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      Charlotte

      

      Want to ruin your spring? Oh, good. I’ll tell you how.

      First, attempt to summon your mom, who abandoned you as a kid in order to gain great power from a high demon from the Sinistral world.

      Second, succeed! And get hit with a magical attack that makes you feel freezing cold all the time and can months to fully recover from.

      Third, have the dean of your magical college seal your magic and tell you not to come back, for your own safety.

      And fourth…have three boyfriends, plus a weird semi-fourth who acts like he doesn’t care when you know he actually does. While you’re stuck at home with your dad trying to hide your complicated romantic life from him.

      I was missing the end of my freshman year at Merlin College and I didn’t know if I’d ever be allowed to return. Master Blair told me to go to the University of Georgia. But once you’ve summoned a demon, you don’t just go schlep around a normal campus studying Shakespeare or women’s studies or whatever it was I had planned to learn. That was a different Charlotte.

      Of course, I always had Firian at my side now. My familiar, once kept secret from me, was now welcome any time and spent days in human form playing video games or watching movies with me, and spent the night in his fox form curled up next to me in bed. Dad had no idea we were also…involved with each other. Familiars and witches weren’t supposed to hook up. But his loyalty, his teases, his mysterious golden eyes and soft tawny hair, his long-legged grace…well, he was good eye candy when I was stuck in bed a lot of the time, and he was also my best friend.

      On weekends, Montague and Alec drove down from school to visit me, and that was when things got really tricky.

      I couldn’t help but get excited when I saw them. For one thing, I was stir crazy anyway. I mean, even I had my Netflix limit. But the warlocks were even more intriguing when removed from their natural habitat.

      Merlin College was the most elite warlock university in the US of A, so if you liked boys who already seemed like men, who acted like gentlemen, and never dressed down, you were in the right place. And I did. They were still pretty normal guys when you got down to it, but the trappings were delicious.

      Okay, maybe they weren’t even that normal.

      Montague Xarra had been turned into a vampire the summer before. Now he was immortal and extra enticing thanks to that vampire allure. His family didn’t have that much money, but they were an old Spanish magical family from St. Augustine, Florida, which I had always thought of as a place for grandparents to take cheesy historical trolley tours, but apparently had a secret side. He was the epitome of tall, dark, and handsome, and was even sexier when he was anywhere on the five o’clock shadow to beard spectrum. He could have eaten the boys I liked in high school for breakfast.

      Literally. That part was, admittedly, a little awkward. My dad was starting to wonder why he never ate any of our food.

      But Montague’s sexiness was superseded by Alec Lyrman, whose mother was a succubus. Which made him an incubus. Half-demon. Maybe even more tall, dark, and handsome. His eyes were tinged with red, his skin was golden brown with tattoos I was still discovering, and he was so—ahem—potent, that he had been enchanted so he could only make skin-to-skin contact with me for about three seconds, which hadn’t stopped him from occasionally invading my dreams and finding creative ways to entice me.

      Incubi were, apparently, all “the more the merrier” with their partners, and I think Montague liked having Alec around to keep him in line so I didn’t become the wrong kind of prey. They had been friends since they were kids, and both tolerated Firian, who was my familiar and so wasn’t going anywhere.

      So yeah. Three boyfriends. And I was wildly attracted all of them, but I had to keep Dad from figuring that out. This was not a thing you tell your dad. Especially your human dad.

      But probably, any dad.

      As if that wasn’t enough, there was Harrison von Hapsburg Nicolescu.

      I mean, I just called him Harris, but when he sent me a “get well” card that was actually the name on the return address. Harris was a total A-lister among young warlocks. He had royal lineage, riches, had apparently saved my life with a pinch of dust from a unicorn horn from the Hapsburg family treasure, had bought Montague a car just so the guys could still visit me, and…he never showed up himself.

      He had never acted like anything less than an entitled asshole, so I don’t know why, every single time the car appeared on the weekend, I went to the window to see if Harris would appear, and when he never did, I felt like Christmas had come and I got everything on my list except one crucial thing.

      But…it probably had something to do with Daisy.

      

      I never checked Facebook. Most of my friends from school didn’t use it much. Dad, on the other hand, used it a lot. When I tried, I learned more than I ever wanted to know about the political beliefs of our next-door neighbor, my 8th grade English teacher, and Jan down at the market. When I saw Ms. Simon tell Jan she was “drinking the Koolaid” and the whole town tossing gun statistics at each other under a post that started with, “Got my flu shot!” I decided this was not a thing I wanted in on.

      But now I was stuck wrapped up in an electric blanket in bed or on my couch for months on end, and I couldn’t even visit my old friends, so at some point I started clicking around on old social media accounts.

      Which was when I found a friend request and messages from Daisy sent around the time of my departure from Merlin College.

      

      Hey giiiirl. I just got on Facebook and I was like, who else would be on Facebook when witches hate computers? You, right? If this is THE Charlotte Byrne, you should hit me up sometime. Harris told me what happened. I hope you feel better. But I know you’ll figure out a way to get your mom back, cause summoning demons when you’re still in college IS BOSS AF.

      

      Hey girl you know how to buy stuff on Ebay?

      

      I hope you’re okay. I guess you’re not on Facebook much. Maybe I’ll write you a letter. I enjoyed hanging out at the ball. If you ever come to Chicago let me know and I will show you what a good witch party is like. Going to the Cardamom Club tonight. Me & my fam Cash pre-partying~ <3

      

      She finished all of this off with a picture of her wearing a tiara holding a big black and white cat who was also wearing a tiara.

      “Firian? How should I answer this?”

      He glanced. “‘Hey girl. Of course I know how to buy stuff on Ebay. I just bought my ‘fam’ a body pillow of a naked elf girl.’”

      “Is that what you want for your birthday, Firian?”

      “It gets lonely down there at the foot of your bed.”

      I shoved his face away from my laptop and tried to say something. I felt awkward. She was Harris’ fiancee. She was a gorgeous witch who lived in a big city with lots of friends, and clubs, and parties. “Why is she bragging to me about going to parties?”

      “Maybe she’s lonely.”

      “No way. Look at her.”

      “She isn’t my type,” he said, slinking back onto the bed, and staring at my right side with a fixed golden gaze. Sometimes he seemed particularly foxy. “I think she is enthralled by you.”

      “Me?” I scoffed. “No one has ever been enthralled with me.”

      “Challenge accepted,” he said, giving me a soft kiss on the shoulder. He continued, “Look at these messages. First, a very admiring greeting. Last, concern for your welfare and inviting you to her house. But it’s the middle one that seals it. She’s intrigued by your human lifestyle. Witches are exotic to you, but to witches, Ebay is exotic. Anyway, you underestimate how intriguing you can be. You showed up at that party making a hell of a statement in a punk pink dress holding your familiar’s hand. You must seem like the ultimate rebel.”

      “I sound pretty cool when you put it that way. But still, Harris…and Daisy…”

      “Harris has been avoiding you,” Firian said. “As he should. You’re busy enough. So I don’t see any conflict of interest.”

      I wouldn’t mind having a female friend in the magical world, that was for sure. Especially since I was feeling so lonely myself, just stuck under my blanket waiting for weekends. I started writing back, betraying a shiver while my arms were out from under the blanket.

      Firian was way too alert. “Charlotte, you’re getting cold. I thought you were starting to pull out of this.”

      “I am! I’m fine!”

      “But the healer said if you shivered you need to get under the blanket.”

      I yanked the blanket over my head and finished typing in a blanket fort, although that made it worse because less of my skin was in contact with the blanket.

      I never got sick. I was usually fairly active, too. This whole situation was the worst. I tried not to think about the fact that my mom had caused it. Then I would start fretting over every word she said, and how scary she looked, and whether there was any hope of saving her. I had a running list of ideas, things I could have done differently, that went something like this:

      

      Need to summon spirit of cousin Samuel.

      Need to find grandparents in Australia. They must have gone so far away to protect us, but now we need to talk. Good thing it’s so easy for me to get to Australia, ha ha ha.

      Need to find cousin Ina. The one Mom saved from death by joining up with the Withered Lord. Ina better be friggin’ awesome.

      Mom used to do yoga with me when I was little. Show her yoga tape? BOND OVER MAGICAL VHS TAPE AND RETURN HER TO NORMAL.

      Study more demon stuff. Win her back in battle. Defeat the Withered Lord? Is that possible?

      

      I mean, mostly it was just a list of leads and stupid ideas and impossibilities. I was pretty sure there was no way any ordinary witch could defeat a high demon. I was definitely sure I couldn’t save anyone with a 90s yoga video. But I had to at least think about these things.

      It was hard to know what to say to Daisy, though.

      

      Hi! Sorry this reply is late. I was avoiding Facebook. I can help you with Ebay any time. I’m doing pretty good, considering my mom is apparently a servant of a high demon and wanted to bring me along for the ride. Just another day in the witching world huh!? Harris probably told you I got this chill sickness thing but I’m improving.

      

      “You are indeed. But you still need a little help,” Firian said, reading over my shoulder.

      “Rude!” I said.

      “Am I?” I hastily sent the message as Firian climbed under the blanket with me and put his arms around me. “Is this rude?” He licked my cheek with a surprisingly seductive, velvet tongue.

      I giggled, our faces lit by the glow of the monitor. I shut the computer and rediscovered his face in the shadows, with my fingertips. He kissed them, then he kissed me, and then I let him tumble on top of me. His warm skin heated mine, and I almost felt back to normal when we were close like this, his legs straddling mine, his hands finding my arms and sliding his thumbs down them, a massage that ended in him pinning me to my pillows.

      “Mm…” I kept thinking I should stop him. Our relationship was already taboo.

      But being close to Firian, I felt happy. Safe. Excited and eager for more. What could be so bad about that? Dad always told me to follow my gut. The witching world had so many rules, but Master Blair told me he brought me to Merlin College to break a few rules.

      Firian unbuttoned my pajama top and ran a hand over my breast, and then the curve of my hip. “You must be ready for more,” he said. “Because I am.”

      “My door isn’t locked,” I said. “And, on a larger level, I don’t have any condoms.”

      “I‘m not sure I can actually get you pregnant,” he said. “Just in case, I could go to the drug store.”

      “What if the drug store girl says something to Dad!?”

      “If you’re not ready…,” he said. “You just…feel ready to me. You smell ready.”

      “I…don’t know.” But Firian usually knew me better than I knew myself. That was kind of his deal. So I sensed he was right, but at the same time, I wondered how to handle that with Montague and Alec.

      “You’re not thinking of them, are you?” he asked.

      Firian was more possessive than Montague and Alec. He was my familiar, so protecting me was his sole mission in life. It was no wonder that if you got romantically involved with your familiar, they got intense.

      My cell phone rang. I threw my head out of the covers and grabbed it off the nightstand.

      “Pendleton, Ermengarde?” I read off the caller ID in confusion, but I already had a feeling.

      I didn’t know Daisy’s last name but that sure sounded like a witch.
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      Charlotte

      

      “Hey. It’s Daisy! We should talk.”

      “Okay. Uh, sure, let’s talk,” I said, buttoning my top back up.

      “You finally wrote back,” she said. “I’ve been wanting to talk to you forever. So…your mom is under the thrall of a demon. When Harris told me that I was like, what.”

      I was briefly silent. I forgot that Daisy was not always that sensitive. I was not usually that sensitive either, but this was the topic where I froze. “Yes. She left when I was a baby.”

      “What demon?” Daisy asked.

      “Why do you want to know?”

      “Because!” Daisy sounded a little frantic.

      “Well, how do I know if I can trust you? I’m still figuring out what’s going on. I was also removed from Merlin College, as I’m sure you know, so what does it matter?”

      Daisy whistled. “Damn, girl’s questioning whether she can trust me.”

      “Are you talking to someone?”

      “Nah, not really.” She paused. “Cash is here, I guess. He doesn’t count.”

      “Cash is a boy,” Firian said with a chuckle. “And he doesn’t count. See what most of us have to deal with?”

      “Me and Cash are nothing like you and Robin Hood over there,” Daisy said. I’m not sure what she meant by that, but it was probably true. “Look, you can trust me. My parents were killed by a demon.”

      “Oh, I’m sorry. Harris never told me anything about you.”

      She sighed. “Well, good, actually, because that’s not his business to tell. Plus, Harris doesn’t know anything about me.”

      Yeah, they were a great couple.

      “Do you know what demon killed your parents?” I asked.

      “Yes.”

      “You could tell me first,” I said, rolling my eyes at Firian, since he could obviously hear her. Daisy was not any easier to deal with than Harris. She was friendlier but I got this feeling like she could turn on you fast, so I wasn’t going to let her dominate the conversation. I’ve been to a public junior high. I know bitches.

      “The With—” She stopped the second I breathed a little bit. “It’s the same demon, isn’t it?”

      “The Withered Lord?”

      She was quiet for a minute. “Yeah. So like maybe we should team up or whatever. He’s a really bad demon.”

      “Clearly…”

      Firian shook his head. I’m sure he could sense the same thing I sensed. Daisy was going to be a handful on multiple levels, from my romantic tension with Harris to her own personality.

      “Daisy, you know they sealed my magic. There’s nothing I can even do unless I convince Master Blair to let me back in. And he’s definitely not going to let me deal with the Withered Lord. Even if we team up…we’re just kids.”

      “Charlotte,” Daisy said, in a soft but deadly serious voice. “Do you think I mean tomorrow? This is a lifelong quest. I already know that my purpose in life is to defeat this demon and avenge my parents. If you feel the same, then we might as well join forces. And yes, of course the elders are going to try and stop us—if they know about it.”

      “I am determined to save my mom,” I said. “If you mean to be patient too, then sure. We can join forces. I’m just warning you that right now I don’t have any force to give.”

      “That’s fine,” Daisy said. “Cool. Okay. So you know how to buy things on Ebay? I’m looking at this Versace jumpsuit and it’s a steal. It’s from two years ago but you know what, I still like it, so who gives a fuck, right?”

      “Yeah, you be you,” I said dryly.

      “You tell me how to buy it, kay? Um…let’s see…like if I add it to my cart…I think I put the link in the chat. Cute, right?”

      It was not something I could ever aspire to, a black belted garment modeled by someone on a runway, but I could see a sexy witch rocking it. “That is cute!”

      “How do I send it to you?”

      “I have it here in the Facebook chat.”

      “No, I mean, I’ll send you one too for helping me.”

      “Oh.” I laughed. “No. I’m not…Versace jumpsuit material. Plus there’s only one for sale.”

      “Nah, you would be so cute in this. I’m sending it to you just because you need to know that you are Versace jumpsuit material.”

      “I’m practically bedridden! And really. How do you pee in this?”

      She laughed her weird rich girl ‘hm hm hm!” laugh. “I’m serious. You wear it and if you hate it, send it to me. If you don’t know how to take off a jumpsuit ask Robin Hood to do it for you.”

      Eventually I got her off the phone and looked at Firian with some embarrassment.

      “Sounds like someone has a new friend and demon fighting partner,” he said, with arched brows. “And a jumpsuit with a plunging neckline, so…we all win.”

      “Shut up,” I said. “But…you know…I have this feeling she might actually be pretty good at battling demons.”
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      Charlotte

      

      By the time summer rolled around, I was starting to feel a little better. I was still wearing sweaters in June, but at least my own body heat was working. The school year was over, and I had to face the crushing realization that Montague and Alec were heading back home for the summer so they wouldn’t be driving down to see me.

      At least I made it through the spring without Dad realizing that they were more than friends.

      But my fate at Merlin College was still in total limbo. I kept trying to get ahold of Master Blair and plead my case to return, but he held firm.

      “Charlotte, I have to do what’s best for you and your father,” he said.

      “Can I at least come to the library or something? Can you help me find where my grandparents live now?”

      “They’ve been out of your life for a reason. It’s to protect you,” he said. “I’m going to try and figure this out, but I want you to stay safe.”

      “You can’t just kick me out of the magical world! Can I attend Morgaine College, then?”

      “No,” he said. “You hardly know any magic. This was a mistake on my part to throw you into this world unprepared. You came to Merlin because of my nefarious plan and now I need to think of a new and less nefarious plan.”

      “But I’ve been studying all spring even when I wasn’t in school!”

