaming, so I got a cacophony of “My name is Ben…” “It’s Ben…” “Let me tell you my story…” “NOOOOO—”

      “The good looking one is my Benjamin,” Montague said. “Hey, Benjamin…”

      “Monty?”

      “For over a century I have waited,” interrupted Dad Ben. “Please, young lady, you must help me take revenge!”

      “MY WIFE! THE BABY!” said Sad Sandler.

      “Shh, please, we must be cautious,” said Old Ben.

      “I guess we really needed a last name,” Firian said. “A lot of Bens have died here.”

      “A lot of everyone has died here!” Dad Ben said, his ghost whooshing around. “This is where the forgotten souls go to meet their ends…” The room had turned ice cold. Sad Sandler started flying toward the wall.

      “No!” I snapped. “Benjamins, I command you to stay within sight of me! I need you all to calm down and tell me what happened one at a time!”

      “FREE ME!” Sad Sandler rushed at me, although by this time his human form had sort of vanished and he looked more like Ghost Classic, just sort of a floaty mess of fog with a semi-human face and hollow eyes.

      “Monty, they killed me and they’ll kill you too!” said Monty’s Ben. “You need to get out of here. All this place is for is so the council can try out new techniques to battle and control Sinistrals, and if you die in the process, they don’t care.”

      “Ben, what about your family?” Montague asked.

      “THEY SAID I DIED. MY WIFE…MY POOR WIFE…”

      The frantic ghosts sizzled when they ran into Harris’ wards. Harris pointed his wand at Sad Sandler. “Stop making so much damn noise. We’re trying to get to the bottom of this.”

      “The only bottom you’ll get to is the bottom of a grave,” said Old Ben.

      I realized quickly that I needed to get these spirits under control. They were all flying around and screaming over each other and not giving us any important information.

      “I summoned you,” I said, holding out my arms, taking up space. “I can banish you again in a second, and no one will ever hear your story. Your screams will only alert the guards. I said, one at a time. Old Man, tell me who was responsible for your death.”

      “It was a so-called holy man, Father Thomas.”

      “Was he from this Order of the Blessed?”

      “Yes, miss, he sure was.”

      “Did you all have this experience of being killed by someone from the Order of the Blessed?” I asked.

      “Yes…” Nods all around.

      “I thought they were trying to help me,” said Dad Ben. “I was so ashamed that I had feelings for my own familiar. I had already tried everything I could on my own to keep our relationship confined to magic only, but I could call her any time of night and she was always there. No one else…was there for me like Dru…”

      I swallowed. That was hitting close to home.

      Sad Sandler looked near a break down as he calmed down. “My dad was an incubus. I cheated on my wife. I checked myself in here to try to recover but my wife cut off payments for my rehab and they moved me to the back. They would…just leave me tied up for hours…unspeakable things…torture… I never got a chance to try and make things right with her. Never saw my little girl again.”

      “Okay,” I said. “So…this place is basically where they send witches and warlocks who have ‘tainted’ blood or do things that go against the rules,” I said. “Everyone knows that and thinks it’s a place where people go to get better, right? But in fact, ‘rehabilitation’ is reserved for people whose families pay the Haven, and it sounds like some wizard families are happy to cut off their family members because they bring shame. When that happens, they are moved to the back rooms away from the more privileged magical folk, and can be tortured and killed. And this all happens under the watch of the Order of the Blessed. Do I have that right?”

      “Yeah, sounds about right,” Monty’s Ben said. “I just don’t want this to happen to anyone else.”

      “Well, I’m working on a plan to get help from the faery queen,” I said, although I realized even as I said it that the plan involved escaping the Haven and ignoring the entire Ethereal witching world. Along the way, I might ‘save’ thirteen girls—by forcing them into marriage with strangers.

      Honestly, this is not my problem, I thought.

      Except, it also kinda was. Clearly, the corruption among the Ethereal councils had affected my family for generations now. It was the very thing Ignatius spent all his life trying to end. And seeing all these depressed ghosts still hanging around—and dear lord, this was only the ghosts named Ben—carrying regrets and missing loved ones, I really wished I could do something besides just running away.

      I thanked the ghosts and let them go, and then I turned to my crew.

      “Okaaay,” I said. “What we have is a pee in the Lego bin problem. But I am not just going to lose those Legos.”

      “The what?” Montague said.

      “When I was in day care as a kid, somebody peed in the bin of collective Legos,” I said. “No one saw who did it, and no one would admit to it, so the lady who ran the place said that we had to clean it up ourselves. And no one would do it. Because all each of us knew was that we didn’t coat all those tiny Legos in stinky pee. I mean, you know a boy did it, for starters. Anyway, the next morning Miss Heather was so mad she threw the entire bin of Legos in the Dumpster.”

      “Oh, man, I think I finally know what all your emotional turmoil in the spring of 2005 was about,” Firian said. “That’s insane. Legos aren’t cheap.”

      “That’s right,” I said. “And what’s even more expensive is a man or woman’s life. So…we can’t throw anymore Legos in the trash. We have to clean up the pee even though we shouldn’t have to. Is this metaphor still working? Well, anyway—I think I need to go to the back of the building.”

      “No way,” Montague said. “The ghosts just warned you that people die there. I am not letting you go.”

      “I have a plan,” I said.

      “Great. More plans,” he said. “Because our last plan went so well.”

      “It did go pretty well,” I said. “We killed the demon, saved my mom, and—“

      “Yeah, I died, no big deal,” Harris said dryly.

      “I brought you back!”

      “You brought him back from the dead?” Polly asked. “I thought that was really hard magic! How did you do it, Charlotte? Did you have to give up something really important? Did you have to kill someone?”

      “Oh, no, no…” Polly probably shouldn’t have been invited after all. She was going to know too much. Daisy put a hand on her hip and cocked an eyebrow, reading my mind.

      “Don’t give me expressions you learned watching RuPaul’s Drag Race, Daisy. Uh, yeah, we’ve done a lot of crazy stuff. That’s just how warlock school goes, I guess. It’s a lot more exciting than witch school, from what I hear. They tried to send me to the Southern Ladies’ Finishing College of Magic and it looked very boring.”

      “Are you stalling now, or do you actually have a plan?” Harris asked.

      “I have a plan! I mean, I haven’t been studying necromancy for nothing, right? You all saw what just happened. Unless someone here just really hates the name Benjamin, this place is full of angry ghosts. We need to plan a massive ghost summons. But first we need eleven more brides for the faery queen, so that we have somewhere to go after the attack where the council can’t hurt us or our familiars.”

      “But how can you protect yourself until then?” Montague asked.

      “If Charlotte goes, I go,” Harris said. “And if I go, you should all go. She’s going to need us. She has a tendency to do stupid things without guidance.”

      “‘I owe her my life so I will follow her to the ends of the earth’,” I said. “There, fixed it.”

      “You know I’m definitely going where you go,” Alec said.

      “I think this is a terrible mistake, but let it never be said that I was a coward who abandoned my lady at a time of need,” Montague said.

      “And of course, I go where you go,” Firian said. “Even if I have to stay out of sight. A part of me will always be with you when you’re crying over pee-drenched Legos.”

      “Fine, I’ll go too,” Daisy said. “These other eleven witches are going to be the only girls I have to talk to in Faeryland so they better be good.”

      “You can talk to me, Daisy,” Polly said.

      “Yes. Of course. We will also talk,” Daisy said.

      “Great,” I said. “So…we just have to get the eleven faery brides quickly, but the women in the bad half of the Haven are probably really desperate, and unfortunately we’re just going to have to exploit that desperation to save their lives. All we need is eleven agreements, so if we can knock that out in one day, then we won’t be there for long.”

      “So how do we get them to send us to the bad half?” Alec said. “We’re going to have to do something—“

      At this moment, he trailed off as we heard footsteps charging down the hallway.

      “Drop your wands, shut your mouths, and put your hands up right now!” a guard barked. “We’ve had reports of suspicious adult male screaming in this room and we’re going to have to search all of you for signs of unauthorized spell usage!” A key turned the door lock and then the door was thrown open. No one had even dropped their wands or raised their hands yet, but as soon as I saw the clenched jaws and hard eyes of brutes with guns in one hand and wands in the other, I dropped my wand fast.

      I was about to find out whether our screaming ghosts had either made things really easy, or really hard.
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      Harris

      

      I kept looking at Montague. He had a better idea of this place than the rest of us, and I’d never seen him look this nervous, not even when we were heading off to fight a demon. He’d never told us that his roommate here was dragged out and killed. I thought it was becoming a vampire that made him seem more mature after that summer, but maybe that wasn’t the only factor.

      I was worried for him, less so for myself. In the end, I was still pure warlock and my parents’ son. They were going to treat me gently. My parents would never cut off funding or let my death go unpunished.

      “What are we doing with them?”

      “There are traces of necromancy in the room, buried under wards. The girl does the former and the Nicolescu boy is skilled at wards.”

      “So…”

      “Separate them.” We had all been dragged back through the halls. “Initiate step one.”

      They escorted us into separate rooms. No one fought the guards; we had come here on purpose, but Charlotte definitely looked scared. She didn’t say a word, though. She seemed like such a normal human sort of girl when I met her, but she had the steely blood of her witch ancestors.

      Then I lost sight of them. The scuffle of footsteps echoing in the hall was replaced with the silence of a small, dim chamber. It was lit by just a few candles so I couldn’t really see what I was in for.

      The man attending to me was huge, as burly as the men who worked for my family, but without any of their warmth. He wasn’t wearing the standard black uniform of the guards, but a robe, so he must be a higher rank warlock. “Mr. Nicolescu, please stand against the wall.” He stood at a tray of spell implements and pulled on some gloves.

      For the first time, I started to think maybe there was some mistake, that he didn’t know who I was. But it was impossible that he would call me by the Nicolescu name and not know.

      “What are you going to do?” I asked, as coolly as I could manage.

      “You have a choice,” he said. “You can summon your familiar, and he or she will take penance in your stead as you watch, or you will take your penance alone.”

      “You’re not going to hurt her.”

      “All right.”

      “Do my parents know about this?”

      “Your parents have authorized us to treat you. They are praying for your recovery. I hope you will be more grateful to them when you go home.” He picked up his wand and waved the tip. Bindings of golden light wrapped around my arms and dragged me against the wall, lifting my arms until I was prone there.

      “Now,” he said, “it is time to see the consequences of your actions.”

      He walked close to me. He was an older man, but like with most warlocks, it was hard to say how old. They tended to look like they were about fifty years old for a very long time. He appeared to be a warlock in his prime, old enough to be a master of the craft. All my studies could hardly compare to the years of experience older warlocks had, but a younger person could gain some advantage through will and craftiness. I wasn’t feeling very crafty at the moment, however.

      Outside of the shadows of this room, the older warlock could have been anyone.  A professor, a friend of my parents. He had shoulder length brown hair, black, squarish glasses frames with light eyes behind them, and a long nose. His robes were perfectly pressed and tidy. The only unpleasant feature he had was the way his lips seemed a little too wrinkled or something.

      “Are you with the Order of the Blessed?” I asked.

      “Yes. I am an elder of the church,” he said.

      “Father Bogdan?”

      “That’s right. Your friend must have told you about me. The Order of the Blessed has been formed simply to give coherence to the mission of all warlocks and witches. Our only true purpose is to save the lands of Etherium from falling to the darkness. Or…neutrality. Wyrd is our enemy as much as Sinistral is; we just have not considered them a threat, as the faeries have preferred to wither away rather than fight for scraps, but as you should know, those are our only choices. Your ancestors knew it, Harrison. Our world is dying. I will treat you unpleasantly this afternoon, because these are unpleasant times.” He picked up a bottle and put his hand around my jaw. “Drink.”

      “What is it?”

      “A hallucinogen.”

      “Why?”

      “For sight.” Or maybe he said ‘foresight’. I was tied to the wall, my limbs already aching. I drank, but I didn’t want to hallucinate. I was always in control of the situation.

      He started to unbutton my shirt, baring my skin. I twisted away as best I could.

      “I am just going to trace your history,” he said. He picked up a different bottle, unscrewing the cap. There was a brush inside the cap, dusted with gray powder, which he whisked over my skin as if uncovering fossils. He whispered spell words as he went, ancient ones. I didn’t understand a word but I’d heard that some witches spoke the Ethereal tongue.

      There is still so much I haven’t learned. So much I wanted to know. The doors to that ancient knowledge will shut to me forever as I turn away from my history.

      As he brushed the powder over my skin, marks appeared and then vanished, coaxed by his whispering. When he put the brush away, he picked up his wand instead and now he was back to the familiar languages of magic. He bid the wand to burn with holy fire and cleanse me.

      I knew there would be pain, and I couldn’t fight, because I could already feel the hallucinogenic started to work its way into me and steal my strength and will, while my vision began to swirl and dance gently.

      He pressed the tip of the wand into my breastbone and traced downward.

      I wanted to scream, but I refused to give him the satisfaction. I would not succumb. I would give everything in my power not to show fear.

      I felt a hand brush my neck.

      “Do you want to dance with death?” Montague whispered in my ear.

      I saw Charlotte across the room, looking small and vulnerable. She was alone, looking for a friend, and she didn’t see me.

      Monty? Charlotte?

      They’re not real.

      My skin was on fire but I didn’t see the warlock now. Reality had slipped away from me. The room seemed to meld into a shadowed, sinister forest.

      Monty wasn’t alone; I realized. His clan was here too. Rayner and Silvus, holding my wrists; Monty at my neck. Thom and Jie, waiting patiently for their turn. They all started biting me, drinking my blood, and I wanted to fight them off but I couldn’t bring myself to do it. My skin was on fire and I felt my life draining away, but I always had a little more to give. I, who had always been the person who could give a command and make it so, wielding my name more fiercely than any weapon, had lost all control to the vampires.

      No, to death itself.

      What did it feel like to die? Some part of me remembered the moment my tether to the world was broken.

      The vampires were the bringers of death and the offering of life, both at once. They drained me without killing me, giving my body a chance to rejuvenate, only to feed them again.

      I was weak and I didn’t want Charlotte to see me like this, but even as I tried to hide my vulnerabilities from her, I saw her surrounded by demons. Alec was one of them, but he was not quite our Alec. He seemed more possessive than tender as he took her arm in his hand. The vision was soundless as the demons swarmed Charlotte, tearing off her clothes. Four incubi were sharing her, and they seemed to be demons known to Alec, but not to me. They didn’t love Charlotte, and she was afraid of them. All they knew was need.

      I saw her mouth forming Alec’s name. Crying out. He shoved his cock into it, while the other demons spread her legs. Raping her. This was nothing like when I took command of her in the bedroom. I always knew how much she enjoyed it, her little smiles and sighs and wet heat telling me everything I needed to know. This was brutality.

      “No…” I felt myself saying. “No!”

      This isn’t real. A lump rose in my throat, another scream that wanted to get out. This isn’t real.

      The trace of burning pain in my skin was spreading down my arms and legs.

      “There is no safety in this world,” Thom said, grinning at me. “No order. Sinistral will do with all of you as we please.”

      I realized that my blood was running out, all over the leaves and grass of the forest floor, trickling out of the vampire’s mouths. They let it go to waste as I felt weaker and weaker.

      I was dying again…slowly, this time.

      “No,” Rayner said. “Not yet. Maybe not ever. You will yearn for death when we’re done with you, our little Hapsburg Prince…they used to say the blood of royals was too holy to taste, but we always knew that was bullshit. It’s the sweetest of all.”

      The vampires lifted me into the nearest tree and lashed my limbs to the branches, my palms bleeding like some mockery of a crucifix and Monty was there laughing. It’s definitely not real. Monty’s too religious.

      The pain was so real. The weakness. The humiliation of them all staring at me, their faces pale in the moon shadows.

      It’s not real.

      In the clearing, Charlotte was now giving birth to a demon, a squalling, hideous creature with sharp nails and teeth and she was screaming with pain, left to writhe alone as the incubi looked on, including Alec.

      It’s not real. None of this is real.

      The demons poured out of her now, a dozen of them, with black wings, and they turned on her and started to tear at her flesh with their teeth.

      “Stop! Make it stop! What do you want?”

      The words finally tore out of me.

      I felt cool palms grip my cheeks, slowly dissolving the vision and stirring me back to reality. The warlock studied my face. “Most men have tears streaming down their cheeks by now,” he said. “You are a cold one, Mr. Nicolescu. What did you see?”

      I was hyperventilating a little as I drank in the precious sight of the real world, reminding myself that my friends were here. They would never do the things they did in the dream, and that I knew.

      “You made that vision,” I said.

      “No. I simply drew out your fears,” he said. “You don’t know if you can trust a vampire or an incubus.”

      Was the vision real? I was haunted by the vampires tasting me, by my own brush with death. More than a brush, in fact. That was the part that made me doubt myself. But it didn’t fit. The one thing I absolutely knew my brain would never conjure was Montague mocking a Catholic symbol. He was pure Spanish St. Augustine in that way, taking religion far more seriously than my family, or than Alec with his old ways that were not as rigid.

      I bet he heard some things about Monty from when he was here before, I thought. He saw Monty’s tricked out car, they probably confiscated his iPhone, they knew he liked girls and was off partying in Mexico. So they assumed he wouldn’t care about that stuff and threw that in the vision.

      “You are lying,” I said calmly.

      “Why would you think that? You mean to tell me you never have dark thoughts? Is your mind so pure?”

      “Sure, I have dark thoughts. But I know my friends,” I said. “You gave me the wrong ones. You made an assumption. I’m sure you’re good at these head games by now. But Monty would never make a mockery of religion. Alec might be horny as hell but he’s also a better person than I probably deserve as a friend. He would never hurt Charlotte. I know these guys. You crafted these vision and put them in the spell to trick me.”

      His ugly lips pursed, sneering toward me, as he shoved his glasses up his nose to narrow his eyes at me.

      I knew I’d won. I’d seen past his trick and he didn’t like that, but he would go to sleep tonight cursing himself for getting caught by a mere boy.

      He slashed his wand through the air and burned lines of fire across my skin. I growled through the pain. Anything to keep from screaming. When his arm fell back to his side, a funny smile twisted my face.

      “So this is ‘order’, huh? This is what the Ethereals wanted.”

      “You can rot there, boy,” he said. “We’ll break you. Trust me on that.”
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      Charlotte

      

      I mean, I knew this was going to be difficult.

      I knew.

      I guess I just didn’t realize…

      The dim room had some serious Medieval torture vibes going on, and when the witch chained my wrists straight above my head and then stripped me down to a bra and skirt, I knew this was going to be bad.

      “Can we—can we talk first, maybe?” I tried. “What do you want? Aren’t you supposed to ask questions first and then torture me if I don’t answer them?”

      This witch looked like a crazy person already, like she was not interested in questions. Her hair was a wild dark mane streaked with silver, her eyes a lovely pale blue—she was actually rather beautiful for an older woman—but they didn’t quite make contact with mine. She picked up a switch off your classic wall-of-torture-thingies. This was going to ruin any chance of getting experimental with Harris later, wasn’t it?

      “Ohmigod ohmigod please—please wait!” I shrieked.

      Then again, I don’t actually want her to get me to talk, I thought. I have a diabolical plan of my own. I can’t let her know about it.

      “Oh god,” I whimpered.

      Charlotte, you fought a demon. This is nothing.

      But…this was actually somehow worse than fighting the demon. At least I could fight the demon. Right now I couldn’t do anything. I was just trapped in anticipation, with no idea of what she would do or how long she would do it for. It could reach the female equivalent of James-Bond-in-the-testicle-torture-chair and was anyone going to rescue me? I had a feeling my friends were busy with their own…stuff.

      She struck my bare stomach with the switch. Once, twice, three times. So fast that the pain didn’t hit until they were over.

      And then it was worse than anything I could imagine.

      “Is that all you got, bitch?” I said.

      No, I wish I had said that, or anything besides what I actually said, which was to sob out, “I want my daddy.”

      I hadn’t called my dad ‘daddy’ regularly since freshman year of high school when I realized that all the sophisticated girls had moved on to ‘dad’, but I was being tortured, okay, don’t judge.

      “Which one do you call ‘daddy’?” she asked.

      “Oh my god, I mean my actual dad!” I saw myself through her eyes. She had probably gotten the scoop on me, that I was the witch who went to warlock school and was suspected to be in a relationship with more than one guy, and I must seem really pervy to her.

      Maybe I am really pervy, actually, but not in a bad way. So there.

      But I still felt myself turning crimson.

      She went back to pacing, occasionally brushing the switch across my skin so I shivered back, but drawing out the time, making me wonder. I trembled, tears already blurring my vision.

      “They told me all about you,” she said. “You were at Merlin College already. You broke the rules. You need to understand down to your bones what the consequences of this behavior will be.” She struck me again, this time on the back of my legs. “Witches need to know their place. Witches need to be gentle—demure—ladies—wives—mothers!” With every word she hit me with more force.

      “Please stop…please, please, it hurts…”

      Turns out I was not very tough when it comes to torture. I hoped Harris never found out. Were they torturing him? Was he crying? I liked to imagine that he was just sweating it out. Alec already worked out every day, which was basically torture already, so he should be able to handle it. Montague? Not sure.

      It helped to think about them while she was between lashes. I tried to make my brain go somewhere else. The pain demanded attention, though. It was hard to ignore that some of the most tender places of my skin were screaming with pain and I couldn’t even clutch at them. I remembered when I got a wasp sting while playing outside and I ran crying to dad. Your mom always said honey is good for stings. Let’s try that, okay? Here, eat a spoonful and make sure that honey is still good. It is, right? Delicious.

      I felt so alone right now.

      She struck me again and again and I was a sobbing mess. How long would she do this? What if she struck me until she broke skin and I was scarred for life like when Black Jack whips Jaime in Outlander? Why oh why did I watch so much stuff with sexy men getting tortured really badly?

      I was blubbering out my pleas.

      “Don’t worry, I won’t do anything to you that time won’t heal. A fair bit of time, perhaps… The pain is cleansing, sweetheart. You’ll realize that eventually.”

      “What do you want from me…? Please!”

      “Stop.” Firian suddenly appeared next to her. “Take me in her place.”

      “Firian, no!” I screamed.

      “I’m her familiar. I’m supposed to tell her the ways of Etherium. Right from wrong. I’m the one who failed her. I’m the one you should be lashing.”

      I swear, Firian had never looked sexier than in that moment. He was so much taller than the older witch, and his golden eyes were so intense when he looked at her, and so tender when they briefly switched to me.

      I remembered that I was never alone. Firian knew when I was in pain even when he wasn’t present.

      I felt so much stronger, just seeing him. It gave me the one thing I could fight for. Sparing him from pain. “No,” I said. “This was all my decision. You’re a good, devoted familiar. I’m the one who broke the rules.”

      “Charlotte,” he said gently. “Let me do it.”

      A part of me wanted to say yes. Just to escape the pain. Just to let him protect me, because he always did. But that was why I absolutely could not let him suffer for me. Firian lived for me. He was bound to me. I would never know if he acted entirely out of free will. I had to protect him too.

      The witch looked at me. “It is good that he watches.”

      “Firian,” I said. “I command you to go.” I shut my eyes. “Plea—ahh! Ahaa…ohh…”

      The pain lashed my back. The witch hammered me with several blows in a row only to pause and let them sink fully into me. All I could do was scream. All I knew was pain.

      When I opened my eyes, Firian was still there. Torn between wanting to intervene, but not to make things worse; to leave me alone in my pain but to stay by my side. I knew what he was thinking.

      He wouldn’t leave me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nineteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Charlotte

      

      “Okay. Not gonna lie, this place is horrible,” Daisy said, sitting down with her plate of beef stew and rye bread. “They made me talk to my grandmother on the phone for like two hours. I mean, actually, she just yelled at me, not like I got a word in edgewise.” She looked at the rest of us. “Oh—wow—you guys look bad.”

      “Charlotte was tortured,” Montague said somberly.

      They all looked ready to kill for me.

      “Tortured how?”

      “I mean, struck. Whipped. She can barely walk.”

      “I can walk,” I hissed. “Calm down.” I pulled my hood over my head. I was in so much pain that I came to dinner in my pajamas. Firian had to help me change clothes, after tending to my wounds with magic as best he could. I wished he was still here, but we knew it was too dangerous for him to be seen with me.

      I was still in constant pain all over. Ms. Torture Witch had hardly left anything unscathed. My skin was ribboned in red markings, some of them now turning to bruises from the force of her blows. Just lifting a spoon to my mouth hurt. I was only here and not in bed because I didn’t want the guys to completely lose their shit over what happened.

      Anyway, I didn’t know what they’d been through either. They all looked upset but none of them seemed physically harmed.

      “Here, let me help you with that,” Alec said, taking the spoon from my hand.

      “No—don’t feed me.”

      “Your arms are shaking just trying to eat. Please. I want to take care of you.” There was something a little extra fierce in his defense.

      “How are you guys?” I asked. “Y’all don’t seem hurt…but…” There was something haunted in all their faces.

      Except maybe…

      I raised an eyebrow at Harris. He had a different look. Just plain pissed.

      “They gave us visions,” Alec said, glancing at the other guys. They must have had some time to talk in private before I hobbled out here. “Of our worst tendencies, and…hurting you.”

      “They were very vivid,” Montague said, poking his fork at his napkin. Of course he didn’t have food, just a table setting. “Very vivid.”

      “But they weren’t real,” Harris said. “They tried to make us think that the visions were conjured by our own minds, but they were not. Just illusion.”

      “Yeah…but we do worry about it,” Alec said, lifting a perfectly sized square of beef to my mouth. I rolled my eyes but I ate it. “Monty and I know that we could hurt someone.”

      “No,” Harris said. “I know that you won’t. Don’t fall for it.”

      “Well, let’s not spend any more time here than we have to,” Montague said. “We better start working on finding these girls tomorrow.”

      I hadn’t had much mental energy to think about my surroundings yet. Or maybe I was trying not to think about it. While the front of the Haven retained a certain level of luxury, this part? Pure horror movie. And part of the horror came from the inmates themselves. Er, patients. I mean, captives.

      We were sitting at a battered old table on metal chairs that were already making me cringe and wriggle my tortured ass around, trying to get comfortable. Brown metal lights dangled from the ceiling, looking like office lamps that had been dismantled and hung up to die slowly. The floors were made out of the same tile that lined the pool area in the front. I bet they just hose this room down when they want to clean it, I thought. Some things you know without being told.

      There were probably a hundred other witches and warlocks (with various other sorts of tainted blood) filling the room, some ancient and others barely old enough to consent to marry a faery. Some of them wore their own clothes, but a lot of them were wearing simple black robe-like garments and loose pants. The official uniform, I guess. Like, once your clothes wore out, that was it. You became part of the background noise, black-clad and weary and pale. This was not a cheerful place. People were lethargic, poking at their meals, and the worst cases were talking to themselves or wandering around aimlessly. One man was clutching what looked like a doll made out of a pillow case and a Sharpie.

      Is Ina in this room? Am I looking at her right now?

      I was nervous, glancing over the women, pausing over what might have been a familiar hair color or nose. But I just didn’t know and part of me was scared. She’s been here for so long…

      “Man, we’ve gotta pick the faery brides from some janky bitches,” Daisy said.

      Polly’s brow furrowed. She was there with us, but she seemed like she had finally learned to be quiet around the group. I felt bad for her. She was definitely getting more than she bargained for at this point, but she also wasn’t begging to leave.

      “Well, they look like they need a better life,” I said. “Hopefully it’ll be easy.”

      “How old can a faery bride be?” Polly asked.

      “Um…child-bearing age, I’m going to guess? We’ll worry about it tomorrow.” I was running out of steam for pretending I was okay. Alec noticed. He put the spoon down and very gently caressed my hair before sitting back in his chair and casually flexing his hands, making his arm muscles flex all the way up to his wide shoulders. I’m not even sure it was conscious, but I liked to think he was dreaming of beating up that witch.

      “Charlotte needs to get some rest,” he said.

      I got to my feet with Alec’s hands supporting me. Montague gathered up our trays to return to their spot by the trash cans. Harris was not gathering up anything or helping me up, just saying.

      Daisy gave me a hug. “Okay, get some rest—“

      “Ow!”

      “Oh my god, are you like really tortured?” she asked in a horrified whisper. “Like—they beat you?”

      “Why do you think Alec’s been feeding me?” I cried.

      “Well…I mean…” She gestured to Alec’s entire body. “I would exaggerate if I were you.”

      “I’m not exaggerating, Daisy, this is real! This is Outlander real.”

      “Oh.” Daisy looked around. “Oh no. They would really…hurt a Caruthers?” She bit her lip. “Okay, we’re going to get this done tomorrow. Eleven girls. Or peri-menopausal women. Something. I swear to you. I’m even going to be nice to Polly.”

      “Oh, please, I know the modern equivalent of a cut direct when I see one,” Polly said. “And I know you have adopted the manners of the Fixed Plane. We can continue to be cordial with each other in society, of course.”

      “Yes, that’s what I’m saying. Nice and cordial,” Daisy said, giving me a look like, she’s a gator shifter from Jacksonville, right?

      “I’m going to bed,” I said. “Y’all be nice.”

      I managed to make it out of the room and then I almost collapsed. I swear the pain was worse now than it was before. I really, really just wanted to cry, even though Harris was there and I hated crying in front of him.

      “Let me carry you,” Alec said. “I’ll be careful.”

      “Ohh…” I let him pick me up, even though I felt a little silly and his hand still brushed inflamed skin. I felt better being close to him and clung to his shirt. “I’m scared,” I whispered. “I still need to do some serious necromancy, and…I’m not sure…if I’m ready. Magic takes a lot out of a person. I don’t know what they’ll do to me tomorrow. What if…they break me?” I swallowed. “What if they already have? We’ve made it this far, but…today…I was just such a mess. I would have told that witch everything if she asked. I would have let you all down.”

      “Don’t apologize,” Montague said. “Not for being tortured. Good lord. None of us are prepared for that. Just get some rest and it’ll work out. We’re here with you.”

      But they couldn’t stay. I didn’t have Harris anymore. I had a tiny room with a single bed, the hall guarded, and none of them were allowed to follow me there.

      Of course, I wasn’t alone. As soon as I lowered myself to the bed, Firian was there for me. He still looked as pissed as when I last saw him, and I could tell that he’d just been brooding over his fury at what had happened to me this whole time.

      “Firian…”

      “I’ll take care of you,” he said. “Just rest up.”

      “Everything hurts…”

      He unzipped the hoodie and pulled it off my shoulders for me, handling me with the lightest touch until he had me stripped down to my underwear. I hardly recognized my own body, covered in red stripes and bruises. I made a little hiss of pain as I put my head on the pillow. Firian whispered spells like poems, running his fingers lightly over me, taking his time to focus on every separate area where I’d been struck until finally I caught his hand in mine and pulled it around me.

      “Okay,” I murmured, descending into needed sleep. “Just hold me now.”

      His arm was a protective embrace through the night, his body like an extension of my own, and I slept soundly until morning, when I was awakened by a pounding on my door, ordered out of bed, and dragged back to that same room, with that same witch, who looked approvingly over my skin and said, “You heal up so fast. Your familiar takes good care of you, doesn’t he? You must treasure him, always…” She tested the length of a strap between her hands.

      “No…” I sobbed. She came closer. “No!”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty

          

        

      

    

    
      Harris

      

      They were breaking my girl down.

      This was the girl who never stopped fighting me, trying to best me and prove herself at every turn, always quick with a retort to match mine. This was the girl who wasn’t intimidated by the werewolf spirit of her mom, demon summoning, ghosts, a vampire clan, the Withered Lord, Daisy at her bitchiest, or Alec’s unnecessarily large dick.

      She was the girl for me and they were going to destroy her and there was nothing we could do.

      When do you admit defeat?

      Days passed. The witch knew when to hold back so Charlotte could still walk and eat. They wouldn’t feed her in her rooms, or let us go to her in bed, so the only way to get any sustenance in her body was for her to go to the cafeteria and eat with us, trying to put on her best brave face. Days went by, and then a full week. She wouldn’t even tell us what they were doing to her, but Firian knew.

      “Ice,” he said. “Burns. Lots of beatings. The other day the witch brought in her yoga tape and told her to work her way through it. They must have got it out of her dorm room or something. That might have been the worst of all because that tape was her anchor to her mom all those years, and, you know. Yoga is torture. I don’t know why she subjects herself to it willingly, much less when she’s already exhausted and in pain. Still, if she would just say the word, they would put me through the pain instead. But she won’t.”

      “I think I would kill that witch if I had to watch,” Montague said. “You need to insist.”

      “I wish I could,” Firian said. “But they won’t let me insist. She’s in control. And killing her wouldn’t make things any better for Charlotte.”

      “We can’t escape with her,” Alec said. “There are just too many guards with too much magic. But something’s gotta give.”

      “That vision they subjected us to, of us hurting her with our own nature? They’re going to make sure it comes true,” Montague said. “They’re shorting me on blood supply, Alec, I’m sure you’re horny enough to do something terrible, and Harris…you look like hell.”

      “They’re not giving me that medicine,” I said, dismissively. I was still so annoyed that I’d had to go and die. Now, without that medicine, my body would start to slip into more of an undead state. My hands and feet were always cold, my skin was white as a ghost and my energy levels were low. Hopefully craving brains wasn’t next. I had not really asked about the details of what happens when a necromancer drags you back from death.

      “What if we’ve…lost?” Alec said. “What if coming here was just a mistake, and there’s nothing we can do?”

      “Damnit,” Montague said. “We made it through so much shit together. I’m not giving up. Where is Charlotte’s aunt who’s here? Maybe if we found her…”

      “We’ve been asking,” Alec said. “Daisy’s been working this place. No sign of Ina. We have six women who have agreed to be faery brides, but that isn’t enough to deal with the faery queen either. Do we have time to find six more? And even then…”

      “So you’re giving up,” Firian said. “Just giving up?”

      “Well, what do you suggest?” Montague said. “I tried sending a note to my vampire clan, but that was a long shot. They want to rescue their own girl, not mine. I want to just start killing people but as I said, that won’t fucking help!”

      “Don’t kill people,” Alec said. “Please. You’re starting to sound like a vampire.”

      “I’m kidding,” Montague said, but Alec shook his head. Yeah, I don’t think he was kidding because I was also feeling murderous over Charlotte’s situation.

      “What is more important?” I asked, frowning. “Saving her life, or going down together?”

      “Saving her life,” Alec said without hesitation.

      “Definitely,” Montague said.

      Firian didn’t even bother to answer, but he was looking at me like he knew what I’d say.

      “A part of me wishes you’d said the other thing,” I said, wincing a little. “I don’t want to get too sentimental, but I’m not sure there would be anything in me that she’d like if I didn’t have friends like you two.”

      “We’ve had some amazing times,” Alec said softly. “Before she ever came along. And then…it felt so right to me. All of us, and her…”

      “I would’ve lost my mind with those snotty shits at high school without you,” Montague said. “I mean, you were also a snotty shit, but you were our snotty shit.”

      I nodded a little. They knew too. That made it a little easier.

      “I’ll have to go to Sinistral,” Alec said. “I have to admit it. I’m…afraid of what I’ll become if I live there, without her. A demon. I don’t feel like a demon, but there’s that part of me. I know it would come out, eventually. I won’t be able to hold it back forever.” He rubbed his hand against his forehead with a low groan. “But if it saves her life, it’s better than nothing.”

      “I know what you mean,” Montague said. “I guess I’ll…go to Ulf’s place. I don’t think I can get in on the Lisbeth thing, and I think Rayner understands that too.”

      “I’ll call my parents,” I said.

      “So is that the plan?” Firian said. “You’re going to marry her and take her to the Hapsburg Hut?”

      “Ladyswald,” I said. “Yes. It’s the only way to get her out of this. It’s what they wanted all along. My parents and her aunt both. She won’t be able to make any trouble there, but…she’ll be safe. She’ll still have us.”

      “Fuck,” Montague said softly.

      “We’ll find a way to get her out, someday, when things quiet down,” I said. “It’s temporary”

      I could tell that none of us knew for sure if that was true. If I took Charlotte to my parents’, considering our history now with rebellious behavior, we would probably never be trusted again, not unless we proved ourselves. And it seemed possible to me that in the course of proving ourselves, we might start to care about the lives we’d built. There would be children. And manipulation.

      Am I really saving her at all?

      My stomach clenched and I realized I’d been running from that all my life. Sure, I talked about wanting to be on the council, to be someone important. Deep down, it sounded stifling, but I also knew how it worked. It’s easy to give up money and power before you have it. Afterwards? Forget it. We’d have kids to think about, their friends at school, money Charlotte could send home to her parents to help them out, all that sort of thing that ties you down.

      I’ll make her happy. We’ll fight and tease and I’ll find all the ways I can make her forget what we had to leave behind.

      Montague and Alec looked solemn. They loved her enough to let her go. I wondered if I loved her that much. It seemed like a funny phrase. Sure, I guess, when you love someone you’re supposed to just want them to be happy, but I couldn’t imagine a life with an empty place where Charlotte used to be.

      Hell if I could let her go.

      It was hard enough letting them go.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      Charlotte

      

      For some reason, the next morning, they let me sleep in. Like, waaay in. I was perpetually exhausted and I decided not to fight it, even though I wondered idly if maybe the main room had a carbon monoxide leak and everyone died or something. I felt wretched. I threw up in the sink and crawled back to bed, in tears from the pain.

      Then, Daisy opened the door.

      Usually I was greeted by the Torture Witch, and this had been going on long enough that I wondered if the Torture Witch had just cast a spell to make herself look like Daisy and this was some new game.

      I’d been thinking a lot about Torture Witch. There was something weird about the other day…I couldn’t pinpoint it. Couldn’t think straight.

      “Hey,” Daisy said gently, sitting down in the chair that was the only furniture in the room besides the bed and desk. “They won’t let the boys back here, so they sent me, and…” She bit her lip. “Well, I just want to say, I think it might be the best thing. Seeing you like this has really been freaking me out. I don’t say things like this much, like…I just want to say that you are the coolest witch I know. You’re super brave and kind and you don’t care too much what other people think or say, but you don’t just act like that to annoy your grandmother. You’re like, real.”

      “Aw…thanks. I actually do care what other people think and say, but…”

      “Okay, well, everyone does. You still care less.”

      “Daisy, what’s happening? Are they executing me or something?”

      “What? Ohmigod. I wouldn’t say that might be the best thing!”

      “Oh. Right.” I let out a breath. “But something is happening.”

      “You’re going to marry Harris and go to Ladyswald,” she said. “I am still going to try to find five more faery brides so I can save Orson, but I doubt I can make it in time to help you. Alec and Montague have to go their separate ways.”

      “What,” I said, throwing off my blanket even as I was in pain every time I moved, or didn’t move, or anything really. “What? No. Nooo no no. We had a plan.”

      “Okay, can you summon all these dead spirits right now?”

      “I…I don’t know. Maybe I should try.”

      “No. You can’t. They basically broke you, they got Ignatius and Stuart on the run, Orson is dying…it’s bad. It’s really bad. We need to bail on all of this. Harris is going to take good care of you.”

      “I don’t want to be taken good care of like I’m an old dog whose owner died! I…I…” I was close to tears, thinking of Ignatius at the trial, and how upset he was when I gave up my magic and just wanted to go home to my family, about Samuel and Professor MacGuinness saying goodbye after never being together, and all the things I might have had a chance to change for the future. Did I really have to just give up?

      Daisy rubbed my back and even though it kind of hurt, it was also nice that she was trying to comfort me. “Who knows where the future goes, right? Let me tell you, you should definitely remind the Nicolescus that you helped take down a demon. Like, constantly.” She took a deep breath. “Anyway, it got real fast. I’ll help you dress nice but pretend I didn’t say anything because Harris wants to propose.”

      

      Not gonna lie. I felt like someone had kicked my legs out from under me. Like I had no choices.

      But when I saw Harris waiting for me, with this tiny glimmer of nerves in his blue eyes, for one second I could pretend that this was a happily ever after. That I was just a girl who got butterflies in my stomach when I saw this boy, and now he was going to ask me to marry him, and it would all be okay.

      It only worked if I forgot everything else.

      Daisy had done her best to spruce me up, but she couldn’t put me in a dress because of all my wounds, so I was wearing my short cape and slim pants, and she worked some kind of magic with my hair and a curling iron. I don’t know how or why she had a curling iron. I had never seen her curl her own hair.

      Harris had this look on his face that reminded me just how upsetting it must be for my guys to see me suffering. Like, I was back to some normalcy right now, and I knew he was relieved.

      Harris being Harris, he tucked all of his more vulnerable emotions away by the time I reached him on the other side of the room, which was sort of a parlor with musty old floral-print furniture.

      “Charlotte, I know you’re going to be upset at me. I hope so. I am looking forward to all the ways you’re going to yell at me over this decision, and my only recourse will be to find ways to shut you up.”

      My lips twitched as I suppressed a smile. “What did you do?”

      “All of us agreed,” he said. “I need to get you out of here. No one could withstand what they’ve been putting you through for long. Everything we fought for, all the happiness you’ve known with Alec and Monty…it’s worthless if we have to watch you get broken down into a shell of yourself. I hate giving in more than anything, except…I love you more than I hate giving in. So…I want you to marry me, and I’m taking you home to the Hudson.”

      I’m glad Daisy warned me. It was still a shock to hear him say the words. Even when I knew it was coming, I reacted with surprise that wasn’t fake. “To your…parents’ house?”

      “For now,” he said. “Before long, I think they would want us to live on our own, but they will not trust us very much. However, they won’t hurt you. They want us to marry.”

      “You’re supposed to ask a woman to marry you, not just tell her.”

      “Too bad,” he said. “You have no choice. I would rather command you than watch you die in front of me…”

      I punched him in the stomach. I wasn’t very strong at the moment, but I did want to hear him make a “Guh!” sound, which he did, so I judged it just right.

      Then I patted him on the head. “It sounds like my zombie forgot that he already did die in front of someone and she brought him back with her power.”

      “Are you ever going to get tired of bringing that up?” He looked super annoyed at me. Rich people were so good at looking sexily indignant. Then he reached for me, hands spread on my back and bottom, and pulled me against him, filling me with a sharp need that surprised me. Just because I was in too much pain didn’t mean I didn’t think about it.

      “No,” I said. “I’ll probably bring it up on your actual deathbed when you’re a hundred.”

      “Charlotte, I will make you happy,” he said. “It won’t be pleasant there, in many ways, but I will bear the brunt of it all. Just try—try—not to agitate the native inhabitants.”

      The time for fighting was done. I knew he was right. He was trying to give me some kind of life, where I would still see my family and be free. “Okay…” He kissed me, and at first I savored the taste of him, yearning only for the affection I’d been missing. Then, I gripped his shirt. “Alec and Monty…” A lump rose to my throat.

      “I’m going to miss them as much as you will.”

      “No…no…”

      “It’s not forever. We’ll find a way back to them. I swear.”

      I started to let myself cry but that just made my ribs hurt. I stopped and forced myself to just…accept the hand fate had dealt me. The wife of Harrison von Hapsburg Nicolescu. Well, well. That was definitely not what I expected. My mind wandered to a scene of us getting announced at a ball by one of those guys who pounds a stick. “The Lord and Lady Harrison and Charlotte von Hapsburg Nicolescu…they have generously bid on this artwork by the renowned Alec Lyrman to benefit the Human Fund tonight…”

      I waved my fan coyly in front of my face. “Ho ho ho, yes! He is certainly my favorite artist!”

      We’d find a way to be happy, right? Right?

      “My parents are already on their way,” he said. “As is your great-aunt. I couldn’t really…stop them, if we’re going to be serious about this.”

      “On their way? To here? To pick us up?”

      “For a handfasting,” he said. “That is, in this situation they want to rush the binding of our vows, and then take the time to prepare the public wedding. Your family will be invited to the public wedding, but the hand-fasting will take place here, tomorrow.”

      “Binding vows? Tomorrow?”

      “Yes.”

      “Do I need a wedding dress?”

      “You need something presentable. I have some very potent healing spell for the bruises here. Let Daisy help you. I presume she will be your handmaiden and she did do well with your hair.”

      “So this is…this is like a wedding. And my family won’t be here. Just…Catherine Caruthers? Who is terrible?”

      “We’ll get through it.”

      “This isn’t romantic at all. It’s so…sad.”

      “Chosen One,” he said. “My chosen one. I’ll make it up to you later. I promise.”

      I wasn’t sure whether to smile, because I got a genuine thrill when he said those words, or just sob until my insides ached as much as my outsides.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Two

          

        

      

    

    
      Charlotte

      

      If anything kept me together, it was Alec and Montague. They were so good to me. They didn’t want me to be sad.

      “You’re the woman I love, Charlotte,” Alec said.

      “Alec, I know you will have needs,” I said. “I want you to know not to feel guilty. Don’t wait for me. I want you to be happy.”

      “I don’t want to think about that,” he said.

      “But I need you to know that the last thing I’d want is for you to hate who you are, because of me,” I said. “If you have to have sex with someone else, I want you to enjoy it.”

      Of course, I didn’t love this idea. Like, at all. But I could tell he loved it even less than I did, so I couldn’t be too upset. The only thing that bothered me was just thinking about time passing, and that they would be lonely.

      “Princess, I have so many memories of you to keep until I see you again,” he said. “And we will see each other again. There’s always dreams.”

      “Yes…” I brightened a little. The dreams weren’t real enough. I got incubus Alec in the dreams, but I wanted human Alec just as much. Relationships weren’t just hot dreams. They were knowing you could turn to that person any time, and have their arms around you, or just sit around sharing a meal and talking about the day. That was how we fell in love.

      “I’ll be happy knowing you’re safe,” he said. “It’s you I’ll be thinking about. You on that exercise bike. Every time I work out.” He grinned.

      I clung to him. “Oh, Alec. I can’t stand it. Harris isn’t half the slab of man meat that you are.”

      He snorted. “Yeah, I’m aware. But at least I trust him with my favorite roomie.”

      Montague tried to hold himself a little more aloof. Of course. I knew he would have the easiest time out there in the world; he would be the hardest to recapture once he was gone. That scared me too.

      “Man, I fucking hate goodbyes,” he said. “Plus, I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t jealous of Harris. I was your first boyfriend. If anyone gets to make vows to you, it should be me. But I’ll say the gracious things about being glad you’re safe.”

      “You don’t have to,” I said. “This sucks.”

      He lifted a lock of my hair and twisted it around his finger. “You are probably safer without me. But…”

      “I’ll miss your brand of danger,” I said.

      We kissed, and then I kissed Alec, but there were tears on my cheeks and before long the salty taste of them intruded on the sweetness of our kisses and I had to stop and wipe them away. This parting didn’t seem real, but it was. Mr. Coopman gathered us all up and said our families would all be proud that we’d made the right decision. He waved a stack of clipboards in front of us.

      “As soon as the wedding is over, you can sign these release papers.”

      “Hand-fasting,” I said. “The wedding is later when my family can be present.”

      “Details, yes, hand-fasting,” he said dismissively.

      “So why can’t my family come to this?” I pressed.

      I could see him trying to decide what excuse to present. “We have a visitor limit here so as not to strain our security resources,” he said.

      “But Harris’ parents and Councilwoman Caruthers can come.”

      “The Nicolescu family is being very generous to you,” he said pointedly. “Young woman, you would be in a whole heap of trouble that you would never escape if you didn’t have the Nicolescus and your great-aunt to vouch for you. And if I may give you a word of advice? I would keep quiet and appreciate the generosity bestowed upon you.”

      As he dismissed us, Harris glanced at me like, Why did you bother? You knew how that would go.

      And I looked at him back like, If I’m going to marry you, you better have my back when I challenge the status quo because I honestly can’t help it. I’m a modern girl who was raised on saucy memes.

      I’m not sure he really understood all that from just my expression. Whatever. He knew what he was getting into.

      The next morning, the Nicolescu parents arrived, and so did Catherine Caruthers. They all had this ‘last season of Downton Abbey’ look: rich, well-dressed, vaguely aware that the modern world was intruding upon their comforts. I barely saw them, because I was whisked off to be made ready for the ceremony. Meanwhile, I saw staff bringing in flowers, all carting them off to the Haven’s chapel, while there seemed to be a vague light of interest in the eyes of the denizens as they were murmuring about a wedding. I had a feeling this half-crazed assortment of magical rejects weren’t going to be allowed to watch the ceremony, but I guess even just the buzz in the area was a change of pace.

      The jitters in my stomach were building as I struggled to eat breakfast with the guys, thinking this was the last time we’d ever be together. This wedding felt like the wrong thing to do and I also felt like I couldn’t stop it. After breakfast, one of the staff summoned Daisy and me to a private room just off of the chapel to get ready. This room was actually slightly elegant, with a tall bay window and elegant wooden furniture. A big cardboard box wrapped with a white bow was sitting on the window seat. I looked at it nervously.

      “Where were you at breakfast?” I asked.

      “I have the thirteen girls!” Daisy whispered urgently.

      “You do?”

      She nodded. “You just looked so depressed, I have been working this place hard,” she said. “And I have to give credit to Polly because she knows people here and she convinced a few of them herself. We have the thirteen brides for the faery queen. I got them all to sign their names for a binding oath. I got the last one like, ten minutes ago.”

      “Wow. So…what do we do? If we got a message to the faery queen right now, maybe I could get out of this?”

      Daisy took some paper out of her pocket and nodded toward some candles in a multi-candle sconce on the wall. I pulled one out so we could light it and send the message. She unfolded the paper with twelve names written on it, and at the bottom, with a brief pause, she signed her own.

      “Um,” she said. “Just so you know…”

      “What?”

      “They are really…rough. These girls. Because, I mean, you’ve seen this place.”

      “They’ll probably clean up okay in the faery world, right?” I said.

      She looked at me.

      “Like…how rough?” I asked.

      “Well, this place had been hard on them, and some of them have been…you know…mistreated for a while. I sort of made promises to them that the faeries might not keep, but I’m not a faery, so I can lie. It can’t be worse than here, right? We also have a nonconformist artsy chick who calls herself ‘Persona’, and it was like hell getting her to sign her real name, which is Lucinda by the way. She’s this sloppy mess here.” She pointed at a garbled signature. “She’s probably going to be real fun when the faeries tell her they expect her to just be a wife and breed little faery babies, so I sold her on this bohemian vision of faery dances and art and stuff. Then we have a girl from the Bathorite Society. They’re witches who believe in dominating the Fixed Plane via an alliance with vampires. She’s only agreeing because she is convinced that they have her slated for execution here, and I told her the faeries—”

      At this point, I got the idea, so I cut Daisy off. “So you…lied to most of these people to get them to agree.”

      “I’m trying to save your ass! What am I supposed to do?”

      “Is it really a contract if it’s based on a lie? The faery queen isn’t going to like this at all!”

      “I’m stuck here,” Daisy said. “So there isn’t exactly an awesome pool of witches to pick from, but if I was out there in the real world, it would be really hopeless, because no decent witch I know is going to throw her life away and leave her family to marry a faery she’s never met. The only reason I got you thirteen names is because we’re in this hell hole.”

      I bit my lip, looking at the paper. “Yeah. You’re right.” I mean, I would never agree to go marry a stranger that was of a different species, live in his world and abandon my family. “Let’s just send it and cross our fingers.”

      “Together,” Daisy said, and we both held a corner of the paper as we let the flames consume it. As the flames started licking toward our fingers, we dropped it in the fireplace—nearly every room had a fireplace—and let it burn out on the stones before I cast a quick spell to put out the embers, as tempting as it was to set the Haven on fire accidentally.

      We both glanced up.

      “I guess it’ll take time,” Daisy said. “Nothing more we can do now. Let’s get your dress on.”

      She opened the box as I hovered over her shoulder. I’m not sure what I expected, but certainly not the endless quantity of cream silk with golden beads set in patterns of vines. I expected a white, traditional gown but there was color in this dress, especially as we pulled it out. The sleeves were long and draping, the interiors lined in a dark rose color. It weighed a freaking ton. I felt like my entire closet weighed as much as this one dress, because the fabric was so substantial and with all the beads added on…

      “Traditional,” Daisy said. “But gorgeous. This gown is from one of the old magical couturier in Paris, the House of Fontaine. I think it might be Harris’ mother’s wedding gown. There’s no way they could have ordered a new one up in a day.”

      “I have to wear his mother’s wedding dress?”

      “Oh, but it’s dreamy. It’s Medieval but blingy and look, it’s got this low back…I do love a nice back,” Daisy said.

      “My back is all bruised.”

      “Nothing this healing balm and some makeup can’t fix. Come on, you must admit…” She held it up to herself. “This dress is giving me Queen Eleanor of Aquitaine at Studio 54 realness, girl,” she said, in her best Jonathan-from-Queer-Eye voice.

      I did my best Jonathan-hair-toss in return. “Okay,” I said. “Hand me the gown.”

      I took off my comfortable clothes and subjected my body to this attention-grabbing gown. I had never worn anything that asserted itself over me and made me feel unworthy of it like this gown did. I felt like this was a preview of meeting Harris’ parents.

      But it was gorgeous. I definitely liked my mom’s Betsey Johnson dress better, but once in my life, it was fun to look like a queen, and it did give me a certain level of confidence. Like, even if the faery queen herself showed up and interrupted my hand-fasting, I’d be ready in this. If she complained about the girls we found, I would be like, Does thou question my judgment in choosing yon brides!? as my arm swept forward grandly…

      Daisy opened her makeup kit and set to work on my face. She did some little elegant braiding with my hair while leaving most of it loose. As usual, she was good at this sort of thing, although I thought this was also a moment where I could be bonding with my mom, and I felt a deep pang that my parents were barred from attending. They were already trying to sever me from my family, and if I’d learned one thing from watching a Scientology documentary, it was not to join up with people who messed with your tie to family.

      I watched the minutes tick by, and someone knocked on the door and asked if we were ready yet. I think it might have been Catherine Caruthers, and my nerves knotted further.

      “Soon!” Daisy said. “You can’t give a girl bruises and then expect her to get ready for a wedding in no time, kay? An artist needs time to work!” She brushed some makeup on my back, seeming more nervous herself.

      All of a sudden, a letter dropped down the chimney and we both flinched. She ran over and opened it. “‘Dear Miss Byrne, I have received your list of names. Part of the bargain we have arranged is that Miss Daisy Pendleton will marry Lord Orson, but as you know, he is trapped in iron. Iron is poison to faeries, and therefore, I can’t fulfill my end of the bargain until you free him. Sincerely, Queen Morgana.’ …what?? She can’t rescue us and give you Wyrd powers first so we can actually do something?”

      “She loves testing me,” I growled. “There’s nothing she can do to save him? Yeah, right. There’s no way I can sneak off and do it!”

      “Shit. There’s no way I can either. Harris’ family knows me and they would notice if I wasn’t there. But…I’ll try to see if the other girls might be able to sneak off and free Orson while everyone’s distracted with the wedding.”

      “Polly and Persona?”

      “Yeeeah,” she said. “May the gods help us all.”
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      Charlotte

      

      Before I headed downstairs, I wanted a moment with Firian, because he wouldn’t be able to attend. I called his name, and of course he appeared in front of me almost before the last syllable left my mouth.

      “Charlotte…” He looked at my loose hair, the braids, the long draping sleeves and train, the low cut of the bodice—it did cover my breasts reasonably well, but barely covered my shoulders, and then the back plunged. Boning held everything together, and my breath came quick and shallow. The rich colors, the warmth of the cream and pink and gold, and the cool heavy silk, made me feel swathed in royal wealth. Ready to be a Hapsburg. What a strange feeling, because I was the last person that I could imagine any royal family would want; whatever importance the ‘Caruthers’ name held, I felt completely detached from that legacy.

      “I wanted you to see me first,” I said.

      “You look…” He mussed his own hair.

      “Did I render you speechless?”

      “You look so beautiful.”

      “I don’t really look like me.”

      He paused. “I’m not sure that’s true. I think you underestimate what’s inside of you. You look like a powerful woman, and that’s exactly what you are, if you haven’t noticed.” He took my wrists in his hands and then slid his arms up my generously draping sleeves, pulling me closer to him.

      “I wish you could be there,” I said.

      “We don’t need vows,” he said. “The bond between you and me doesn’t need to be spoken. It’s in our bones.”

      “That’s true…”

      He tilted my chin toward him and we shared a kiss that must have looked like one of those old romantic paintings, me in my gown against the backdrop of the window seat and wainscoting. I wondered, for the hundredth time, how I could not have known Firian existed for so long, but…he was like my heartbeat. Always there, part of life itself, even when it goes unnoticed. I knew we were closer than other witches and familiars, forever and always. Alec and Montague’s familiars had died, and they seemed to go on with life. It seemed like, for most wizards, familiars were like childhood imagination—fading away into the background. But Firian wasn’t an imaginary friend, he was a real person. I clung to him a little tighter.

      “Charlotte, dear?” Catherine knocked on the door again.

      “Go,” I whispered, and he went. Reluctantly, I opened the door.

      “Wow,” Catherine said. “Charlotte! You look absolutely beautiful.” My great-aunt was deceptively pleasant.

      “Please, don’t,” I said. “You got what you wanted. Let’s not act like we get along.”

      “I’m sorry you feel that way,” she said. “I was only being honest. You are beautiful and you and Harris will be a stunning couple. You will have everything you ever dreamed of with the Nicolescus. More gowns like this, and vacations in Paris and Prague, sailboats and fine wines…”

      “You don’t know what I’ve dreamed of,” I said. “And where is my family in all of this? I bet you’re not planning on welcoming my grandma and her wolves home for Thanksgiving. You want me to throw away the family that loves me in favor of the rich family who expects me to be someone I’m not.”

      Catherine stopped. “You just have so much potential. More than anyone since—my boy, Samuel.”

      “Samuel might still be here if you hadn’t tried to make him into something he wasn’t,” I said.

      She looked like she wanted to snap at me for that, but she caught herself. We were coming to the end of the hall and behind the door I could hear a loud clamor of voices. Guards had the door locked.

      “What’s going on?” I asked.

      “The residents of the Haven want to see the ceremony,” the guard said. “But don’t worry. We’re keeping them out.”

      “Why can’t they see the ceremony?” I asked. “Honestly, I don’t care if they do. That chapel is huge. It’ll be creepy if no one is filling the seats.”

      “They will be too disruptive,” Catherine said. “You know as well as I do that some of them aren’t right in the head.”

      “You mean like Ina?” I flung a hand at the door and cast a spell to break the lock. Let them have fun containing that.

      The hallway was packed with witches and warlocks who rushed in the moment the doors opened. Some of them just rushed to the chapel to try and slink into a pew while others wanted a look at my dress. Hands plucked at the beads and lifted my train and sleeves. One witch who seemed half feral, running around on all fours like an animal, yanked a bead right off.

      “Hey, hey, no!” I immediately realized that maybe this wasn’t the best idea after all.

      “You see why they were locked out?” Catherine said sternly. “Now we’ll have to—“ She turned and suddenly she was eye to eye with a witch from the Haven staff in her black dress.

      I swayed a little as the wolfy witch kept helping herself to beads. The staff witch was the witch who tortured me. “I’ll get them in line,” Torture Witch said, looking straight at Catherine.

      I was frozen like she’d lobbed a paralyze spell at me in Fortune’s Favor.

      “I told you,” the witch said softly. “Your job is to get married, have babies, obey your husband, and behave yourself. Now you’re going to live happily ever after, Charlotte.” She gave me a twisted, sad smile.