      “Did your friends bring you books from the library?” he said. “They shouldn’t have done that.”

      “Master Blair, come on.”

      “You’ve taught me an important lesson,” Master Blair said. “Young people really are too impulsive. I should have listened to my mother more often. Have a good afternoon.”

      “Oh, come on!” I cried as he hung up.

      “I think you need to work on your argumentative skills,” Firian said. “Besides saying ‘come on’.”

      “I need to bargain with him,” I said. “I need some leverage. You know how Mr. McGuinness said all that stuff about bargaining with spirits? Well, it’s true for everyone, right? Maybe I could approach some witch colleges on my own and get a competing offer.”

      “That isn’t a bad idea. You don’t really want to go to a witch college, do you? You want to be with your warlock sidepieces,” he said, with a faint, teasing smile.

      I snorted. “Yes, Firian, that’s why the idea is to get a witch college to want me so that Ignatius Blair will consider that he was grooming me to be the voice of his rebellion and maybe he doesn’t want me to go to another school. So where are the witch colleges?”

      “We probably should have done this earlier,” Firian said unhelpfully.

      

      “I have just the idea,” Montague told me later.

      We were sitting on the back deck of my house, one of the last times I would see Montague and Alec before they went home for the summer. I was already going insane with wanting to kiss them, touch them, sit on their laps or basically do anything except sit here in my two layers of sweaters at a chaste distance. Dad was at the grill just below the deck, just Daddin’ it up, flipping chicken quarters over and occasionally waving to us and saying, “Okay, I’m getting it going!” “Fifteen minutes! Firian, can you put out the sides?” “Almost done!” “It’s done!” “Wait, never mind, guys. Back to your seats. It’s still pink in the middle.”

      It was hard to have a serious conversation, but we had managed it somehow.

      “You have an idea? Oh, thank god.”

      “You could come with me to St. Augustine,” he said. “It’s the home of the Southern Ladies’ Finishing College of Magic. Mrs. Tyler is the headmistress and she lives there even during the summer.”

      “Well, I do declare,” I said, with a hint of sarcasm. “What the hell is a ‘finishing’ college?”

      “Probably exactly what you think it is,” he said.

      “Isn’t that school for bad girls?” Alec asked.

      “Who is a bad girl, if not our Charlotte?” Montague replied. “But the idea is just to get a competing offer, right? That will drive Master Blair nuts, to think of her going there.”

      “How do I convince Dad? And what about your family, Montague?”

      “You are always welcome at the Xarra house,” he said. “You don’t think he would let you go? He lets you sleep with Firian.”

      “He doesn’t realize Firian counts. And Firian stays in fox form at night. As you know.” I squirmed as we edged closer to the question of who got to be my first, and when? I needed to figure it out. I would be turning twenty this year and I wanted all of them. Staying a virgin was starting to seem…overdue. It couldn’t be Alec because he still couldn’t touch me. Montague had implied he could lose control. But then if I only had sex with Firian, I feared it would ruin our careful balance.

      I’m sure Firian would disagree…

      “He wants you to be happy as much as anyone,” Montague said. “Why don’t you just tell him honestly that you want to attend a witch college? That Firian can come with you and my family will welcome you, and you’ll be as safe as you would be anywhere?”

      “Okay,” Alec said. “I’m in.”

      Montague glanced at him. “Did I invite you?”

      “I have to be in. Otherwise this summer is torture. You three are going to be boating, at the beach, grilling. Dad will probably enlist me to make lust potions all summer.”

      “Is your dad a potion maker, Alec?” Alec was fairly quiet, so there was a lot I didn’t know about him, but it seemed like he had a very low-key life. The only secret those sexy red-tinged eyes and perfect forearms were hiding was just what naughty things was he thinking about doing to me? I knew that incubi were thinking about sex all the time. He must be so tortured. Poor guy, I thought, without much sympathy at all. I had a lot of fantasies about Alec being tortured.

      “Yes,” he said.

      “You must be really good at lust potions,” I said.

      He nodded, glancing me over like I was wearing a bikini, despite how bundled up I was. My eyes roamed shamelessly over the way his shirt was strained by his powerful shoulders to his equally toned legs, clad in shorts.

      “So it’s decided,” Montague said, and I had to break the news to Dad, because lets face it, he couldn’t really stop me.
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      Charlotte

      

      She had no idea what was getting into.

      That would be written on my tombstone, at this point.

      My sweet summer break in Florida kicked off after the 4th of July so the guys had a little time with their families first and I reached the point where I only had to wear one sweater. Montague and Alec picked me up in Montague’s bargain basement green Kia SUV. Harris had bought him this car with cash after the warlock council confiscated his old car as punishment for becoming a vampire. Montague’s utter disdain for the car was so obvious that I was sure Harris did this on purpose. He surely could have found something his friend hated slightly less.

      Still, Montague looked good behind the wheel of anything. Or not behind the wheel. Anywhere, really. He was wearing a Panama hat—vampires needed sun protection—a navy jacket, a cotton shirt with thin blue stripes, and red pants with short black boots. I felt like he had a sort of “Hamptons chic” look that only a vampire could pull off in the summer. Because we were in the south, not the Hamptons. Alec was sweating in a black tee and flip-flops. Even in the mountains it was a solid ninety degrees. As we were talking in the front yard, he lifted the corner of his shirt to wipe off his face and Dad looked like it had just hit him that he was sending his daughter off to a summer of beaches, boats, and warlocks with washboard abs.

      “Be good, sweetie. Be careful,” he said. “And responsible. I know you are…an adult. Remember all the things I’ve ever told you, and all the things…any authority figure has ever told you.”

      “Oh, Dad.”

      I knew he was resisting the urge to freak out when he called me ‘sweetie’. And he still had no idea Montague was a vampire and Alec was an incubus.

      Should I feel guilty for withholding information?

      Nah.

      I had never been so excited for summer.

      “You can ride shotgun,” Alec said, opening the door for me.

      “Sweet. Bye, Dad! I’ll call as often as I can!”

      “Take good care of her,” Dad said, giving Montague his best attempt at a stare down.

      “I assure you we will, Mr. Byrne,” Montague said. He rolled up the window and gave me a hooded look. “Oh, we will.”

      “I damn sure will,” Alec said. “I still can’t touch her, so don’t get too excited. I’m going to keep you in line, Monty.”

      “We’ll see.”

      “Ahem,” Firian said.

      I looked at them all with some alarm. Alec was lounging in the back seat trying to fan the air conditioning to his face. Firian was trying to figure out where to put his long legs without knee bumping Alec. A manspreading battle seemed imminent. My brain glazed, overwhelmed with the thought of being alone with the three of them so much.

      “So…let me just clear the air,” I said. “You have all made no secret of the fact that you want to do more than kiss me. It’s very flattering. And I, too, would like to do more than kiss you,” I said, trying to awkwardly set some boundaries.

      “Damnit, why do the people who don’t need to be cold get the best vents?” Alec said.

      “You have some back there, don’t you?” Montague asked. “I don’t even know. Piece of shit.”

      “Don’t anger the machine spirit,” Firian said.

      “I mean Harris! What a troll. He knows I like to go fast.”

      “Guys, I’m trying to have an important conversation!”

      “It sounded to me like we’re all on the same page,” Montague said, shooting me a quick grin before he wrestled the steering wheel down the twisting mountain road I lived on. Not that this was hard for him, what with vampire strength and all, but it still took some concentration.

      “I just don’t want to do anything that will make you get mad at each other.”

      “Montague and agreed,” Alec said. “He’ll do things to you, and I get to watch—”

      Firian growled like he’d forgotten he was human.

      “Hey,” Alec said, lifting a hand. “So, we talked about all this on the way. St. Augustine is an especially tough city for a familiar, and we know Firian is your best and most loyal companion who knows you better than anyone, so we both agree that whenever you’re ready, he should be your first.”

      “It’s Charlotte’s decision,” Firian said, but he was suddenly giving me this look like he wanted to pull over.

      He already knew what I wanted.

      “St. Augustine is very romantic,” Montague said. “It’s a good place to make a night special.”

      “I…want to,” I said. “I just don’t know how to decide when.”

      “I could surprise you,” Firian said. “If you trust me.”

      My skin flamed. “I do.”

      “There. All settled,” Alec said.

      “You guys are okay with this too?” I asked.

      “Not really but I’ll deal with it.” Montague said.

      “I’ve been working on him since he picked me up from the airport,” Alec said.

      Montague brushed my knee on the way to grab a map. “Now that that’s out of the way…you want to navigate? I can’t remember how we got here.”

      “No GPS?”

      “We’re trying to keep it as low-tech as we can.”

      “Uhhh…maps. Okay. Wow.” I unfolded the paper. “Where are we?”

      “Don’t you live here?” Montague asked.

      “Um…yes. But we have a GPS.”

      “Kids these days,” Alec said.

      “We’re in Georgia,” Montague said unhelpfully, brushing my knee again before he went back to the steering wheel. I shivered from head to toe. Of course, part of that was probably the air conditioning.

      

      I had never been to St. Augustine, but I knew the town on the northeastern Florida coast touted itself as “The Oldest City in America”, and it had a 17th century fort and some old houses, and a lot of tourist trap stuff. When my grandpa was still alive, my grandparents loved going there when they weren’t going to Savannah. A bridge crossed the intracoastal waterway to Anastasia Island where Montague said there were some nice beaches.

      “We might not be rich,” he said, “but we do have a house right in the old city, and I can take us out on my uncle’s boat.”

      I was already full of dreams of sea-scented air, grilled seafood and doing absolutely nothing except frolicking, reading, and basking in the attention of three hot guys.

      As we drove into the city, tourist buses made up to look like old timey trolleys came by, the parking was packed, people clogged the sidewalks, and there were shops selling t-shirts and taffy and junk. The streets were lined with old houses with overhanging balconies, and one of the main roads faced the water and the island, where a black-and-white striped lighthouse stood sentry in the distance. The architecture had this distinctly old Spanish feel, which had some romantic potential, but it was super busy and fairly tacky.

      Montague parked at the visitor center.

      “We’ll leave this here,” he said.  “Xavier will park it at the outpost later.” He left the keys on the seat and waved his hand over the handle, whispering a spell.

      “What is the outpost?”

      “Where all the magical folk keep their cars,” he said. “No cars allowed in my town.”

      I could see that the main street of the town was blocked off, through the old stone gates. They were big square pillars made of a grayish, porous stone, with little old guard stations, their barred doors obviously made for smaller humans.

      “You live on this main street?” I asked. “Over a t-shirt shop? Or a shop that sells hot sauce?”

      “Ha ha. Wait and see.” He took my hand as he led the way to the gates.

      Firian looked at his arms, which had broken into goosebumps. “The magic here is so strong.”

      “Oh my god. Is this a King’s Cross situation?” I asked. “Are we going to Platform 9 3/4?”

      “Damnit, I wanted to surprise you. Books ruin everything,” Montague said. “Yes. Shut your eyes. Firian, you feel the rift?”

      “I see it,” Firian said. “The gates.”

      “Do I have to shut my eyes?”

      “It’s a good idea until you get your magic back,” Montague said. “There’s a trick to it. Wait until those people go through.” He looked around, apparently waiting for the right moment when all the humans had shifted their attention away from us.

      Firian took my other hand, and I shut my eyes, walking along between them toward the old gates. On the fifth step I felt something shift and all the sounds of people and cars seemed to fade away behind me and the sounded of them warped before disappearing. The air got a little cooler and scented more strongly of flowers.

      “You can look,” Montague said, with pride.

      It was like I had traveled in time. The cars were gone, every single one. I even spun around behind me and saw nothing but some Victorian houses. Instead of engines and the speakers of the tourist buses, all the people on the streets were dressed in a timeless way. A girl with her hair in a long black braid, wearing a linen dress and shoes fastened with buckles walked by with a basket of small glass bottles. She looked at us a little nervously.

      A horse-drawn carriage was coming up the path with cages of chickens in the back. The old man in the back tipped a battered hat to Montague. “Afternoon, Monty. The sun treating you all right?”

      “Fine,” Montague said.

      “What is happening?” I screeched. “What is this place?”

      “It’s a parallel,” he said. “One of the very few in America. We’re in the fabric between the mortal world and Etherium. Most witches and warlocks used to live in towns like these, but fewer exist now. Electricity barely works here. But stay in the gates. The city is shrinking and it’s getting easier to fall back into the mortal world all the time. If you go out the gates you’ll make it about as far as Castle Warden before you fall out.” He pointed at a big gray castle-styled building that I’m pretty sure was the Ripley’s Believe it or Not museum in the real world, but here looked like a private residence.

      “A parallel…” I was in total awe. “How does it work? Some of the houses look different.” I saw that the city gates did now attach to actual walls that framed the city and reached to the fort that overlooked the water.

      “Witches and warlocks used to be able to find rifts that connect to Etherium everywhere,” Firian said. “But when humans stopped believing in magic, the connections started sealing up. The worlds drifted apart. It happened gradually, from the eighteenth century onward.”

      “Yes. We still maintain a parallel here because this town is so unusually old and strange compared to its surroundings, and tourists come expecting to see ghosts and weird things,” Montague said. “There is enough belief that magic is still real here to keep it going. We have four Ethereals guarding the town who take a human bride. Her love of the Ethereals helps keep the gates open and Sinistrals out. It’s all somewhat precarious. Sometimes it’s like the air warps and you see some humans and they think you’re a ghost because we’re occupying the same space.”

      “That’s creepy!” I paused. “Um. So let me throw this scenario at you. Some old lady books a ‘haunted’ bed and breakfast. In this world, it’s Montague’s house. She’s coming out of the shower naked. I’m in the throes of passion—or awkward first-time sex… The veil between worlds parts…”

      “We’ll make sure that doesn’t happen,” Alec said.

      “My house does have ‘ghosts’ occasionally,” Montague said. “But they will never know who you are.”

      As we walked down the street, we passed a number of magical shops for potions and wands and stuff. I was trying not to geek out. It was beyond aggravating that my magic was blocked. I could sense intense magical energy but I wouldn’t be able to use it.

      I also noticed that some people looked…hostile. A very old, stooped woman wearing a black cape and a wide sun hat ambled into the street ahead of us and Montague stiffened. She looked like she could have been a ghost herself.

      “Who is this girl, Young Xarra?” she asked.

      “Good afternoon, Madame Solano. This is Charlotte Byrne of the Caruthers witches,” he said. “She’s staying with my family for the rest of the summer.”

      “You are too old for a familiar,” she said to me. “Send him away.”

      This again? Already?

      “Don’t worry. He’ll depart soon. Neither of them have seen a parallel town before so I wanted to show them,” Montague said. Besides that slight tension in his posture, he seemed relaxed.

      “Be careful. If you were not a Xarra, the gates would have shut to you already, when you died.”

      He nodded to her, tipping his hat respectfully. “I understand.”

      “Just be mindful.”

      She moved on and Montague and Alec exchanged a look.

      “She seems fun,” I said, when I was sure she was well out of earshot.

      “She is very old,” Montague said. “She’s a council member, too. I have to be careful around the town elders. They don’t trust vampires and would like to have a reason to get rid of me.”

      As we passed women in aprons brushing off their stoops and shaking rugs off balconies, carrying baskets of greens and bread, men walking with glowing staffs in their hands and securing horses to hitching posts, I realized that Montague’s memories of his vampire sire weren’t the only reason he sometimes talked like he came from another time.

      He basically did.

      He turned down a narrow side street, just before we reached what looked like a market square. “Here we are. Casa de Xarra.” The house was the first one facing the side street. A dark balcony with flowers hanging from it in clay planters shaded the street. The house itself was white with green shutters. He opened the door and it faced stairs that led upward before the ground floor split into a living room with furniture gathered around a wood stove with some bookshelves lining the walls, and a room that looked like an office/workroom for one of his parents on the other side with a desk and some cabinets full of bottles, herbs hanging from the rafters. In back was a dining room and a kitchen with an older gas range and an icebox.

      It was very weird, because the rooms only had one or two electric lights but the furnishings were a comfortable mix of old and modern, some flashy modern art was on the dining room walls, and someone was in the middle of reading ‘Crazy Rich Asians’. So I didn’t feel like I was in Amish country or anything.