      Catherine grabbed me and hustled me away from her. She looked pale but forced composure. “All right, well, dear, I hope you’ve learned your lesson about those sorts of stunts. Let’s get you in. Everyone is waiting for you.”

      “Do you know that witch?” I asked her. “The one who tortured me?”

      She ignored me, shoving open the doors. The chapel was two-thirds empty, with a few of the people I had let in being escorted out, the front rows filled and Harris standing at the altar waiting for me. Someone started playing dramatic organ music, but not the wedding march. It sounded more imperial. I guess there was no wedding procession. I saw Montague and Alec twisting in the pews to look at me, and their admiration was so bittersweet. Daisy was looking at me nervously.

      I can’t do this.

      The chapel was similar to the one at Merlin College, just bigger. It seemed very Victorian, but not as overtly religious. The stained glass windows were of ladies and flowers, like Tiffany-window nature goddesses, not saints. The walk to the altar looked very long but also not long enough.

      I’m not ready.

      But Harris…

      Whatever he was thinking, whatever turmoil we shared, he was excited to make his vows to me. To make me his. He had this serious look on his face, and I could tell he was shutting out everything else in the moment because he wanted this to be our memory, not one forced upon us.

      If the faery queen swept in and interrupted us, I wouldn’t see that look on his face, that protective, grave expression, with all our competitive arguing briefly put to rest.

      I started to walk, my heavy gown dragging on the carpet.

      I was still puzzling over Catherine and the other witch.

      They have some kind of a history…

      Where is Ina? Did that witch torture her? Break her?

      I should have asked her about Ina…

      Suddenly, I felt the click of two pieces of knowledge falling together in my mind.

      The yoga tape Torture Witch showed me wasn’t my mom’s yoga tape, because my dad once taped a blip of a Seinfeld episode over the end of that tape. I had forgotten that. I always cut the tape off before that part.

      Which meant that the witch knew what my mom’s favorite yoga tape was and had her own copy to use against me. Who would know something like that? A witch who was friends with my mom?

      Is Ina is the one who has been torturing me!? Is that why she and Catherine were exchanging such a potent expression?

      I could see the whole thing in a different light now. She was trying to make things bad for me, I thought, so I wouldn’t stick around and become like her. Or maybe she was just crazy and sadistic after years of terrible treatment. A heartbreaking end for the woman Ignatius loved…

      I reached the altar, my feet moving almost without me, propelled by the stares. Of course, Harris was dressed up as well, but it didn’t seem that surprising because I’d seen him wear expensive suits on a regular basis, so this was just another one. I half-expected he’d be wearing a top hat and white gloves or something, but it was just a normal, elegant dark blue suit. Still, I would never get tired of looking at him, cool blue eyes and pale skin, like all the color in him went to his shell-pink ears and kissably warm mouth. He always stood so straight that I found myself straightening up in his presence, his jacket framing his broad shoulders, slim waist and—well, I didn’t let my eyes travel down his legs. That would be weird with everyone watching.

      His hands were cool as he took mine in his grasp.

      “We are gathered here today for the hand-fasting of Mr. Harrison von Hapsburg Nicolescu and Miss Charlotte Caruthers Byrne.” I barely noticed the warlock conducting the ceremony at first. He had creepy eyes and was wearing robes embroidered with those hands that had eyes in the middle. Ohhh. That guy. Harris told me about Father Bogdan. “Witnessed by all of us here today and by all the gods of Etherium, these two will pledge themselves to each other…”

      He was saying the usual preamble to vows. Harris’ parents were staring at him while he never took his eyes off of me. Every little cough from the audience and noise outside the doors made me twitch, wondering if the faery-brides-to-be had freed Orson and maybe the faery queen would come for me…

      I wondered how that would actually go down. There had to be a lot of wards on this building. She could probably whisk me off to Wyrd no problem, but would she help my guys? If I was safe in Wyrd but they held them prisoner and hurt them, that wouldn’t be any good. But then, I was getting stronger again, so maybe I could save them…

      Father Bogdan twined a ribbon around both of our wrists. “You shall now speak your vows to swear your fealty and loyalty, and let us all hear this today, that if these vows be broken, a curse will fall upon the one who broke them. Miss Byrne? Do you promise to be faithful to Harrison and neither love nor touch no other man as long as you live?”

      “Um…what?” I swallowed down the taste of panic. “What curse?”

      There was a gasp around the room, mostly from the Nicolescu family.

      Oh, come the fuck on. Like they didn’t all know by now what their son was up to.

      “This is a matter between us,” Harris said to Father Bogdan.

      “Your parents requested this be in the ceremony,” the priest replied.

      Harris’ mother slowly stood up, and although she tried to look all horrified and suffering, I felt like she planned this out. “It is time to put away childish things, my dear,” she said. “Harris loves you very much, and he will give you a name you can pass on to your children.”

      “No,” Harris said. “I won’t let her agree to that. You’re getting almost everything you wanted. You can’t control every aspect of our lives.”

      “They can,” said the witch who was probably Ina. She had snuck in the back of the room. “They most certainly can. Say the words. Go free. Don’t choose this place.”

      “Who the hell are you?” Harris asked.

      “Harris, it’s…it’s okay,” I said. “She’s right. My only choice is between you and this place, and…I’d rather have you. I promise to be—“

      The doors slammed open in the back of the room. A slender figure in robes appeared, hair gloriously lit by the shifting position of the sunlight through the stained glass windows.

      “The faeries…,” I breathed.
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      Charlotte

      

      “Sorry, it’s actually just me, Stuart Jablonsky, and I’m going to assume that whatever I’m interrupting was a bad idea.” Stuart spread his arms and a wave of magic swept through the whole chapel like an earthquake, rattling the pews out of place, knocking us to our feet, and breaking some of the windows.

      Chaos erupted. Harris and I had been knocked off the altar and I had tumbled into some candles, setting my sleeve on fire. Harris cast a quick spell to put it out and clambered toward me on his hands and knees as some plaster particles rained on our heads.

      “Didn’t mean to break the windows,” Stuart said. “Damn. They were lovely.”

      The witches and warlocks present sprung to immediate action attacking him back. Pews splintered and more windows shattered as elemental spells were cast quickly, and I assumed some curses would come next.

      Montague, Alec and Daisy did a hunched run toward us. Harris cast a ward to deflect attention. Catherine Caruthers had rushed into the fray while Harris’ mother was  huddled in the pews. Some of the other staff were scurrying away and opening doors, only to allow the captives of the Haven to run in.

      “This is the perfect cover for us to try and get Orson,” Harris said.

      “But what about poor Stu?” Daisy asked.

      “I’m going to guess he planned to take care of himself,” Harris said.

      “Yeah…I hope so,” I said. “I think Harris is right. We don’t have time to ask Stuart why he’s here so we’ll just have to take advantage of it and hope we all have the same goals.”

      “You do.” Suddenly Ignatius was right behind us, laying on the floor like he’d been there a while. “We have a spy in our midst so we know what you were up to. Charlotte, you didn’t disappoint. Come on…let’s help Orson and get out of here. We have to hurry. Stuart got ahold of the Eye of the Ancients, which was quite a quest on its own, but he can’t hold off so many people for long.”

      I filed ‘Eye of the Ancients’ with ‘volcano magic’ and ‘my fiancee Christopher Sutton’ as “things people assumed I knew about so I would pretend I did”. “Cool,” I said. “Thanks. I’m glad you’re here.”

      “We have thirteen brides for the faery queen,” Daisy said. “They were trying to help Orson already.”

      “Professor McGuinness is scoping out the situation,” Ignatius said. “But…his main power is looking nondescript, so we’d better hurry.”

      I had to admit relief that The Grownups were here, although if I’d actually had time to think it through, I might consider that so far we had saved ourselves more than they saved us.

      We made use of the general chaos to get to the door, elbowing our way through a curious crowd of stragglers. By now the healthiest people of the Haven were already inside so I had to edge past an old lady who stared at me and a man in a wheelchair. However, what I mainly noticed was that when Ignatius reached the door, Ina was waiting for him, and he took her hand in his.

      “I…um…” I swallowed, following them out, but I couldn’t look at Ina without my entire body breaking out into tingles of panic. “When I was—she—Ignatius, that’s—that’s Ina?”

      Ina clung to Ignatius’ coat, looking at him with the sort of crazy affection of a Helena Bonham Carter role. “Ignatius, I tortured her.”

      Ignatius looked back at her with the expression of someone who remembers a different person with the same face, but who was still hopelessly in love with whatever was left. “Oh…no,” he said, in a soft voice that was about the most defeated tone I’d ever heard from him. “Well…that is how she was able to get a message to me.”

      “Oh,” I said, tightly. “Okay.”

      “The whole reason I was getting married to Charlotte was to rescue her from this brutality,” Harris said.

      “They were breaking her,” Montague said. “That is—you were.” He looked at Ina.

      “I needed to do it,” Ina said. “They told me to do it and I needed her to understand what happens to a naughty girl. Naughty witches die, and they roll them out under a sheet and take them away. But good witches are purified by pain and when they’re purified, they are safe and sound. Darling…are you mad at me?”

      “Yes. I am a little bit mad,” he said, putting a hand on her head as his eyes shifted through a few levels of discomfort, apology and resignation. “She has been here for many years,” he said softly. “Charlotte…please forgive her.”

      I swallowed. “Okay. It’s okay. Let’s just hurry.”

      I hadn’t mentally prepared for all of this. I guess I expected my mom to be the really fucked up one, working for the Withered Lord, and when they said Ina was crazy, I thought she would just be just like a sad woman murmuring nursery rhymes or something, not a whip-wielding torture witch working for the enemy. Even if she was still passing messages to Ignatius, she definitely had enjoyed her job.

      Watching Ignatius with her, it was easier to forgive the pain I’d suffered. The look in his eyes was like an echo of the past, a memory of the normal girl I saw in photographs.

      It made me more grateful that my mom was still the person she was, that my dad could still love her wholeheartedly.

      We scurried down halls, Daisy leading the way by now. I guess she was ready to get this show on the road and see her future husband again. I don’t know that she seemed excited, exactly, but she probably just wanted to get it over with.

      We managed to get up the stairs, wards shielding us from notice, but at the top of the stairs we heard some wailing female voices. A second later, we noticed that Professor McGuinness was knocked out in the hall.

      “Please!” a girl cried. “I told you! It was Daisy Pendleton, she told us to do it!”

      “Oh, that bitch,” Daisy hissed. “Throwing me under the bus. So, they’re onto us. Now what?”

      “I can distract the guards,” Ignatius said. “Get the iron bands off of Orson and then call the faery queen.”

      The two guards came out of Orson’s prison just then, herding out the girls at gunpoint and wand-point, a weapon in each hand. They were tied together at the wrists into two groups, except for one. The werewolf girl who had been bragging about her stupid fiancee. She pointed at Daisy. “There she is!”

      “Shit,” Harris said. “They’re looking at us too closely. The ward is broken.”

      “Daisy, you asked her?” I groaned. “She’s the one who was such a pain before. I tried to erase her memory.”

      “You erased my memory?” Werewolf Girl demanded.

      “Well, I didn’t know,” Daisy said. “I got this all done in one day. You should be impressed! But now we don’t have thirteen girls anymore.”

      “Yes, we do,” I said. “She still signed her name.”

      “Do you think that my fiancee, Christopher Sutton, would let you drag me off to the fae?” Werewolf Girl said.

      “I still don’t know who that is!”

      “Dear god. You know, of Sutton Pelts?”

      “Oh,” Harris said. “Yes. Sutton. They sell magic furs for spells.”

      “Pelts?” I winced. “Gah! You’re a werewolf engaged to a pelt dealer? Did the dalmatians fall for Cruella de Ville? Jesus. Well, too bad, you signed your name and promised yourself to the faeries. That’s binding magic. Boom! Finishing move!” When I started the sentence, I actually had no idea if it was truly binding magic, but she started to look so horrified as I talked that I got progressively cockier as I went.

      “No!” she screamed. “No, you can’t do this to me! I won’t go. I won’t. But if you make me—” She pointed at Daisy. “I’m going to destroy you, Daisy.”

      “Whatever, I’ve got my man and I’m going to go live happily ever after.”

      “If you’re quite done with the playground smackdown, ladies…” Harris grabbed me and pulled me toward Orson’s cell. Montague was already at the door, standing guard as we hurried inside, while Alec grabbed the wolf girl.

      “Hey,” Alec said. “So, Christopher, huh? What is he like?”

      He must have hit her with a full-on dose of incubus charm. Her eyes roamed down his arms where he was holding onto her. “Uh…I dunno…he’s not so great…”

      He glanced at me. “Sorry, Char. I need to make myself useful.”

      “She can look,” I said.

      While we had been having this conversation, Ignatius had already started battling the guards, dispatching them with some shadowy spells. Sinistral magic, I realized. He’d been banished from Etherium so that was all he could do, and it looked pretty unsettling. The guards turned glassy-eyed, their faces vaguely green, before they dropped to the floor. One of them vomited up some black bile and then started choking on it. Werewolf girl screamed.

      “Demon curses,” Ignatius said. “I know it’s ugly. Don’t watch. But if you don’t shut up, you’re next, girl.” He waved his wand and flipped the guard over so he stopped choking. “Just save Orson. Hurry.”

      Ina wandered over to Professor McGuinness and grazed a hand over his face. I hoped she was going to heal him and not hurt him, but I had to trust Ignatius to keep her under control. I turned to Orson.

      “Oh no…no…” Daisy went to him.

      I hadn’t seen him before, but I’m sure someone would have mentioned it if he looked this bad. I remembered how he looked at Stuart’s house, burly and solid, a man who looked reliable and protective at first glance. I could see why Daisy would sign up to be with him. He definitely seemed like pretty solid husband material.

      Maybe it was because I was so close to my own pain. I knew what torture felt like. I could hardly look at him. The iron cut into his flesh, blood crusting wherever it touched, while his skin was grayish. His strength seemed unbreakable, but slowly but surely, he was starting to hollow out, his ribs showing over the concave of a hungry stomach, past the tattered rags of his clothes. He was hairy and smelly but to Daisy’s credit, she wasn’t prissy about that.

      “Orson,” she said. “We’re here to rescue you.”

      “Ahhh…and do you know how to get this iron off of me?”

      “Yes,” Daisy said. “We saw the wards when we were in here before, so I’ve had time to crack them. Harris…can you give me a hand?”

      “Of course.”

      They traced their wands in patterns, hardly my area of expertise.

      “So what’s the plan?” Orson said. “And I certainly hope you’ve got one.”

      “Stuart is here providing cover,” I said. “The Faery Queen said that if we could get thirteen girls to agree to be faery brides, she would open up Wyrd for us, so we can use Wyrd magic.”

      “Ah. Well. She must be truly impressed—or else, she finally sees that the end of Wyrd is coming soon if we don’t act. I wonder what the high lords will think of these human brides; aye, that’ll be a sight to see.”

      Daisy glanced over her shoulder and then tossed her head like, If he doesn’t know he’s supposed to be with me, let’s not tell him yet.

      I guess she was nervous.

      “She’s not a lady you’ll find easy to bargain with, I shall warn you,” he said. “But like all faeries, her word is her word…” He trailed off.

      “Save your strength,” I said, getting nervous. It sounded like more guards had arrived on this floor; I heard footsteps getting closer. “How’s it coming?”

      “Hsst, woman, I’m working,” Harris said.

      “Okay, man.” I glanced around, looking for anything I could do.

      “Shit,” Montague said, from his post at the door. “Here they come. Guards—and Catherine.” He ran up to me and gave me a very quick kiss. “I need to fight. We can’t lose now.”

      “Montague…!” I tried to cling to him but he slipped from my grasp all too easily, with grace beyond any human. I ran to the door as he grabbed a guard and bit his neck.

      Oh—my. Montague didn’t hesitate before tasting blood. He took a long taste before throwing the man aside, leaving him staggering and bleeding but still alive. I don’t know that the man had really lost that much blood, but he seemed dazed by Montague’s magic. A vampire’s prey was not just weakened physically but also subdued by the vampire. Montague was on to the next, leaving a trail of bleeding guards.

      This was getting serious.

      The twelve potential faery brides were huddled against a wall, although some of them looked like they were considering joining the fight. Ignatius already had a few men down. Ina had her hand on his, apparently lending him strength. Her hands glowed and she looked younger, more alive. They moved together like they were one person, although it didn’t erase the streak of madness in her eyes.

      “I’m here to stop you,” Ignatius said. “And as you can see, I’m not playing around. The council drove me to Sinistral, and now dark magic is all I have to wield.”

      “It’s that traitor witch—Amelia Halt!” one woman said, lifting her wand to strike.

      Ignatius and Ina vanished, reappearing to the left of their prior position. Ignatius flung his wand toward the witch and struck her down.

      “It’s Ignatius Blair,” he said. “And like I said—I’m here to win or die trying. Ina…are you ready?”

      “Oh, yes. Always.”

      Maybe they weren’t too different, at their core. They both had a dark streak, I think. Ignatius had always been willing to put ambition over anything else. I could never quite trust him, but over time, I’d come to understand what it was all for.

      Ignatius chanted a summons, calling up more dark magic, a toxic smoke that wrapped around the witches and warlocks. One of them collapsed, his face breaking out into dark pustules.

      “Ugh,” Ignatius said, stepping back, repulsed by his own spell.

      “Don’t back down now,” Ina said, taking out her wand and waving it lazily, a twisted smile on her face.

      “Ina,” one of the witches said, spreading her hands. “Please don’t do this. You’re one of us. You’ve been on our side for years, helping to purify. This—Halt—woman…?” She glanced at Ignatius like she was not really sure what to make of him. “She’s a dark wizard now. We need to take her down.”

      “I was never on your side,” Ina said. “I just realized that I have a taste for the switch. And not the receiving end…well…then again, it depends…” She tapped her finger tips along her wand. “The day you released me from my room and gave me a uniform was a good day. I got a little of my own back. You started to trust me and I could finally send messages to my friends. Your predecessor used to tell me I was too pretty to be such a troublemaker, and that she would save my face for my future husband. Every good woman has a husband and now mine has come for me. I think dark magic suits him very well…but what could be darker than the magic you taught me?”

      She whispered. “Go to sleep, perchance to dream, for one need not wait for death to see the shadows slink about you…the visions you shall never scrub from your sight, your fears in the night, I curse you to view… The pain you caused others is now your own, and no place you lay your head will ever feel like home…”

      The witches slunk back, covering their ears, speaking their own counter spells. They couldn’t seem to escape Ina’s spell. She seemed to be getting in their heads, drawing out some inner darkness that made them shriek and cower.

      Ina bared her teeth, relishing the moment. Ignatius looked like he was about to cast an elemental spell and she stopped him. “There is nothing you can do to them physically compared to the suffering I can inflict on their minds,” she said. “I know how they tick.”

      But just as she seemed to have driven everyone in the hallway to some private hell, a fresh group came charging up the steps, and this included Catherine Caruthers and Harris’ parents. They were marching toward us like they intended to put an end to this nonsense.

      “Ina!” Catherine said, seeing crumpled black uniforms on the floor, hands clutching heads as the witches moaned. “My god, did you do this?”

      “I didn’t do anything, Mother. I just told them to take a good look at themselves. They’re thinking about the things they’ve done here and the rest isn’t my responsibility.” Her hand draped, sweeping her wand back and forth like a clock’s pendulum. “Do you want to try?”

      “Sister Ina.” Father Bogdan spoke to her sternly. “Come here. You are one of us. Don’t revert back to these bad habits. If you stand on that side, we’ll have to hurt you, and your soul will not go to Etherium when you die.”

      “No,” she said. “My Ignatius is here.” She gripped his arm. “The joke is on you. I never believed any of that stuff I said.”

      “Ina, Stuart Jablonsky is dead,” Catherine said.

      All of us chilled.

      “No,” Ignatius said. “Prove it.”

      “He was perfectly willing to die for you. Your mission, ‘Ignatius’,” Catherine said. “So, this is where you stand. Your friends are dead. Ina is not what she was. Just give up now.”

      “Where is my son?” Mrs. Nicolescu said. Harris was still in the side room with Daisy, out of sight from the battle in the hall. Harris’ mother tried to move ahead and Montague blocked her path. He slowly wiped blood from his mouth and put a hand on her chest. My heart clenched, expecting him to be attacked any moment. “Charlotte, we will still accept you as Harris’ bride if you stop this now,” she said.

      Ignatius was reeling from the death of Stuart. I could see that the fight had gone out of him. I couldn’t imagine what it was like to be the only one of your friends left alive and undamaged after years of fighting. He had to be wondering what it was all for. Sort of like how I felt when I gave in to marrying Harris and leaving Alec and Montague behind.

      “It’s too late for that,” I said. “I’m not the daughter in law you want. I’ll never make you happy or proud. And I think you know that, and so does Harris. He told me that all you want is for me to have a kid.”

      “Well, that’s not true. We want our boy home.”

      “He’s our son,” Harris’ father said. “Our only son. Of course we want him home.”

      “And why are you so eager to marry him to me? I’m a hot mess of a witch. The thing is, that’s what he likes about me.”

      Ohmigod, is Orson freed yet? I didn’t know what to say to buy more time. It was pretty quiet in the prison cell.

      “Your great-aunt is the one who pushed for you to marry him,” Harris’ father said. “And you should really thank her. What kind of girl doesn’t want to live in a mansion with all the clothes and jewelry she could ask for?”

      “I don’t care about clothes and jewelry!” I said. “Or mansions. Or any of it. What I care about is Harris himself. I would much rather live in a shack with Harris, Alec and Montague than in a mansion with Harris and you. But I realize, you probably don’t want to give me that option. Maybe you’re going to kill me now. I don’t know. I hope not, but I’m prepared for fight for it just like Stuart was. Stuart knew perfectly well what he was doing. He wanted us to fight on.” Dad has Mom now. If something happened to me…

      I shoved that thought aside. It would make me cry. I needed to pep Ignatius now. I needed us all to be ready for a last stand.

      Professor McGuinness had been sitting on the sidelines, recovering from whatever blow he’d taken, apparently to the head. He got to his feet and came up to us. “Ignatius, your friends aren’t dead. I know I wasn’t one of the original crew. I chose safety and security over Samuel and his ideals, but I’m sorry I did. We might have had a bit of happiness before we were killed, and is a long life of security nearly as good as a short life of joy when life is already so short? I stand with you now.”

      “Are we about to fight?” Harris’ mother asked incredulously. “Are you actually planning to fight us?”

      “Aren’t you wizards?” Ina asked. “Too out of practice? Fighting is what we do.”

      “This is ridiculous,” Harris’ mother said. “I’m not fighting you. Where is my son?” She took a step forward but Ina wasn’t having it. Ina actually just flat-out hit Harris’ mom in the face.

      “My god, control yourself!” Harris’ father said, trying to intervene. “What kind of uncouth behavior is this?”

      “It’s people like you who lock up people like me, and throw away the key—don’t want to look—don’t want to know how dirty your hands are. They put me here and I never saw the ones I loved, now a curse upon you, that your fate will be the same! You will never see your son again!” She was shrieking at Harris’ mother now, just before a whole bunch of witches and warlocks blasted her. Ignatius tried to deflect the spells but she still got knocked down, face meeting the hard floor.

      Okay, I thought. It’s go time. Let’s see what I can do. Time to unleash my special attack, Super Sparkle Multi-Ghost Blast—

      I heard a loud whoosh sound behind me. The entire color of the hallway changed slightly, like watching a film with a color filter, a rather lovely bluish light tinting walls and faces before the doors swung open. A brighter light poured out of the room, accompanied by the whooshing sound.

      Or maybe I can put it off, actually. That’s cool.

      Lord Cyrus of the House of Hemlock, liaison to Queen Morgana, stepped out of the humble room.
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      Faery guards in beautiful armor accompanied him, and despite the air of a dying land that clung to the faeries, it was impossible not to be impressed. Ina rolled over with a groan. Catherine Caruthers looked visibly distressed. A guy in Order of the Blessed Robes started murmuring something about, “Etherium protect us, let not this corruption sully thy name…”

      “You, in the robes,” Lord Cyrus said, with a dismissive gesture. “Silence. Your religious blather means nothing. You don’t even believe it yourself.”

      “How dare you—“

      “I know charlatans,” Lord Cyrus said, with a small sniff of impatience.

      “He reads minds,” I told Alec, Firian and Ignatius, plus anyone else in my general vicinity, which I think actually ended up being everyone because I get loud when I’m nervous. I reminded myself to whisper. “Just so y’all know not to think too much…”

      “I am here to make an announcement on behalf of my queen. The realm of Wyrd has, as you know, stayed out of mortal affairs for centuries. Truly, we have no taste for fighting you. In Wyrd, we pride ourselves on our utter lack of interest in either causing chaos or maintaining order; in the end, you are two sides of the same coin. Always fighting.”

      “We are not two sides of the same coin!” Father Bogdan said. “If you’ve ever stared down a demon, you know. If we didn’t fight back, the Sinistrals would rule the magical world.”

      “I stand corrected,” Lord Cyrus said. “Now you are speaking some truth. And yet, I still don’t care. Nevertheless, our queen acknowledges that the world is at a tipping point where the belief of humans in our kind is no longer enough to sustain us. We must claim some ground of our own. If you stand in our way, we will have to engage you in battle. I hope, for the sake of fairness, you will acknowledge this list of the following sites that are currently or have always been in the hands of Wyrd. We know that for many years you have not spoken of Wyrd. The name has become taboo on your lips, knowledge that only the inner circles of magic are privy to. This will end now. Every wizard child should know the realm of Wyrd and the name of Queen Morgana and respect our status as an independent magical realm.”

      Lord Cyrus made a scroll appear from thin air. “You seem to have some authority here,” he said to Catherine, handing her the scroll. “This is a list of parallels and magical sites that we claim for Wyrd.”

      She snapped the paper open and read. “Merlin College?” she said. “You can’t claim our college.”

      “It is the site of a Wyrd tree,” he said. “It was our land once, and Wyrd warlocks were always attracted to it. All of them wished for us to reclaim it. You will note that the queen is quite reasonable and has not requested the return of any more land in the eastern United States. We are only asking for seven new territories and all of them are locations of Wyrd trees.”

      “What do we get out of it?”

      “The faery queen will leave you well enough alone,” he said. “We will otherwise focus our magical efforts on drawing power from mortals.”

      “We need to discuss this,” Mr. Coopman said.

      “Yes…,” Catherine said.

      “I’ll wait,” Lord Cyrus said.

      They all started huddling to talk, but I could tell they were all wondering how much he could read their minds. I was trying very hard not to think about him at all, so I looked at Alec and thought about what it would be like if he just scooped me up and ran off with me while everyone else was busy, and nudged my underwear aside just enough to slide his cock up inside me, and I said, I have to pee, and he said, You’ll just have to control yourself, Princess, unless you want to make a mess, because you’re getting fucked before you do anything else.

      “What are you thinking about?” Alec whispered. “Naughty girl.”

      “I don’t know. Definitely not something sexual and embarrassing. Or if I am, you’re making me think it with your whole vibe.”

      Alec chuckled while Lord Cyrus gave me an idle look and I quickly dropped my eyes to the ground and thought about porridge.

      The witches and warlocks were whispering for a long time and Lord Cyrus looked at me. “This is not going well,” he said. “Humans are so tiresome. Where are the thirteen girls the faery queen asked for?”

      “There,” I said, pointing at the group. I was surprised he even had to ask. It seemed obvious to me that the twelve girls huddled together looking nervous while everyone else was fighting were probably the ones.

      “These are the girls,” he said. “The girls you expect the fae to take as brides.”

      “Yes,” I said. “And you should be polite to them, because they all agreed and that was really awesome of them to agree to give up their entire lives and everything they know.”

      “No!” the wolf girl said. “I won’t go. She tricked me. I wont’t go!”

      “You shouldn’t have signed your name,” Lord Cyrus said, unsympathetically. “I count twelve.”

      “There’s also Daisy,” I said. “With Orson. The faery queen said she could marry him if she found a way to free him.”

      Daisy was working on some healing spells for Orson’s numerous wounds. He seemed in rough shape. She heard her name and peered out of the doorway. “Are we cool?”

      “So you’re the thirteenth,” Lord Cyrus said. “Very well. At least you’re comely.”

      “I’m the first, actually,” Daisy said. “You better not be complaining about my brides I found for you. Those girls have been through hell and they’re tough; they’re going to be a lot better than a bunch of prissy rich witch bitches.” She snapped her fingers.

      Of course, Daisy herself had been complaining about them mere hours before, but it made sense that Daisy would be the type who didn’t allow an outsider to complain about her people.

      “We must be prepared to exit this situation,” Lord Cyrus said. “This building is not an advantageous battlefield for my men and we try not to involve ourselves in the fighting of mortals. Once the Ethereal wizards come back with their response, if it’s as I expect, I will take you and the brides with me to Wyrd, as promised.”

      “What about my mates? My friends?”

      “You want Merlin?” Ignatius said. “Take us to Merlin. To the Wyrd tree. If you’re saying they won’t give up, then let us fight for it. We can take it back together. Merlin has been my home for the past couple decades. I know the place and all the forest around it. I’ll be the caretaker for you if you help me seize it back from the council.”

      “All right,” Lord Cyrus said. “If you wish to help us recapture that territory, repeat after me here and now: ‘I pledge to fight for the realm of Wyrd and renounce my tie to Etherium or Sinistral.’”

      The witches and warlocks were starting to break up their discussion, sensing that something was going on behind them. Alec and Montague, Ignatius, Ina and Professor McGuinness all repeated the oath. So did Firian and I. This was the path we’d set from the beginning. We were throwing our lot in with the faeries and hopefully, it was the right thing to do.

      “But before we leave,” I said, “we need Stuart’s body.”

      “He wouldn’t want to be brought back,” Ignatius said. “And you can’t do that twice, Charlotte. It’s too much.”

      “Not to bring him back,” I said. “I just need to talk to him. We have to bring his body to Merlin.”
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      “Oh, no. We can’t move his body through Wyrd,” Professor McGuinness said. “If we bring him to his home realm, he probably won’t come back to this plane.”

      “So, let him return home,” Lord Cyrus said. “You can speak to him in Wyrd. But saying goodbyes to a dead man is never wise.”

      “I don’t have time to explain,” I said, as Catherine Caruthers was walking up to Cyrus. “But I need him.”

      Montague tapped a finger to his chest like, we got this. He nodded at the other guys.

      “Good sir,” Catherine Caruthers said as she approached Lord Cyrus, forcing politeness onto her face.

      “My name is Lord Cyrus,” he said.

      “We have no interest in challenging the parallels that you currently hold,” she said. “We are pleased that they are in your hands and not the demons. We welcome the chance to tell our children about your queen.” I could see her straining to be gracious. “However, I’m afraid we can’t upend our own people from their homes and land in these locations with Wyrd trees. We would be willing to meet with your queen and council and negotiate a treaty that phases out the land from our hands into yours.”

      “Well, I figured you would say as much,” he said. “But we don’t have the luxury of a century. The only reason we are opening our doors to any of your kind is because our isolation has cost us. We must have the land now or else we will be too weak to claim it then; you are betting on this.”

      “We are not! Our word is good,” Catherine said. “However, we have no reason to want a treaty with you. These rogue witches and warlocks are the ones who contacted you. The Ethereal Council wishes merely to avoid war with the faeries, and in that regard we will allow you the realms you currently possess in Europe, the British Isles, Japan…”

      “We need land in the Americas,” Lord Cyrus said.

      “How are you going to anchor these realms?” asked Father Bogdan, looking suspiciously at the group of girls. “What sort of deal did you make?” He jabbed a finger at Ignatius, then me, then the girls. Just jabbing that finger all over the place, really.

      I knew that spots where the realms connected needed some kind of an alliance between humans and magical creatures. Like, demons or faeries couldn’t go to Earth willy-nilly. They needed a human anchor.

      “I’m taking those women,” Lord Cyrus said. “They have already pledged themselves, so this part of the deal is not negotiable.”

      “We don’t want a deal,” Father Bogdan said. “The Order of the Blessed would rather go to war with you than allow you to take our women.”

      Catherine looked unsure, but her focus narrowed to Daisy. “We want to avoid conflict with you, but sir, you must understand. You can’t take the Diviner and we can’t just hand over our valuable lands.”

      “All the lands I am asking were once opened by Wyrd,” Lord Cyrus said. “Hence, the presence of the trees. I grow impatient. We either claim the girls and lands without a fight, or a fight we shall have.”

      “We’re having a fight,” Harris’ mother said. “That’s all there is to it, then.” Her wand was at the ready.

      “Queen Morgana anticipated this,” Lord Cyrus said. “That’s why she sent me.” He smiled in a way that was neither bloodthirsty nor excited nor scared. Just sort of all-in-a-day’s-work, really. He drew his sword. “Fair ladies, get behind me. My men will usher you to Wyrd through the portal.”

      “I’m not going!” Wolf Girl said. “I was tricked.”

      “You signed your own name. Is your word not your bond? Are you not a magical being? You should have asked a few more questions. I think a part of you is relieved to depart this place.” He gave her a merciless smile and she shook her head. One of the other faery soldiers nudged Wolf Girl along, while Daisy looked at us frantically.

      “I—I guess this is goodbye,” she said. “I’ll be fine. I can live without TV or…or shopping. I would definitely rather marry a gruagach than be a prisoner of my own magic, so…see ya, girl, good luck.”

      “It’ll be great,” I said. “Orson’s going to be a great husband and I’m sure the faeries have fashion. Dressmakers, or something fun. Like a princess.”

      We were both lying hard, but that was about all we got because a fight was breaking out around us even as we spoke. And Lord Cyrus? Dude was not messing around. He had his sword in one hand, striking like he could read his opponent’s mind, which I guess he could. He seemed to be trying to avoid too much bloodshed, at least for now, but he was dealing out some nasty cuts and sent someone’s thumb flying. As if that wasn’t enough, he gestured with one hand and threw Father Bogdan into a wall with an impact that broke up the plaster. Ignatius and Ina were trying to help but they hardly had to do anything. Cyrus seemed like he could take on the whole crowd all by himself. The faery queen definitely sent her best. Harris’ mother withdrew and she was whispering spell words, holding up a piece of jewelry. Based on what I knew about the Hapsburgs, this was one of the magical artifacts that was about to unleash some crazy shit.

      “Let’s go,” Montague said, hustling me out of there. The other guys were behind him, although Harris was looking back. I followed his eyes just to see one last glimpse of Daisy stepping through a portal. She seemed very alone, but of course, Orson was so sickened by the iron that she couldn’t talk to him yet. Once he had recovered, he would surely be there for her. I knew him well enough to trust him, right? He served me tea a few times…

      Man, Daisy was pretty brave herself.

      “We’d better run before my mother unleashes holy hell,” Harris said.

      “Then what?” Alec asked. “How do we get out?”

      Montague took keys out of his pocket. “I compelled a few guards. I wasn’t leaving here without my baby.”

      “So that’s why you don’t have a pet name for me,” I said. “Your car already took it.”

      “But just wait until you get to take a ride in her,” Montague said.

      “Oh boy.” I didn’t want to hurt his feelings about it too much, but his car looked like it came from a Hot Wheels line on clearance. Clearance, I tell ya.

      “It’s better than a dented low-end Kia,” Montague growled at Harris. “And anyway, I don’t see anyone else with a driver’s license or a vehicle.”

      “I didn’t say anything,” Harris said.

      “You were about to. I know you.”

      We reached the chapel. A few guards lingered there, and they were putting Stuart’s body in a bag.

      My heart dropped to my knees. I had blocked out what we were actually doing. I was trying to be a badass necromancer and I figured necromancers could handle death without crying, but as soon as I saw Stuart just…helpless and…lifeless…

      “Get away from him.” I ran toward them, almost tripping on the hem of the wedding gown.

      They took defensive positions immediately. “Stay back.”

      “Hands off the body,” Harris said, casting a spell that threw up a glowing force field around Stuart. Montague moved in and picked Stuart up.

      “Halt!” One of the guards tried to freeze him in his tracks.

      “Dispel!” Firian hastily blocked the spell. I shot a blast at them while Alec and Montague hustled Stuart out the door. One of the guards tried to get past me and shoot them, but Alec vanished before the spell hit, and it struck the ground instead, burning a hole in the carpet runner from the wedding.

      “Let’s go.” Harris motioned for Firian and me to go to the exit while he formed a glowing, defensive barrier, gritting his teeth as the guards pummeled it with spells. Once we were all through the door, Alec reappeared with us in his demon form as we ran like hell to the main set of doors. His wings had destroyed his t-shirt and his sweatpants were so tight nothing was left to the imagination, plus they were barely staying on with his tail hanging over the waistband.

      “Why did you tear up another set up clothes?” I asked.

      “Damnit, I can’t seem to keep a human form in Sinistral,” he said. “As soon as I get there I smell other demons and I turn. Defense mechanism.”

      I was afraid we’d have more fights ahead in the front hall, but it seemed like the place had been evacuated. The rooms stood empty except for a few women cowering behind desks; I recognized some of them as nurses or cafeteria staff. The main doors were locked. Montague tried to kick them open while Stuart was draped over his shoulder.

      “All right, calm down, Bruce Lee, it’s a ward,” Harris said. “Just hold on a sec. It’s a tricky one.” He crouched beside the lock and cast a spell that made a glowing multi-layered pattern appear over the lock.

      In the back of my mind, I always thought it was a little weird that Harris focused on studying wards and defensive spells more than, like, blasting fire everywhere. Now it made sense. We wouldn’t have gotten anywhere without his skills. It was like undoing a knot—even after he forced the ward to become visible, it took patience to untangle the pattern. He danced the tip of his wand around the pattern until it suddenly broke open and disappeared. He opened the door and now we just had to bolt to the car.

      Montague unlocked the car doors. “Hmm,” he said, sizing up the interior. “I think we have to put Stu in the trunk.”

      “No kidding,” Harris said. “It’s hard enough cramming five of us in a sedan. Alec, you have to change back.”

      Montague opened the trunk. At this point, we’d had a minute to catch our breath and suddenly it hit us at once. Montague tried to fold him inside the trunk gently, arranging his arms and legs, like he didn’t know what the most respectful position for placing a friend’s body inside a trunk could be. Stuart had a calm look on his face, and he was elegantly attired in dark blue silk with buttons made of gold with little pictures of trees. His skin was getting a waxen look as he sunk further into death.

      “He looks like he was okay with dying…,” Montague said.

      “Yeah…” I swallowed. “Stuart was always so calm. I guess he did what he needed to do. It just happened so fast. Like, I didn’t think he would die. It feels like the end of Harry Potter where all these characters just die and it’s like, why? I know that’s how real life is sometimes, but it sucks. It just sucks. Poor Ignatius has lost so many friends, and I…I don’t know. It feels like you can’t trust anything to be permanent. I don’t know if I’ll ever get to hang out with Daisy again either. She didn’t really want to marry a faery. She just did it so we could make this happen. I hate this.”

      It was very quiet out here. I didn’t hear anything in the distance and I wondered if they were still fighting Lord Cyrus.

      “Fares Wyrd as she must,” Firian said. “It’s the lesson your mom left for you if she never came back. Farewells are painful but they’re part of the fabric of life. A Wyrd witch can’t hang on. Your power comes from the life and breath inside you at this moment. It’s not dependent on Stuart or Daisy or even any of us.”

      “Firian, don’t even talk like that.” I had to stop looking at Stuart. I climbed into the back seat of the car, waiting for the comforting warmth of Alec and Firian cramming in on either side of me. Montague popped the hood.

      “What are you doing?” Alec said. “We need to get going!”

      “I’m just checking to make sure the engine isn’t a mouse nest,” Montague said. “I don’t know if this thing has been driven in three years. The gas might be bad.”

      “Well, let’s just see, huh?” Alec said.

      Montague opened the gas cap and sniffed.

      “You want to stop and wash it off while you’re at it?” Harris said. “Get out one of those windshield cleaner things?”

      Montague ignored them both and pulled some leaves out of the engine before slamming the hood and climbing in. “Cross your fingers.” He turned the car on and we got blasted by classical radio.

      “Hey, those sons of bitches actually did drive my car around,” he growled, fiddling with the controls. The CD player made some grinding sounds. “Where is my Iron Maiden CD?”

      “At least it works,” I said, privately thankful that someone had stolen his CD. I was not in a metal mood now, if I ever was.

      Relief swept over me as Montague drove out through the gates. I knew that soon we would be fully in the normal, human world, on normal, human highways. My own clan was safe, although I tried not to think about the price we’d paid, or the battle still to come.

      We didn’t talk all that much until we’d reached I-81, where Firian stopped and grabbed me a normal outfit—a t-shirt with a fox on it that said ‘Foxy Lady’, oh ha ha—and then Montague found an automotive place and insisted on changing the oil even though I was really freaked out by the fact that we had a dead body in the trunk so maybe we shouldn’t be stopping? He pointed out that it would be very bad to break down in the middle of nowhere when we got to North Carolina and started out on the lonely roads to Merlin College. I begged for the use of a phone so I could call Dad, just to tell him we were fine, although I couldn’t tell him much with Chet from Auto Zone leaning on the counter next to me.

      “We tried to get to you at the Haven,” Dad said. “Even though Ignatius sent us a message telling your mom not to go. I had to talk her down from not blasting through the doors. Just be careful.”

      Mom seized the phone from him. “Hello, darling. I really was. I was going to burn the place down. Your father pointed out that if they killed me on the lawn that might make things worse for you, but I’m still not sure. I might have killed them instead. How did you all fare? Do you need me to join you somewhere?”

      “Um…” I swallowed.

      Join you somewhere.

      I wasn’t used to this at all. If I told Mom we were going to fight the council with Ignatius, she would probably want to show up and help. If she was fighting, I would want to show up and help.

      Did that mean I should invite her?

      I didn’t want to. Mom, you need to stay home with Dad and learn to be normal again, I thought. Just let me handle it. I was glad she didn’t really get the chance to kill anyone.

      “We’re all fine. Here. Did Dad mention I’m using the phone of a helpful employee at Auto Zone in Wytheville, Virginia? I’d better go hand the phone back to Chet.”

      I hung up before she could change my mind.

      “Helicopter parents?” Chet said sympathetically. “They’re probably freaking out that you’re on a road trip with some dudes.”

      “Something like that. Thanks for letting me use this.”

      It was when we were back on the road that Harris finally said, “So just what is your plan with Stuart? You’re not bringing him back, right?”

      “That’s definitely too much for you,” Firian said. “You’re still recovering. I’m not sure any necromancer can handle bringing two people back from the dead in one lifetime.”

      “I said I wasn’t bringing him back!” I said, although I had to admit, I was tempted. I’d done it once already. Harris was fine. I was fine. I’d lose my magic for good, but Ignatius’ face…

      Firian brushed a hand over my knee, bringing me back. “No. Even if you could, you shouldn’t. Stuart wanted you to keep your magic.”

      “No,” I agreed. “I know. I know I can’t.”

      Firian was right, when he told me I had to try and get my magic back, that nothing else had ever made me so happy. I had never been a bad student, but I’d also never cared that much. But with necromancy, I’d been reading every book I could get my hands on, and one lesson that sprung to mind was how to move ghosts.

      “So…I read that ghosts are usually anchored in one place. Where they died, usually. Sometimes another site with unfinished business. The Haven was full of angry ghosts. I’m still annoyed I didn’t get to give them a chance to attack the place that killed them. I never had the strength. Now I’ll be at Merlin, and they’ll be stuck at the Haven, unless…I can move the ghosts.”

      “Can you move ghosts?” Alec asked.

      “I read that you can. There was a book that said that sometimes one ghost can lead the other ghosts to a new place. You need to move the body of someone who died there and then summon that ghost in the new location, you know, create a new anchor. Then that ghost can lead the other ghosts to a new spot. But it helps if it’s a powerful spirit, which Stuart surely is. So if I summon Stuart to Merlin, maybe he can lure the other ghosts.”

      “That’s cool,” Montague said. “It would make sense.”

      “I suppose it’s worth trying,” Harris said. “We’re in for a fight there. With Piers, and probably other members of the council. They’ll be fresh and we’ll be tired. We have the faeries, but how much can we trust them? I’d rather count on you, Chosen One.”

      “I wonder if Stuart knew that was possible,” Alec said. “You know, maybe he planned it.”

      “This sounds like the spell you were meant to cast,” Firian said. “I’m proud of you. You really studied.”

      “Oh, wow.” I blushed. “Thanks, guys. I was afraid it sounded like an unrealistic plan.”

      “It’s a good idea,” Harris said. “Hopefully, you can pull it off. Otherwise we might all be dead by the end of it. No pressure or anything.”

      “Can’t you just be supportive for once in your life?”

      “You know our agreement. That isn’t my job.”
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      Charlotte

      

      Two armored faeries were standing guard on the road to Stuart’s cave. A fire was crackling outside with more soldiers and Lord Cyrus leaning against the rocks, arms crossed. It was late in the night, and I was just glad we’d made it without getting into any fights with the council, but the look on his face still annoyed me a little. Of course, he didn’t seem surprised to see us, because I guess he read our minds. He didn’t say hello or ask us if we had found Stuart, or tell us what happened to Daisy, or offer us whatever they were drinking out of flasks.

      Nothing.

      Faeries really were an arrogant bunch. Stuart was always a little emotionally detached, but he was nice, and his home was welcoming.

      “So…hi,” I said. “We’re here. Where are Ignatius and Professor McGuinness?”

      “Inside,” Lord Cyrus said. “They needed rest before the battle ahead.”

      “So you didn’t have any trouble sending Daisy and the other girls to Wyrd?” Harris asked. “Are they safe?”

      “Well, Queen Morgana will determine what to do with them,” Lord Cyrus said, shrugging. “It isn’t my business.” He glanced at us and rubbed the bridge of his nose. “Oh,” he said. “You’re worried. Well, not much you can do about that for now. They made an agreement and they will never return to this world.”

      “Never?” I said. “Not for visits?”

      “I see no reason why they ever would.”

      “But what is the reason why they couldn’t?” I wondered if Daisy really realized how permanent that agreement was.

      “They need to learn to assimilate into our realm,” he said. “And I expect it will not be easy.”

      “Well, I believe Charlotte had an agreement with you that she could draw magic from Wyrd once she delivered the brides,” Firian said. “So as her familiar, I need access to Wyrd.”

      He shot me a quick, reassuring look. Right. At least Firian could check on Daisy. Good thinking, Firian.

      “That is correct,” Lord Cyrus said. At least, while he didn’t seem like he wanted to be helpful, he also didn’t put up a fight. “I can establish that connection for you now, so all of you who swore yourselves to Wyrd can access our magic.”

      “We also have Lord Stuart’s body,” Montague said. “In my car. I’m sure Ignatius would rather he had a proper burial instead of spending the night locked up in a trunk.”

      “Your…car,” Lord Cyrus said, looking down the gravel path to the electric blue Mitsubishi. His expression was that of a conservative billionaire realizing that the host hotel for his fundraiser was being shared with the after-party of a particularly flamboyant pride parade. However, he softened slightly. “Well, I doubt Ignatius is sleeping. By all means, your friend and my fellow should be buried properly. He was almost never seen at court but he did fight for us.”

      Cyrus was right. Ignatius, Ina and Professor McGuiness were sitting around inside drinking whiskey.

      “Charlotte!” Ignatius said. “There you are. I was just saying, your mom—“ He laughed. “I was living in New York City and we went to this punk show at a club, pretty rough, this neighborhood. We were coming back, no one on the street—“

      “Stu was there looking like Stu,” Ina said, in a husky voice that still made me shiver when I heard it.

      “Like he worked for IBM,” Ignatius said.

      “And your mother had a little doll of a dress and these white boots up to her knees.”

      “That was really a time of boots,” Ignatius said. “We thought we were alone and we ran into a homeless werewolf. You really don’t see that much but he must have smelled us, and he wolfed out and just ran at us like it was his last stand.”

      “We were eating hot dogs,” Ina said. “That was why. He wanted our hot dogs.”

      “And your mother, Charlotte, she just kicked his face with her boot, said, ‘No’, and kept walking and the wolf had this look like ‘huh?’” He doubled over laughing.

      He was clearly halfway to drunk, but I started laughing too. I could imagine my mom doing this. I felt a pang. Maybe I should have told her to come and be with her old friends. I hated to interrupt their happy memories.

      “We brought Stuart,” Montague said. “We don’t have much time.”

      “No.” Ignatius stood up and poured out more whiskey, four glasses of it. “Sort of  an Irish wake tonight.”

      He stood up, still steady on his feet at least, and Ina and Professor McGuinness followed. I let them take the lead. Stuart had helped me, but he was really their friend. Plus, Ina terrified me and I wanted to avoid her.

      “We shall keep guard while you bury him under the tree,” Lord Cyrus assured them.

      The three of them got Stuart’s body ready for a funeral while my guys offered to dig a grave.

      This was not how I anticipated on spending a date night.

      “I wonder if this is how it will always be,” I said. “Being a witch. Digging graves.” I was sitting under the tree. They wouldn’t let me help. I still needed to heal.

      “I don’t think so,” Montague said. “Merlin College went a long time without any on-campus murders. We never had this kind of trouble when we were kids. Once we establish territory and everyone has to acknowledge that Wyrd is part of the magical world, it’ll calm down.”

      “Then we can get back to the real business,” Alec said, stopping to wipe his forehead off with his shirt. Probably to cheer me up, as much as anything.

      “What’s that?” I asked.

      “Making our girl happy,” he said. “Settling down.”

      “Where?” I asked.

      “Why not here?”

      “Can we live at Merlin College forever?”

      “It’s true,” Firian said. “If this becomes a gateway to Wyrd, it will be the only one in America. And who better to be the gatekeeper than you? As more Wyrd witches and warlocks come forward, they’ll need a place to learn magic.”

      “It’s a good point,” Harris said. “There’s no rule saying this place has to stay a college exactly as it is. We could take over Lancelot dorm and live there. It’s a good old house with plenty of rooms.”

      “We’d have to make this a place to gather for all ages, since this is new,” Alec said.

      “So there would even be kids here?” I asked.

      “Kids?” Firian groaned.

      “You don’t like kids, Firian?”

      “I’m sure I will like your kids, because I like you enough that it’ll be required,” he said. “But as a familiar, no, I don’t like kids. Kids are so rowdy. You can’t just be a fox without someone trying to grab you.”

      “I like it,” I said, looking up at the stars. “When we have kids they’ll have someone to play with who is more like them. I never had that. I didn’t know what I was, but I knew I was different.”

      “The rest of your family might even want to live here,” Montague said.

      “Hmm.”

      “Too close?” Alec asked.

      “Too close with all of you around,” I said. “The only thing more awkward than your dad interrupting sex with your boyfriend is your dad interrupting sex with three or four boyfriends…”

      “And there will be plenty of that,” Alec said, parking his shovel in the dirt for a moment so he could sit down beside me. His arm went around me, and I leaned into his strength.

      “We can’t do this over Stuart’s grave!” Montague said.

      “Well, we’re almost done,” Firian said. He had been using earth magic to loosen the dirt before shoveling, so things moved pretty fast. “We can go back to the cave and have cave sex.”

      “It still seems disrespectful,” Montague said.

      “You’re a vampire now. Making love at graves is what you’re supposed to do,” I said. “Anyway, I need to summon Stuart first, but I don’t think he would care. I mean, if I was dead, I would want the people who were still alive to enjoy themselves. I want to feel alive. This is the first time we’ve ever all been together at once and sort of safe, my bruises are doing a lot better, and we don’t know what tomorrow will bring.”

      “That’s what I think too,” Alec said, kissing my forehead. I grabbed his cheek and dragged his face down to my mouth.

      “Mm,” he said. “Already been too long.” He kissed my neck.

      “Ahh…” My hand slid down his t-shirt, found the hem, and slid up his bare skin underneath.

      “Mm…” His hand cupped my breast.

      “That’s the sound of the men working on the chain gang,” Firian sang, whipping some dirt our way.

      I tossed a small rock at him, knowing he would duck. I guess Dad exposed him to oldies at some point.

      “I don’t think you have any right to talk about how rowdy kids are,” Montague said.

      “I think we’re done,” Harris said. Only their heads were visible above the hole in the ground. “It’s close enough to six feet and god knows what time it is. Charlotte needs time to summon the spirits and it’s a good moon. Let’s see if they’re ready.”

      “Yeah…” I didn’t want to peel myself away from Alec’s warmth.

      But I had this one hugely important task to do.

      “We’re ready,” Professor McGuinness said, when we went back to the cave. “We don’t really have the time or resources to make a coffin, but faeries would rather go straight back to the earth in any case. But we did make a board out of an old door so we can carry him to the tree. I wired the corpse down so he won’t fall off.”

      I think we all grimaced and Professor McGuinness said, “Oh, I’m sorry. I shouldn’t say corpse. I had an entire year of studies just for funeral necromancy and sometimes I am too matter of fact. I tried to treat dear Stuart with the utmost respect, though. I asked Lord Cyrus about faery practices.”

      Lord Cyrus stepped into the cave just then. “Orson and Penny wanted to pay their respects.”

      Orson leaned gently on Penny’s arm, but he was looking better. He was cleaned up and shaved, wearing clothes that were simple but fine, a coat and leather boots. The little redheaded silkie was already dabbing her eyes with a handkerchief, in a restrained, faery sort of grief.

      Orson gave us a very slight bow, although the movement obviously hurt. “I wanted to thank you all for helping me escape,” he said. “And I assure you, I’ll take care of your witch friend Daisy. Aye, she’s a handful. I do half wonder what I’ve gotten myself into, but—gruagach are patient. I tried to bring her with me, but Queen Morgana is assessing the ladies now. I don’t envy them the scrutiny of her gaze.”

      “But Daisy will be all right? You’ll take her home with you? Will she be able to visit?”

      “Don’t you worry, dearie, we’ve still got to sort it all out but I won’t let any harm come to her. It’s just that we haven’t had humans in Wyrd since before any of us can remember.”

      “Poor Stuart,” Penny said. “He was a kind man. Let me see him…”

      Professor McGuinness nodded and showed us into the little room where Stuart lay, covered in white flowers that must have been conjured because it was too early for flowers. He looked very peaceful. It was somehow easier than I expected to see him, maybe because he seemed peaceful in life. Stuart always seemed to accept any turn of events calmly. Even his own death, I guess.

      Harris, Montague, Alec and Firian offered to be the pall bearers. Some of the faeries accompanied us. The night was cold up on the mountain but a suggestion of spring was creeping into the air, a kiss of humidity, clouds sliding over the moon. The procession was eerie; the people I knew hardly looked like themselves in the moonlight. Firian looked more elven than ever, and seemed older. Ignatius and Ina held hands, cloaks fluttering behind them. The faery guards began to sing softly in a beautiful language. Penny bowed her head, the color of her hair more vivid than it should be in the dark. Montague, his hair and suit black as night, held his corner with just one hand, as if it weighed nothing.

      Once again, I was stuck wearing a goofy t-shirt while everyone else looked awesome. I quickly waved a hand over myself and made the illusion of my witch cape.

      Ignatius spoke. “We are gathered here, under the moonlight, to lay to rest our old friend, Stuart Jablonsky, otherwise known as Lord Liorgan, thirteenth son of the House of Elderflower. It is a fitting house for him. As every hedge witch worth her salt knows, elderflowers turn to elderberries, and elderberries make a tonic for healing sickness. Stuart was a rebel as much as I was, but rebellion can easily turn toxic. He was a voice of reason and patience. If it wasn’t for his wise council, I don’t think I would have become a professor and then the dean of Merlin College, proving myself and biding my time…” He took a deep breath. “I don’t need to say much more. I didn’t prepare anything. I’m still drunk.”

      Ina stared at Stuart’s body. I had no idea what she was thinking. Finally, she said, “You are still the same as ever, Ignatius. I think Stuart must be a part of that. Stuart was as much a force against change as for it. Like rivers and rocks. They are always the same. When you are with him, you feel safe. I do remember that about him.” The way she said it made me think that, like my mom, her memories of a better life were dim.

      “I stayed with Stuart for two months,” Harris said. “He gave me a place to go when my home was turning to shit. I wasn’t welcome there, but I was welcome here. ”

      “He was a good master as well,” Penny said. “We were all part of the family.”

      “But he was a little too good at pretending to be a dorky warlock from Kansas, and his dancing was terrible, I don’t care what anyone says,” Montague said, getting Ignatius to laugh again.

      I waited until everyone seemed to have said their final words and goodbyes before I spoke.

      “I still can’t believe Professor Jablonsky and Lord Stuart are the same person,” I said. “But it also makes some weird sense. To me, he was a teacher, and a good one. He really tried to help me understand the lessons. I hope I’ve done them justice… I need to speak to him, one last time. If you could give me a minute alone…”

      “Of course,” Ignatius said.

      My friends retreated into the trees, just close enough to keep watch over me.

      I put my hand over Stuart’s cool, lifeless ones, which were clasped over the flowers. “Stuart,” I said. “I know you always told me not to be attached to the dead. I know I need to let you go. But I need you, just this one more time, to help me. I call your spirit to me…”

      The fabric of reality seemed to shift slightly, the forest around me growing darker. I no longer heard the soft murmur of Alec and Montague having some background conversation. Tiny lights winked out of the trees like fireflies—or lures into some other world. Stuart opened his eyes and looked at me from lowered lids.

      “Oh, Charlotte,” he said, with a smidge of frustration.

      “I’m sorry,” I said. “I needed to call you. I need you to summon the ghosts—“

      “I know,” he said. “I know your plan.”

      “Will it work?”

      “It’ll work.” He sat up, the flowers falling away from his hair and arms. “It’ll work, because you’ve done the work. But it’s not the only reason you called me, is it?”

      “Well…I mean, I…” I frowned, knowing the answer he wanted. “Look, we weren’t even with you when you were killed. Ignatius didn’t get to say goodbye to you or anything. You died just like that. And it feels like my fault.”

      “It was not your fault,” he said. “I chose my own path. I’m old. You’re young. Better the younger generation live on. You’ll make mistakes and you’ll learn from them, and get better and better, and wiser. Hopefully, you’ll have a nice long stretch of peace to enjoy your circumstances.” He pressed his fingertips together. “Well…I can’t linger long. I do need to tell you something. I’m afraid you’ll take it too much to heart, but it needs to be said.”

      “Uh-oh.” I started to feel a sense of dread.

      “Charlotte, what is the lesson I taught you? The one lesson, above all?”

      “Um…there is no way but forward?”

      “Yes.”

      “You know I just got that from a yoga video…”

      “What else?”

      I twisted my hands. “When someone dies…I have to let them go.”

      “That’s right,” he said softly. “It’s the hardest lesson you will ever learn. But it’s the path to becoming a Wyrd witch. A great sans-pareil. A white necromancer. All the potential within you.”

      “And I…I didn’t listen. I brought Harris back. So did I ruin everything, when I did that?”

      “No, no,” he said. “But you can’t do it again, Charlotte.”

      “I know.” I couldn’t look at him. “I know it was…against what you told me. I just couldn’t let him die like that…”

      “Grieving hurts,” he said. “But you can’t magic your way out of it. You would have moved on without Harris. You were supposed to let him go. Death is very serious and should never be tampered with.”