      “What do your parents do, anyway?”

      “They’re healers,” Montague said, picking a note up off the table. “And I guess they’re delivering a baby out in the country so we have the place to ourselves this first weekend.”

      “Sweet,” Alec said.

      Montague showed us upstairs. I glimpsed posters with soccer players and wrestlers and some models of ricer cars.

      “That’s my room,” he said.

      “Duh,” I said. “You look so refined and then I see your room and you’re such a boy. I really question your taste.”

      “This room is pre-vampire,” he said. “I am refined.”

      “You’re too nice,” Firian said. “You’ve seen her room. I would have harassed her about her ten zillion stuffed animals.”

      I rolled my eyes as Montague showed me to my own room. I opened my bag to hang up the Versace jumpsuit and my party dresses before they got wrinkled. My room was small but very cozy. It had a blue quilt on the bed and a tiled fireplace with some little figurines of Spanish dancers. The back balcony overlooked a courtyard garden shared between a few houses. A young blonde guy was sitting down there reading a magazine by the fountain.

      He snapped it shut and looked at me.

      Ohmigod.

      “Harris!?”
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      Charlotte

      

      “So you finally got in,” he said, standing up, hand sliding into one pocket as he tossed the magazine on the bench.

      “Montague and Alec didn’t mention you would be here!”

      “I decided to surprise you.”

      “Why?”

      “I told Master Blair I’d keep an eye on you,” he said.

      “You’re a spy?”

      “I didn’t feel like going home this summer,” he said. “My family and I aren’t really getting along, since they’re a tiny bit upset I helped you summon a demon. So, yes, I am a spy. I’m renting this house next door. Anyway, don’t even think about trying to get your magic back or summon anyone else.”

      “Well—it’s not your business,” I growled, turning from the window.

      This was mucking up all my plans. Now I never knew when Harris was going to be around. He might sabotage my attempt to talk to the finishing school lady, and…and.

      He followed me here because he likes me and he can’t stand that Alec and Montague might get to have me to themselves.

      Well, too bad.

      Not like I’m attracted to him back or anything.

      I kept thinking of how Harris put his arm around me when the demon appeared in Theurgy class. And then how he chased off my bullies. He helped us time and time again when I was trying to figure out what was going on with my mom. But then he always pulled back and acted in infuriating ways.

      One thing I had certainly realized: Harris was a very skilled warlock. Better than any of the rest of us. He didn’t just coast on his family name or money. His spells were genuinely badass.

      “Phew…” I wiped my brow. “No air conditioning in here. This is going to be rough.”

      “Oh good. You’re cured,” Firian said, eyes narrowing. “The sight of Harris cured you.”

      “It did not.” I peeled off my sweater so I was down to a t-shirt over a long-sleeved shirt. “I just forgot I was wearing so many clothes.”

      Firian looked vaguely irritated before sinking his fingers into my hair. “I’m glad you’re feeling better. I guess I’ll have to leave you now so I don’t harm your mission. But call me when the coast is clear.”

      “I hate that you can’t do everything with us this summer.”

      He pulled me a little closer and nudged me to the bed. My ass bounced on the thick mattress and I almost slid off again. Firian picked up my knees and scooted me onto the bed. He was tall enough to fold himself over me so I was laying back, kissing him as his arms closed around me. His lips caressed mine like he was saving up the memory of me to carry him through.

      Then he stepped back. “Have fun.”

      He vanished.

      “Firian…” I frowned. I knew he had to go. The whole town would talk if I had my familiar following me around. But I hated it. It just seemed so unfair and pointless. Who cares if I love him? It’s not hurting anyone.

      I came back downstairs. “Did you know that Harris is renting the place next door?”

      “What?” Montague turned sharply from the oven where he was making tea. “The Marcottes’ house? Did you see him?”

      There was a knock on the door.

      Alec strolled over and answered it. “Hey, Harris. What are you doing here?”

      Montague looked like he was considering how much this disrupted his plans. “Is your whole family here?”

      “Just me,” Harris said. “I needed to get away. We’re quarreling.”

      “Is that so…”

      “It’ll be like old times,” Harris said. “Only better. Or…what? Do you guys think I’m going to horn in on your threesome or something?”

      “No.” Montague flung open the heavy door. “Come in. We’re here for business, you know.”

      “What business?”

      “He’s a spy for Master Blair,” I said.

      “Not really a spy,” Harris said. “I’m protecting Charlotte from danger at Blair’s request.”

      “Do you think I shouldn’t return to Merlin College?” I demanded. “Because that’s what he wants. To banish me back to the real world.”

      “I don’t really care,” Harris said. “I just don’t feel like going home and this is a nice side job.”

      “Then, it isn’t like old times,” Montague said, opening the icebox and covering the kitchen table with cheese and sausage and other things that I hope had been kept cold enough not to give us all food poisoning. He sliced some bread. “You are welcome to the hospitality of my snacks, Harris. Then you might as well leave because we are not going to accept Charlotte slogging through a mortal life.”

      Harris folded a slice of Serrano ham onto a piece of bread. Despite the tension in the air, the kitchen was a very welcoming room, the floors covered in tiles painted with brown and blue designs, natural light falling on the long wooden table from two tall  open windows that faced the garden. I heard the trill of frogs or insects and the smell of flowers was even stronger. I felt like I was in some quaint European town somewhere far, far away from my troubles.

      “What are your plans?” Harris asked.

      “We’re not going to tell you our plans!” I said.

      “I’ll just have to follow you.”

      Montague took a pouch of blood from the icebox and shook it at him. “If you mess this up, I’ll kill you.” He left the room so we didn’t have to watch him drinking blood, which was good because I didn’t want to see that either.

      Harris lifted his fair brows. “He’s touchy when he’s horny. You have fun. I’ll see you around, everywhere, as I prepare my report.”

      “Harris,” Alec said. “You’re not fooling anyone.”

      Harris looked incensed that Alec actually went there. “Some of us are capable of acting based on our heads,” he said, and slammed the door on his way out.

      “Harris has finally encountered something he can’t have,” Alec said.

      “If he wasn’t such a jerk, he could have had a shot,” I said, like I was such hot stuff. “You guys wouldn’t all be so interested if there were other girls in school, I’m sure.”

      “What?” Alec scoffed. “You think I haven’t met other girls? You think I just fall for anyone?”

      “Isn’t that what incubi do?”

      “If I didn’t like you I would avoid you,” he said. “Because I’m an incubus, and it’s in my nature just to have sex whenever possible, with whoever. I like you enough to think I could save everything for you. And when I finally am able to touch you…get ready.”

      A pang of intense longing went through me at the wicked intent in his eyes. “When will that be?” I asked, my voice getting that tone where I was drunk on his gorgeousness, enchanted by his demon side.

      “Let’s see if you can handle Monty first,” he said, one broad hand spread on the table as he leaned over me, his voice low, right in my ear. His breath was hot on my skin and I wanted more. “And Firian, before that. Are you ready for this summer?”

      “I’m ready,” I breathed.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Six

          

        

      

    

    
      Montague

      

      I drained the pouch of blood and threw it in the trash, suppressing a sense of shame and anger that my parents had to worry about stocking the house with blood whenever I came home. Then I looked at myself in the mirror a moment to try and stay focused.

      “Montague Xarra,” I whispered. “That’s your name. You are in your house. Safe. Charlotte and Alec are here. This is your life.”

      Lately, my memories of my sire Rayner were coming hard and fast. Vampires were supposed to follow the oldest living vampire in their bloodline. My memories of Rayner were trying to draw me to him, to make me serve him.

      He’s out there somewhere. This man is still alive. Rayner. My lord.

      I knew Rayner had lived in the Netherlands sometime around the 1600s, and been in love with a girl named Lisbeth. Her parents wanted her to marry someone else, and I’m sure they didn’t even know she was in love with a vampire, but she chose to follow Rayner to London instead. He had loved her desperately and I had many memories of her, of the way he looked at her, of him making love to her. If I hadn’t had Charlotte to take my mind off of it, I might have lost myself in memories of this long-dead girl.

      But then I had a memory of Lisbeth dying of the plague. Judging by history this might have been 1665 or 1666. Ever since then, my memories had turned darker. Rayner was miserable without Lisbeth and I had to deal with the heaviness of his grief.

      Now I was remembering something else.

      A tall, lean man in black, with heavy eyelids, deep-set eyes, no periwig or fancy clothes, just his own dark hair falling on his shoulders, the only nod to fashion some lace-trimmed neckwear. The 1660s were, generally, a pretty ridiculous time for men and Rayner’s memories of London were full of crazy wigs and bows and some really rough-looking peasants. This guy didn’t seem like a peasant.

      If her soul has chosen to walk this earth again, I can find you your Lisbeth, he said softly. But she won’t be Lisbeth anymore.

      Find her.

      She might be a man. She might be on the other side of the globe. She might be deformed or crippled. She will, most certainly, be a mere child and you would be cruel to tamper with her new life.

      I don’t care. Find her.

      The man sighed. Come back in ten years.

      Ten years, Rayner growled. No.

      What price will you pay?

      I have money. A pouch of coins was dumped onto the table.

      That…isn’t enough.

      I felt Rayner’s anger and desperation building.

      Was this what I thought it was? He thought Lisbeth was reincarnated and he could actually find her again? That was some bad magic, there. You were never supposed to interfere with the sacred passage between death and life.

      Of course, once you were already a vampire, I guess he figured, what the hell.

      I shut my eyes, clutching my head. The man in black looked a little sinister but he seemed to have some sympathy for Lisbeth’s soul, and I had a feeling of dread when I saw the memory.

      And then—

      Rayner turned into a monster. Grabbing the man, pinning him down, fangs in his neck. The other man didn’t expect this. Panic, dread, attempts to scream for help that went unanswered as Rayner bit him.

      Now you belong to me, Mr. Fletcher, and you will find her.

      My breathing was choked. I had mostly forgotten my own turning. I was pretty drunk. Or maybe I just blocked it out. As my memories flashed back to Rayner attacking the other man, I remembered that terror and helplessness as I realized what was happening to me. I had also screamed for help, but I was very far from home.

      There was a knock on the door. “Montague?” Charlotte asked. “Alec wants to know where the corkscrew is.”

      I could tell by the way she said it that what she really meant was, Hey, are you okay?

      I forced myself back together and opened the door. “I’m fine.”

      Her nose wrinkled as if I didn’t look that convincing. “You sure? You look extra pale right now. Was the blood not kept at an FDA approved temperature? Should I be worried about the salami?”

      “Just the memories again.” I shook my head. “I’m fine.”

      “You should talk about it,” she said. “That always helps. You don’t have to deal with secret tormented vampire stuff.”

      I know why vampires are always tormented, I thought. Memories. Loneliness. I knew that Charlotte and Alec would die and leave me just like Lisbeth. How many years before that really sunk in? “When Lisbeth died, Rayner lost it. He went to some guy—a warlock, maybe—trying to find out if she’d been reincarnated. And when the guy wouldn’t cooperate he turned him into a vampire. Really…vivid, violent shit.” I shrugged it off. “But it’s fine. I’ll feel better once we’re out on the water.”

      Her eyes lingered on me, concerned. She adjusted my collar. “That’s probably true. Water is a healing element, right?”

      “Yes.”

      As we left the house, it was late afternoon. Soon the sun would go down and I could take off my hat. I had never been a hat man so I was counting the minutes. I took Charlotte past the night market. The focal point of St. Augustine was the tree-lined plaza, a long rectangle of criss-crossed paths and monuments. In the human world, it was no longer a market, but in the magical world, its purpose remained. During the day people sold produce in the market building, but at night true Ethereals—seelie faeries and angels and shapeshifting beings—came to sell magical wares: tinctures and potions and strange ingredients from far corners of the magical world. Overlooking the plaza was the Hotel Scheherazade and Cathedral Basilica on one side and Trinity Church and the Hotel Cordova on the other side, along with smaller shops and buildings. On the human side, the site of the Scheherazade Hotel was a six-story bank building.

      Charlotte’s eyes were wide as she took in the sights. From this vantage point, we could also see the bridge guarded by two of the Ethereal guardians who took the form of lions.

      “Why are there—lions?” she asked. “In the human world aren’t they statues?”

      “Yes, the humans paid homage to our lions. I guess the builder was a warlock. Or maybe it’s just a coincidence. They say Ponce de Leon was a warlock with a lion familiar. He came here trying to find the Fountain of Youth.”

      “Where is the Ladies’ College?” Charlotte asked.

      “It’s just down there,” I said. “The warlock college is in the old Ponce de Leon Hotel and the witches’ college is in the old Alcazar.”

      “Ooh, so the students get to knock boots around here,” she said.

      “Every person on the street is a gossip, so they still have to be discreet, but it is better than our situation,” I said. “Well, not ours. Our situation is just fine. But every other poor sucker at our school.”

      Home wasn’t quite what it used to be, though. Since I was turned I didn’t spend much time here. I spent my summer at the Haven in vampire therapy, then it was off to university, and I spent winter break with Charlotte.

      I was a vampire now. Not exactly welcome. I was one wrong move away from being banished to Sinistral. I saw some people crossing themselves after I walked by, whispering prayers. How welcoming.

      But I couldn’t blame them. I knew what had happened to Rayner. He was all right as long as his tie to his old life remained: the woman he loved. Once she was gone…the monster emerged as Rayner attacked an innocent man.

      I just needed to get all that off my mind. I led the way to my uncle’s boat. He said I could make use of it all summer, and I was definitely going to take him up on it. The only other way to get to the beaches was to walk or take a carriage, but the sailboat was more fun.

      Plus, it was the perfect spot for privacy with Charlotte. There was a cozy bedroom below decks. I had already stocked the place up with fresh flowers, wine, clean sheets and fluffy pillows. Of course, that was before Alec talked me into letting the fox have her first.

      As I lifted the sails, I had a flash of seeing Rayner, hungry and desperate and full of passion.

      Good things come to those who wait, Silvus. When we find her, I will allow you to claim her as your own, as you are mine.

      And then—

      The dark-haired girl caught between them. Lisbeth, Rayner said. You are my Lisbeth. The girl, pleading in French as the two vampires stripped off her clothes and sank their fangs into her wrists.

      First he was murdering Silvus and now they were both taking some French girl. Was this French girl Lisbeth’s reincarnation? Was it any better if she was? And damnit, why was I getting hard over the memory? I wasn’t some monster. I would never turn anyone else. I wouldn’t follow Charlotte into her next life and drink her blood.

      “Have you got this?” Alec asked me. “Do we need any wind?”

      “I think we’re good. The sea witches have a permanent current going to steer you in the right direction.”

      “Why are you fanged out? Didn’t you eat at the house?”

      “I was thinking about the…very private bedroom on this boat.”

      “Mm.” Alec looked back at Charlotte, who had just called Firian onto the boat. They were cracking up over something. She had put on a swimsuit but was still wearing a huge sweater over it. I’d never seen so much of her legs. Her legs were pale from being bedridden all spring, but they were still the most gorgeous thing I’d ever seen. It just showed off her veins more. Which were the strange sort of things you started thinking when you were a vampire.

      “Harris was right. She does have a nice ass,” Alec said, flapping the front of his shirt. “Damn, I made it through freshman year. I can make it through three more.”

      “That’s your plan? No sex through all of school?”

      “I have to, Monty. I want to be taken seriously. Once I lose myself in her, that’s it for me.”

      The sun was setting. I lit the old lanterns that hung on the ship, providing a soft light to the deck and cabin. When you were in the parallel world, beyond the town there was no development, nothing but palm trees and marshes cast in an eternal fog, turning dark against the brilliant red and gold sunset. If you went too far you, god knows where you’d end up. Our boat hugged the coast, heading out for the sea witch settlements on the island. Quite a few other boats were following the same general path; it was like a water highway.

      “Guys—guys. You know how Firian manifests his own clothes?” Charlotte sputtered. “And he doesn’t always know how they’ll turn out?”

      “I thought I would show up in tacky tourist wear and this is what my brain made,” Firian said, throwing up his arms.

      “That is…impressive,” Alec said. “I see how you were aiming for several different statements.”