      I started to cry. I was so embarrassed; I tried to stop. But I had tried so hard not to think about seeing Harris die. As soon as it happened all I could think was that I had to fix it. It couldn’t be true. Couldn’t be real. Everything I’d learned went out the window. Who could resist saving someone they loved?

      “I know,” Stuart said. “There isn’t a person in this world who doesn’t understand how hard a decision that is. I’m glad Harris is still with you, but…part of the reason I’m here is because Harris lived. Nothing comes without a price. You haven’t really paid a fair price, so I’ve paid it for you. You will miss me, and you’ll see Ignatius missing me, and it will hurt, and I need you to feel it and let me go.”

      “Oh god, it is my fault! You died because I had to pay a price?”

      “It was my choice,” he said. “I wanted to save all of you. Just do your elders justice. I know you’re more than capable of it.”

      I was shaking now. This isn’t fair! I thought. This is too hard. Why do I have to go through all of this? You’re a faery, you said yourself you don’t feel emotions like we do, so you don’t even understand how hard this is!

      Chosen One. I heard Harris, in my mind, the snap of those words—an insult on the surface, but admiration deep down.

      Being chosen was never going to be easy. It was something I had to choose, too, and I had chosen this. I had more than one chance to go back to my old life, and I never did. I couldn’t. This meant something to me. This mattered. And if I was going to live a life that mattered, if I was going to choose this, I had to be stronger than a normal person.

      I took a shuddering breath. I could cry later, when I was safe. When Merlin College was ours.

      “Good job,” he said. “I’ll do what you need me to do now. It will probably take me a full day to bring the spirits here. Hold off the battle until you feel the change in the air. Get some sleep.”

      “Stuart—! Penny said there was someone you loved. Do I need to tell someone…?”

      “I would rather you didn’t,” he said. “She’ll certainly hear the news. But she fell in love with someone else. A human. A human who was a lot cooler than me. With a guitar.”

      “Oh! Ohh.” Stuart loved my mother.

      “Goodbye, Charlotte,” he said. “I won’t see you again. But we are all connected, always.”

      “Goodbye, Stuart—oh—oh…wait…”

      But I had no reason to make him stay anymore. I guess he knew that. He just smiled and settled back down into the peace of death, his spirit fading away like a dream I’d woken from. I whirled away, back to the living.

      Firian folded me into his arms, Montague piling on behind me. I shut my eyes and mastered my emotions.

      “It worked,” I said. “The spirits from the Haven will be here. Give him twenty-four hours, he said.”
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      “They’re aware we are here,” Lord Cyrus said. “A twenty-four hour delay could benefit them as well, because they are awaiting their own reinforcements.”

      “This is easy. Sabotage the mountain roads,” Ina said. “A few landslides could destroy any chance of help getting in within moments.”

      “That’s true,” Ignatius said. “No one gets in, no one gets out. Some witches and warlocks can travel through Etherium, but that can be difficult to do. The magical planes aren’t so straightforward. It’ll give us an edge. No spirit needs a road.”

      Trapped? Great. I didn’t love being trapped. But no one had any better plans, so it was settled. Ignatius volunteered to lead a road-destroying mission, Cyrus assigned him some backup, and the rest of us were ordered to get some sleep.

      I have to admit, when I saw our beds, I realized how exhausted I was. I went to the mattress and flopped on it. The bed linens smelled like sunshine and the feather-stuffed pillow was soft and inviting.

      I could feel the presence of four men standing over me, staring at me.

      “I have a meeting with Wyrd,” Firian said.

      “Oh, so you’re leaving?” Montague said.

      “Not yet.” Firian pulled my shoes off my feet. Then my socks. Then he rolled me over onto my back and leaned over me. “You must be tired.”

      “Yeah…”

      “But it might be our last night alive.” He crawled into bed beside me and gave me a kiss.

      “You don’t have to convince me,” I murmured. “I’m the one who wanted to get frisky before the funeral. I’m just tired, but somehow I have a feeling I’m about to get a lot more tired before I sleep.”

      “It’s the first time we’ve all been together,” Montague said, giving my shoulder a few gentle nips.

      Alec, Firian and Montague were all surrounding me in the bed by now, barely taking turns to kiss and caress me. I could quickly lose track of who was touching me where, except they all had a different feel to them. Montague’s skin was cold while Alec burned hot. Firian’s touch always had a lightness to it and it always felt right, like he knew what I was thinking. Alec was more dominating. My familiar and my incubus both had different ways of knowing what I liked. Montague was more of a predator; I’m sure he tried to consider what I wanted, but in the heat of the moment he just wanted to sink his teeth in me.

      Harris hovered back, his arms crossed. Firian slid a hand up my shirt, exposing my bra to view.

      “She’s not on birth control yet,” Harris said warningly.

      “We’ll be careful,” Montague said.

      “You don’t have to worry about it.”

      “That is the one perk of being a vampire, yes, although I’d trade in an instant for having a child,” Montague said. “Still, that isn’t what this is about. Are you feeling shy now?”

      A blush crept into Harris’ cheeks as he said. “No!”

      “Harris has never been that great at sharing his things,” Alec said.

      “Oh, please,” Harris said. “That’s a rich person cliche. I can share. I’ve already shared with Monty. And Firian…not that I invited him.”

      “Harris, that isn’t nice,” I said.

      “Fuck being nice,” he shot back. “Anyway, don’t worry about me, all I said was not to get her pregnant.”

      “Actually…I don’t care,” I said. “If we make it out of this alive, I don’t mind if I was pregnant. We’d be ready, wouldn’t we? We’d have graduated, sort of. It should be easy for five people to raise a baby.”

      “Music to my ears,” Alec said. He took off his clothes and stood before me like a god with a gym membership. “That means I can finally have you the way I need you.”

      I reached for his cock to tease him with my mouth, but Firian stopped me and pressed me back down into the bed. “Charlotte, we have to talk about your physical favoritism of Alec. No wonder Harris is over there moping.”

      “I’m not moping.”

      “Firian,” Alec said. “I’m happy to share.”

      Alec took my hands in his and kissed them both before he wrapped them around his thick neck and freely, almost casually, open my legs and split me down the middle with the length of him. I wanted to say I wasn’t quite ready, but sometimes I wanted what I wasn’t quite ready for. He was still in pain when he slid inside me, and I felt his cock twitch as he broke into a sweat. He pushed my body against Firian and we both ended up falling into a spoon position.

      “Slow down,” Firian said. “She’s not quite relaxed enough. You’re still aching, aren’t you?” He ran his fingers over the yellowing bruises on my arms. “Our poor witch has been through a lot.”

      Alec stopped moving and just let me adjust to his size. His breath was still quickened and I hoped he wasn’t in too much pain either.

      Tears stung my eyes as I clung to Alec and felt Firian’s hands wrap around my arms. He nudged my chin toward him, kissing me, and slowly reached into the small warm space between me and Alec to part my petals with his fingers, teasing pleasure out of me very slowly, so my body seemed to melt around Alec. Montague sat on the bed behind Firian so he could reach in and tease at my nipples, rubbing and caressing my breasts.

      My level of sensory stimulation quickly heightened as the four us relaxed together, and I let my entire body go, becoming a part of them. They touched me, teased me, kissed me, their groans and sighs tickling my ears. I got so wet between the legs that when Alec started to flex in and out of me again, there was an audible sound of slick friction.

      “Oh, shit, you’d better get on with it,” Montague said.

      Firian took me in back now; I was ready to feel the overwhelming fullness of both of them together. They lifted me up so I was still close between them but held up by them, losing the grounding of the mattress, Alec lifting up one of my legs so they could both go deeper.

      I screamed, loving every moment of it. I really needed this.

      As Montague kissed my neck and Firian nibbled on my ear, hands still brushing all my erogenous zones, or maybe ever inch of my skin was an erogenous zone at this point, I looked out and saw Harris still just sitting on the sidelines.

      “Harris,” I breathed. “You don’t…want?”

      “I want,” he said. “I want very much.”

      “So…come here…” I held out a hand.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      Harris

      

      I don’t know why it bothered me.

      I mean, sure, on one hand, I wasn’t exactly raised to assume I’d be sharing my future wife with my best friends. But it wasn’t bad, not in theory. I liked knowing that if I died, my girl wouldn’t be left alone to fend for herself in the world. I liked knowing that I didn’t have to be everything for her, because talking things out? Emotional support? That was never going to be easy for me. My family didn’t talk and I didn’t want to start.

      This arrangement made a lot of sense, assuming you had a girl who could handle the four of us.

      Charlotte clearly could. I was starting to think Charlotte could handle anything. Killing demons, summoning spirits, torture, group sex…all in a day’s work.

      Why did I hold back?

      Fuck, I kept thinking about Stuart. That wasn’t a good thought. Unlike the others, I’d actually lived here for two whole months. I saw Stuart reading big stacks of books on necromancy so he could get a better idea on how to help Charlotte, and making trips to Wyrd to try and butter up the faery queen. He didn’t say much about what he was doing, but the clues were there anyway. He was welcoming without being nosy, and if I asked him a question he immediately stopped his work and gave me his attention.

      It was very different from what I was used to, growing up. With six older sisters, I didn’t receive much attention, and when I did it came with a heavy dose of expectation that they were mostly spared.

      I had seen different ways of being a family, now. It made it easier to leave the one I’d been born into. But…kids…Charlotte was ready to have kids?

      Of course she is. She always has more to give.

      If I touched Charlotte now, if I let her unwind the knot inside me, I wondered what else might come out. Jesus, what if I cried or something? In front of Monty and Alec and Firian? I’d never live that down.

      Sure, I’d shared her. But I’d never been vulnerable.

      I was vulnerable now. I sensed it, like a wound that could bleed if you moved wrong. If I was going to fuck her tonight, I had to take complete charge of the situation, but there was one person I’d never shared with, and that was Alec. I was just a normal human; how was I supposed to compete with that?

      Instead I was just watching. It was easier to watch. I was so used to seeing Charlotte by day, and she wasn’t a bombshell or anything. She didn’t play up her assets. She was cute, but she didn’t look like a model. She was curvy, flexible and strong but neither toned nor especially skinny, and she had no cosmetics game like Daisy, plus her hair turned into a humid mess in the warmer months.

      Objectively, she wasn’t the sort of woman I should choose. But that was probably why I couldn’t take my eyes off her.

      She was fucking perfect.

      So perfect.

      The sight of Charlotte pinned between Alec and Firian, moaning incoherently, eyes glazed, round breasts bobbing as her thighs quivered with exhaustion and rough movements…

      And then, when she beckoned to me…

      Charlotte, you truly want me, after everything these other men can offer you? Even though I hardly know how to tell you what you mean to me? Even though your strength always makes me want to put you in your place instead of telling you that you impress me?

      She did. Her eyes, her hand…just because she was with Alec and Firian now didn’t mean she would forget me, or Montague. We were a family now, and not just a group of friends ditching school to have some fun. That was because of her.

      Her eyes shut and her back arched, a groan ripping from her as Alec and Firian were clearly getting better at synching their movements. Her hand flailed and Firian caught it in his, holding her as she screamed out an orgasm. Alec’s grunts of pleasure and pain grew into a scream as he was swept up into it and Firian, a little more shy, grit his teeth rather than make a sound.

      Montague tapped my arm. “It’s our turn next, and we might have to work to tease her back up after all of that, but…” He wet his lips.

      I got his meaning. Monty remembered what I wanted. He was letting me take the lead.

      “Charlotte,” I said, gripping her exhausted face in my hand before Alec and Firian had even pulled out. “Monty needs a taste of you tonight.”

      “Is she strong enough…?” Firian said.

      “Yes. She is,” I said. “The beasts have had their fun, and you’re ours now, my dearest girl.”

      “Time for the necromancer to dance with the dead.” Montague gave her a fanged grin.

      Alec and Firian surrendered her, Alec sweaty from the pain of a curse that hadn’t yet faded and Firian taking his fox form to get out of our way, leaving her spent and wet, marked by their pleasure, but far from earning her rest.

      Each of us understood the other. And we didn’t even have to say so. That was a place for me here, and an equal place for every person in our union.

      “I’m home,” I whispered in her ear, as I slipped a hand between the swollen wet folds of her pussy.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty

          

        

      

    

    
      Montague

      

      Four years after I turned, four years after I swore nothing about me would change, I had changed. I felt like a vampire now, not a human. I didn’t miss food anymore. What was food compared to even the smallest taste of Charlotte’s life? I traced my tongue down her collarbone and then the swan curve of her neck, tasting the salt of her sweat, knowing that soon I would have more.

      Memories rippled through my mind. Maybe they always would. I had accepted that my clan was a part of me, even if we parted ways. They would be there for me again someday, I thought, or I would be there for them. I couldn’t yet accept that I might outlive my friends and my girl, that I might someday have to face the choice of letting Charlotte move on to the next world, turning her, hunting her down in her next life…

      

      Bertie stumbled, trying to pick up an apple that rolled from the bowl in the course of tidying up the house. The lovely boy Rayner found on the western plains was getting old and frail, but Rayner never saw the age of the soul he loved. It was exciting to find Lisbeth, young and virginal, to teach her the ways of a thrall all over again. But as the years went by, Lisbeth—with luck—grew old.

      Rayner didn’t see the wrinkles just as he soon forgot that his Bertie was a boy. In private, he whispered the same words as always. My precious tulip. He was her lover, always.

      Yes, it was only moment like this that he remembered that Lisbeth would leave him again soon, and that was the thing that brought him pain. He never allowed that to show. Nor did Silvus, Jie, or Thom. This was their pact: to give her a beautiful life until her last day, whether it was tomorrow of an untimely fever, or at a ripe old age.

      “Here, dear, let me help you.” Rayner plucked the fruit and put it in Bertie’s hand.

      “I’m getting old.” Bertie shied back from the touch, just a bit, but Rayner never allowed that. He clutched the hand and kissed Bertie’s palm.

      “Humans do that,” he said. “It would be very inappropriate if you didn’t. I would keep you with me forever if I could, but since I can’t…I do expect you to follow the natural order.”

      “I’m not that pretty anymore.”

      “I’ll smack you if you talk that way.”

      “But—“

      “Do you think I follow you around the world for a pretty face? You were a fine boy, but I don’t even like boys. There were prettier people than you ever were in every city in the world. It’s you I want. You who captivates my soul, and if there is a god in heaven someday he will let us be together forever without all of this trouble…”

      Rayner put the apple to his lover’s lips and Bertie, with a slight flush, took a bite.

      “Then again, perhaps, we will never get to heaven. We know too much.” Rayner slid a tongue along an ear, his touch more gentle than rough these days, mindful of what a fragile creature every human was, but all he ever wanted was to see pleasure of his tulip’s face.

      

      I had seen Rayner’s rough and possessive side more than his tenderness, but now the hot-burning memories were starting to make space for the softer ones as well. I didn’t mind the memories of my clan anymore. They showed me ways forward. How to share my love with my own clan, how to give and take. I hoped that Rayner had found his Lisbeth again.

      Right now, I had my Charlotte.

      “Be gentle,” she pleaded. I forced myself to stop drinking of her after just a small taste, giving the wound a lick before I spoke a healing spell to stop the bleeding.

      Harris leaned close, watching me lick her blood off her lips. His eyes hooded as he moved his focus back to Charlotte.

      “Gentle…,” he said.“Like this?” He lifted the tender skin of her wrist to his mouth and kissed it, gentlemanly, in the spot where I had just bit her. My mouth watered, still wanting more. Always wanting more. It was my lot in life to never be satisfied anymore, so I had to take what I could get.

      Now Harris and I drew closer to her, handling her softly after Alec and Firian had wrung so much pleasure out of her already. I pulled her backward, almost into my lap, and leaned down to kiss her and then, to nibble her breasts. Don’t bite. Don’t bite, Monty, you would never hurt her.

      Harris went the other way and slipped a tongue between her folds. That was one place I didn’t dare to use my tongue. She smelled so delicious between the legs that I knew I could never hold back; she had other mouths to please her there. Whatever he was doing, her little sighs and moans soon turned to more desperate breaths and cries. I heard her pulse in my ears, the beat of her heart.

      She was licked and kissed and nibbled on until she was begging us for more and we were happy to give it. I rode her until her heat was like fire in my own veins, and she passed out within seconds afterward.

      Firian and Alec were asleep already. Amateurs.

      Nothing like before-battle sex, I guess.

      Pretty soon I was the last one awake. Charlotte’s head was resting on my stomach and I was slowly stroking her hair.

      Deep inside of me, in the place where buried thoughts live, I think I already knew the answer. I would protect her as long as she loved. I would be what she needed and wanted, even if it meant that someday I might live without her. Someday, she might be gone, but this love would last forever.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      Charlotte

      

      I was stirred from my plastered state by a very annoying sound. My brain registered as a bird tapping a beak on the window.

      “Charlotte?”

      Hell naw, my subconscious said, continuing to dream stubbornly.

      Taptaptap. “Gentlemen?”

      I felt bodies stir around me, and my comforting cocoon unraveled. I was forced to rejoin the waking world as I heard rustling clothes. “Don’t open the door, I’m not decent!” Harris snapped.

      “Oh, who cares,” Alec said.

      Montague zipped up his pants, gave his hair two finger-comb swipes, and opened the door while Harris yanked a blanket over both of us.

      “We have trouble,” Lord Cyrus said. “Get dressed. I would guess you have five minutes.”

      “Until what?” Montague asked.

      “Until the warlocks are here to fight with you.”

      “What happened to sabotaging the road and waiting for backup?” Montague asked. “How many warlocks are you talking? I count about three dozen staff members but I doubt they’ll all lift their wands to battle other former students. How many fae warriors do you have?”

      I was glad he was awake enough to take charge because the only content in my brain was a dancing coffee mug. And I was concerned—nay, terrified—that no one was going to make me coffee before this battle.

      I was still more awake than Firian, who was in his fox form but drooling slightly. I elbowed him. “Conjure me some coffee,” I whispered.

      “They have doubled their number,” Lord Cyrus said. “I’m not sure how. No one got in or out through the roads. We’ve been watching. The additional fighters seem very brazen and skilled, but a little uncertain as well.”

      “That many witches and warlocks were able to travel through Etherium?” Harris asked. “That seems impossible. Who are these people? What are their names?”

      “I don’t read minds,” Lord Cyrus said. “Just emotions.”

      “Yeah, right,” I said. “You knew I thought you looked like a Battle Librarian!”

      “Well, occasionally I read loud thoughts.”

      “It is possible, isn’t it, that they could travel through Etherium?” Alec asked. “I was able to travel through Sinistral.”

      “Yes—once you became a demon.”

      “But Ignatius was with me.”

      “All right, it’s possible,” Harris said. “But that would mean the Ethereals must have helped them. It’s very difficult for humans to use Etherium as a method of physical transportation. It’s more of a spiritual realm, so we can only go there when accompanied and supported by the natives.”

      This was true; I couldn’t just go to Etherium. Firian took me there. It was a strange place where the normal rules of time and space didn’t quite apply.

      “What?” Firian said. “You’re claiming that humans traveled through Etherium? How many?”

      “Thirty or so,” Lord Cyrus said. “Which you would already know if you weren’t sleeping. If you’re going to have sex before a battle at least reserve enough energy to focus.” He looked at me and snapped his fingers near my nose. “Stop thinking about artificial stimulants and start thinking about our impending battle and the fact that you might very well die, then let it light a fire beneath you. We’re heading toward the buildings within ten minutes. We fae will be busy enough trying to cast spells to claim the land for Wyrd, so we expect you to be ready for the fighting.” He left the room, his leather armor making slight groaning noises as if it was as tired of him as I was.

      “Ten minutes?” I grabbed my clothes. “Did he just say he wasn’t even fighting?”

      “You can’t count on the fae,” Harris grumbled.

      Firian conjured me a cup of Starbucks coffee with the name SHARLETTE written on it. At least I could die amused.

      “Well, we always knew Etherium could be a potential hole in the plan,” Firian said. “If I was still an Ethereal familiar, I’d be able to check on what happened, but…since last night I officially became a Wyrd familiar…” He paused. “I bet they were waiting to see if I’d leave. That way they could attempt to sneak up on us.”

      “It doesn’t really matter,” Harris said. “We’ll just have to deal with it. If the council is here, the council is here.”

      When we fought the Withered Lord, we’d been all prepared and together. This was another story, because we were on the defensive, waiting for the spirits to show up. I didn’t feel a thing yet, so I would have to make do with the spirits that were around the school grounds. We didn’t even know who we were up against. I thought it would be Piers and the professors, and I wasn’t that scared of them.

      I was also aching all over from last night, but you know what? Not sorry. It was a good reminder of what I was living for. Although I wasn’t so happy about the fact that I was queasy again. I scurried off to the bathroom to retch out my nerves. It had to be stress. I hadn’t gotten my period either, but we’d been so careful, and I was definitely stressed.

      The guys dressed up in their usual outfits. So, a designer suit for Harris, a more casual suit for Montague, and for Alec, athletic shorts and a t-shirt so thin it was ready to be ripped against his pectorals.

      Damn! I wish I had my phone for one pre-battle selfie with my boys.

      “Firian!” I snapped, noticing that he had conjured himself a shirt that said I FOUGHT THE WITHERED LORD AND ALL I GOT WAS THIS STUPID T-SHIRT.

      “Charlotte, I have to work on my dad jokes,” he said. “Since you could have a little scone in the oven as we speak.”

      “Aww.” I wrapped my hands around his waist and slipped my hands in his back pockets. “I’m still waiting for the night you promised me.”

      “It’s a date,” he said.

      “Deal.”

      He kissed me, easing the flutter of fear in my stomach as Ignatius came to the door.

      “We have to go,” he said.

      We stepped outside. It was late morning at this point. Maybe almost noon. It was still winter, but the trees were starting to get a little color as their buds began to appear, so spring was in the air. About a dozen faery warriors were posted around the cave, weapons at their waists or in their hands. Some had swords, others pikes or twin blades. The most strapping one, who was built more like Orson, held a battle axe. Generally, the fae were tall and thin, their muscles graceful like a dancer. Most of them had beautiful hair that fell to their shoulders. Waiting for battle, they looked gorgeous, like a fantasy painting, and at least they didn’t look like they planned to be useless. I hoped Daisy was happy during her first day in the faery realm checking out smexy fae left and right.

      The weather was brisk and gorgeous, blue skies and puffy clouds, a gentle wind stirring all the trees throughout the forest. You could hear it moving over the mountaintops, beyond what we could see, coming closer.

      Lord Cyrus and his men came running through the woods. They were light on their feet, but the forest was so thick that Lord Cyrus still had to swat a twig out of his way. “My kingdom for a horse,” he muttered before saying, “They’re coming very fast. It’s not wizards; it’s an army of familiars.”

      “Familiars?” Harris said. “No way.”

      “Do I seem like I would lie?” The faery’s lip curled. “Birds. Beasts. All manner of creatures.”

      “That’s such a taboo to other wizards,” Firian said. “To send their familiars to fight without them?”

      “You’re a taboo,” Harris said. “So maybe they figured all bets are off.”

      “Damnit,” Firian said. “I’ve never known a familiar to come out alone!”

      That was all the time they had for discussion. Cyrus drew his sword as the birds—plus, a bat—swept in. One was a bald eagle. Bald eagles are fucking huge, y’all. You really don’t realize until they’re flying toward your face. I screamed as it swept low and landed on my head. When I tried to throw it off, it scratched me with its talons before rolling to the ground into human form.

      The familiars varied widely. A female cardinal, a mallard, a hummingbird, and the aforementioned eagle and bat. But all the familiars shifted easily between human and bird forms when we tried to get a handle on fighting them. Ignatius whipped up an elemental attack that swirled air around him and Ina, keeping them off. This was devastating to the birds, but all they had to do was turn into humans and battle the rest of us who were outside of the swirling air.

      “Has anyone seen the movie ‘The Birds’?” I yelled. “Because I haven’t. Do they ever defeat the birds?”

      “It’s a Hitchcock movie,” Montague said. “I don’t think it ends well.”

      The bat had turned into a beautiful but definitely older woman with two long dark braids. “Miss Halt,” she said. “These children will be hurt. Call this off now and the council will have mercy.” She sounded stiff. Familiars weren’t usually used to talking, and she looked like she would rather disappear.

      “Sorry,” Ignatius said. “For one thing, all of you know I answer to Ignatius Blair by now. So why should I even begin to negotiate with this kind of passive aggressive bullshit? Tell the council that the faeries are here and our alliance with Wyrd is already complete.”

      “He’s right,” Lord Cyrus said. “This is Wyrd territory. Even if we were to lose this fight, Queen Morgana will continue to be a thorn in your side.”

      “Oh yeah?” the hummingbird squeaked, trying to peck at Ignatius’ eyes. He blasted her back. She flipped into human form in midair and landed, ninja-like, turning into a petite black girl. “If that’s how you feel, then let the best man win!”

      “We don’t want to fight,” the eagle said, having perched in a tree nearby. He had a serious, eagle-appropriate voice, like a national news anchor. “We are familiars. We’ve never fought without our wizards in all of our lives. But we must. You—“ He looked at Firian. “You drive us all into the fight by flaunting yourself in society where you don’t belong.”

      “You really enjoy this?” Firian said. “Not sharing the life of your witch or warlock? Fading into the background when they grow up?”

      “We don’t belong here!” the hummingbird said.

      “But if they need us, we do our duty,” said the duck, who had an unexpectedly deep voice. He was holding back from the fight, but seemed to have healing skills. He was helping out the cardinal, who took a hit earlier. “That’s what we were put on this world for. Not living our own lives.”

      “I would do anything for my witch,” Firian said. “But I can’t…think like that. I can’t leave her just because she’s grown up.”

      A second wave of familiars was showing up as he was saying this. A lot of these familiars were total cuteness. Cat, two dogs, ferret, chipmunk, beaver, otter, mice, bobcat with a sugar glider riding on its back…ohmigawd. Was that Piers’ familiar? As much as I hated him, how was I supposed to attack this cuteness?

      Shit. They kept coming. A coyote, an armadillo bringing up the rear…wait, no, here came a pair of iguanas…

      I could only guess some turtles and things were yet to arrive, and insects could be hiding out unnoticed. No matter how cute they were, no matter how much I didn’t want to fight them, they were ready to fight us, and when Firian didn’t back down, the bobcat said, “All right, you know what to do.”

      The familiars started pushing their battle line forward, attacking us and trying to get past us. Since they could make themselves small, this wasn’t hard.

      “Protect the tree!” Cyrus said.

      I ran after him, happy to retreat. I didn’t know what to do. I had been sort of prepared to fight fellow witches and warlocks. I was not prepared to attack a ferret or a furry little tabby cat, even if I knew they could take human forms.

      They didn’t find us as adorable. The beaver shot Alec with a spell that slowed his motions down, while I suddenly had a snake chomping into my ankle.

      “Ow!” I grabbed the snake to throw it and it transformed into a big tough blonde guy, which completely freaked me out. The snake man did a sweep kick and knocked my legs out from under me, then pinned me down under a foot.

      “We’re here to fight, girl,” he said.

      “So are we!” Montague grabbed him and shoved him off me, grabbing his shirt to slam him into the nearest tree.

      He turned back into a snake, slipped right out of Montague’s grip, and slithered into the underbrush.

      “You little bastard!” Montague cast a finding spell, a stream of light dancing from his hands to follow the snake’s course, while Firian dropped to his knees next to me and put a hand on my ankle.

      “Venom,” he said. “Stay down. I need to draw it out.” His hand warmed. My skin burned hot and a sudden wave of dizziness came over me. Alec was trying to shake off the spell that slowed him down. Even when he spoke spell words, he sounded like a tape at half speed. Harris had to help him.

      “Good lord,” Harris said. “A slow spell. I’ve heard of time wizards, but I’ve never met one before.”

      “Kids, you need to shoot to kill,” Ina said. “They might look cuddly, but they are our enemies now.”

      I bristled when I heard her voice. “We’re trying to defend our territory, not slaughter people. They haven’t killed any of us.”

      “They will.”

      “Well, you have your methods and I have mine,” I said, struggling to get up while Firian was still grabbing my ankle. “And your methods included torturing me, so excuse me if I don’t jump on your advice.”

      “You can handle a little torture,” she said.

      “Not really!” I shivered.

      “All things pass,” Ina said. “Look how strong you are now.”

      Ignatius was a few steps ahead with Lord Cyrus, but he heard us yelling and backtracked down the sloping path.

      “We can talk about this later,” he said.

      “Yeah, fine with me, but I’m going to just kill animals!”

      “They’re not animals,” Ina said. “You’re showing your weakness. What do you think your spirits will do? Kill for you. But if you won’t kill yourself, they won’t respect you.”

      “That’s enough,” Ignatius said to Ina, hustling her along. He gave me an apologetic glance, but didn’t say anything. The faery soldiers were putting up a decent front against the familiars for now.

      Firian tugged me to my feet. “All better.” He gave me a crooked smile. “Don’t let Ina get to you. Remember, she was in the Haven for twenty years. She’s been tortured herself. All you need to do is defend yourself until you can summon those ghosts, and they can make their own judgments. Let me protect you…” He was still holding on to my hand, like he didn’t want to let me go.

      “Don’t you listen to them either, you know,” I said. “I’m glad you’re not like the other familiars.”

      “Yeah. I know,” he said. “I just…wonder…”

      “What?”

      “What am I? Why do I love you like I do?”

      “Do you really want an answer to that?” the bat woman said as she manifested in front of us, blocking our way to the others. Alec and Harris were being driven up the hill toward the tree, getting farther away from us. Ina and Ignatius were already out of sight. Pretty soon we’d be cut off.

      “No thanks,” I said. “We know what Firian is.” I didn’t trust her.

      “I doubt you do,” she said. “The council could tell you, but the council doesn’t tell anyone. They would rather let nature take its course. They want familiars to be in their place, because that is where power comes from. And if a familiar breaks the code and dies, that makes things easier for them. Why should they explain it to anyone? If you love Firian, Charlotte, you will let him go, or else he will die.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Two

          

        

      

    

    
      Firian

      

      Die?

      The look on Charlotte’s face was enough to break me before we’d even begun. She didn’t need to be worrying about me right now. We were in the middle of a fight. But of course she was worried about me. Charlotte was loving and generous, and despite that she was also pretty brave, she wasn’t really meant for fights like these. Killing a demon was one thing. Killing people—

      No, she wasn’t going to be able to do that. I knew it.

      “Tell me what you mean,” I said. “What is this code?”

      “You probably don’t know what familiars really are,” she said. “Just as the faeries are dying now, familiars were once the animal spirits that helped early man, in a time when most religions were more shamanistic. As humans and their beliefs evolved, the animal spirits started to die. And just as the faeries make a bargain with the witches today, so did we animals make a bargain to serve the witches and warlocks.”

      “Stuart said that familiars learned to become human so they could be in love with their witch,” Charlotte said, her voice getting thinner as the authority in the bat woman’s voice made her nervous.

      “That might be true,” the woman said. “At first, it is believed that the witches and warlocks and their familiars did mate and start families. The councils started to realize that arranged marriages and important alliances were falling apart. One can only imagine the complaints that must have been brought forward of infidelity, even after the marriages occurred.”

      “Oh, so the witches were pressured to marry snotty warlocks but their familiar could sneak in any time and make love to them,” Charlotte said. “Let me guess—the warlock council didn’t like that one bit.”

      “I believe you are probably right,” the bat woman said. “So—the practice was not just banned, but cursed. If you have a child with this man, he will die when the baby is born.”

      “I thought we couldn’t have children!” I said, as a sense of foreboding passed over me.

      “They tell you that so they can catch you,” she said. “You have a baby and your familiar dies, thus exposing your crime and ending the relationship.”

      Charlotte glanced at me, panicked. “But we—“ She turned back to the bat woman. “What about Adia?”

      “Adia…?”

      “My grandmother’s familiar became human and married a human man and they never had a baby.”

      “Well, she became human. That is the only way that a familiar can live. As humans, a familiar is barren.”

      “Oh…” She gripped my hand.

      “Charlotte…if I have to become human to be with you, then I have to become human. What if you’re already pregnant?”

      “Is…is that why I’ve been getting nauseous? Firian…!” She reeled back a step. “I don’t believe you!”

      “I’m sorry,” the woman said. “But it’s true. And you do believe me. You just don’t want to believe me.”

      Charlotte looked at me. “I already got your magic back once. I can’t let you lose it again.”

      “It doesn’t matter,” I said. “I don’t care about losing my magic. Especially if we get to have a kid. That’s—wonderful news. Really.”

      Of course, I did care about losing my magic. But the outcome was the same. All I really cared about was Charlotte, and I needed to keep her safe. I could see the conflict and pain in her eyes, wearing away at her ability to fight. “Charlotte,” I said. “It’s all good. We need to catch up with the others.”

      She looked up the hill, through the trees, and it was clear that everyone else had rushed to the tree, losing us in the chaos of the fight. “Right.”

      I took her hand. We started to run.

      Only to have the path blocked by a man who appeared out of nowhere. He must have taken the form of some small creature in the brush, but now he was a sturdy chap from the ‘magical bazaar’ school of wizard fashion. Gold jewelry, shirt with draping sleeves that he was only wearing half of for some reason, the other sleeve dangling to show off a muscular arm, loose pants tied with a sash. He was also very blonde and Nordic looking. Oh, right, this was the snake who bit Charlotte earlier.

      “I don’t know,” I said. “You might want to check with Twitter about that genie outfit. Then again, even if it’s not cultural appropriation it’s definitely bad fashion.”

      “You are one to talk about ‘fashion’, scrawny boy,” he said. “Your friend Twitter sounds like a fool.”

      “All right, that’s mostly fair,” I said. “Except the scrawny boy part. I’m a fox spirit, what do you want from me?”

      He ignored me at this point. “Did you tell them, Maria?”

      “Yes,” she said.

      “Good. None of it matters now, but I like to leave my foes with thoughts of sorrow before I kill them.” He lifted both hands and blasted me in the chest.

      Reflexively, I turned into a fox, so I took up less space and had more agility.

      But I guess he was right. None of it mattered. I slammed into a tree and heard Charlotte scream my name before darkness closed around me.
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      “Firian!” I tried to run toward him, only to have the bat woman fly toward me—as a bat—then turn into a human again and fight me, pinning me against a different tree with a spell. I had to cast a counter-spell to break the hold, but I had barely done this before I saw the other man walk over to Firian and draw a long knife from a scabbard at his belt.

      “You’ve been warned,” the bat woman said.

      The man lifted the knife and drove it into Firian’s heart.

      The look of shock on his face would be seared into my brain forever.

      “No!” The scream ripped out of me as the bat woman drove me back with blue flames that glowed hot from her hands.

      “It’s too late,” she said. “You’d best worry about your living friends.” She glanced at the man, and he vanished.

      I tried another attempt to get past her and get to Firian, at least to hold his fox body as he died—

      “No…” I choked on the word. “No…” She was fighting me back, and the hummingbird girl showed up beside Firian, planting herself in front of him, daring me to reach him.

      I had no choice but to give up and run toward my other friends. “No…” Firian was always with me. Always.

      The battle wasn’t going well. I mean, even besides Firian. The familiars were powerful; they could zip in and out, changing forms, wielding magic of their own.

      The familiars seemed to be trying to drive my friends apart from each other. Everyone was scattered. I saw Alec fighting two men by himself.

      “Alec!” I cried. “Alec—Firian—he’s—he might be—”

      “Firian?” he said. “No way. He’s fine. Don’t worry, Firian’s tough.”

      “Well—I’m not sure this time… Alec, watch out!”

      I’m sure women were staying away from Alec, considering his seductive powers. He was in his demon form, but physical strength was about all he had when he was fighting most men. One of the familiars cast a spell that created a sort of swirling vortex under his feet, knocking him off balance. He stumbled, trying to escape it, only to get slugged by the other guy.

      “Hey! Cowards!” I screamed, casting a spell of my own to blast the guy.

      Alec finally jumped, grabbing a tree branch to get his feet up above the vortex, and kicking the other guy. He looked so strong and tough, I swelled with pride. His tail swept forward to grab the guy’s arm before he could try to escape, and held him there while Alec kicked him again, right in the face. The guy got knocked right out.

      He dropped to his feet again, and we were about to take on the next guy, when who should show up but hummingbird girl. She hummed in and turned human right behind me, tackling me, pressing a knife to my throat.

      “Watch,” she hissed. “This is what will happen, again and again, until you stop this fight.”

      She whistled, and guess who showed up? The time witch. Oh, crap. The time witch was the worst. She cast a spell to stop Alec like a statue.

      “Nngh…” Alec groaned.

      I drew breath to call for help, and the knife pricked my skin. “Don’t you dare scream.”

      Even though Alec was frozen so he couldn’t even look at me, the time witch still paused and started to check him out. She reached out a finger, tracing a line down the center of his chest.

      “Don’t,” the hummingbird girl said. “He’s an incubus.”

      “I know. Look at him…”

      Hummingbird Girl started to look. The time witch slid Alec’s shirt up as she stepped closer, then put her hands on his ass.

      Hummingbird Girl was getting distracted.

      I grabbed her hand. “Let the fire I summon scorch your skin, let it burn you to your very core!”

      She was knocked back, as flames swept from my hand over her body. The time witch had to rush over to help break my spell. I rushed to Alec—

      I wasn’t the only one.

      A snake slithered up to us and transformed into the same man who attacked Firian. Oh, not this asshole again.

      Kill him, I thought. Come on. He killed Firian. Just do it. Kill him!

      Before I could get to Alec, his blades whipped out and slashed off Alec’s wings. I screamed as I saw Alec’s face struggle to contort while the time spell held him in place. I couldn’t imagine the pain. The weight and size of the two wings as they slid off his back and fell to the ground, crumpling—I would never forget the horror of it.

      “Alec! Alec!!” My gaze whipped around, looking for help as Alec’s eyes rolled back into his head. As blood gushed down his back, he passed out. That broke the time spell, like it did any good now. I still tried to get to him, but now a blade was thrown at my feet.

      “One more step and I’ll throw one through your heart,” said Snake Man.

      “Charlotte!” I heard Harris call my name.

      I whirled and ran toward help. Of course, Harris’ voice came from a direction from which there was no obvious path. One of my shoes got caught in the brush when I stepped through a hidden hole in the ground. I had to leave it behind like Cinderella, but now my foot was pricked by sticks and thorns as I ran. I hardly even registered the pain.

      I scrambled up rocks and saw Harris trying to heal a fallen faery soldier. He waved a hand to me. “Charlotte—I’ve got a shield up around me. Get in close. They scattered us in every direction. Have you seen Alec and Monty?”

      “Alec—they—cut off his wings.” I smeared away some wayward tears with a dirty hand. “He passed out from the pain. He’s losing blood. They wouldn’t let me near him.”

      “Shit.” Harris looked conflicted as to whether he should keep helping the faery or just go right to Alec.

      “And Firian—might be—he might be— They put a knife through his chest!”

      Harris frowned. “Did you feel the connection between you sever?”

      “No.”

      “Then he’s still alive.”

      “But for how long?”

      We heard a man scream.

      “Was that Monty?” Harris looked scared, and it wasn’t often I saw him look scared. My ears were attuned to every rustle in the trees around us, wondering if some tiny familiar was sneaking up on us.

      “They separated us so they could pick us off one at a time!”

      “I’m going to send Eleanor to check on him.” He held out a hand and his hawk familiar appeared, perched there. I had only seen the hawk once before, but that was normal enough for other familiars besides mine. She regarded me with a slow, haughty bird blink before looking at Harris.

      “I wondered if you would ever call me,” she said. “You seemed to be in trouble.”

      “Well, I don’t want you getting hurt,” Harris said.

      “No shame in needing me,” she said.

      “I can handle myself. Just fly over that a way and see if you can see Montague, but be careful. There are many other familiars around.”

      “Yes, the familiars of Etherium are quite restless,” she said. “The usual rules don’t apply today. The council has broken them all to fight you. You should be proud of yourself.”

      “I am.”

      He lifted his arm and she took flight, sailing over the tree tops. He watched her, clearly anxious.

      “Cousin?” Another voice called out in the distance.

      Apparently the staff of Merlin College had finally arrived. Piers was heading our way. “Cousin, where are you?” he called. “I don’t really want to fight you.”

      “It really drives me insane how he calls me ‘cousin’,” Harris said. “Charlotte—you stay here. I’m going to head out to meet him, head him off at the pass so to speak. Stuart and the other spirits aren’t here yet, but we know there are other spirits at Merlin. I’m going to buy you enough time to summon what you can. We need backup. Okay?”

      “Okay…but…Alec and Firian…”

      He put a hand on my shoulder. “They’re going to live, all right? I promise. They can take care of themselves, but you need backup. We came here to fight. This is your moment, Chosen One. Don’t fuck it up.”

      “Oh, please.” I laugh-sobbed. “Get out of here.” I gave his ass a spank the second he turned away from me. He gave me the finger.

      I smiled. Funny how much that infuriating guy could cheer me up.

      But that was the last smile I would make.
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      Okay. I took a deep breath. No big deal. Just raise up the spirits of anyone you can. I already knew Merlin College had a priest who was also a Wyrd warlock, Father Early. He would definitely be on my side. He helped me before. I conjured up a vague memory of his image, Victorian beard and all.

      “Father Early,” I said. “I need help.”

      I thought about Alec bleeding and how he was alone right now. I felt like he would be there for me if I was hurt. He needed me now.

      “You helped me before, and now…I need help again.”

      Then I heard a small rustle in the brush. Was it the snake man again?

      Silence followed. No, I couldn’t worry about that. I let my senses flow, my breath steady, tapping into the spirit world…

      I was struggling. This was not the time to struggle. I knew that. I needed to be focused and tough, but the sight of Firian getting stabbed and Alec’s wings falling away from his body, the blood everywhere…

      What were a handful of ghosts going to do for me against this kind of onslaught anyway? A choking knot was forming in my chest and wrapping up my windpipe until I struggled to breathe.

      Eleanor swept overhead, flying with speed, going toward Harris.

      “Eleanor!” I shouted.

      She didn’t want to stop for me, but reluctantly wheeled around and landed on top of a fallen tree, the roots at the base pitched upward, the wood rotting back into the soil. “Montague has fallen,” she said. “I’m sorry to say. He and Ignatius Blair both.”

      “Wait, what? I mean—they’re dead?”

      “He’s barely conscious,” she said. “And they were force-feeding him some kind of potion. Ignatius looked like he might be—“

      A potion?

      Maybe they had a new technique for purification. They would drive the vampire blood out of Montague, send him home to his family. Alec, too. Since their families were still well-respected, they would be allowed to live. But there was no reason to let Firian or Ignatius live.

      What about Harris? He’s with Piers. Maybe they’ll drag him home.

      And me? My family?

      My mom and grandmother were both on the council’s shit list. Catherine kept trying to offer me some sort of ‘redemption’. I had a feeling she was done with me now.

      I was all alone in the forest. Trembling. I felt naked without being able to call Firian to my side. Worse than naked. Firian could offer more protection and support than a layer of fabric ever could.

      I understood the whole plan now. Separate us. Damage us. Kill the ones that didn’t matter, drag home the ones who still had a chance. Show the faeries who was boss. Some kind of cruel bargain to force Daisy home was probably next.

      They would never let us get away with our plan. The sheer number of familiars attacking us just drove home how small and helpless we were, how ridiculous we were for trying to change the world.

      I didn’t know which way to go. They all needed my help. For the first time, I wished I hadn’t embarked on this shared relationship that split my feelings four ways. When I was the last one standing, who did I choose?

      “So you’re the girl Harris has fallen for,” Eleanor said.

      I had forgotten the hawk was there, since she was as silent as a stone, blending in to the forest around her. “Yeah, I…”

      “You’d better do something,” she continued. “Just standing there isn’t any help.”

      “Boy, you really are his familiar, aren’t you?”

      “I don’t usually talk to humans,” she said. “Consider yourself lucky just to get any advice. Your friends are dying. Do something.”

      I stopped thinking so much. Maybe I stopped thinking at all. I let my gut decide.

      I ran back to Firian.

      HAM had each other as well as me, but Firian was mine and mine alone. Even if he could be friendly with other people, he wasn’t human. No matter what we were doing, his golden eyes roamed back to me like I was a beacon. He existed to protect me.

      I owed him so much, but maybe all I could give him was me, one last time.

      No…

      I ran back to the clearing and my heart stopped.

      Firian had reverted back to his human form. He was laid out on the forest floor, dead leaves cushioning his body, his hands folded over his chest, covering the wound. His skin was eerily pale now.

      I rushed toward him, desperate to touch his skin, to feel if there was any warmth in him. It seemed really cruel for him to die wearing his joke t-shirt. I didn’t have a nice suit to put him in.

      Oh god, I just needed to feel his embrace. Hear his voice in my ear telling me everything was okay, that he was always there.

      “Firian? Firian, are you—“

      My great-aunt stepped out of the woods, intercepting me. She had picked some evergreen sprigs, and she crouched to place them under his hands, in the absence of flowers.

      “Charlotte, I’m sorry,” she said, tucking her hair back behind her ears. “I really am.”

      “He’s not dead,” I said. “I didn’t feel it.”

      “You might not,” she said, in a way that was so casual it was like a twist of the knife. “Who told you you would feel it? Familiars very often die before their witches do. They are our first line of defense. They sacrifice themselves when we are too young to know better.”

      “I—“ I couldn’t stop looking at him. His chest was still. The color of his skin…it was just like when Harris died.

      “I really am sorry it had to be this way.”

      “Sorry?” I screamed. “Sorry? No, you’re not sorry. It didn’t have to be this way. It never did. Not with my grandmother. Not with Samuel and Ina. Not with me. The reason you don’t have family now is because of you.”

      I got to her, a little bit. She made this small pause as her mind tried to spin her actions into something justified. “This didn’t work out as anyone hoped. I have realized how harsh the council has become, in the course of trying to save you from your mistakes. We used to be the good guys, and we must not look that way to you now…”

      “No shit!”

      She winced. “But they are mistakes. You are hitching your wagon to the frailest of all the magic realms, and you don’t know anything about the faeries. None of us do, really. They have avoided dealing with us. We can’t let them gain ground, and if you join with them, we’ll have to keep hurting you. Yes, Firian had to die. But you don’t have to die.”

      “Firian didn’t have to die. You could have just let us have this place. We would leave you alone.”

      “Let you ‘have’ Merlin College? Dear, that is not realistic. Why do you think we could give up such a sacred place without a fight? You are children under the bad influence of deviants. But they’re all gone now. I just got word that Ignatius has been killed.”

      “Ignatius…” Ignatius too? Was I going to lose every single person who supported me?

      “It’s not a sad ending for him or her,” Catherine said. “The friends are together in the afterlife. It’s sweet. But I wouldn’t like to see your friends follow them, so young…”

      “My grandmother was right,” I said. “I couldn’t believe that a member of our own family could truly be heartless, but you killed Firian. I bet you would have applauded if my grandfathers died, too, and if your sister Sally was forced home to be a good little witch. You pretend to care and you don’t know what caring really is. What a family is really like. I don’t know the faeries and you’re right, they might be a bad alliance, but at least my magic is no longer tied to the council. This is what my family was working toward, and I intend to see it through.”

      “A lot of good that will do you, tying your magic to such a strange place as the faery realm.”

      I spread my arms.

      I felt ready now. If Firian was dead, if everything was on the brink of being torn from me, I had nothing to lose. My despair brought a certain calm, in the moment. I was going to give this everything I had in me.

      Maybe I would die. Maybe that was okay. Firian looked so peaceful.

      “Blood and bone, spirits without home…the hour calls for your unrest, the hour for our greatest test…I summon you to stir and fight, to follow me and make things right…”

      I really did like rhyming my spells. Even Harris teased me about it. It’s my party and I’ll rhyme if I want to.

      It would have been really awesome if Catherine just stood still and let me summon some ghosts, but nooo, she had to run toward me, wave her wand around, and knock me to the ground, where tree roots lifted up from the cold earth and tried to encircle my hands. I had to play some defense, battling with the trees. Luckily I was coursing with adrenaline. After all the bad stuff that had happened, I felt like a living cup of espresso, just trying to survive the next hour or so. I got back on my feet and repeated my spell again, while keeping my eyes focused on her.

      This was the lesson Stuart kept trying to teach me. To live in the moment enough that I didn’t have to live in grief. I could keep fighting.

      “Fares wyrd as she must…”

      I felt all of the energy around me coming alive. All my training kicked in, all the hours I spent with Firian telling me I had to stay focused. The hours of meditating and practicing different kinds of spell and getting in tune with different energies. I felt it all working for me now. I had become stronger than I ever realized. Even now, when I was all alone, I could still put up a fight against a witch from the council.

      Ghosts started to materialize in a circle of protection around me, keeping Catherine from hurting me.

      What do you want us to do?

      Shall we kill her?

      Some of the spirits whispered to me, not quite friendly.

      “No…” I couldn’t go that far. “I want her to be trapped. Subdued. Powerless.”

      Catherine whistled. Familiars came flying and running in to help her.

      “I need you to contain Charlotte,” she said. “She’s beyond reason. Another woman in my family will be lost to sense and spend her life in the Haven.”

      The familiars and ghosts started battling each other, which was just strange, like seeing a movie with a major special effects budget playing out around me. I kinda wished my dad could see this. Even as I was trying to hold on to my sense of calm and power, I couldn’t help but appreciate how cool it looked. The ghosts came in different forms, some wispy and some more like translucent humans. Some of them passed through the familiars, leaving them stunned, while others turned partly solid to attack.

      The familiars, of course, could shift easily back and forth. Spells of different colors flew through the air, rustling leaves and scorching tree trunks.

      I tried to join in, but a wall of ghosts still held me back. “Please, I need to help,” I said. I wasn’t sure if my side was winning.

      “You are the Wyrd Witch…you are the link. You must live to see the alliance through,” one of the ghosts whispered in my ear before flitting away again.

      I must live.

      I never would have guessed that those words would upset me, but right now I was so afraid. Stuart’s warnings were coming true. I might lose the people I loved and be left alone in this world to finish what I started. What was the point of any of this, then?

      Father Early appeared before me with this cool rippling effect. “Are you all right, Miss Byrne? Don’t you cry, now, after all this. Look what you’ve accomplished. You actually managed to make the alliance that we’ve been working on for a century, and more. Every witch with a Wyrd wand will be able to come home.”

      Come home? I had never thought of Wyrd as a home. But I guess so much of me was still a human. I didn’t feel a life or death attachment to Etherium or Sinistral or the other realms. I didn’t particularly care about the fight to capture magical territory. I just loved magic, and I used to think it was a dream that only existed in fairy tales and video games. Now it was real, and it was mine, but just like anything else, it wasn’t any good to me if I didn’t have someone to share it with.

      “I don’t want to be alone…Firian…”

      “Do you think you’re really alone? Is there nothing left when we pass on?”

      I slipped a hand to my stomach, almost without thinking. What if I was pregnant? “But if he’s not here with me, to play computer games with me and banter and laugh…if his kid never gets to know him… I can’t bear that. It’s like, the council wanted to erase him as a person. And they won.”

      “They didn’t win,” Father Early said. “They can’t take love from you.”

      Suddenly, a knife flew into me, sinking into my stomach.

      The snake man had thrown another blade that had made it right past the ghosts protecting me and into my skin.

      Blood was pouring out of me, onto my hands. I felt no pain at all, nothing. I guess I was in shock. It’s over, I thought. I’m going to die. I’ll lose the baby.

      “While she’s dazed,” Catherine said. “Get her tied up.”

      I fell back, sitting hard on the leaves. There was nothing more I could really do, I thought. The familiar army had the ghosts outnumbered. My elemental powers would never beat a council member. The other magic I had learned seemed like nonsense in a life or death situation.

      Hold on, Charlotte.

      I thought I heard Stuart’s voice.

      At the same time, two men grabbed me and hauled me to my feet, dragging me toward Catherine. “Charlotte…” She actually had the audacity to be in tears. “You have put the Ethereal Council of Witches in danger, attacked the Haven, tried to stage a coup at your own college, for heaven’s sake, and you might even be pregnant by your own familiar. Any other witch would be executed for this, but I will stand up for you in front of the council to live out your days. If Ina makes it out of this, you’ll be together in the Haven. It’s all I can do.”

      She put her hand on the knife and yanked it out of me, blood everywhere, a sudden burst of pain. “You can never have his child,” she said. “Or any child. The Caruthers line…dies with me. And Wyrd goes back to the shadows.”
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      I felt the air change around me even as she spoke.

      The ghosts from the Haven arrived.

      A moment too late.

      The men gripped me more tightly, trying to keep ahold of me against the coming onslaught.

      What does an army of the dead sound like? Not like thundering footsteps, but like a strong wind rushing in on the mountain top. The temperature dropped, chasing away the hint of spring in the air. And whispers swirled around us, invisible spirits leading the charge, whirling Catherine’s hair and skirt around her.

      “Take her to Etherium—now,” Catherine said.

      “No…!” Father Early flew toward me and took one of my hands. I felt another hand take my right hand and I felt that Stuart was with me too. They were giving me an anchor to this world so the familiars couldn’t drag me away.

      Okay, then. I felt their spirits grip me. I thought of all the wizards who had fought before me. Just when it seemed impossible, I still had some fight left. “I draw strength from the earth, I know what I’m worth, your hands cannot touch me, your magic cannot claim me!”

      I knocked the men back and ran for one of the tree trunks, leaning against it heavily while I put my hand over the blood on my shirt.

      “Charlotte!”

      “Montague!?”

      “I finally found you!” Montague came vaulting over logs and bushes to get to me as fast as possible. His jacket was torn in several places and he had leaves in his hair and I’d never been so happy to see him.

      “Maybe you shouldn’t get too close—I’m bleeding,” I said.

      He looked at the wound and his brow furrowed. “I don’t smell anything.” He placed a hand on my stomach. “Blood should be hot and sticky. Charlotte, this is an illusion.”

      “An illusion?”

      Oh my god.

      Witches studied illusion magic in depth. Warlocks only learned the basics. Catherine conjured up an entire fake office complete with a chair when we met at Merlin College last year. But I hadn’t considered this too much, because I only learned enough illusion to like, cover up zits. I thought illusion magic was kind of superficial.

      I never really considered how dangerous illusions could be.

      “Montague, are you okay? Harris’ familiar told me you were down and being poisoned.”

      “I was knocked to the ground and they had me tied up with magical bonds,” he said. “No poison, though.”

      “How did you get out of it?”

      “Your mom showed up.”

      “My mom is here?”

      “Yeah, your mom and all your grandfathers.”

      The wolves burst onto the scene and no further explanation was necessary.

      The tide had turned. These ghosts from the Haven were working out just like I planned. They were some extremely angry ghosts.

      Maybe a little too angry. Within moments I saw a ghost wrap itself around the ferret familiar. The little creature struggled and thrashed as the ghost sucked its air away. I screamed.

      “It’s not a real ferret,” Montague said.

      “It’s a—a person,” I said.

      “But you would be even more sad if it was a ferret.”

      “That’s probably true, but—this isn’t what I wanted either!”

      “They’re the ghosts you gave permission to enter this world, so I think you’re the only one who can control them,” Montague said.

      “Okay, I know, I read the manuals,” I snapped, but now I was feeling panicked in a different way because the ghosts were going way too far.

      Stuart always told me I had to talk to the ghosts I summoned with authority, so I tried to pretend I was Arya or Galadriel or Sailor Moon. If this sounds conflicted, well, yeah. It wasn’t easy to imagine myself worthy of bossing ghosts around. I just needed to feel it.

      “Spirits, I honor your wish to fight, your desire for revenge, but shed no blood unless you must. We are not here to cause senseless pain, but to pave a better world. This is my battle. I called you here. And I’m not here to match a bad deed with another bad deed, because then it will never end. We just need a place where we can safely be Wyrd witches, LGBT warlocks, vampires with tuner cars, familiars who fall in love, and everything else. You all went to the Haven because you didn’t fit the ‘order’ of Etherium. You deserved a place where you could be who you were. I want to give that to future wizards. So please—make this a better world!”

      “Very nice,” Montague said. “Very cute. But…did it do anything?”

      “Yes. It did.” I dared a little confidence as I gestured to the scene. The ghosts stopped trying to murder ferrets, but they didn’t hold back too much. They had all been wronged by the council, so this was personal to each and every spirit I had summoned.

      I don’t really how I knew that the ghosts understood me. It was a wizard thing, I guess. A necromancer thing. I just…felt it. I felt that I was strong enough to speak with confidence, and I said what I really believed, and then…I let go.

      I couldn’t control every ghost or every thing that happened. I just had to trust the process that led me to this moment.

      Catherine was standing in front of Firian’s body. She was under assault by the spirits and the wolves, but she was holding her own.

      More than holding her own. She wove her fingers through the air and one by one, my grandfathers started slowing down, freezing in their tracks.

      “You must be Sally’s men,” she said. “You’re the ones who lured her away from the family with promises you never even kept. She lost her magic and her good name and I heard that you’re broke on top of it all. Go home,” she said. “Go home and never come back!” Her words held the force of magic and the wolves were all forced to step back.

      One of the wolves turned into my mom. I guess I should have recognized my own mom, especially since she was the smallest wolf, but I wasn’t great at telling wolves apart when they were all running around as a pack.

      “Catherine, please,”  my mom said. “You’re just mad that my mom had the life she wanted. You have the life you wanted too, so what business is it of yours?”

      “Because I had to live under the shadow of her shame. I had to explain to everyone what happened, and prove that I was different. And then—you lured my children away, Emily.”

      “Oh, you really think I’m that powerful?”

      “I think you’re wicked like your mother. She fought a demon just so you could join him. Blood will tell,” Catherine said. “And I have tried to save yours. I have tried to spare your daughter the fate of my children, but she’s yours. You’re both…hopeless, but you’re lucky. You’ll never have to see your children turn their back on you.”

      I saw it coming, a second too late. Catherine struck my mom with a spell that threw her toward the precipice of the mountain path. I lunged for her. I was too far away to do anything. I saw my mom’s look of shock as she scrambled for purchase, fingers scrabbling hopelessly against the rocks before she fell with a scream. And all my grandfathers were stuck, frozen, unable even to look back and see what had happened to her.

      “Why?” I screamed at Catherine. “Or is that an illusion too?” Please…

      “That was the last thing I wanted to do, but your mother served demons. Do you really think—“

      “I saved her life!” I cried. “She was with my dad and they were finally happy! So I do really think! Firian…my mom…” I spread my hands. “Spirits—come to me and bring your anger and your hate, send my great-aunt to a dire—“

      Ina leapt up the rock. “Silence, child,” she said, shooting a spell toward me that sealed my lips shut.

      “Mmm-mm!” I said, which, you know, is what everyone says when their lips get sealed shut.

      Then she reached a hand down and helped my mom climb up behind her.

      “I’m okay,” Mom said. “Ina cast a spell to break my fall.”

      “Mm!” I said, with relief.

      “Charlotte, are you okay?” Mom asked. “Why can’t you talk?”

      “I shut her up,” Ina said. “She was going to cast a spell that would haunt her. She still hasn’t seen such things as dark as we’ve seen, and she doesn’t need to have blood on her hands. I’ll handle this. Mother, dear…” Ina walked up to Catherine, holding her wand with the tips pressed into her palms.

      “Don’t kill me, Ina…” Catherine started crying. “Not you. Please. I just wanted to keep you from harm.”