      Firian’s shirt was neon tie-dye with a picture of a very weird looking Garfield the cat wearing a backwards baseball cap and riding a shark like a surfboard. It said “TOO COOL FOR BEACH”. Firian put his hand behind the mouth of the Garfield and said, “Kill…me…”

      I made this stupid familiar a love nest for Charlotte, and he shows up in that.

      “Firian, can we talk?” I said.

      “I guess I’m not too cool to talk,” he said, shrugging and ducking into the cabin like he already knew I meant in private. Firian had this graceful, languid way of moving that seemed as arrogant as Harris in its own way. Familiars were not usually that invested in the world of witches and warlocks. They were devoted to their own witch, but besides that, they could leave any time and were fiercely independent creatures.

      That was how I saw him. A…creature. I didn’t hate him. But he wasn’t human at all, and it was strange to me that he wanted to be here.

      Still, I had to admit, a familiar would take very good care of Charlotte for her first time. I trusted him with her more than anyone. More than Alec. More than myself. “Firian,” I said. “There’s a very nice bedroom on the boat below decks. I’ve prepared it for you and I urge you to take advantage of it.”

      Firian looked like he was expecting something else. Then he got prickly again. “So you can get on with it, I suppose. Appease me.”

      “Alec and I don’t just want to have sex with her. We really—” I frowned. “You’re entwined with her, so I’m trying to make this work with you too.”

      “You really like her,” Firian finished the words that I struggled to say under his unblinking, golden stare. “What are you planning? Is only one of you going to have a public relationship? Or are you going to come out with this eventually and tell everyone you’re mating her like bond brothers even though you have no magical reason to do so?”

      “I could ask you the same thing about whatever you’re doing,” I said.

      “I’m aware,” he said, tapping the captain’s chair. “None of this will ever be accepted by anyone.”

      “Yeah, well…”

      “I don’t need my relationship with her to ever be public,” Firian said. “I have no family or friends or job. I’m just hers. Presumably, you and Alec have something to lose.”

      Who is Lisbeth!? the French girl cried.

      You. You’re my Lisbeth. I’ll make you remember, if it takes a hundred years…

      I want to go home…

      You won’t, once you remember me, my love. Rayner had her alone now, peeling down her dress to suckle her plump breasts. Her cheeks turned bright pink and she didn’t stop him but maybe she was too scared.

      “Feelings don’t follow those rules,” I said. “It’s overwhelming. It hits you and you’d kill to keep it. Well—not literally.” I was getting lost again, and Firian was arching a brow at me.

      As I looked out, I saw someone looking out at me from one of the smaller boats, caught in the light of a lantern. A tall man with dark blonde hair and high cheekbones, cold eyes, a demon’s smile.

      Rayner?

      I started, moving to the window to get a closer look, but the boat seemed to have vanished.

      I was seeing things. The memories, haunting me.

      At least, I hoped I was.

      “I thought I saw Harris,” I said, explaining away my reaction.

      “I’m not surprised,” Firian said. “So…to get to the point, you’re saying there’s a love nest below decks and we can have it?”

      “Yes.”

      “Is there a lock on the door?”

      I nodded. “I’ll take the long way around. Go for it.”

      “Give me five minutes,” he said.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      Charlotte

      

      “I could get used to boat life,” I told Alec, as we watched the sunset over the palms, even as I wondered what Firian and Montague could possibly be talking about alone.

      “It is beautiful. I should have brought my sketchbook. Pastels, maybe.”

      “I didn’t know you do landscapes. I thought you just painted magical stuff.”

      “This would just be for fun. The other stuff could be a career if I can perfect artistic spells. So far I’m not that great at the magic part. Better at the actual painting.”

      “You couldn’t just be a normal artist?”

      “That…wouldn’t be as likely to pay good money,” he said. “My family is well-off but I don’t want to be seen as the artist bum of the Lyrman clan.”

      “Well, won’t your magic will improve once we’re…involved?”

      “Yeah,” he said, glancing over my legs.

      “You seem pretty sweaty in that t-shirt,” I said. “You might feel better without it.”

      “Aren’t you trouble,” he said with a sly grin. “I’m not going to tempt you. Not yet.”

      I raised my eyebrows. “You look like you’re already about to crack.”

      “I doubt Master Blair would remove the spell on me anyway. Anyway, why do you ask? Who’s cracking?”

      “We don’t have to have sex,” I said. “But if I can’t even feel your touch for the next three years…”

      He put his hands on the railing behind the bench where I was sitting. “Once you feel my touch, you’re going to want more. And so am I. If I really care about you, I can resist. You need to focus on getting your powers back and helping your mom, right?”

      “Oh, nice try, but I can multitask like nobody’s business.”

      Montague wandered over and looked at the water. He definitely seemed troubled by something lately. I wondered what, exactly, was going on in his head and how intense the memories were. Enough that he seemed to be in another world, at least. Coming home had to be bittersweet for him.

      “So, Harris is following us,” Alec said.

      “You’ve seen him?”

      “He’s on that yacht.”

      “That’s just a sailboat.”

      “I thought any boat becomes a yacht when someone like Harris is on it,” Alec said. “I don’t know. I’m a mountain man. What is a yacht, then?”

      “Maybe you’re right.” Montague studiously ignored the sailboat/yacht. “Hey, Charlotte, you look cold. There’s a heater down in the cabin. You might want to warm up before we get to the beach.”

      “I’m okay.” I stood up and stretched, trying to show off how normal I felt. “I like the view.”

      “You’ll see the view many more times.” He put his hands on my shoulders and spun me toward the cabin door.

      “Hey…” But when I looked back to protest, I realized what was going on. “What’s happening?”

      “I think you know,” he said, his voice soft as a caress.

      “Is Firian down there? Is Firian going to try to get busy with me while wearing a knockoff Garfield t-shirt?”

      “Just go.” He gave my ass a little nudge-smack.

      I yanked my sweater down over my bikini bottom, glaring at him before I went down a few steep steps. I was skeptical about losing my virginity on the first night on a sailboat. To Firian. While Montague and Alec were up there talking or brooding or fantasizing or whatever. They’re just rushing me into it. How about a night in one of those fancy hotels or something? Jeez.

      The interior of the sailboat reminded me of a camper; cramped with a tiny kitchen and bench, but it was very swank with lustrous dark wood and brass in art deco curves. Tiny lights were strung all around and on the table was a spread of fancy decorated truffles and a bottle of wine. Music fit for a dreamy 1980s music video was playing softly in the background, although I had no idea where it came from.

      And Firian was sitting at the table, wearing a suit and tie, his long legs poked out into the walkway.

      “Oh…it’s nice down here,” I said.

      “It is,” Firian said, standing up, his head slightly bent when it brushed the ceiling.

      “You look very nice,” I said. “I would have dressed up if…” I trailed off. “I mean, are we actually doing this?”

      “It’s been one year since I finally got to introduce myself to you properly,” he said. “But it’s been longer than that since you became my MMORPG partner. And it’s been…a very long time that I’ve been living near you. Watching and waiting and hoping that some day…” He paused. “I don’t know if kids can fall in love. Is it creepy if they do?”

      “You’ve already been stalking me since I was a baby, so I think we’re well past creepy.”

      “I was protecting you and doing my job,” he said. “But this part…isn’t my job.” He put one arm at the small of my back and drew us closer, then lifted my chin with a tender hand, meeting my lips for a kiss that quickly deepened. “This part…is in defiance of my job.”

      Firian made me feel as if this random moment had, in fact, been something we’d been building up to all our lives. Maybe I liked it better than a fancy hotel after all. We’d always remember this.

      “Are those magical truffles?” I asked.

      “Yep. And faery wine.”

      “I’m not really a wine drinker.”

      “You’ll like this,” he said.

      He handed me a glass. I took a sip. Okay. Of course it was delicious. It tasted like a whole garden of flowers was condensed into one taste. “Oh…wow.”

      He still had his arm around me, his skin warm, reminding me that he was real, no matter how strange and inhuman he seemed when he started conjuring things out of the air. He fed me a truffle. If the wine was good, the chocolate was mind-blowing, but I knew it had no substance, and as soon as I tasted it I wanted more and more.

      “Some things can’t be satisfied,” he said. “But there are other ways in which everything I give you is very real. I wanted to remind you of the difference.”

      “Sometimes I think I control you,” I said. “And sometimes I feel as if I should be a little afraid of you.”

      “Sounds about right,” he said. “Despite that, I am…yours. All yours.”

      We kissed again, one of his hands taking mine while the other slipped under my sweater, skin to skin, although still chastely—for now. The boat rode over a swell and I bumped into him. Not entirely on accident. His arms twined and tightened around me, steadying me. In the dim light, the reddish hints in his hair were muted to a tawny color but his eyes still caught strange golden colors in the lantern light.

      “Master Blair is wrong to take your magic away,” he said. “You are just the right person to continue his rebellion. My brave, beautiful Charlotte.”

      The compliments made me shake my head, but I liked them too. I was glad that even after the attack and my sickness through the spring, he still wanted me to keep fighting. “With you by my side,” I said.

      He swept me into his arms—and promptly banged his head on the ceiling of the boat. He growled at the ceiling.

      I suppressed a laugh. “Sorry. Maybe this isn’t the place for—ooh—” He carried me into the bedroom, which was just a room full of bed, basically. There was no floor space. The door slid open to revel a somewhat circular bedroom and he dropped me on the mattress and pounced atop me.

      I drank in the taste of his eager kisses for a minute and then said, “This is—Montague’s uncle’s bed?”

      “Montague changed all the linens.”

      “But does his uncle know?”

      Firian shrugged. “If you loan your boat out to your college-aged nephew and his friends I have to assume you’re aware of what could happen.”

      “You’re right.”

      Then we were kissing in earnest. Not that we weren’t kissing in earnest before. I guess there were ever-increasing levels of earnestness. Firian’s hands cupped my face, his necktie falling on my chest, and I reached up and loosened it. This seemed to encourage him to tangle his legs up with mine. I was down with that. He was leaner than Montague and Alec, but tall, and he had the legs of an anime character. Plus, he could turn into a fox.

      “Can you like, do just fox ears?” I murmured. “I wonder if that would be hot.”

      He stopped kissing me and shook his head. “It would look dumb.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Pretty sure.”

      “Or like, a tail?”

      “Are you a furry?” he asked, in a tone that suggested I would never hear the end of it.

      “I just think that might be kinda sexy.”

      “Sounds like a furry to me. Maybe later if I can think of something equally ridiculous for you to do for me.” His hands were crawling up my back, which arched obligingly.

      “Like dressing up as an elf in a bikini? I know you. You’re one of those guys who makes his RPG character based on what he’s into.”

      “Don’t tempt me, woman.”

      We laughed softly as he pulled off my sweater.

      “But I already have the bikini,” he said, hooking his finger around the skinniest part at my hip. “Damn.”

      “That’s right. You probably haven’t seen me in a bikini since I was about six or seven,” I said, when I used to play in my kiddie pool in the backyard.

      “Stop with that. I was also seven!”

      “I know.”

      He started to inch down my bikini bottom and I drew in a nervous breath. Technically, I guess, Alec had already seen me naked, but that was a dream. Sort of. I wondered if I should have done something to my hair down there. I’d trimmed and shaved the bikini line but maybe I should have done more. Or less. I don’t know, there was only so much you could do with that part of the body, in the end it was more about what it could do than how it looked. I guess the aim of any girl should just be to look better than a penis and balls. Okay, breathe, Charlotte. You’re freaking out.

      “Shouldn’t we do boob stuff first? There’s an order to the bases, right?”

      Firian looked at me like he was having romantic thoughts and not worrying over anything stupid like I was. “Are you nervous about me looking at you naked?”

      “No.”

      “If anyone should be nervous, it’s me, because I know you’ve already seen Alec naked. We’ve all seen…the outline, so. This is the part where I get to worship the body of my witch. Trust me…there is no chance of disappointment.”

      “I don’t know if I’m nervous, Firian… I’ve just never done this. And we’re friends. I don’t want to mess anything up.”

      “That is impossible.” He untied the back of my bikini top. “But I can also do boob stuff.” He pulled off the bikini top and stroked my breast while hooking his hand inside the bottom and running a finger between my folds.

      That wasn’t what I meant. But then again, who cared? It felt so good. I immediately realized I should just stop talking and let him do things to me. While his hands were on me, I pulled his tie off his neck and started unbuttoning his shirt. Then I unfastened the button and zipper of his pants.

      Soon he was helping me wrestle off his clothes and then we kissed yet more earnestly, I swear.

      “I’m not sure you’re sufficiently turned on yet,” he said.

      “I’m pretty turned on,” I gasped.

      He slid down my body, his soft hair brushing my skin until he reached my nipples and circled them with his tongue. He coaxed moans out of me as he alternated with sucking, licking, and nipping at the pebbled nubs.

      I guess he was right. I had not been as turned on as I could be. And I wanted to be more than ready for him. Having worked my nipples over until they were hard and tingling, he slid his tongue all the way down, and then he pulled my bikini top off and slid his tongue between my legs.

      “Auggh…” I moaned, grabbing at the covers. He licked up and down three times until I shoved him back. “Stop, I…I’m close.”

      “You’re ready?”

      “Yeah. Very ready.”

      He produced a condom and assured me it was real. Then some lube. He kept teasing me with little touches to keep me interested, but I didn’t need it.

      I mean, Firian was beautiful. He was all mine, and he was from a world I would never know, all at once. He spread himself over me, one more kiss before he found my entrance with what I would call skill if I wasn’t sure he’d never done this before. It just felt like he knew me. My mind, my body. All of me. I could feel his thickness pushing me open and he went slowly, responding to my signals but there was still some force to his movement. It felt amazing. He seemed to fit me perfectly.

      “Charlotte…” He looked at me, propping himself up on arms that were so long and lean that at first you didn’t realize how strong he was at the same time.

      Firian was inside me. This was happening. I knew that almost everyone had sex at some point, so it was just a normal thing to do, and not really that monumental, but in this moment I felt more overwhelmed than I expected.

      Maybe because it was him.

      I never thought this would happen with someone who wasn’t even human.

      He lowered his arms so he was closer to me, and tested a move, his cock throbbing inside me.

      “Ooh…” I trembled at how intimate this felt.

      “Does it feel good?” He traced the lines of my ear with his finger. “Or does it ache?”

      “Both…”

      “They say it’s better to give than to receive,” he said. “And if that’s true, I sure don’t envy you. You seem like you’ll be taking on a lot. I’m glad I got to be first.”

      “Are you jealous?”

      “If you’re happy, in the end, I’ll be happy too. Maybe…it’ll be a little bit hot.”

      Sometimes he was hard to read, but right now he sounded genuine. “It’ll be a lot hot, mister, because I’m hot stuff,” I said, smirking at my own hubris.

      “That’s true.” He grinned, and then we just launched at each other’s mouths. We were making out hardcore and it felt like our lower bits were also making out. There was a lot of thrusting, basically. And it was amazing. I was still aching but I craved more of him so the aching didn’t seem to matter in the moment as adrenaline and desire coursed through me.

      Plus, I trusted Firian so deeply. He could be aggressive and surprise me, and I liked that, but deep down it never really felt like a surprise. He always acted like he could read my subconscious and knew just what to do for me.

      Since he’d already gotten me so close, pretty soon we hit a groove and I reached that point where I just knew that if we kept doing it, I was going to get there. I gripped his shoulders. “That…yes…that.”

      “Music to my ears.”

      So that was what was going on with us. Really sexy and great, right?

      But I was dimly aware that above me were voices, and the voices were getting loud enough that I started to notice them. Were Montague and Alec having a dumb argument about something when they knew I was trying to have sex down here? At this point I realized that there were three voices.

      Then I started coming, because my body clearly took the express toll road while my brain was stuck pondering traffic.

      “Mm…mmm…ahh…what is going on…up there…”

      Firian covered my mouth. “Shh. Don’t worry about it. They know we’re busy. Maybe they’re battling a gator, I don’t fucking care…” He groaned like he was going to follow me over the edge.

      “Okay…,” I breathed, and we got back in the groove, but slower, making excited noises. Firian had this little growl that I’m not sure he even realized he was doing, and it was very cute and sexy and made me really want him to try sporting some fox attributes next time.

      And then, about two seconds after Firian finished, Harris burst in the door.

      “No,” he bellowed. “No!”