      “Harm! Is that all? Is that why, when I was in the Haven, a mere shell of myself, brought back from the dead and touched by demons, separated from my beloved, you came to me and said—I will never forget what you said. Do you remember?”

      “It was a while ago, I don’t know. I’m sure I was upset.” Catherine looked away.

      “Say the words you said to me then. Four words. That was all you said to me. Say them now and I’ll let you live.”

      “Ina, what happened to you?”

      “You know what happened to me!” Ina growled. “A childhood of you breathing down my neck telling me what to do, how to be a good little witch, a brief escape with the people who loved me, and then an adulthood of captivity and torture—sanctioned by you…” She pressed the wand to Catherine’s lips. “Burn…”

      The tip of the wand glowed red. My mom watched, not interfering.

      “It serves you right!” Catherine screamed. “That’s what I said…”

      Ina pulled the wand back. A line of angry red was seared dark on Catherine’s lips.

      “You thought that was best for me,” Ina said. “Hmm. Maybe it was. I’m not afraid of anything anymore. I’ve had so many wounds seared into my flesh, I’ve screamed myself hoarse, I’ve cried for people I thought I would never see again. And I learned. I learned to be the good little witch you wanted. You came to see me when they promoted me from patient to teacher… You were proud. I learned to behave. I learned to hurt others instead of being hurt. Maybe I reminded you of yourself, that day…you love to hurt people.”

      “I don’t love to hurt people. I hated what you had to go through in the Haven, but I trusted their therapy. I try to use other methods. Yes, I threw Emily off the rocks but first I cast a protection spell on her. I just wanted to frighten her. I don’t want you all to be caught by the council and go back to the Haven! I did all of this for the honor of our family.”

      “Mm mmm?” I demanded, pointing at Firian.

      Catherine snapped her fingers at Firian. “It was just a joke.”

      Just like that, Firian transformed. He was still unconscious, but the knife was gone. The blood was gone. The deathly pallor vanished.

      Oh, thank every god that ever existed.

      “You should have paid more attention to the witchly arts, Charlotte,” Catherine said. “You shouldn’t have sneered at female skills. You would have seen past my illusions.”

      “Aunt Catherine!” Mom said. “This is too much. How did you even pull this off?”

      “My familiar is skilled at illusions as well. We were able to cover the field between the two of us, with help from the other familiars of the council. I’m a member of the council, so protecting Ethereal territory is my job, after all. That’s what I did. I made you think your friends were hurt to get this taken care of with minimal damage.”

      “Minimal damage? You made my daughter think her Firian was dead?” Mom looked pissed. “You and your magic can rot.”

      “I used my illusions because I didn’t want to kill my niece either, so hate me if you like, Emily, but it could have been much worse. There was only one Piers said he wanted to handle on his own.”

      “Oh yes,” Ina said. “All your ‘pain’ is an illusion, but your illusions are far worse than being whipped or beaten. I remember how you used to play little tricks on me and Sam for ‘discipline’ so we never knew what was real or not. I would put on my favorite dress to go out and when I left the house it turned into some ugly dress you bought me. You thought that sort of thing was harmless but it was so hard to trust anyone or anything!  I want you to swear a blood oath to me that you will never come near me or any of your family again, nor any of their loved ones, nor seek to affect any of our lives from a distance, and that you will never contact us, not even Samuel’s spirit. The honor of the Caruthers family will live on with the blood of wolves and the magic of Wyrd, and have nothing to do with you.” She took a knife from her pocket and handed it to Catherine.

      Catherine was resigned now. I almost felt sorry for her as she cut a line in her own skin and made her promise, but my mom looked pissed off at her too, and when I thought about what she did, I wasn’t too sorry. Anyway, I hadn’t lived through the years of hell they had.

      “Goodbye, Ina,” Catherine said. “I’m sorry it had to come to this.”

      “Me too,” Ina said, with an edge.

      Catherine hurried away down the path, as Ina snapped her fingers at me. ”You can speak now, Charlotte. I hope you’ll forgive me for what I did to you at the Haven. They asked me to do it and I couldn’t say no. I needed to get that message to Ignatius.”

      You still enjoyed it, I thought.

      “You’re stronger now,” Ina said.

      “I was pretty strong already,” I said.

      “What did you do to Charlotte at the Haven?” Mom asked, looking at us both, but I didn’t really want to talk about it and Ina just smiled coldly. Montague put an arm around me.

      “Well, I think Tolstoy said, all happy families are alike, and none of them are wizards,” he said. “Let’s check on our family, Charlotte.”

      His hand entwined with mine, and I realized he was right. I was happy to see Mom again, but I didn’t sign up for Ina. I wasn’t sure how long it would take before I really stopped feeling weird around my family, or if I would ever feel close to my grandmother and grandfathers. Deep down I was looking forward to seeing my human Grandma in her glorious normalcy, and I’d been feeling guilty about that. Montague had complicated relationships with his home town and his vampire family too, to say nothing of Harris or Alec and their families.

      But the thing that wasn’t complicated was the family I had chosen to love for myself. My guys and me and the future we would build.

      Hopefully.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Six

          

        

      

    

    
      Charlotte

      

      Firian was still unconscious, but that terrible pallor had left his skin.

      I went to Firian’s side. and took his hand in mine. Warm. Warm and alive. He stirred a little, groaning. “Is it over? Was I helpful? I got knocked out, didn’t I? Oh, fuck. I’m the green mage.”

      I smiled. The green mage was the most useless class in Fortune’s Favor, the one that always got taken out first. “A little bit. But it’s okay. Just rest up.”

      “And the others…?” Firian asked.

      “We should check on Harris. He went to confront Piers.”

      “Yeah, I’m not too worried about Piers,” Montague said. “He’s not going to hurt his own cousin and Harris is good at defensive magic. Let’s make sure Alec really is all right and then we’ll all go down together.”

      “Go ahead,” Mom said. “You can relax now, darling. The spirits will cover the territory. Enjoy some time with your men.”

      “Mom! Jeez. I’m not here to enjoy myself.”

      “That was last night,” Montague said, as I jammed an elbow into his ribs.

      Firian was on his feet, brushing leaves off his clothes. He was unusually quiet, but just started walking with us. The wind had turned colder, and he conjured up a slouchy reddish-brown cardigan and stuck one hand in a pocket, and slipped the other around my waist. His fingers splayed protectively across my hip. I looked at him.

      I knew what he was thinking. I still remembered plain as day when he lost his magic before, how it was a loss of identity for him, and how he tried his best to cover up his grief because his job was to make me happy. I hated that. I wanted a partner, not a slave.

      But we’d have to talk about it later.

      “I’m just glad we’re all okay,” I said softly.

      “Yeah.”

      “I hope so, anyway…”

      I felt miles better when we found Alec, in the same place where I saw his wings fall around him. He was back in his human form, tied up and gagged, left on the cold forest floor, struggling to break free of the cords that circled his wrists and ankles. That seemed to be the tactic: tie the guys up so they couldn’t break the illusion.

      “Mm!” He stopped struggling when he saw us. His wrists were bleeding from how much he’d been trying to escape.

      “Oh no. Poor Alec. This looks painful.” I tore the gag off his mouth.

      “What the hell happened? They grabbed me and tied me down, and you had this look on your face like I was dying right before your eyes. Then you left, and they were just guarding over me, doing nothing, until some ghosts showed up and ran them off!”

      “Catherine created illusions to make me think you were all dead or horribly injured. I saw your wings get cut off. She hoped I would lose morale and just give up…but I didn’t. Even when I thought it was hopeless, and you were all dead and dying, I kept going.”

      Alec grinned. “Oh, our girl is proud of herself. So maybe Harris was right, calling you the Chosen One.”

      “I really just…did what I was practicing…,” I said. “But heck yeah, I am proud of myself. I had help, of course, but still.”

      “You actually did practice,” Firian said. “That’s how good wizards become sans-pareil. It’s not really being chosen. It’s just practice. Just like Fortune’s Favor. You have to grind, and you did.”

      “That is the most ‘familiar’ thing you’ve ever said,” Montague said.

      “I’m sorry I was so useless. I tried to charm the familiars, but that went nowhere. Fuck, I was so much more powerful when I was a warlock,” Alec said.

      “You just need to practice too,” Firian said. “That’s what Melanie would say, isn’t it?”

      “Melanie. Yeah. She would say that.” Alec smiled sadly. “I never told you my familiar’s name.”

      “Well, I know these things,” Firian said. “When a witch and warlock love each other very much, their familiars always introduce themselves in the Ethereal world, just so we know.”

      “Oh really?” Montague said.

      “I never met yours, unfortunately,” Firian said to Montague.

      “I know. She died before…”

      “You’re the group familiar now,” Alec said.

      Firian paused.

      “Firian…might have to give up his magic for good,” I said. “If what that other familiar said was true, he’ll die if he doesn’t.”

      “Why?” Alec said. “He’s not dying now.”

      “Because I might be pregnant.” I meant to tell them when Harris was here, but it was coming out anyway. “And it might be his.”

      “I thought that was impossible.”

      “So did I.”

      “You’re pregnant?” Alec said. “You mean…you were already pregnant before last night?”

      “I don’t know for sure! But supposedly, if I have a baby with a familiar, they’ll die.”

      “How do we know she was telling the truth either?” Alec asked.

      “I’ll look into it. But I think it is true. It’s okay,” Firian said, pre-empting Montague and Alec from saying the things they obviously wanted to say. “If that’s the only bad thing that comes out of this, it’s not really bad at all. I didn’t think I would ever be able to have a kid with Charlotte.”

      “You’re wearing a glum cardigan,” I said.

      “Cardigans don’t have emotions.”

      “Yeah, right. Cardigans have more emotion than any other garment!”

      “That’s not true,” Montague said. “Hats have the most emotion.”

      “You don’t get to have an opinion on a concept I just made up, wise guy. Firian…” I bit my lip. “I wish I could help, but at least you can admit that you hate this. For my sake, you’ve been trapped as a fox, and trapped as a human, and now…maybe it’ll be permanent. I hate it, so you must hate it more. Don’t pretend you’re okay with it for my sake.”

      “What familiar wants to complain to their witch about the things they do to protect them? It’s not in my nature,” Firian said.

      “Well, then I demand you complain. How about that?”

      He considered this. “I’m losing a big part of my life. For good. I’m happy about potentially having a child, but…I don’t even feel ready for that. I hate that even if it happens, I’m going to see my son or daughter with their familiar and miss…” He paused. “See? Complaining just sucks. And we’ve been through this before. I’m telling you, it’s fine.”

      “Maybe you’re safer as a human, Fir. If I ever turn her into a vampire, you won’t die,” Montague said.

      “No way, I like food! You’re not turning me into a vampire.” I formed my hands into a cross and put them in his face.

      Bemused, Monty grabbed them and pulled them apart, then slipped one finger in his mouth and gave my finger a small bite. My heart quickened at the look in his eyes. I guess in the back of my mind, thought we would find some way to make Montague human again.

      He doesn’t want to be human again. Not anymore.

      He’s not afraid to outlive us all.

      Will he find me someday? Will he become more and more like Rayner until he follows me into my next life?

      “You scare me sometimes,” I breathed.

      “I know.” He smiled.

      Firian ruffled my hair, trying to tell me with a gesture that he was fine, same as always, whatever happened. But it really, really did suck.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      Harris

      

      Family. What a stupid concept, I thought, as I approached the cousin who looked so much like me that it was truly annoying. Hurting him would be like attacking my own face ten years down the line.

      We met on the edge of campus. Eleanor was perched on my shoulder. Piers’ sugar glider was gripping the sleeve of his coat. My dad said kids teased him about it mercilessly in the early grades of school, where your familiar still pops in regularly to help you with your spells. Worse still, it was a male familiar.

      Familiars were wonderful allies that always seemed to perfectly suit their witch and warlocks, which meant there was also a very dangerous side to a familiar. They revealed who you really were to everyone from the day you were born.

      Even in our own family, it was a running joke that a promising warlock like Piers had such a little adorable familiar who was not even a girl.

      A female hawk was right up there with the best familiars a boy could have. I didn’t even consider how it would look to Piers when I walked up to him with her accompanying me. Since his familiar was out of sight by the time I was born, I had never thought about how, when he was a kid, his own family members no doubt thought he might be wimpy or gay, no doubt expressing this to him with the—ahem—sensitivity of all high-born European wizard families.

      He had come into the world fighting to prove himself, I realized. He wasn’t even a Hapsburg, just a Nicolescu, so his family lacked the snotty royal element and was populated by scrappy vampire hunters, while his mother’s family was known mainly for turning out a hero in an 18th century wizard battle in Ireland.

      Meanwhile, I was always expected to do great things.

      Now Piers was on the council. He’d proved himself. But he didn’t look like a man who was satisfied. Daisy couldn’t stand him, said he talked too much, and the professors he brought into Merlin College were generally more loyal to him than talented.

      He seemed pretty alone in the world.

      I always felt like, in the end, Piers was family. He seemed to have at least a scrap of decency. I didn’t think he would be that much of a danger. Catherine was more aggressive. I thought I’d be fine taking on Piers by myself.

      But there was something on his eyes that made me think, I made a mistake coming here alone. Sometimes decent people were pretty dangerous when life knocked them around.

      “Good evening, cousin,” he said.

      “What are we, prepping for a duel?” I said. “Why do you always talk like you’re a hundred years old?”

      “Maybe because I’m on the council and I present myself in the language of gentlemen.” Piers shrugged. “Maybe I am prepping for a duel. Harris, you know I can’t just give up Merlin College to you. I wanted this job, and if I lose this spot, it’ll mark me. I just can’t let that happen. But you have no intention of backing down either, do you?”

      “No,” I said. “I’ve been working too hard to give up.”

      “The family is so disappointed in you,” Piers said. “I guess they really thought you had potential. But that’s how these things go. High hopes, squandered. Well, I don’t really see any point in talking it over. We know where we all stand.”

      “Yep.” I took off my jacket and rolled up my sleeves. Then I lifted my wand, prepping for a good old-fashioned warlock brawl, like the kind I got into now and then around seventh or eighth grade, before we decided fights were just stupid.

      Piers, meanwhile, held up a fragile glass orb. I recognized the orb, or at least, my family had an orb like it in the treasure room. It was for saving and containing power. Tupperware for wizards, from a time when even glass was precious. In French he said, “You, deemed unworthy by your own blood, are thus commanded. Your magic is now mine.”

      He thrust the orb toward me.

      If I ever wondered how Piers got on the council, the confidence with which he spoke the spell told me. I threw up defenses.

      Too slow.

      The spell hit me like a bolt of lightning. I threw out a counter spell, hardly having time to think about it. My reflexes just told me not to go down without at least one shot. I hit Piers in the leg, which was where I wanted to hit him, and then his spell really hit me. I was knocked back, barely keeping my footing. Eleanor had flown to a nearby tree. I barely heard her call my name through the rushing sound in my ears.

      A wave of sickness swept over me and I swayed. I had never felt anything like this before. It wasn’t like nausea or fever or nerve pain, but it was a little like all of those…draining the life out of me, or so it seemed.

      “My parents…gave you that orb to use on me, didn’t they?”

      “You know the Hapsburg treasures,” he said. “So do you know what it does?”

      “It steals my power.”

      “Yes. Your parents felt that you are using your magic in a manner that is disgraceful to your ancestors, so they decided to take it away. I’m sorry, cousin, I can only imagine how embarrassing this is for you.” He slowly twirled the glass in his hand.

      “The power of my own family turned against me.” I laughed dryly. I felt so weak. After all these years of practicing magic, being at the top of my class, and some obscure artifact from the vault where I used to find solitude to practice—it could waste all those years of work in a moment. “Whatever makes you feel like a big shot, Piers.”

      “What is that supposed to mean?”

      “You have my magic. Growing up, I thought that was the most important thing. Becoming the best warlock out there, advancing through the ranks, getting the acclaim of older warlocks, impressing the family…”

      “And I suppose now you’re going to tell me that you’d rather have your amazing friendship with a bunch of shady characters sharing your equally shady, stupid girlfriend.”

      “You don’t get it at all. Then again, judging by the fact that you look unhappy even though you’ve won, maybe you do get it.“

      “Maybe it’s better if I don’t just steal your magic, but wipe you off the face of the earth,” Piers said. “These mountain ridges are a good place to have an accident.”

      He tried to take a step closer to me, but then he winced. I’d gotten in a better hit than he realized when he was standing still. He resorted to magic instead. When I saw his wand spark, I threw up my hands, a feeble defense, and spoke the words of a defensive spell. My magic was like an engine struggling to start. I felt something, but it didn’t really take.

      And there was nothing I could do about it.

      All my life, I’d been good at defensive magic. Between my reputation and my own power, I was untouchable. I wasn’t afraid of anyone.

      Now, I had nothing.

      If he wanted to kill me, it was going to happen. Either this spell would blast me into next year, or he’d hold back. Maybe he’d do something really cruel like throw me down to the rocks and break so many bones that I’d never walk again.

      Eleanor swept down from the tree to intercept the spell.

      “Eleanor, fucking—no! No!”

      She turned human just in time to take the full brunt of the blast. When it hit, it threw her back. Her body, tall and willowy, seemed very fragile in the face of the spell. That alone must have hurt her, but it was easy to see what happened next. Her feet staggered to the edge until they met nothing but air.

      “Eleanor, fly!” I cried.

      She met my eyes and smiled sadly before she fell. At the same time, I heard a bunch of shady characters calling my name.
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      Harris

      

      Eleanor did turn into a hawk before she died. A hawk with a broken wing.

      I found her on the rocks, her eyes opening to slits to meet my eyes one last time, to say wordlessly that I didn’t need her anymore and dying for me was just part of her job.

      Then she faded away as I held her, vanishing to Etherium.

      Her life was over, just like that. I thought she’d be with me forever. She protected me, but as I became skilled at protecting myself, it was rare that she even appeared at all. My strength protected her. And it made her unnecessary.

      Maybe she wished she had more purpose.

      While I was down here with her, my friends had shown up to battle.

      “Try and get that orb!” I had told them as I was already starting to scramble down the steep rocks.

      “Do you need me to Edward you down there?” Montague said.

      “Fuck no, just get him. I blasted his leg so he’s slow. Still, I don’t care about him, just the orb.”

      So now I was standing here still holding the imaginary weight of Eleanor in my hands. At the same time, my friends were scuffling with Piers. I glanced up to see Piers knock Charlotte to the edge of the rocks. I waited, holding my breathe, ready to catch her if she fell.

      But as soon as he got in one hit, Montague grabbed him and tugged him away from her. Piers shot a fireball at the crotch of his pants.

      “Hey, that is not cool, Piers!” Montague yelled.

      “Your vampire balls heal fast, don’t worry,” Alec said.

      “Ungh!” Charlotte turned herself into a wolf so she was back on her feet in seconds, and knocked Piers down.

      Piers was good, but I was willing to bet the four of them together were better.

      Even without me.

      My magic had been sucked out of me. I might have been able to sputter out a kindergarten spell. Nothing more. Without my protective wards, my friends were definitely more vulnerable to some of Piers’ attacks, but they worked together well enough that they were able to keep him busy, if not take him out.

      As they were fighting, something changed in the very forest, all around us.

      It was like a partial eclipse. The lighting shifted. The feeling shifted. At first, I didn’t know what it was. Charlotte turned back into a girl and snatched up her wand. “It’s glowing…”

      “What is this?” Piers said.

      Charlotte waved her wand. “Let your fingers unwind, from your hand to mine, give me the glass, and I won’t hurt your ass.”

      “What did I tell you about rhyming spells?” I shouted.

      She leaned over and stuck out her tongue at me. “I’ve got the orb!” Charlotte called down to me. “Harris…what happened? Why are you down here?”

      I didn’t know what to say. I hated to even talk about Eleanor’s death. I didn’t share those things with Charlotte or anyone else. My girl just fought her way through her enemies and she was feeling good, and I wasn’t going to burst her bubble.

      So I just said my usual shit. “Better be careful showing off that tongue of yours or I’ll just get ideas.”

      “We’ve got Piers pinned down,” Montague said. “Do we have a plan with him? Can I taste him…?”

      I could hear Piers struggling to speak through a hand over his mouth.

      “Sure, Monty, go ahead,” I said. It would serve Piers right to keep thinking about vampires for the rest of his life.

      “Wait!” Piers growled. “Enough! You’ve won. Did you feel that? This is a Wyrd realm now.”

      “I felt it,” Firian said.

      I clamored up the rocks. I was still so weak from the spell that I was sweating and dizzy by the time I got there. I fought with everything inside me not to show that weakness. “We won,” I repeated. “So what then?”

      “So, I’ll leave,” Piers said. “I know when I’m beaten. The faeries hold this territory now, fair and square. If we want it, we’ll take it back, but not today.”

      “Let him go,” I told Monty.

      “Shit. Fine.” Montague hauled Piers to his feet. “You’d better run because I’m hungry.”

      Piers and his familiar looked at each other, and then Piers vanished. His familiar protected him like any familiar would, whisking him to Etherium, where he could make his way back to the council in disgrace.

      “My wand is glowing. I can feel it…,” Charlotte said.

      “We won,” Alec said. “We did everything we set out to do.”

      Charlotte bit her lip. “Yeah.”

      “It’s time to make a life here,” Alec said.

      “We lost…people,” Charlotte said. “I guess it just feels…I don’t know. I mean, I am happy. It’s better to win than to suffer in vain.”

      “I know what’s wrong,” I said.

      “Oh you do, do you?”

      “You like the fight, Chosen One. You don’t know what to do with yourself now that it’s over.”

      “I don’t like fighting…”

      “You don’t like killing,” I said. “Fighting? I beg to differ.” I walked up to her and took her chin in my hand, a little roughly. “Don’t worry about that.”

      I noticed that Firian kept looking at me funny, and the feelings I was trying to shove away just…refused to be shoved.

      “I need to tell you something first,” I said.

      “What is it?” Her eyes abruptly filled with concern, and even a little wariness. I hated to upset her. Maybe even more than that, I hated for her to think I was weak. I was giving her—and all of them, really—something I never gave anyone.

      “Eleanor… Eleanor died. Protecting me from Piers. The orb you’re holding contains my magic, and it’s another one of the treasures from the family vault. When he took my magic, she…”

      “Oh no!” She slid her arms around me and squeezed me, resting her head against my chest. “Oh no…brave Eleanor…”

      “I know how you feel,” Alec said.

      “Me too,” Montague said. “I think it’s even worse now, with Firian around. Rosa always seemed not-quite-real to me, but she was more real than I thought.”

      “Melanie was definitely real,” Alec said.

      “Firian! That means you’re the only familiar left…”

      “I can tell you this,” Firian said. “They were happy to do it. Maybe it means I don’t really have a mind of my own. I don’t know. I’d be happy if I’d died for Charlotte. I guess that’s it, really. The worst part of being human is thinking I can’t protect her anymore.”

      His words chilled me. It was just what I was thinking about Eleanor. Protecting me gave her purpose. I actually felt guilty that I hadn’t needed her in so long. “Why can’t you protect Charlotte now?”

      “Firian has to become human,” Charlotte said. “At least, we think so. We’ll research what the spider lady said first, but…it’s possible that I might be pregnant with his baby. And she said that if he’s still a familiar, he’ll die. It doesn’t seem fair. But I guess it would explain why familiars and witches never fall in love, and when they do…”

      “Bad things happen,” Montague said. “Like our infamous witch of St. Augustine. I think it might be true. It matches the story of the witch.”

      “It’s fine,” Firian said. “It’s fine. I’ll just be a dad. Man, it’s going to take a long time for me to say that without it sounding strange. But maybe my work as a familiar is done. You can protect yourself, and you have these guys to pick up the slack when you screw up.”

      “Ah,” I said. “So that’s how it is…”

      Charlotte looked annoyed at my smug tone. “Yes, this is how it is.” She stuffed my hand with the orb. “I guess you’ll want this back.”

      I held the orb, feeling its power. With the magic sucked out of me and concentrated in this glass, it didn’t feel like mine anymore. It seemed a little misshapen somehow. I wondered if this was how a dog or cat feels when their owner comes home with a strange scent.

      Like Piers, my magic had always been my ticket to esteem and riches. It was what my family expected, and I was good at it. I thought it mattered so much to me, but…

      Maybe it actually belonged to someone else.

      I handed the orb to Firian. “I want you to take it,” I said. “After you turn human, take my magic. Then you can still protect her. You’re the only familiar left now, and…no one is going to use these spells to protect our girl like you would.”

      “Harris! What!?” Charlotte cried. “You would just—“

      “You don’t want Firian to have magic?” I asked her.

      “No, but—“

      “You don’t think he’s more deserving of it than me?”

      “Okay, I mean, yeah…Firian is more deserving of everything than you.”

      “You know what the best part is?” I leaned in closer to her, until I could admire every individual eyelash flicking up toward me as she stared at me with perpetual annoyance.

      “No,” she said.

      “I’m being very generous and self-sacrificing,” I said. “And you can’t lord it over me anymore that you gave up your magic to save me, because I’m giving mine up now, just to make you smile. So you’re going to owe me. Big time. For the rest of your life. And I won’t let you forget it either.”

      “Firian, give it back,” she said.

      “I don’t think I will,” Firian said. “Protecting you is my job. I’ll use all the tools at my disposal.”

      “But what about protecting me from him?”

      “Not my job,” he said. “I’m allowed to be a little selfish now and then. I definitely enjoy the look on your face when you have an asshole in your asshole.”

      She covered his mouth with her hand.

      “So this is what winning feels like, huh?” she said. “Just as ridiculous as our daily lives.”

      “But with more hard work,” Alec said. “If this place is really ours today, that means we have to keep it. We need to find more wizards with Wyrd wands…figure out what to do with them…keep the council off our back…maintain like fifty Victorian buildings…”

      “Sounds like barely won at all when you put it that way!”

      He shrugged. “You might see me shirtless in a tool belt, Princess.”

      “What would the Chosen One be without a fight?” I asked her.

      “A girl without a story,” she said. “So I guess we’d better get to work.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      Charlotte

      

      We walked to the campus buildings and found that the warlocks had cleared out. Once the faeries staked their claim, I guess Professor Stamos and Pacetti weren’t about to take one for the team. They must evacuated the students too.

      “This is now a Wyrd parallel,” Lord Cyrus said. “We hold power here. Well—we and you, I suppose. It should be reasonably safe from intrusion. Of course, I would keep up a strong defense. I will have Queen Morgana’s head chronicler send you a list of all the known human mages in your land who hold a Wyrd wand, and you may contact them.”

      “Ooh, a chronicler,” I said. “That sounds fancy. Thank you for your help, Lord Cyrus.”

      “Well, our other options were becoming limited,” he said. “Now, I can’t stay. Queen Morgana has promised me one of your human brides.”

      “Oh, really? Which one do you have your eye on?”

      “The strongest one should be mine.”

      Man, I saw the way you were looking at my girl after you saw the other twelve, I thought. “Well, Daisy is already promised to Orson.”

      “Oh.” He waved a hand. We’ll see, his narrowed eyes said.

      “You’re not her type at all,” I added.

      “I have ways of making a lady reconsider her type,” he said.

      “We’re having a party tonight, Lord Cyrus,” Ignatius said. “Are you sure you don’t want to stay?”

      Ohmigawd, don’t invite the faeries to our party, I thought before reminding my stupid head that fucking Cyrus could read minds.

      He glanced at me. Damnit. I’d been through so much and I still care what a stupid faery man thought about me mentally dissing him? I’m allowed to think whatever I want, I thought.

      “No, thank you,” he said. “I don’t think a human party will really satisfy my men, but thank you for the offer, Master Blair.”

      His men, a crew of gods—I mean the ancient, weird kind with their own problems—nodded to us and then Lord Cyrus opened a portal and they all vanished into it.

      “What a bloody cunt,” Grandfather Malcolm said.

      I half expected Mom to yell at him for language but then I remembered she was not a normal mom, and she was actually talking to Ina in the background, discussing the alcohol stash in Stuart’s cave.

      Ignatius walked up to me. He had more white in his hair than I remembered noticing before, like Stuart’s death had aged him a few more years just in the last night. I’m sure for Ignatius, this would always be a very bittersweet victory. I had gathered that a small pack of familiars had run him out into the woods and kept him busy with a battle and chase, so he hadn’t seen any of the action, and I’m sure he would remember burying Stuart more than anything else. He had Ina back, but she was no longer the woman he loved.

      “Thank you, Charlotte,” he said. “And all of you. Please, take a break now. Igor is setting up an channel for the spirits you brought from the Haven to anchor here, at least the ones who weren’t able to move on after today’s battle. We should be well protected.”

      “Where is Professor McGuinness anyway?” I asked.

      “You know, those old necromancers never get enough exercise,” he said. “He was having trouble with the hiking trails being so steep. A little rheumatism in the knees. We left him sitting on a rock somewhere.”

      “Is he still there!?”

      “Oh no, I mean—he’s in my old office working on the spell now, just the battle got away from him. Don’t bring it up. He’s embarrassed.”

      “Are you okay, Master Blair?” I asked.

      He glanced at Ina. He knew what I meant. “I love her,” he said, a little sadly. “My broken girl, but she doesn’t belong to anyone but me. She’s mine. It’ll be all right. This is the first time she’s been free since she was young, and time will heal. Are you all right having her around? She told me what she did. I don’t think she fully comprehends how much she might have hurt you.”

      “I’m okay,” I said. “If you love her, that’s enough for me.”

      Mom came up to us and rubbed my back. “Charlotte, we’re going to go release your father and the rest of the family from ‘the fortress’,” she said. “We should be back by about one. Right? One? How long did it take to get here?” She yelled back toward my grandfathers.

      “Not long, the way Claude drives,” Rhys said.

      “In the morning?” I asked.

      “What other ‘one’ is there? The night will have hardly begun. Darling! Do you not have parties?” She saw the look on my face. “You’re twenty-two, in college, with four boyfriends, and you don’t have parties?”

      “We have parties,” Montague said, swooping in to rescue me. “One time I stole my uncle’s boat and we fucking trashed it, didn’t we? He was so pissed off, we had to spend the next day cleaning it up while hungover.”

      Mom laughed. “Oh, all right, well, I’m glad you didn’t just study! You had me worried there for a minute thinking my own daughter was a nerd!”

      “I know you were young in the eighties, but nerds are cool now, Mom,” I said, bristling.

      I tried to scurry away from her only to bump into Grandfather’s Malcolm’s hand, giving me a little smack on the shoulder. “‘Ey, you don’t mind if we…” He pretended to snort up one nostril.

      “What the fuck,” Alec murmured as I turned crimson with horror and then Malcolm cracked up laughing.

      “I’m just teasing you. We’ve been clean since ’92. Don’t lie to your mum, all right?” He winked.

      I reeled away. “Holy shit. My grandparents are making jokes about snorting coke.”

      “They’re rock stars,” Harris said. “What did you think they were going to be like?”

      “I don’t know, old, boring rock stars? But in fact, I am the one who’s boring! The old people are lugging wine casks onto the square and we, the youths, are boring! Montague just had to lie about how exciting we are!”

      “We could fix that,” Alec said. “Have we ever seen you drunk, Princess?”

      “I might be pregnant!”

      “Oh, yeah. That’s right. So…you are going to have to party completely sober tonight.”

      “We’re stealing a car!” Mom announced, popping open the door of one of the old black cars in the lot that was routinely used for the warlocks to venture into the human world.

      “I’m not sure a person should party with their parents and grandparents anyway,” Firian said. “It disrupts the natural order of the universe.”

      “That’s how wizard parties are,” Montague said. “We had a few ‘teen’ parties in St. Augustine but usually we had clan parties instead.”

      “It’s true,” Harris said. “How can you make connections if you don’t party with the older people?”

      “Well, I’m just tired and I don’t need to make connections, but I don’t want my mom to think I’m uncool.”

      “What if your mom already thinks you’re uncool?” Firian asked. “What if it’s already too late and none of your efforts matter? What if you’re a nerd, Charlotte? Then what would you do?”

      I sighed. “Aw.”

      “You’re always cool to us,” Alec said, tugging on my ponytail. “I think you should just relax.”

      “You know what would be awesome? Just…watching a movie and having some dinner. Maybe we can raid the kitchen and see if there’s anything but porridge in there. I have this weird craving for a big, thick…” I slipped an arm around Alec. “Pickle.”

      “Definitely pregnant,” he said.

      “As you wish,” said Montague, raising his brows.

      So, I got to celebrate in the best way possible. The Princess Bride, which was still in the player at the theater (ooh, I would bet money one of those snobs from the film club watched it), a big roast beef and Swiss sandwich, a pickle, Cheerwine that Firian conjured, but hey, no diabetes…and my clan. My pack. My family. Whatever I called them, I couldn’t blame Ignatius for feeling like, whatever happened to Ina, she just didn’t belong to anyone else.

      They’re mine.

      And I’m theirs.
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      Charlotte

      

      Weeks passed by super fast. We were all busy overhauling the campus, settling into the houses. My whole family moved in, and I thought this could be a nightmare, but actually it turned out to be pretty nice. The grounds were big enough that the generations had their own space.

      My parents took over the kitchen. It turns out my dad, who loved to grill, also loved using one of those huge restaurant-size skillets. Ignatius settled easily into managing the whole place and planning out what the future of Merlin College would be—no longer a college in the traditional sense, but a community and school for all ages. Richard and Adia claimed the jobs of financial manager and secretary. Richard actually started trying to hunt down and demand our inheritance from Samuel Caruthers.

      “I guess Dick grew some balls since you were our manager!” Grandfather Malcolm cackled.

      Poor Richard.

      Harris took over the library and contacting the other Wyrd wizards around the world. Some of them only spoke French or even some obscure tribal language so he had to do his best to translate the message and summon them here. We got notes from people who were heading our way from all over the world. Many of them wouldn’t get on airplanes and would take months to get here.

      I was sort of amazed that the councils left us alone.

      “At this point, there isn’t nearly as much benefit to them to battle to have this place back,” Harris said. “They would probably rather all the wizards come to this one spot instead of trying to establish multiple Wyrd territories. They’re going to want to minimize territory loss.”

      “Huh. Okay.”

      “It’s like in Civilization,” Firian said.

      “How do you know about Civilization? I haven’t played that since middle school!”

      “Oh, well, when you weren’t playing it anymore and got a new computer, your dad gave it to me because he felt bad I didn’t have any friends,” Firian said. “Anyway, wizards are sort of like Civilization. When your enemies steal one of your cities and pour all their units back into the city and build a wall, as long as it’s just one city, often it’s easier to just go, ehhh. Basically we’re like that one aggravating group of Zulu who just stole Vladivostok.”

      “Ohh, okay, I get it!” I gasped. “We’re not playing Fortune’s Favor anymore, we’re a city management sim now!”

      “God, no wonder I can never explain anything to you,” Harris said. “I have no idea what you two are talking about.”

      The faeries came to check in on us often, in a way that felt slightly oppressive, and I wasn’t especially reassured when they mentioned that Lord Cyrus was courting Daisy and they weren’t sure who Orson was (“oh, maybe he’s that large man I’ve seen around”, one of them said), but they had to give permission to every Wyrd wizard to become a part of their world. They never turned anyone away, and a lot of the trust we were building was thanks to Professor McGuinness. The faeries related to his more intellectual manner and he was good at talking to them.

      We all had a place in this new life. And I was definitely pregnant. I never expected to be having a baby at twenty-two, because in my human life no one I knew had been thinking about kids at all, but my mom was the same age when she got pregnant with me. I don’t think anything could have bonded me to the other women in my family more quickly. My mom and grandmother made sure I had everything I needed and every question answered. Although they did argue about literally everything from how to deal with babies who won’t sleep to decor.

      “A wolf themed nursery would be cute!” Grandmother said.

      “Mum, where is she going to find wolf stuff for a nursery? A fox theme would be better.”

      “I can make wolf stuff.”

      “You’re not going to make nursery stuff. We’ll get it on Amazon.”

      “Oh yes I will. I’m very crafty. Adia can help, I bet, and your fathers can build a crib.”

      “I’m just going to take Charlotte to the mall, then, and buy her a fox nursery.”

      “Charlotte, you don’t want the same old nursery as everyone else has, do you?”

      “Oh my god, why don’t we just do both?” I cried.

      Like that. All the time.

      But I also kinda loved it. And the fox and wolf nursery was just right.

      Still, there were losses. Familiars and friends who died along the way. Families who would never speak again, who would meet as enemies if they ever saw each other. Alec’s dad cut all ties from shame and quietly broke Alec’s heart. My poor demon sex muffin was also my sensitive artist soul and his dad’s rejection was painful, I knew, even if he saw it coming. The entire council ‘wrote Harris out of the book’, the same fate that befell my grandmother all those years ago. It meant he was shunned—and human.

      It was time for Firian to become human too.

      We did the research. It was true. Familiars were cursed to die if they had a baby with a witch. That was some serious b.s. but fixing it was a problem we couldn’t tackle right now. He had to renounce his role as my familiar if he wanted to live. He could accept Harris’ magic afterward, but we didn’t know for sure if he would ever be able to be a fox again.

      But first? I was getting my fantasy night.

      “Pretend it’s your birthday,” Firian said. “I want you to enjoy every minute. I don’t want you to worry about a thing. Just go to your room…” He trailed a hand down my neck and kept going down to the button of my shirt. “…make yourself comfortable…and wait.”

      The attic bedroom in our old dorm was now my bedroom. The guys all had their own rooms. Not that I slept alone much, but it was my own space, with all my shit in it. Tonight, I was waiting for Firian. He told me to wait there. When I walked into the room it was lit by candles.

      I smoothed the bedspread and put away a few books and some laundry. Despite all that, in the soft light, the attic was a pretty romantic place, with the creak of the wind and the beauty of the old fireplace mantel. A lot of Alec’s art was still tacked to the wall, eerie creatures and magical symbols, plus some recent portraits of the people in my life.

      I sat on the bed, the springs creaking a little. We hadn’t replaced any furniture and the beds were old. Everything was old. And if I concentrated, I sensed spirits in the air. That used to freak me out at first when I was trying to get in the mood, but nowadays I didn’t worry about it. After a while, you just couldn’t care about voyeuristic ghosts. Like, that’s their problem.

      As I was listening toward the door, the window blew open. Rose petals drifted in on a stiff wind and swirled around.

      Somewhere, the music of a bamboo flute played a sparse, melancholy tune as the wind swirled around me, tugging at my clothes, and a fox spirit appeared on the wide old wooden sill. First, I saw just the fox, and then he transformed into a man, wearing a kimono with his hands folded in the sleeves, with a tail swishing behind him and fox ears. “Oi, onna. Omae…ja nai?”

      “Ahhh,” I whispered. “Mind. Blown.”

      “Uso da.” He flew toward me and grabbed me.

      “You know Japanese?”

      “Nah. Not really. I’m just saying things I’ve heard anime people say, in a cold and dominating voice. Yurusenai…iku ze!”

      “Oh yeah. This is better than I expected. You look so hot.”

      “Amai na…Chararotte-chan…” He whispered toward me and waved his hand over me.

      His hand-wave replaced my clothes with very skimpy armor. I mean, very skimpy. Like a variant of slave Leia in blue and gold. “I recognize this….hey, I’m not your elf slut!”

      “If it’s your birthday…it’s my birthday too.” He slid a hand down my naked skin. I’m not sure how an illusion could make me feel so very naked when I had been wearing a t-shirt, but it did.

      “Firian…!”

      “Hahaha…” He lifted my t-shirt and panties up dangling from one finger.

      “How did you do that?”

      “One last magic trick. Poor little elf. You should never have come to this cottage, or to these woods. They belong to me and I have protected them for these past centuries.” He gave me a sideways look and licked the corner of his lips. “I do like the taste of elf…”

      He looked really sexy and magical, the candle light casting weird shadows on his pale skin, making his golden eyes gleam, and it really was more convincing than I expected. His furry ears tipped forward a little as he lifted my elf-girl loincloth and slid a hand over my mound, no doubt feeling my wetness even through the fabric.

      “Onegai…,” I breathed. “Please” was about it for my anime Japanese, at least, words appropriate for this moment, but I thought he would appreciate one good hentai moan.

      “Oh, I’m afraid there is no mercy for you here… I have lived alone here for hundreds of years. Waiting. Watching. For a woman worthy of my affections…”

      Suddenly a demonic form flew to the window. Alec appeared in his full glory and crouched on the sill. “I have been tracking the elf to take to my bed tonight, yokai,” he growled.

      “Too late, incubus,” Firian said. “She’s mine.”

      “We’ll see what my tentacles have to say about that.” Alec flung out a hand, tossing a long colorful cloth inside that snaked around one of my feet and tugged me toward him. Firian snapped his fingers and a gold chain appeared at my other foot, binding me to the bed post, so now my legs were spread between them.

      “That’s all you could do for tentacles?” Firian hissed. “It looks like one of those woven belts from Guatemala. You told me incubi could do some illusion work.”

      “I’m having trouble concentrating because Charlotte looks so fucking hot in the elf outfit. Whatever. I have a natural tentacle,” he said, swishing his tail.

      “Oh god,” I panted. “Yeah you do. I mean—no, please, I’m afraid!”

      “I smell your fear…and your desire,” Alec said.

      “You’re forbidden from entering my cottage,” Firian said, folding his arms again.

      “Try and stop me.” Alec bared his teeth and leapt toward Firian.

      “Easy. You’re a mere brute and I have dealt with many demons in my centuries of existence, ha ha ha!” He spread his kimono sleeves and summoned some little blue flames, sending them toward Alec.

      Alec dodged them and slipped around me, curling his tail around my leg. “You will feed my magic, little elf…” His eyes flashed like red flames at me, and he seemed so big and impressive I was almost intimidated. He was wearing kind of a loincloth himself, which was probably just an illusion, and he tore it off to press the head of his huge cock into my belly.

      “Ooh…” I leaned away. “Yokai-sama, please, protect me from this demon!”

      “Hmm…” He smoothed his chin with two fingers, that still had slightly fox-like claws, and his tail twitched. He snapped his fingers and Alec froze in place. Or pretended to. His tail was still wrapped around me.

      “What can I expect in exchange?” Firian purred, stepping up to me and leaning down until we were almost nose to nose. “What could an elf give me that I would want?”

      “A kiss?”

      “A child,” he countered. “I want…the two of us…to have a child.” For a minute, his lips twitched in a real smile. “But I’ll take the kiss too.”

      Our lips met, softly.

      “If that is what you demand to save me from the demon…”

      At that moment, Montague kicked down the door. Which honestly made me almost trip while my feet were tied up, because I truly didn’t expect anyone to kick the door off its damn hinges, and the way he looked at the slab of wood hitting the rug, I’m not sure he did either.

      “Oh shit,” he whispered. “I’m strong.”

      “I left the door open a crack!” Firian said. “What kind of a kick was that?”

      I giggled a little and Firian grabbed my chin. “Shut up, elf, this is serious! This is a vampire. What manner of creature are you to attract such troublesome beings to my doorstep? What trouble. I was just going to eat this bowl of ramen in peace.” He conjured up a bowl of steaming noodles.

      “Don’t let me stop you,” Montague said. “You can eat that ramen while I take a good taste of this elf…” He walked over to me and licked my neck. “I didn’t know I was into elves in skimpy armor, but you’re pretty cute…”

      At this point I was having a very hard time not laughing my ass off, as Harris stepped in the door with a crossbow pointed at Montague, who was slipping a hand down my loincloth and froze mid-touch.

      “Ah, good. Maybe I don’t have to do anything after all,” Firian said, eating the noodles. “Looks like the vampire hunter I hired got here faster than I expected.”

      “Hands off the elf,” Harris said. “But you know what I demand in payment, fox.”

      “A turn? Fine by me. As long as I get to have her first.”

      There was a scratching sound outside the window. “What is that?” I tried to pull Montague’s hand out of its rather delicious but embarrassing location.

      A black fluttering shape rose up into the window. I realized it was a cloak on a hanger with an excellent colored pencil rendering of Piers’ face blown up and stuck to the top.

      “Yare yare,” Firian sighed, with the perfect long-suffering tone of an anime boy pretending not to care. He really must have watched a lot of Youtube or something when I was going to stupid high school. “Someone from the magical council is here to rescue the elf. How annoying.”

      “I say we have a truce,” Montague said. “This elf girl looks pretty tough to me. I think we could all battle off the wizard and share her instead.”

      “Oh, fine.” Firian waved his hand. “I release you, incubus.” Alec started moving again. Harris shot the Piers face out of the window while Firian shot off a few more blue lights, but no one seemed very interested in staging a battle compared to figuring out how to share their ‘elf girl’.

      “Ooh, be gentle, I’m so scared,” I said, covering my mouth with both hands.

      “How long do we have to keep this up?” Harris asked, tossing the crossbow on the bed. “You’re about to laugh.” He pressed a finger to my chest.

      “Keep what up?” Alec said. “I’m not really pretending…” He slid a hand around my waist, Montague and Alec now flanking me on both sides and letting their hands roam freely over me.

      Firian shrugged. “I’m getting into it,” he said. “Anyway, this yokai needs to make sure the lost elf is properly ravished before she’s released.”

      “Did you guys practice this?” I asked.

      “Well, I thought we should have a proper script,” Montague said. “But everyone else preferred improv night.”

      “Monty, no one cares about the script,” Alec said.

      “You drew a really good Piers face, though.” I said.

      “Yeah, just so Harris could shoot it.”

      “I’ve been working on my aim,” Harris said. “My cousin will be back someday, I’m sure, and he’s probably heard that I gave up my magic, but…some of the best vampire hunters weren’t warlocks. They just got their hands on magical weapons and made good use of them.”

      “Are you sure you really want to give me your magic?” Firian arched a brow. “Now that you’ve had a few weeks to think about it? It is yours. And you can hold that gift over Charlotte’s head, but you’re not holding it over mine. Once you give it to me…”

      “You’ll use it to defend her to death,” Harris said. “No, Firian. I want you to have it. My magic was part of my family legacy, and in some way, I’d rather figure out how to be tough in some way they can never take credit for. When I see them again, I want them to know I earned my power.”

      While they were talking Alec started licking my ear and then quietly snaked a tail up across my cleft and then, deeper. “They can talk,” he whispered. “I’m going to take what I need…”

      “Ooohh…” I moaned incriminatingly as Alec’s tail and his very tasty magic started to work on me like a drug and all I could think about was how I wanted more of him.

      Naturally, this stirred everyone to get a little competitive.

      “Hey.” Firian snapped his chopsticks at Alec’s tail. “I said I was going first.”

      “What if we all went first?” Montague asked, still stroking me between the legs in an almost idle way that made me writhe, giving everyone a show of heaving elf boob armor.

      “You’re in for it now, Chosen One,” Harris said, blue eyes merciless.

      “She likes the idea, judging by how wet she just got.” Montague took his hand away and licked his fingers. “You’re lucky. I don’t need to fuck you yet, I just want to taste blood.”

      “Not when Charlotte’s pregnant,” Alec said. “You can taste mine, Monty. As long as you’re not the only one sucking on me.” He gave me a dangerous look.

      “I think you’ll…have to untie me,” I said.

      Firian broke the bonds and then he drew me over toward the bed.

      This really could have turned into a pretty hardcore situation and I’m not gonna lie, we fucked those sheets up.

      But what I felt was the complete love and trust and shared laughter between four best friends and me. We met in our first year of college and we had all become different people since then, but it had brought us closer.

      Where did I end and where did they begin?

      My body was theirs. My heart was theirs. The hands and mouths that caressed me all blurred and I succumbed to them gladly. I shut my eyes as I lost myself to their rhythms; I gave them everything I could. When they weren’t inside me I reached them, stroking them until my arms ached, licking and sucking until they were calling my name.

      Because they were mine too. They might argue, but when it came down to it, these boys knew how to share. Man, did they ever.

      I was passed from one to the next, meeting the raw lust in Alec’s reddish eyes and the devotion in Firian’s gold ones, the shell of ice that surrounded Harris’ heart and mind and reflected in his cold eyes, and the warm brown charm undercut with hunger in Montague.

      Each gave me love in their own way, and it was always exactly what I needed. They each claimed me in turn, filling me, rough and tender.

      My boys. I could have lost them, but they were here with me still. We had changed, and we would continue to change, in ways that hurt and ways that were good, but we would always be here for each other.

      My family.
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      Ten Years Later

      

      Charlotte

      

      “Char! What are you doing on a ladder? Let me help you with that,” Alec called, as the doors busted open and he walked in with the Christmas tree.

      “Oh, please. I know my limits.” I tapped another nail into the wall. “I’m barely past the first trimester and I think I know how to stand on a ladder.”

      “Mommy, we got the biggest tree!” Cassandra announced. “We had to go to three different tree lots.”

      “We went all the way to Asheville,” Viktor said. “We went to a Christmas market.”

      “What? Why? No wonder you got back so late.”

      “Shh.” Montague covered his mouth.

      “Surprises? For me?” I smiled as I came down the ladder, where Alec was already spotting me. When I got to the third step he picked me up and put me down.

      “I’m fine,” I said.

      “You don’t like this?” His arms were still around my waist.

      “Well…I didn’t say that.”

      Alec looked at Anna, sleeping in her stroller with her rabbit familiar snuggled in her arms.

      “She’s been sleeping all day,” I warned him. “I hope y’all saved some energy. I’m tired, but we’d better decorate the tree. The faeries always get here whenever they feel like it and it might be the crack of dawn.”

      Viktor came up to me and slowly unfolded his hands to show me a small animal skull. “Look what Uncle Monty bought me.”

      “Oh wow, what is it?”

      “The lady said it’s a rat snake just like Dorothy.”

      “How…does Dorothy feel about that?”

      “She loves it. Where’s Daddy? I want to show him too.”

      “Probably in the library. Go tell him the tree is here, okay?”

      Cassandra was twirling around the ballroom floor with a spangled shawl.

      “Christmas came early,” Alec said. “They were bouncing off the car doors.”

      “One early present each seems fair,” I said. “They don’t get to see the human world very often, anyway.” My children were part of the magical world, through and through. They ran around in the forest with their familiars and seemed half like faeries themselves. I could hardly believe Cassandra, my firstborn, was almost ten. She strongly resembled Firian, with his reddish hair and golden eyes, although her familiar was a falcon. Tristan kept his human form a lot, just like Firian.

      When I was heading into middle school I was going through a Pokemon obsession, hunched over my Gameboy Color. (Yeah, that was totally out of date, but it was one of Dad’s ways of saving money.) Cassandra had grown up riding in the woods on the back of a wolf (hey, some kids got horseback riding lessons, my kids rode their great-grandfathers, and yeah it does sound weird when I say it aloud), learning how to make potions from flowers, and sewing her own protection spells into cloaks. She seemed very childish in some ways and much wiser than her years in others.

      Viktor came two years later. He was Harris’ son, quiet and drawn to anything to do with skulls and bones and death, so I expected he might be another necromancer in the family, and he also enjoyed hunting. The circle of life didn’t faze that kid at all. It would have been a little creepy except he had so much respect for it. Even though he was Harris’ son, he was very close to Montague. He’d already told me he was going to be a vampire when he grew up, but kids had some weird ideas.

      Or maybe he really would become a vampire. I don’t know. You had to get used to some strange possibilities when you lived the magical life. Fares wyrd as she must, I told myself with a deep breath, whenever my own kids freaked me out.

      A year and a half after Viktor, Anna came along. Alec and I had been putting off a kid. Alec was nervous about having a kid who inherited the incubus sex drive, and no wonder, because Anna was a knockout baby. I mean, no one would ever say a baby was hot, because ew, but whenever I took her to the human world, they do say things like “She’s going to be a heartbreaker some day, isn’t she?”

      Yikes.

      But I couldn’t be too upset because she was such a cute baby. She was breaking my heart already. She was born with a head of dark curls and eyes that were almost purple, and she slept through the night from day one, which is pretty charming on its own.

      But oh damn, you better believe the first thing I did when she was born was research spells to tamp down a succubus’ sex drive for at least the next eighteen years…

      After Anna was born, all the parents and grandparents started asking me if I was done, so I kept going, just to be contrary. (Actually, I just kinda liked the idea of having a big family.) Anyway, I felt I had a certain responsibility to populate our Wyrd town. Just like the other realms, once you were accepted into Wyrd, all your children were automatically Wyrd witches and warlocks. Merlin was full of love connections between our community of Wyrd wizards, and there was already talk of reclaiming territory in Ireland, which was why the faeries were sending envoys to our Solstice/Christmas ball.

      Firian came in from the cold, and Harris and Viktor a moment later, while Montague and Alec were making sure the tree was straight. It was a nine foot monster, and taller in the study old tree stand, filling the grand Victorian ceiling of the ballroom. I already had generations of ornaments set out on a table nearby, and two ladders so we could cover the top.

      “Tomorrow’s going to be crazy,” I said, a little tired at the thought. “The faeries are so different from us. We all get along, and I’m glad, but…you know?”

      “They’ve gotten better since they married those human girls,” Alec said.

      “Oh, I imagine even Daisy by herself was quite the cultural bomb dropped in the faery kingdom,” Harris said.

      “I am excited to see her of course,” I said. “We’ve got some shows to binge.” I knew she was going to love ‘Trailer Trash to Trailer Splash’, where a fabulous southern decorating team buys old Airstream trailers and decorates them in vintage style to flip, plus there was that new show Tara Lipinski and Johnny Weir were hosting. I only watched an episode and saved the rest for a Daisy visit.

      Most of the ornaments had been here in the storage attic at Merlin College when we took over, but one of the boxes of ornaments was from my own childhood. Every year, I teared up when I saw the ones from Grandma and Grandpa, from the nativity scene to the angel they thought looked like me, and Pikachu in a Santa hat. I could still hear my Grandpa saying proudly, “That’s the Pokey-man, right there, isn’t it? I saw that and I thought of you.”

      Then there was the ornaments I made out of pasta in elementary school, and the one given to me by my very sweet 5th grade teacher who was also our neighbor over on Skyview Road of an owl reading a book. Just memories, you know?

      Memories of the time when it was just me and Dad in ‘the real world’.

      Now I was watching my own kids and their own version of reality, watching Montague send ornaments flying up to the high branches with a spell. Why did I even bother with ladders? It was much easier just to climb a few steps than try to use a spell. Showoff.

      “When do I get a wand?” Cassandra asked.

      “That’s too strong for you now,” Tristan said. He was in his human form, a polite but opinionated boy whom we treated like another son when he let us get away with it. “You get a wand in ten years.”

      “Ella Starr has a wand and she’s only twelve! I saw it in my magazine.”

      “Some kind of celebrity witch does not count,” Harris said. “When we were kids, that wasn’t even allowed, but they’re training them younger nowadays.”

      “Why don’t I get to train younger?”

      “Because it’s dangerous,” Alec said. “And we’d rather protect you than teach you to fight other witches.”

      “Uggh. You’re always protecting, protecting, protecting.”

      I suppressed a small laugh. Firian came up to me and crossed his arms on a step of the ladder. He wiped a tear off my cheek.

      I shook my head. “Shit. I’m not crying. I just can’t believe it’s been ten years already. I’m still afraid the shock killed Grandma.” She lived just long enough to see Cassandra born. She was so in love with my adorable firstborn, but we basically had to use magic to brainwash her into understanding the situation, which I felt awful about.

      He smiled. “I think trans fats killed Grandma. You gotta let a good southern woman die happy. She did. She missed your Grandpa, right? She was probably hanging on because she was worried about your dad, and when she saw that he wasn’t alone, she could go.”

      “That’s probably true. I know they’re still close, one way or another.”

      “Do you miss the simpler times?” he asked.

      I looked at him. “Well…no. When I think about it now, I can’t believe you weren’t with me.”

      “And yet, how awkward if I was, considering the adult nature of our relationship later…”

      “But I love the childhood friends to lovers trope!”

      “It usually involves a years-long separation,” he said. “Because ten year olds hitting puberty is not romantic. If Tristan starts getting handsy with Cassandra I am sending him away for ten years.”

      “Oh god. You’re right. I guess I finally understand why it was forbidden now. Sometimes the rules make sense when you’re older.”

      “But not too much sense.” He kissed me.

      The French doors opened, and Mom and Dad peered in.

      “Need help?” Dad asked.

      “There’s already too many of us, Grandpa,” Cassandra said, with the bluntness of a kid.

      “Well, then, maybe I should put the inflatable Santa out there.”

      “No! Dad, no, not until the faeries are gone. At least. And only in the corner of the grounds, please, you know how the witches got weirded out by your Santa with a guitar…” The wiccans were offended. Not really because of the religious aspects, but because they thought my dad was tacky, which was not untrue.

      He dumped a cold six pack on the counter and waved his hand like he didn’t give a fuck. “Okay, I’ll put it up next weekend.”

      Firian left me to grab a Guinness before they were gone.

      “If anyone’s hungry we have a pot of stew here,” Mom said. She set it down and Viktor immediately announced he was hungry.

      Harris took his hand and led him over to get a plate. Dad started putting up ornaments. A few minutes later, my grandfathers showed up with instruments. At this point, it was just a given that we’d have some Christmas carols and witchy songs, plus a few old Wild Eyed Boys hits. Hearing the music, some of our friends came in to listen. Ignatius and Ina were dancing, Professor McGuinness and Professor Adams were talking on the sidelines, our kids were getting hyper running around with other kids…

      “We’re not going to get any sleep before the faeries get here!” I hissed to my guys as I hung Santa Pikachu on the tree. “And you know the fae are going to look amazing.”

      “We could all slip out and go to bed,” Montague said. “One of your folks would put the kids to bed. Hopefully it won’t be Rhys reading them Hans Christian Andersen again.”

      “Oh lord. So many nightmares that year.”

      “We really wouldn’t get any sleep if we slipped out and went to bed,” Harris said.

      “We never do.” Alec held a sprig of mistletoe over my head. “Just give in.”

      I smiled and lifted my face for a kiss times four, and then I asked my mom if she could put the kids to bed.

      

      Oh, endings! They are so hard to write for me. I get sad saying goodbye to one group of characters. As you can tell, I feel like Charlotte and her guys had a lot more to do in getting their new alliance settled, but I know it’s a good life and I think their future battles were more on the diplomatic front. If there is one thing that surprised me here, it was Montague. I originally planned for him to sacrifice his immortality so he would live the same amount of time as the rest of the group, but as I was writing him, he kinda told me in one of those subtle character-to-author things that this wasn’t really the ending he wanted. Harris ended up being the one who gave up something, which was not what I planned either! So the book ended up being even more about accepting that sometimes we outlive the people we love…but not the love. Is that a little too deep for a RH? Well, I have to let the characters be themselves. I am an anime fan after all, so you know a little pathos just HAS to sneak in to my romance now and then. This was my first story like this where the guys were best friends beforehand and I loved how much they cared about each other too.

      But, now we’re on to a different dynamic. Fae Sworn is the first book of Daisy’s story and I’m excited for it too. Daisy is outrageous on the surface…but she also has a heart under it all, and she needs someone to love her. She is not prepared for it to be these faery men though…how WILL it ever work out? The preorder is up now so I hope you’ll join me on another paranormal adventure.

      As always, thank you for reading and please join my Facebook group and come hang out! And sign up for my mailing list to get a free copy of the Witch Among Warlocks prequel novella, The Wild-Eyed Boys!
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