      We barely processed this before Montague came in behind him and tackled him. “I told him not to come down here but I didn’t want to tell him—!” he said to us, before he realized that I was super naked right now. I mean, there’s naked when you don’t have clothes on, and there’s naked when you just lost your damn virginity, and that is about the most naked you can be.

      I scrambled to pull the bed clothes over myself. Firian, meanwhile, had snapped right to his feet and was instantly in shirtsleeves and black jeans, looking put together in a way that still said “yeah, I just banged her, you want to make something of it?” But not in such a way that made me feel used.

      Okay, that’s a lot of things to look at once. But tl; dr? He was hot and I was trying to yank out very tucked sheets from under a mattress.

      He grabbed Harris by the front of his shirt. “What?” he hissed.

      “You’re a familiar,” he said. “You will both get into so much trouble if you do this. Charlotte, do you think you’re some kind of super special Chosen One just because you’re the only girl at Merlin College?”

      “I’m not trying to be a Chosen One! I’m trying to have privacy!” I screeched at him.

      “And besides that, it appears that none of you informed Charlotte that there is power to be harnessed in losing one’s virginity. It should be done carefully within the bonds of marriage so that the power can be used. Otherwise, it’s just a waste.”

      “A waste?” Firian slammed Harris against the wall. “Get out of here.”

      Harris whispered a few spell words and Firian was thrown back into the kitchenette. Montague grabbed Harris.

      “Stop it,” he snapped, as Alec came in behind him. By this time I had managed to get under the covers, at least, but I still saw him look at me before he did anything else.

      “I am really sorry about this idiot,” he said. “We tried to stop him.”

      “This is completely and utterly irresponsible!” Harris said. “If anyone finds out that Charlotte copulated with a familiar she’ll be banished to Sinistral!”

      “Is that true?” I asked.

      “You know it’s forbidden,” Firian said. “But no one’s going to find out. Are they?” He grabbed Harris again, and Montague was still holding him. Harris stopped trying to fight.

      “Come on, man,” Montague said. “We all know what this is about.”

      “It’s about my duty as a future council member!” Harris’s pale skin was really showing off his blush.

      “Why do you care what Charlotte does? What do you care if she breaks an antiquated rule that tells her who she can and can’t have sex with? You know what?” Alex threw up a hand. “I’ve had sex with my familiar!”

      I let out a breath I hadn’t realized I was holding, as Alec took the heat off me.

      “You have?” Harris’ brows furrowed disapprovingly. “Your familiar? The shy one?”

      “Yeah, I’m so damned sexed up all the time and she’s basically…stopped me from assaulting people. Losing control. That’s all. We’re not really into each other, but it’s a friends with benefits sort of situation now and then.”

      “You all deserve each other,” Harris muttered. “This is dangerous and you’re all enabling it. Are the two of you…really…? I know you, Monty. Alec. You have something to lose.”

      “You need to get out,” Montague said, giving Harris one of the dark looks that would come on so suddenly.

      “Agreed,” Alec said.

      Harris looked at me, and I felt very awkward, and then he abruptly turned and stormed out above decks. I wondered how he had gotten on the boat to begin with, and how he would get off of it. Suddenly I just felt annoyed. I grabbed my clothes. “Wait a minute!” I shouted after him. I nudged past the guys, who were trying to stop me, and followed him. “You just ruined one of the most special moments of my life, which I can never replicate. Do you realize that? I don’t need you to police my behavior, Harris von Fancypants.”

      “What a vicious burn,” he said, narrowing his eyes at me. “I was, in fact, sent here to police your behavior. You’re lucky I don’t put this on the report. Be very, very careful.” He looked down—I guess he had an escape canoe down there?—and then at me again. I sensed some vague reluctance to leave.

      But then, he leapt down and I saw that he did, indeed, have a little motorboat that was floating alongside ours, and he broke out of the current that flowed around the island clockwise and moved into a different current that went back the way we came.

      “What is his problem?” Firian asked, coming up behind me. “Dude needs to get a life.”

      I frowned. “I think he had a life,” I said softly, remembering how Professor Blair said the teachers called them ‘HAM’ behind their backs. You had to be pretty close to get your own acronym. “It was Montague and Alec.”

      And he wants to be here with us. With me. Could that really be true? He’s such a jerk all the time, but…maybe I’m starting to get it.

      Harris seemed to have everything together. Wealth. The council. Daisy.

      Yeah…it was no wonder he wanted to be here with me and my bunch of trouble-makers.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      Harris

      

      “Irresponsible,” I muttered, tugging on the oars. Charlotte doesn’t know what she’s doing half the time, but Alec and Monty do. And her familiar—oh, he damn sure should have an inkling.

      They were going to get her in deep trouble, and they were going to get themselves in deep trouble, and it was my duty to stop them before then, because I was their friend. And if I couldn’t get them out of it, I would never see them again.

      Well, if they’re that stupid, they can dig their own graves.

      I ground my palm into my forehead. The image of Charlotte naked flashed through my mind and it was satisfying.

      But it wasn’t like I wasn’t trying to see her naked. Master Blair asked me to keep watch over them. So…

      She was so adorable. And so…sexy. Daisy was gorgeous. Everyone reminded of that all the time. So I really needed to stop thinking about Charlotte, but seeing Daisy was like going to a flower shop and buying a stunning orchid.

      But Charlotte was a patch of wildflowers encountered in the forest, ones you’ve never seen before, something you never would have thought to look for, just an unexpected surprise. And if I tried to transplant them to my own garden, would they die?

      Nah, more likely I’d be the one to get poisoned. So maybe she’s actually a mushroom.

      It was possible that I was spending too much time brooding over the complete aggravation of being attracted to someone who was bad for me than paying attention to my surroundings, but all of a sudden, another boat was bearing down on mine.

      I sped up, ignoring the posted speed limit on the water highway, and then deciding to just break out of the lane altogether. The water witches had established these currents to make it easy to travel between St. Augustine and the island, especially since most of the boats didn’t have motors at all but relied only on currents and winds. Electricity disrupted magic more than a basic gas-powered engine, but neither was perfect. Whoever this aggressive driver was, he had a sailboat, so I would rather just take my own way.

      They followed me. They had their sails out and seemed to have caught a good wind. Or maybe they were just really good at wind magic. Either way, pretty soon they were driving me out into lonelier waters and I wondered if I had made the best decision. At this point, I should probably just try to slip back into the mundane world.

      As I was trying to maneuver, a man suddenly tossed a rope toward me.

      No, not a rope—a lasso.

      Which fell around my arms and tightened. As I struggled to hold onto the wheel, another man leapt off the sailboat and swam toward my boat with Olympic swim team speed. He grabbed me, looked me over, and said, “Are you Harris Nicolescu?” His eyes bored into me so that I couldn’t think straight and told the truth. I had not had any time to prepare wards.

      “Yes.”

      The man nodded. “Got him.”

      I snapped out of it enough to put up some fight. I hissed a few spell words to break the lasso and then dove into the water to try and escape. The man dove into after me and I heard another man speaking spell words above me. I felt dark magic pressing in on me, making my limbs feel heavy.

      If you’ve practiced magic for any length of time, and seen some shit even a few times, you can just tell when you’re up against some dark, old, sinister force. I had that feeling now. I was in over my head with these guys, whoever they were.

      “We need to get him out of here,” the warlock said. “I can’t hide us from the locals much longer.”

      “I’m steering us out of here,” another voice said.

      I felt the guy who was in the water put his arm around me as the magic pressed hard on my head, and I must have passed out for a second. I woke up on the deck of their boat with four men looking at me. I scrambled to my feet even though it made my head spin. I sensed that we were back in the mundane world. These demons didn’t want to get caught by a town full of warlocks.

      But what did they want with me?

      “Am I being kidnapped for ransom?” I asked.

      “You really think highly of yourself. Just because you’re descended from kings and vampire hunters…” This man—the swimmer—definitely seemed like the leader. He had blond hair and green eyes, kind of nordic looking. When he spoke I could see his fangs. Other than that, they looked pretty human, although attractive.

      “You’re vampires, aren’t you?” Were these vampires who had been threatened by my mother’s ancestors? Her family was full of successful vampire hunters, so there was always the possibility one of them might have a bone to pick. They lived so damn long. You could usually tell vampire clans at ten clicks by the fact that all vampires tended to be attractive and in the prime of their lives. It was smart for vampires to build their clans with people who could lure in prey with youth and charm.

      “That’s right,” one of the other guys said. “Vampires.” He was more rugged and tanned with some kind of slow-talking accent. Texan maybe? I don’t know, I was about as east coast as you can get.

      “Wait, are you the lasso guy?” I narrowed my eyes. A cowboy vampire? Great. I’d been kidnapped by a vampire superhero team.

      “I’m glad you are amused,” the first guy said, with a voice so cold and vicious that it actually made me a smidge nervous. “Maybe you can get us what we want quickly and we’ll be done with you.”

      “What do you want?”

      “Your friend Montague. He’s one of us now.”

      Montague’s sire. Of course.

      I don’t know why I hadn’t thought of this. It hadn’t really sunk in yet that Monty was an honest-to-god vampire. I’d been worrying that we were probably going to lose him to the ancient traditions and enchantments of vampires. But it didn’t seem real. Monty was still Monty.

      “He’s not one of you,” I said. “He’s a warlock first.”

      “I was also a warlock when Rayner turned me,” said the man who had been speaking spells. He had a faint British accent and dark hair. “That doesn’t matter.”

      “I chose him because he is a warlock,” said the first guy, who I knew had to be Rayner. He had a soft, careful way of speaking that made you pay attention. “Every century or so, I choose a new member of our brotherhood. I always choose someone with talents. Charm. In this case, I also liked that he was comfortable with technology. At this point, we are all well past our first century, so we need…young blood. Montague is a part of our brotherhood now. He knows it. He feels the call, but he resists. I don’t have time to fuck around with him. So…maybe we’ll fuck around with one of his friends until he succumbs to the inevitable.”

      I would certainly be lying if I said a part of me wasn’t terrified. I had spent my life training for moments like this, and hearing my parents and their friends tell stories about terrifying encounters with sinistrals. But I was all too aware that my life had also been protected thus far. I never had to come face to face with century-old beings with well-honed powers of speed, strength, persuasion and god knows what else.

      “You think you can just kidnap one of Montague’s friends and he’ll give up his whole life to join your ‘brotherhood’? He already has a brotherhood. Do you want someone to join you under duress?”

      “I gave him the gift of immortality,” Rayner said. “Right now, I can just imagine that he’s reluctant. He’s afraid of giving up the life he’s known. But…I am very persuasive.”

      “This is a hell of a life,” said the third guy, who mostly seemed preoccupied sailing the boat and looking out at the water. He was an Asian guy, as tanned and rugged as the cowboy vampire. “But, you know, the more time that goes by, the more he will be drawn to join us.”

      “When I turned Silvus, here, he was a very reluctant warlock. But when he realized what a life was in his grasp…not the tedious, rigid life of an Ethereal warlock, but a life of travel…excitement…freedom… Has Montague told you about his memories?”

      “A little,” I said. But that was mostly a lie, because Monty didn’t talk to me much these days. I’d been pulling back, too.

      “Every century or so, it’s time to find my lady Lisbeth, once again. She dies, and Silvus finds her with his magic, and we love her until she dies again. We will travel the world to find her, and when we do, I get to take her virginity and taste her blood for the first time, all over again. We will love her until she’s spent, and when she dies, it begins all over again. It’s a very good life. Montague will be seduced by it, and you will envy him, but maybe he’ll write you letters.” Rayner laughed in an arrogant way.

      My blood ran cold. “You’ve been finding the girl you love through reincarnations? That is…very much against the rules,” I said. “For good reason.”

      “What good reason?” Rayner picked a speck of dirt out of his fingernails and flicked it away, making it clear that he didn’t expect me to say anything of worth. “I love her.”

      “She might not love you. It isn’t right to find someone and force them to go back to being someone they used to be. Monty will never help you with that.”

      “What you think is right and wrong, young Nicolescu, is of absolutely no interest to me,” Rayner said. “I am five hundred years old. To me, you’re a baby trying to grasp a toy out of my hand. I swat you away and I laugh. You don’t know anything of love and devotion. What you will soon now is how much you care about protecting your friend from what you think is right and wrong. Silvus, put him in ‘the brig’.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      Charlotte

      

      I managed to shake off the awkwardness of the interruption from Harris as we got to the beach on Anastasia Island, and proceeded to have a completely awesome evening.

      We’re talking beach, bonfire, hot dogs and ‘Smores, the moon and stars, Firian’s arms around me, and Alec wearing tight swim trunks.

      “Why?” I asked him, pointing at his bulging groin. “Why are you showing that off when we can’t touch?”

      “Who do you mean we?” Montague asked dryly.

      “I don’t mind you thinking about it, that’s for sure,” Alec said, with a little grin.

      “Whyyy though.”

      Behind me, Firian growled. “Was I not good enough? You’re not even ready for that thing.”

      “Alec’s such a fucking showoff,” Montague said, poking him with a hot dog on a stick.

      “I can’t help it,” Alec said. “It’s just there and I like to keep it secure.”

      “My boys need a house!” I said, in my best Kramer impression, which was a terrible Kramer impression, and they all looked at me like, Charlotte is doing that weird quoting thing again. None of them had a dad who defaulted to Seinfeld reruns as background noise? Okay, fine.

      It was a magical night, either way. Having stuffed ourselves with food that tasted like a campfire, with the sea air blowing through our hair, we were there pretty late. Firian, enabler that he was, found some beer in a cooler on the boat, and we sat around getting buzzed.

      “I wish we could just stay here forever,” I said. “This is what college should be like.”

      “Very educational,” Firian said.

      “Confession time,” I said. “What’s your biggest fear about sophomore year?”

      “Fear isn’t my style,” Alec said.

      Montague scoffed. “Yeah, right. I know what your biggest fear is and you must really be feeling it now. You’re afraid you’re going to take after your mom and lose control when you finally have sex with someone.”

      “I’ve had sex with my familiar, like I just confessed.”

      “That doesn’t count.”

      “You want to say that again?” Firian said coolly.

      “Uh, I mean…it doesn’t count for Alec because he grew up with his familiar. You two are a special exception.”

      “What do you mean, lose control?” I asked.

      “It’s just that…you know…incubi and succubi…once they have sex they’re already thinking about the next time they can get some. It’s their whole reason for existing. I just want to be more than that. My dad blames himself for the fact I exist. Why are we even talking about this?”

      “The spell that keeps you from touching me…it’s not just something they forced on you, is it?” I asked.

      “Yeah, I need to stay controlled. I didn’t want to be near…any women.” He leveled his smoldering reddish eyes at me and he looked like he wanted to tear my bikini to shreds right then and there. “This is my decision.”

      “Fine by me,” Firian said, giving me a naughty glance. “I’m still wondering how this one girl is going to keep all of us busy.”

      I wasn’t wondering. My body was already ready to experiment further and maybe without interruptions this time. “Is that your biggest fear?” I asked him.

      “My biggest fear is that something will take me away from you,” he said.

      “Why did you bring up such a depressing topic?” Montague asked. He looked toward the ocean. “I think mine goes without saying.”

      “I didn’t mean to be depressing. It actually makes me feel better to be reminded that you’re all afraid of things,” I said. “I’m extremely excited to go back to Merlin College except…sometimes…I’m not. Like, my favorite part is just being with you three. If we could just hang out on the beach instead, I’d be okay with that. I just don’t want to admit that I’m scared. I want to be a badass witch and save my mom, but then it’s like…can I just hide under a blanket? I feel bad to admit it. I owe it to my dad to help her, and I also owe it to him not to die.”

      “Damn, Char. You have too much on your shoulders,” Alec said. “You had a hell of a year. Badass witches still get scared.”

      “Master Blair is scared,” Montague said. “He got you into this mess and then he freaked out and tried to ban you from it. But you’re still going for it. Being scared is just smart. Self-preservation.”

      “Yeah…” I sniffed. “You guys are so sweet. I don’t know why I’m getting so sentimental. I guess it’s the beer talking.”

      “I guess it’s a good time to mention that I conjured the beer and it’s non-alcoholic,” Firian said.

      “What?” I stared at my empty bottle. “But I feel so…”

      “I’m kidding,” he said. “You think of all the things I could conjure I would give you Corona?”

      “Right,” I said. “You hang out with my dad.”

      “Craft beer or bust.”

      

      In the morning, I woke up vowing to tackle the witch college. I pondered my wardrobe a second but my hand kept moving back to the Versace jumpsuit.

      Dare I? This is so not me.

      But witches are always so much more polished than I am. Maybe Daisy was right that I need to know I can pull this off.

      I pulled the legs on and slipped the straps over my shoulders, then cinched the belt tight enough to contain my bit of stomach flab. Ooh. The cut was actually surprisingly flattering. Like, if glamoured up my hair a bit I looked like someone else. Someone who could confidently stroll the sidewalks of a big city and go from an office meeting to a cocktail party with ease, a mythical concern I had heard tell of in Project Runway episodes.

      Daisy! Girl, you are so right. That finishing school can’t finish me because I am already DONE.

      I sauntered out onto the balcony and spread my arms across it, trying to look awesome, with the private hope that Harris would be out there spying and look up and see me and like, lower his sunglasses.

      The courtyard between houses was completely empty.

      Hmph. Damn.

      I was surprised, actually. I mean, last night the guy was so nosy that he had to bust in on the tail end of my first boy induced orgasm, and this morning he couldn’t even be arsed to be present to see me looking composed and awesome?

      Where was he, anyway?

      Oh, well. I wasn’t going to keep thinking about it. I had places to be.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Ten

          

        

      

    

    
      Harris

      

      The vampires tied me to a chair and then they all went above decks to discuss what to do with me, or so I assumed. I wasn’t too worried. They wouldn’t hurt me, obviously. I was just a bargaining chip, so this was more humiliating than dangerous.

      Or so I assumed.

      I suppose I didn’t hang out with enough real vampires, and so I had failed to realize the extent to which they were hungry assholes.

      At some point, just as I was getting very tired of captivity and pondering what spell would be best to get out of it, all four of them came downstairs into the gloomy cabin where they had put me.

      “I will untie your hands now,” Rayner said, with one arched brow. “But if you try to fight us, please note the ratio you are dealing with. One of you, four of us. You’re a mere boy and we are men.”

      I wondered how to argue with that. I could have spouted some threats about the wrath of my family, but I wanted to stand on my own two feet. There was no denying that I wasn’t a hundred plus years old.

      “Here is what I want you to do,” Rayner continued, handing me a piece of paper as I rubbed the numbness out of my hands. “I have written a letter outlining what I want from him. Copy the letter into your own hand and style. Bear in mind, Montague will join us either way, but I just need to expedite the process.”

      

      Dear Montague,

      

      While staying here in St. Augustine, I encountered your sire and his brotherhood. They are desperately seeking you to join them. You were chosen. Rather than trying to run, as your friend, I encourage you to embrace your destiny. While the world of warlocks is deeply oppressive, the life of a vampire is quite pleasurable. Your talents with using a cell phone and wi-fi and driving an automobile would be appreciated instead of frowned upon, and your natural charm will lead you to a welcome place in this brotherhood.

      Indeed, you should use these skills to help your sire, Rayner, to locate his beloved maiden Lisbeth. In exchange for doing so, you will be rewarded with a place in this brotherhood alongside the loyal Jie, Thom and Silvus. These four men will protect you no matter what trials you may face, and stand by you as your new brothers, and you will share in the love of our most precious thrall, Lisbeth, protecting her and tasting her across all her many lives as you travel the world.

      You might be tempted to resist such a dramatic change to your course, but I urge you to embrace it. There is nothing in the warlock world that can offer such a life.

      

      I looked up incredulously. “I can’t write him a letter that says anything like this. Monty is not going to join your brotherhood.”

      “There’s no use in clinging to him,” Rayner said. “Once Thom bit him, he became one of us. You’re postponing the inevitable. Before long, you will be getting older, and he’ll still be young—and increasingly hungry for a different life.”

      “I’m not selling out my friend to vampires.” I met his eyes—but only briefly, since I knew he could try to compel me. The room grew tense and I knew I might have to fight.

      Still, I didn’t think they would hurt me.

      Rayner grabbed my arm. “I’ll bet your young blood is quite tasty.”

      “If you hurt me—”

      “What will happen?” Rayner asked. “Are you going to tell your mama and papa? The big bad council?” His eyes hooded. “Let me tell you something…I’ve had many dealings with the council. They know who I am and what I want, and all I want is Lisbeth—something they are more than willing to look the other way on, because I help them with some other problems now and then and they don’t give two shits if I want to find some random human girl. Your council doesn’t want Montague around anyway. They don’t want vampires in warlock society. If he joins us, it will come as a relief.”

      This hit me hard. Damn it. That’s probably true.

      “You can’t just threaten for my loyalty,” I said. “Some of my ancestors have died rather than giving in to a Sinistral’s demands.”

      “If you’re prepared to do the same, I’ll be impressed,” Rayner said.

      “Montague is my best friend,” I said, my voice tight, even as something inside me knew that I had turned my back on my friends. Montague wasn’t really my best friend anymore. I really had nothing to gain from protecting him. In fact, I had this bad feeling that if my parents could see me now, they would tell me to just give him up.

      But I still felt like I could never write that letter.

      “Let’s see how you feel after you’ve been awakened to the real danger you’re in.” Rayner shot a look at the other three and they all moved closer.

      I had one shot to cast a spell. It would have to be something fast acting. Fire would be the most potent but it could also burn the ship with me trapped inside it if it went wrong, so I went for one of the family spells: holy light.

      The dim cabin suddenly filled with a soft, gentle glow, with vague human forms floating around the room. It looked like women kissing the vampires’ brows but they were actually a type of Ethereal. To the vampires it was like a blast of pure sunshine that whatever protective spells they had couldn’t repel. Rayner was forced back, squinting and trying to wave the holy beings away from his face, and the rest of them cursed at their similar state. I bolted for the door, shooting off another wave of holy light to keep them off my back before I grabbed the handle.

      I tore up the narrow, steep stairs to the deck of the boat. Anastasia Island was off in the distance now. What realm am I in? I wasn’t even sure if I was in the parallel, or regular old America.

      Deep down, I knew I was pretty screwed. Now I had four angry vampires and no easy way to escape.

      Still, I had to try. I dove into the water and started swimming for the island. The result was predictable. The vampires, who were all faster and stronger than me by nature, dove in after me.

      Breathing hard, I stroked toward the island, attempting some water spells to turn the currents against them.

      Jie managed to get his arms around me. Rayner helped him wrestle me back onto the boat. I struggled all the way until I accidentally inhaled sea water and came up choking.

      Jie patted my back. “You’re all right.”

      “I’m all right?” I caught my breath. “Do what you’re gonna do, then. I’m not throwing Monty under the bus.”

      “Your loyalty to your friend is very charming,” Rayner said. “I’ll give you that. I always think the blood of charming people tastes better.” He grabbed my wrist.

      “Hell no…” I tried to struggle, only to find all the vampires swarming me and pinning me down while Rayner sniffed my skin.

      This was going to a…place I really didn’t want to go.

      “Last chance,” Rayner said.

      “You won’t kill me.”

      “Of course not,” he said. “Just a taste to frighten and allure you and make you more cooperative.”

      He was certainly honest. I struggled. Maybe I should just write the letter. Maybe they were determined to get their hands on Monty anyway and there was nothing I could do to stop them, so I might as well save myself.

      But that sounded shamefully disloyal. I could never look Alec or Monty’s parents in the eye again if it went down like that.

      So I let the damned vampires bite me. Rayner’s fangs sank into my skin. I had always heard vampire bites didn’t hurt because of their magic, but…that was clearly bullshit. It burned. Maybe he wasn’t using the full force of his magic on me.

      “Silvus, have a taste.” Rayner offered my arm to the dark, quiet vampire standing behind him.

      Silvus wet his lips and then sucked on my wrist where Rayner broke the skin.

      “I think we might as well bite his other wrist and give him a matching pair of nice little tooth marks,” Thom said.

      “Symmetry. I like it,” Rayner said. “Go ahead. You and Jie take the left wrist while we enjoy the right.” He gave me a smirking smile. “You do have very fine blood. Young blood of the most prestigious sources always tastes best. It’s too bad we are so committed to Lisbeth or we might enjoy you in other ways.”

      “I can’t believe Lisbeth loves you that much if this is how you act.” I gritted my teeth. “I feel bad for her if she can’t shake you even in death.”

      “She might take some convincing, but the core of her being belongs to us,” Rayner said, in a tone that chilled me.

      “So where is she now?” I asked. “Why do you need Monty?”

      I could tell this tactic might at least delay my suffering. Silvus stopped drinking my blood with a heavy sigh, like he hadn’t eaten in years. He wiped his mouth with a handkerchief. “Lisbeth is just an ordinary human,” he said. “Usually I find her with my magic, but this time someone is blocking me. I can sense her general location. I need someone who understand the internet to help me narrow down prospects. She would be around eighteen years old, so perhaps we need to look up the students at the high schools and colleges there.”

      “Wait,” I said. “You think Monty can just…look up all the students at high schools because he can use the internet? For one thing, you—seriously—can’t just kidnap a high school student when you’re all hundreds of years old.”

      “We don’t look hundreds of years old,” Silvus said. “Isn’t eighteen considered the proper age nowadays?”

      “Well…” I cringed. “It’s not Medieval times.”

      “We drink blood to survive,” Thom said. “We left the traditional moral code somewhere on the road behind us a long, long time ago…but we changed it out for a new one, and that code is, we protect Lisbeth from anyone who would hurt her. And life is hard. Someone’s always hurting her.”

      “Well, either way, Monty isn’t a hacker.”

      “You can find anyone on the internet,” Rayner said. “That’s what Jie told us.”

      “They say that on TV all the time,” Jie said with a shrug.

      None of them were drinking my blood now, so this was progress. “Immortals,” I muttered. “You guys think you’re so hot but you’re really just old men who don’t understand what’s going on. TV is its own reality. You can’t do half the things on computers that they do on TV.”

      “Do you have a TV and computer to truly know what you’re talking about?” Rayner asked, as Silvus whipped some bandages around my wrists. “We saw your friend Monty glued to his mobile phone all weekend but you are clearly a traditionalist.”

      “I know enough,” I said. “Trust me. Doesn’t work like that. Monty’s great if you want to look up stupid videos and porn and get some bonus warlock magic in the bargain. He isn’t gonna find you Lisbeth. Maybe you should just let her go be a normal human for once.”

      “Someone is blocking us from her,” Jie said. “What if she’s in the hands of a demon this time?”

      “Is there a demon who knows you’re looking for her?” I asked, arching a brow.

      “Mm…you’re a fast talker, aren’t you?” Rayner asked. “I’m starting to wish we could just kill you before you make any trouble.”

      “I was just curious because we happen to be dealing with one of the most meddlesome high demons ourselves.”

      “Who is that?” Thom asked, in a tone that seemed to usurp Rayner all of a sudden. I got the sense that Rayner was usually the leader.

      “The Withered Lord,” I said, as all their faces turned even more pale than normal.

      I was both surprised and not surprised that this gambit worked. High demons were sort of like volcanos. Usually they seemed dormant, but once in a while one would become active, and start making trouble for everyone. It was like they just got a taste for torment.

      “Ah…so we have a common enemy,” I said. “Maybe fate has brought us together for a different reason.”

      Rayner looked briefly annoyed and confused that I had somehow turned his kidnapping around. “Fate didn’t bring us together! I kidnapped you.”

      “There is a girl at Merlin College whose mother has been tempted into the service of the Withered Lord,” I continued, ignoring him while I had their attention. “Could Lisbeth have suffered a similar fate? Meanwhile, the parents of my fiancee—the heir to the great diviner—were killed by the Withered Lord as well. So we all have some reason to go after him. And we all have some considerable talents.”

      “Are you suggesting an alliance? I don’t want an alliance with some spawn of vampire hunters and a prominent witch who will draw too much attention to our methods.”

      “Keep your enemies close. You know I have plenty to bring to the table. I have access to the great Hapsburg treasures and Daisy can see all.”

      “What about the girl at Merlin College? Is she useful?”

      I thought about Charlotte and her damn adorable smile and ponytail and untrained magic. Useful? I had a deep down resistance to saying Charlotte wasn’t useful. I had seen the innate power and strength inside her, but at the same time…she could be a bumbling idiot, and she needed protection.

      “No,” I said. “Release Monty from his bond to you, and Daisy and I will help you deal with the Withered Lord.”

      “Can you speak for the diviner?”

      “Believe me,” I said. “If there’s one thing Daisy wants, it’s help taking on the Withered Lord. Forget the other one.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eleven

          

        

      

    

    
      Charlotte

      

      The Southern Ladies’ Finishing College of Magic was inside of an imposing and grand building with two towers. It looked like if a hotel was trying to become a fortified palace. I think this building also existed in the real world, and was a museum or something, but in this reality it was surrounded by these huge iron gates.

      They were open, so that was something.

      I came alone, because this was my task, and plus Montague warned me that I would never get in if I came accompanied by a boy.

      “Usually parents send their reluctant daughters there to shape up,” he told me. “So act like you really crave the disciplined study offered by the college. Mrs. Tyler will eat that shit up.”

      All righty then. I took a deep breath. I am ready to dish out some shit.

      As I walked through the gates, I crossed a huge empty lawn with some palm trees, and then entered into a courtyard garden. The garden was quite beautiful, with lush palms and flowers and a waterway threading around the courtyard, with butterflies dancing around. A maid was sweeping some leaves off the path. I knew she was a maid because she was wearing a black dress with a ruffled apron. I have to admit, a part of me kind of wanted that outfit. Not to clean, just for—uh—role playing. She looked up.

      I tipped my sunglasses down. “It’s pretty here,” I said. “Hi. Is Mrs. Tyler here?”

      “Who are you?”

      “I’m Charlotte Byrne. I’m here to inquire about attending this establishment. I’m really yearning for some structure.”

      The girl gave me a look that was basically the look you would get if you searched for “GIF save yourself”. She slowly put down the broom and straightened her apron. “This…way.”

      She led me to an elevator, which she operated herself, as it was a very old elevator. “So are you also a student here, or just on the staff?” I asked.

      “I am a student,” she said.

      “I hear it’s a tough school,” I said.

      She nodded and I found myself looking at her arms to see if they were bruised because by now I was getting a ‘tell someone you trust’ vibe. The door and into a room that was just as grand, tall ceilings, white marble, and this huge, intense clock with a beautiful lady running from the Grim Reaper molded in gold on the case.

      “Wait here,” she said.

      I was starting to breathe fast and I had to remind myself that I wasn’t actually going here. It was just a ploy to get Master Blair back on board.

      It was extremely quiet. I fidgeted. Then after a bit, I heard footsteps marching toward me from the distance. The rooms were all vast with huge entrances between them. It seemed to take forever, and then a beautiful blonde woman in an elegant gray dress entered and gave me an icy smile.

      Not gonna lie, I expected a wizened old witch, and I didn’t like what I got instead, because it deflated my excitement over my new outfit. I could tell there was nothing I could wear, say, or do that would impress her.

      “Good morning.” She extended a hand to me. “I’m Mrs. Tyler. Miss Byrne. I have heard of you.”

      “Splendid,” I said, for some reason. I had never said the word ‘splendid’ in my life, but I was trying very hard not to just babble out something nervous and that came out instead. “So…I guess you know I was attending Merlin College.”

      “Yes,” she said, with vague judgment. “I do know, although I don’t understand how that could have happened. You are clearly a young lady.”

      Ick. The witches weren’t one bit better than the warlocks. But I nodded. “I don’t know either. I don’t belong. I have grown up without knowing the magical world and I crave the sort of discipline that will mold me into a proper witch.”

      She smiled, if tightly, a bit less judgmental now. “Well, let’s see what you have to offer. Please, show me the best spell you feel comfortable with casting.”

      “My magic was blocked by Master Blair,” I said. “That’s another reason I’m here.”

      She sniffed. “Give me your hand.”

      I offered her my arm and she whisked a small, delicate wand out from between her boobs—her dress was tight and pocketless so I guess that was the best place—and traced a pattern on my wrist, murmuring a spell. My arm briefly glowed as she released it, and warmth spread all over me as I felt my magic flowing again.

      I hadn’t realized how much I missed it.

      “Try it now,” she said.

      Hmm. My best spells were elemental, but I knew those were forbidden for witches, which was part of the reason Master Blair wanted a woman to study warlock magic. I stuck with the safe route. I opened my bag and took out a candle. I had to use a little fire to light the candle, but that was probably acceptable, right? As long as I could control myself.

      “I call upon the ethereal spirits,” I said. “Protect me from evil and the influences of darkness…”

      “You don’t know French or Latin?” Mrs. Tyler interrupted.

      “No.”

      She sighed. “Do you know any other language?”

      “It’s a spell,” I said. “It’s about intent, right?”

      She did a tiny eye roll. “Oh, I suppose. Go on. But we will certainly work on your French first.”

      She had broken my vibe. “Why French, anyway?” I asked. “I mean, they told me it was because the first witches in America were French, but it’s still a little weird. There has to be a better use of my time than learning French now.”

      “French is a more elegant language,” Mrs. Tyler said. “And it is better to cast spells in a language that isn’t your own.”

      “Why?”

      “It just is and everyone knows that,” she said. “Go on. I want to see if you can regain your concentration.”

      Maybe she was just getting under my skin as a test. I gnawed on my lip, glaring at the candle, and took a deep breath. Firian had worked with me a lot on focus and finding inner calm to control my fire magic. “Etherium, bless me, and shield me…let no demon lay a hand upon me…” I waved my hand and a small fireball exploded around the candle wick.

      Mrs. Tyler took a step back, obviously horrified. “Oh no,” she said. “No, no, no. Never do that again.”

      “I’ve gotten a lot better at controlling it!” I said, feeling defensive. “I know women don’t usually cast fire spells, but just to light a candle…”

      “A woman’s talents are best used elsewhere,” she said. “A nice healing spell or even a little enchantment, those are the subtle arts that you should be studying. We have no wish to come blazing in shooting fireballs everywhere.”

      “I have that wish!” I said.

      “You certainly are in need of this school,” Mrs. Tyler said. “We must tame these brash impulses. But…I have heard things about you, Miss Byrne. Oh yes. I have heard that you have been sighted strolling about this town with your familiar. I unblocked your magic, but I can’t have you being a bad influence on the other girls. I will admit you to this school if you agree to have your familiar blocked.”

      I broke into a cold sweat. I realized now that I should never have let Firian walk into St. Augustine. “You mean…he couldn’t come to this world? Ever? I thought familiars were important for casting spells.”

      “An instructor will unblock you when necessary,” she said, waving her wand along my shoulder down my arm and then tapping my breastbone with the tip. “But you are at the age where you must learn to survive without him.”

      “I never learned to survive with him!” I protested. “We just met last summer!”

      “That doesn’t matter. It’s unacceptable. We will not have any rumors flying around about students and familiars. You asked for discipline, Miss Byrne. You will get it here.”

      “Okay…um…I do want discipline. I want to learn to be a witch. So…when does the year start?”

      I heard some slower footsteps behind Mrs. Tyler, and old Madame Solano appeared in the wide doorway.

      “We begin now,” she said.

      I threw up my hands and took a big step back. “Wait, wait. What’s going on? I’m not ready yet.”

      “I’m so glad you came to us so things didn’t have to become unpleasant,” Madame Solano said. “You must be separated from your familiar. We have already spoken to the witches’ council. You will be blocked from the familiar for a trial period and if you cannot behave you will be severed. I am not sure what was going on over there with you at Merlin College, but it was clearly inappropriate. Perhaps they are too lenient there, but here in St. Augustine, we know all too well the danger to the stability of society when familiars masquerade as humans!” She started getting very huffy at the end. This seemed personal. Then she walked up to me. “Hold out your hand.”

      I shook my head and edged back a few more steps. “No. You have it wrong! He’s—he’s not masquerading, he’s just—” A lump rose in my throat as I wondered how to defend Firian. This felt so wrong. He wasn’t ‘masquerading’. He was being himself.

      Madame Solano grabbed me. Her skin was burning hot. “La terre, l’air, le feu, l’eau…”

      As she spoke, I felt this compulsion rising in me to blurt out, I had sex with him. I lost my virginity to my familiar! She was using magic on me to make me confess the truth.

      That would be bad.

      Really bad.

      “No…,” I gasped. I wanted to call Firian to help me, but I had to handle this on my own.

      I knew I had to stay calm and tap into my inner power. I took a deep breath, hardly knowing what spell I could cast. I need help, I thought. Samuel Caruthers…are you out there? Do I have your magic? Can you help me? When am I going to start figuring all of this out? “I invoke you, Samuel Caruthers!”

      I thought you’d never ask, said a voice in my head.

      “Oh, is that all I had to do? You know, Obi-Wan showed up on his own!” I was getting a little snippy with the voice in my head because I was panicked.

      “Who is she garbling about?” Madame Solano said.

      “She’s talking to someone,” Mrs. Tyler said.

      That isn’t how it works here. Spirits require an invocation. Keep calling, Char. Call help to your side. Call the spirits. Use the magic I have given to you.

      I tried to push through my focus a little more. Come to me, I thought. Come to me, helpful spirits…

      I had this funny feeling like the world had shifted slightly. Sort of like I was in a dream. I got the sense that I was tapping into some space between worlds. Behind the veil, I sensed all sorts of energy and I almost thought I heard whispering.

      Call the good. Only the good.

      I wasn’t really sure if Samuel was still talking, or if I was pleading to myself not to accidentally summon any more demons. I understood that I had to get this right. The world of the dead was full of malevolent things. I had to keep a razor focus on good energy and bring out spirits that would help me.

      A swirl of sparkly shadow came out of my arm and spiraled toward Madame Solano, pushing her back toward Mrs. Tyler. The shadows seemed to take shape as they moved, forming into three shadowy women who surrounded Madame Solano and Mrs. Tyler, creating a barrier of smoky hair and clothes, translucent arms and legs of purplish magic that waved around and seemed to terrify the two other witches.

      I was definitely curious to know what I had just done and what else I could do, but I also decided it was best to just get the heck out of here. I bolted for the staircase and ran. I expected someone to chase me, but I made it all the way back to Montague’s house safely, except for the fact that my heart was pounding so hard I couldn’t even talk.

      All the guys were sitting around the dining room table. Even Harris. Firian and Montague immediately sprung to their feet and came to support me.

      “Char, are you okay?” Firian asked. “Why didn’t you call me?”

      “You’re in danger,” I said.

      “She couldn’t call you to the school,” Montague said. “I’m sure they already inquired about her walking around with you.”

      “Yeah…,” I panted. “Yeah.” I grabbed Firian’s arm, feeling much better just feeling his sturdiness, how real he was and how precious to me.

      “Do you need a drink?” Alec carefully offered me a cup of water.

      “I think we need to go,” I said. “I think…that was really bad and I should explain the car.”

      “Uh…” Montague glanced at Harris, then met my eyes, and nodded. “Okay,” he said.

      “We’re not outrunning these problems,” Harris said.

      “Where were…you this morning?” I asked him, and then I noticed bandages wrapped around both his wrists. It looked like he’d been cutting himself. Oh no. Was his prickly vibe just to cover up a deep inner pain? Was this a cry for help? “Harris—you didn’t—hurt yourself, did you?”

      “Hurt myself?” He looked at his wrists. “Oh, no. No. This wasn’t a suicide attempt. I’m too busy to die, that’s for sure. I will also explain in the car,” he said. “I’m coming with you.”
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      Charlotte

      

      “Madame Solano was there too.” I hugged myself, glad to be back in the human world. From here, it felt like the witches couldn’t possibly reach me. There was no way they could co-exist with the highway exit Dairy Queen Blizzard Montague just bought me to calm me down.

      “Damn,” he said. “This is my fault. I brought you two there. I knew the familiar thing was taboo, but I figured you’d get a pass for growing up human, as long as you didn’t hold hands or something.”

      “It’s not your fault,” I said. “I had an awesome time.”

      “We were only there for one night! I meant for us to do so many more things.”

      “I was the one with the bright idea to approach the other school.”

      “But I should have—”

      “It’s both your faults,” Harris said. “Let’s establish that and move on.”

      I looked back and stuck my tongue at him. He was jammed into the middle seat between Alec and Firian, who both looked pointedly irritated at him. None of us seemed to know why he had insisted on coming with us. I gathered that he had shown up just moments before I did.

      “Well, anyway, she said it was very inappropriate that I was so close to Firian, and that he would have to be blocked from me, and cast a spell on me. She started doing this magic on me to make me confess. At that point, I tried to call on Samuel Caruthers because I’m supposed to have inherited his powers but so far he hasn’t done squat for me. And then I heard his voice.”

      “Really?” Alec asked.

      “He told me to call spirits to help me, so these spirits showed up and battled the witches. I think Samuel helped me summon them. The more I think about it, like—” I tried to shove some ice cream in my mouth before it melted completely, as I remembered the feeling. “It was the first time I felt like a spell I cast went perfectly right. I didn’t burn anything down. I didn’t summon anything bad. These beautiful women appeared and I just knew they were there to help me.”

      “Were they ghosts?” Firian asked.

      “Ghosts seems like a crude word for them. They were spirits. I like the sound of that, anyway.”

      “And you’re sure you heard Samuel’s voice?”

      “I heard a voice in my head that was too chill to be me in that moment,” I said. “And it was a male voice.”

      “So you really did inherit Samuel’s powers.” Firian scratched his chin.

      “See? You are the fucking Chosen One,” Harris groused.

      “So maybe I am,” I said airily.

      “Necromancy can go very wrong. Just as wrong as summoning demons.”

      “These were nice spirits,” I said. “Badass, that is, but helpful.”

      “Still, you might want to table that for the moment,” Harris said. “If you start casting necromancy spells you’ll open yourself up to even more trouble.”

      “Harris, go ahead and tell us why you’re here crowding my car so Char can drink her Blizzard,” Montague said.

      “I was kidnapped by your sire,” Harris said. “Right after I left your boat.”

      “My—” Montague got a tight frown. “You mean—you met Rayner?”

      I almost spit out my Heath Bar slop. “The five hundred year old vampire?”

      “Yes. Rayner and his band of immoral kidnappers decided that they’d take a break from kidnapping this Lisbeth girl and kidnap me instead. They wanted you, of course. I was a trade. When I refused to cooperate, they just started drinking my blood. So thank you for that.”

      “Shit,” Montague said. “Are you serious? They drank your blood?”

      “They are vampires,” Alec said.

      “How did you escape?” I asked.

      “I got them talking,” Harris said. “It didn’t take me long to find out that we all share a common enemy. The Withered Lord.”

      “No way…”

      “It’s not that strange.” Harris shrugged. “He’s the demon flavor of the month. So I said we should team up and take him on. Me, Daisy, the vampires… They said they would rejoin us during winter break, when Daisy comes back to Merlin.”

      The other three guys were very quiet but had expressions of complete horror.

      “Harris…,” Alec said. “Man, you’re acting like this is no big deal, and I know you know it’s a big deal. Those vampires scared the shit out of you. You can just say so. You can just admit you didn’t know what to do.”

      Harris looked down, his jaw working back and forth. I really needed to stop twisting in my seat to look at him.

      I’m not sure why such a prickly guy like Harris, who would never admit what he really thought or felt, was someone I wanted to have around. But things felt right when he was with us. Maybe HAM just belongs together. Even though they hassle each other, I can tell these guys are close.

      “I don’t know why I need to admit that when clearly, you already know,” Harris finally said.

      “We’ll help you deal with it,” Alec said.

      “I had to find some way out without giving up Monty,” Harris said.

      “We can’t defeat a high demon,” Montague said.

      “This demon has wrecked Charlotte’s family. Daisy’s too,” Harris said. “What if we can defeat him and we need those vampires to do it?”

      “A high demon is going to ruin all of us,” Firian said.

      “Wait,” I said. “I…I mean…is it possible to defeat him, though? Like…I know it’ll be hard, but should we just dismiss it like that? We have some pretty powerful people on our side, potentially.”

      “Exactly,” Harris said. “Although you’re staying out of it. You can’t operate on that level.”

      “Oh, you did not just say that after I defended your plan. I’m going to pretend I just heard static back there. I do have Samuel Caruthers’ powers and I’m going to become a white necromancer once I figure out what that actually is, and then I am getting my mom back.”

      “I hope Master Blair will let you back in,” Firian said. “I have to admit, it makes me nervous that these witches suspect I might have gone rogue…”

      “Either way, we’re probably safer there than anywhere else,” I said. “I’m showing up. He’ll have to kick me out.”
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      Charlotte

      

      The rest of my vacation got a little weird, seeing as I didn’t want to tell Dad what happened or leave the guys, but we had lost our place to stay. Montague contacted his parents and they suggested we stay with his cousin in Tampa. So we did. His cousin had a bigger house but it wasn’t on the beach or anything. And he didn’t have a boat. And I was sort of nervous about getting close to Firian again, especially since now Harris was there and so was Montague’s cousin Diego and he was too friendly.

      We ate a lot of Cuban food. Like, a lot. I think my sweat smelled like garlic and onions by the end of the trip.

      More reasons I didn’t get any action in Tampa.

      I did do a lot of studying. Montague’s cousin had a decent magic library. All the books were dusty and ancient; I got the feeling they were inherited.

      “So white necromancers talk to the dead and summon the dead, but they’re good,” I said, scribbling notes in an armchair across from Firian. “Professor McGuinness said it was rare for necromancers to be good, but why would it be?”

      “Obviously it’s because people usually become necromancers to bring back the dead or talk to their loved ones,” Firian said. “And that’s never a good idea.”

      “Oh. That’s it? That’s the whole reason?”

      He nodded. “Pretty much. Think about it. If your dad died, and you were already dabbling in necromancy, and you knew you could bring him back, where does your brain go?”

      “Yeah…” I chewed the clicky thing on my pen before remembering it was Diego’s pen. “My mom bargained with the Withered Lord to bring Ina back, and that was what doomed her…is that it?”

      “Just…don’t bring anyone back from the dead,” Firian said. “That’s the only rule you need to know. No matter who it is. And if someone you love dies, you have to let them go. You can talk to other dead people and summon badass spirits to help you fight and that sort of thing. Just not the ones you loved when they were alive.”

      I swallowed. Just thinking about all the people I wouldn’t want to lose, and I understood why it was so hard to stay a white necromancer.

      

      “Charlotte?”

      As soon as I walked into the assembly that kicked off the school year, Master Blair’s gaze shot to me and he came hurrying over.

      “Charlotte, you’re not supposed to be here. How did you even get past the gate?”

      I shrugged. “I just hid under a blanket in Montague’s back seat.”

      “I really need to speak to security,” he said. “They can’t just assume the students aren’t smuggling in other students.”

      “To be fair, that is a first,” Stuart said behind him.

      “I have heard things about your summer exploits,” Master Blair said. “I got an interesting letter from Mrs. Tyler at the Southern Finishing Magic…whatever that horrible place is called.”

      “Are you impressed?” I asked. “Did she tell you I summoned spirit ladies to fight for me?”

      Master Blair stopped whatever he was about to say. “No. No, she said you cast fireballs. I had blocked your magic for a reason, you know. You definitely don’t have the experience to summon the dead.”

      “I think Samuel talked to me,” I said. “He helped me cast the spell and escape. I have to know more and I really really want to be here.”

      I could see that Master Blair wanted to know more, but was reluctant to admit it.

      “We can’t kick her out now, can we?” Stuart said. “You sent her away for her own good, but she’s gone to so much trouble to attend anyway…besides, we don’t want those old guard witches to get a hold of her.”

      “All right, all right. You’re admitted on a probationary basis,” Master Blair said.

      “Thank you! You won’t regret it!” I shook his hand, then I went and gave Montague and Firian high fives.

      “I’m in!” I said. “I’m in! This year is going to be much better than last year. I can feel it.”

      Last year I was an unwanted novelty, but this time I was kicking off the year with allies—super hot allies—and I wasn’t getting hassled nearly as much. We all packed the restaurant for dinner, and Harris stuck with us, despite his best attempts to act aloof. Even Firian didn’t seem to be getting as much hate as before. Maybe everyone had just given up on bothering us, which was a big reason for my optimism. We ordered a bottle of wine, ate our fancy dinners, and made a toast to sophomore year.

      I had missed this place.
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      The year was starting off pretty much the same as last year. I still had my dorm room with Alec. A few senior students in Lancelot House were gone, replaced with incoming freshmen. The older guys bullied me and leered at me, but the younger guys seemed more intimidated. They had clearly been warned by their parents to be careful of the witch at Merlin College.

      My class schedule this year was pretty similar to last, but magical history was swapped out for a class with Stuart called Magical Theory and Principles.

      “This is the class we’ve all been waiting for,” Alec said, as I was pinning the schedule next to my Fortune’s Favor calendar.

      “Why? What do we learn in it?”

      “Wand making.”

      “Wand making!?” I pretty much exploded into glitter as I jumped around on the bed to face him. “We get to make our own wands?”

      “God, you’re cute,” he said, lifting his hand like he wanted to pat my head. Then he pretended he always meant to wipe off the lenses of his glasses. I knew his deal. Sometimes Alec still forgot he couldn’t touch me. “Yes. Of course we do.”

      “I wasn’t sure when or if wands happened,” I said. “This is so exciting.”

      Alec went back to changing out the artwork on his walls. The wolf creature painting he did last year, that turned out to be my mom’s werewolf demon form, was thankfully swapped out for a greenish female form with a puckish face and a body that seemed blurred by motion.

      “I like that one,” I said. “I’m getting a bit of Brian Froud vibe.”

      “Oh, really? Good,” he said, stepping back to consider the arrangement of the pieces while I considered the arrangement of his toned backside. “Dad and I visited some old growth forest earlier this summer and I painted that forest nymph.” Then he looked slightly bemused. “The painting helps.”

      I didn’t need to ask what he needed help with. “You didn’t have sex with that nymph, did you?”

      He grabbed a pillow off his bed and swatted me with it. “No. But I’m going to remember every time you asked me a question like that and when I finally get my hands on you…” My whole body burned as he moved closer to me, so the only thing between us was the pillow. “Every frustration I feel I’m going to unleash on you all…at…once.” His eyes hooded and I was feeling so frustrated personally that I wondered how he could possibly stand it.

      “Maybe I could paint you sometime,” he said.

      “Like one of your French girls?”

      “Who?”

      I sighed. “You know who Brian Froud is and you’ve never seen Titanic? I can’t keep up. I mean…paint me with my new wand. With nothing but my new wand.”

      “That would kill me.”

      “I’m teaching you control. Maybe I’ll work a little magic with it. Just the tip!”

      “That is a very inappropriate use of a wand.” He snorted while he was practically twitching with wanting to grab me and do things to me.“I’m trying to find other ways to define myself and you’re not helping at all.”

      “You are a wonderful artist,” I said. “But maybe…you don’t need to try so hard to find other ways to define yourself. You are an incubus. And…I like you…just like that. Do you think I mind that you’re attracted to me?”

      “Think of this way. I know you’re attracted to me, but that’s my nature—to attract women. And it’s also my nature to be attracted to women in return. So how do I know what’s special?” His hand, both graceful and masculine, lifted as if he was going to brush my arm, but stopped short. “If I can resist you, it must be special. I’ll know it’s about more.”

      “That makes sense. I never thought of it that way before.”

      “Enjoy Firian and Montague. I’ll wait,” he said.

      I laughed, a little embarrassed. “I will enjoy them, thank you.”

      His hand dared to move to my hair, stroking the ends a little. This was one way he could touch me without touching me. There were a lot more ways. I already knew that from the dreams. “I really hope, at some point, I get to watch.”

      I nearly micro-orgasmed just from the way he was looking at me with those mesmerizing eyes and touching my hair in this faint, teasing way. “Does that really count as waiting, Alec?”

      “Oh, yeah. Definitely. It lets me draw magic from sex without…going too far. It’s still torture for me.”

      I felt hot and needy. Exposed.

      “You like that, don’t you?” He smirked. “Well, don’t get too distracted, Charlotte. And be sure to practice safe wand usage.”

      “Uh-huh…”
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      Rayner had to climb onto the roof of the house to get a look at the courtyard and see where this life had taken his Lisbeth.

      He and Silvus were in China. The journey had been very long. He was exhausted and angry at fate for putting her so far away from him.

      Jie, the guide he’d hired to help him move through this land where hardly anyone spoke any of the languages he knew, told him that if Lisbeth was a well-off young woman, she would rarely leave the family house and if she was married, she would be under the thumb of her husband and mother-in-law.

      There was another thing, that boiled inside Rayner.

      Women here had their feet broken and bound. They were in pain with every step. Rayner almost found himself praying that when he found Lisbeth, she would be reincarnated as a man. What would he do if that was the case?

      But the moment he saw her, he knew her. She might have been a different race than in her previous two lives, wearing different clothes, in a different culture. It didn’t matter. She was still Lisbeth.

      “That’s—” Silvus started to point.

      “I know,” Rayner said. “We’re not moving yet. I’m going to watch, and everyone who hurts her—we kill.”

      Rayner was hungry and not inclined to be merciful.

      I woke shouting, “No. No!” I sat up in a rush.

      I was breathing hard, but I calmed down when I heard the calm ticking of a clock on the mantel of our room’s old fireplace, and saw moonlight falling on my bed and Harris’ across from me.

      He opened his eyes and slowly sat up. “Monty…you okay?”

      “Man, I don’t know,” I said, irritated.

      “Are you dreaming about them?”

      “Yeah…” My hands were shaking a little, but I took a deep breath and steadied them. Harris and I had been best friends for so long, but we never had to face anything like this. We had fun. We didn’t talk about things like this very often.

      Harris looked like he was thinking about this too. Life had gotten a lot more serious. I knew he was entangled in an engagement and a set path he didn’t want, and meanwhile I had…vampires. I used to talk to my familiar when something worried me, but now she was gone. I had to find someone else. I didn’t want to freak out Charlotte.

      “They were in China looking for Lisbeth,” I said. “In one of her incarnations. She had bound feet and I think she had just been married. Rayner was furious and he—well, I didn’t get to see the whole scenario, but I think he killed her husband and her new family. I imagine he probably took her away. He didn’t even speak any Chinese.”

      “So he was upset because they hurt her,” Harris said.

      “I’m sure he was, but that was just what they did back then,” I said. “I mean, you can’t just murder people over a custom.”

      “I suppose,” Harris said. “The vampires don’t follow our morals, but I have to admire the commitment. To love someone that much. If you live forever, you need something to live for, don’t you?”

      “I don’t want to live forever…”

      Harris paused. “There’s no such thing as living forever, really.” He sat up. “Do you trust me, Monty?”

      I wanted to say no, but on a gut level I realized I still did trust Harris. Deep down, I knew where his loyalties were. Alec and I would always mean something to him. “Yes,” I said.

      He looked surprised. “Well, I think if your sire gives you his blessing, we might be able to use your immortality as a bargaining chip somehow. You could give it up. You know what Professor Adams said about bargaining.”

      “It’s dangerous.”

      “I know,” he said, with a certain level of confidence that reminded me why we all wanted Harris around from the day we met him.

      “They kidnapped you,” I said. “This wasn’t some master plan on your part.”

      “Yeah, well, I work with what I’m given.”

      There was something about him that was more magically sophisticated. He was willing to take on spells that skirted into dangerous territory. Our teachers would always warn us against that, but a great sans-pareil was willing to take risks and follow instincts.

      “I trust you,” I said. “But I hope you know what you’re doing.”

      “I’m trying to stop you from becoming part of that,” Harris said. “I know what I’m doing.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Sixteen
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      I walked into class all excited for wand-making day. We were told to wear ‘outdoors-appropriate’ clothes so I dug up some shorts and a t-shirt with a turtle on it. I sat between Montague and Alec. Alec was wearing a tight t-shirt and jeans that was already wrecking my concentration. Montague was still wearing a suit jacket plus his hat, but I guess he needed sun protection. My old nemeses the Locke brothers were there, but they didn’t do more than grumble in my direction, while a couple of the guys from other dorms actually said hi.

      Stuart watched us all file in. He was wearing a polo shirt, a tan jacket, and loafers, with his bad mustache, looking as un-warlock-like as usual, but in the back of my mind I still remembered how terrifying he was when he caught us at Professor Blair’s house. The weird thing about that evening was that Harris didn’t seem to notice, and usually Harris noticed everything.

      Oh well. Wand-making. Wand-making!

      “Good morning,” Stuart said. “I know it’s early. I hope you all had plenty of coffee, unless of course you have a caffeine sensitivity. This is a very important turning point in a warlock’s life. Today we’re going to begin making our wands. This wand must be made entirely by you and once you’ve made it, you’ll keep it close for the rest of your life. To make the wand, the first step is to go into the forest and find a branch.”

      “The wand chooses the wizard…,” I said. I was excited that something fun and magical was finally happening without any drama. I mean, sure, wizards in books always did have plenty of drama, but you know what Harry Potter also got? Lots of shopping. Where was my shopping?

      “Mr. Jablonsky, she said one of the forbidden phrases!” Some weaselly looking guy pointed at me. I think his name was Broderick or something.

      “The forbidden phrases?” I asked.

      “Right.” Professor Jablonsky pointed at an old, curling piece of poster on the wall marked ‘Forbidden Phrases’. “I would rather make an exception for Charlotte because she comes from the mundane world, but…we do have a list of forbidden phrases at Merlin College that I’m actually sort of surprised you haven’t violated yet…”

      I looked at the poster and yes, one of the forbidden phrases was ‘The wand chooses the wizard.’ Others included ‘You shall not pass’, ‘Use the force’, ‘Only a flesh wound’ and ‘You killed Kenny! You bastards!’

      “How old is this list?” I asked.

      “We add to it whenever we have a bit of a problem with uhh…memes,” Stuart said. It took him a minute to find that word, and I was impressed he knew what a meme was at all. “Charlotte.” He took a step closer to my seat behind Cal, a guy who was always reading sci-fi novels and gave me a sympathetic glance. “TV and movies might be an enjoyable escape, but this is not an escape. This is a powerful moment in your life. That’s why the list is there, not to censor you, but to center you in your own life.” His tone was gentle and everyone listened to him.

      He didn’t embarrass me in front of anyone. He made me feel like this really was important and that my life could really mean something.

      “I understand,” I said. Okay, maybe you’re a good teacher, but you still confuse and frighten me.

      “I know you do. All right, students. I encourage you to summon your familiars for this task. We will be leaving the bounds of the school wards for this.”

      Familiars were appearing all around me, which was wild to see. It was easy to forget that anyone had a familiar besides me. Firian popped into existence next to me, and a cat familiar tentatively sniffed his tail. Alec had a fuzzy little spider on his hand while Harris—oh, of course—had a hawk.

      “I hope you’re not afraid of her,” Alec said. “She really is shy.”

      “I’m only afraid of spiders if they bother me,” I said. “It’s nice to meet you.”

      “She won’t talk to you,” Alec said. “Most familiars aren’t as chatty as yours.”

      It was true, the familiars mostly kept to themselves, but there were a few that seemed happy to be in the real world. I saw a hedgehog and a beaver talking to each other.

      “So…cuuuute…,” I said.

      “I packed up some food and thermoses for everyone,” Stuart said. “Some of you may be gone all day, so please collect a pack before you leave. Follow your instincts and be careful. You will sense the path of your wand, follow it, and ask the tree for permission to take it. If you have done everything right, the branch will break for you. Bring it back here and tomorrow we’ll begin work on carving. You can travel together, but this is something you need to do on your own.”

      The guys were excited to break out of the gates and go wandering the woods. As we picked up our supply packs—there was a special blood one for Montague—Stuart shoved a third food pack into my arms. “Just in case it takes a while.”

      We were on top of a mountain, mind you. So when we walked out the gates, it was slightly uphill in one direction—following a bit of a ridge—gently downhill going down the road out, and sharply downhill in most other directions.

      “I’m sensing something up the ridge,” Alec said. “How about you three?”

      “Same,” Harris said.

      The ridge led west.

      “I’m getting northeast,” Montague said.

      When I shut my eyes and concentrated, I felt a distinct prickle in the same direction. Northeast was definitely the direction with the most forbidding terrain. “Me too…”

      “Are you guys going to be okay if we go that way?” Alec asked.

      “I’ll watch over her,” Montague said, taking my hand in his.

      The other guys in our class were also breaking off into small groups based on directions. For a little while, we had some other people around as we made our way down the mountain, half-walking and half-climbing. When we hit large shelves of rock, between Montague’s strength and Firian’s agility, they were able to help me. But I was aware that every time we climbed down something, eventually we would have to climb back up.

      A truly terrifying prospect.

      But somewhere out there was my wand tree.

      “A nice, civilized wand shop sounds so nice right about now,” I said.

      “Aw, that’s for those prissy Brits,” Firian said. “We Yanks just get out there in the woods, run some indigenous peoples out of town and kill all the beavers while we’re at it.”

      “Sometimes I enjoy your sarcasm but today is not that day,” I said, while carefully stepping down a slope of slippery leaves.

      “Be careful,” Montague said, putting a hand around my waist when I slipped a little. “Do I need to carry you down?”

      “No…” My cheeks flamed as his hand slid a little lower, up the leg of my short shorts. I glanced back at Firian, expecting him to protest, but he just arched a brow.

      “Do I need to leave?” he asked.

      “No—we’re—not doing anything.” I jerked back from Montague.

      “When are you two going to do the deed?” Firian asked, his tone deceptively light.

      “How do you know we haven’t?” I retorted. “I don’t tell you everything.”

      “I think I’d know,” he said. “And being secretive is not one of your strong suits.”

      I was still blushing, stumbling on the leaves and had to brake by grabbing onto two spindly trees. “I—I never know how to talk about this when both of you are around.”

      “It’s your body,” Firian said. “Your heart. Your life. If you want it, say so. I already told you, I’m happy when you’re happy.”

      “I think I do need to carry you down,” Montague said, sweeping me into his arms and jumping off the next set of rocks.

      “Yikes.” I grabbed his shirt, and then lingered on the feel of the strong body under his shirt as I looked at the way most of his hair was tucked behind his ear but a few dark strands grazed his stubbled cheek.

      There was a part of me that wanted to succumb to marveling over all of these guys. The fact that they all wanted to be mine, and the fact that none of them were human. The cold of Montague’s skin and the fangs that sharpened when he was hungry; maybe they should have been unappealing, but instead I wanted to feel them. Every inch of them. Just like I wanted to know what Alec would do to me when the spell that kept us apart was broken. And I wanted to know where Firian went when he disappeared, and I liked to sink my fingers into his fur in fox form and then let him unleash his affections on me in human form.

      I wanted more from them. I wanted to feel more, and show more.

      Maybe I was scared of how much I wanted.

      I think Firian knew that. He was pushing me not to be scared because that was his job.

      Montague held me a little longer than he needed to before he set me on my feet, and I felt the air turning electric for a moment, as if a promise was made. “Are we getting closer, Charlotte?” he asked.

      “Closer…” It still felt far away. “Where is your wand?”

      “Right around here,” he said. “That’s why I was getting over-eager.” He smirked and before he let me go, he tugged on my arm so I couldn’t escape and brushed my lips with a kiss. “Come on.”

      Montague led the way through brush to an old tree with a thick trunk. Other than the age, I couldn’t see anything special about the tree, but I did sense magic. Everything around us felt like magic. Of course, even before I knew I was a witch, forests like this seemed magic. My dad always said so, too. Ordinary humans knew what was there even if they didn’t know how to tap into the power. We couldn’t see any of the school buildings anymore, and I didn’t hear anything out here except wind and birds and the rustle of leaves in the mountain winds that rarely stopped.

      Montague approached it slowly and put a hand on its trunk.

      “This is the one,” he said. “Sacred tree…I request permission to take a branch from you to make into my wand. I apologize for coming to you as a vampire and not a straightforward ethereal warlock, for losing my familiar…but I assure you that my intentions are clear. I want to redeem myself for my mistakes.”

      He put both his palms flat on the tree’s bark, then looked up. I didn’t say anything because he looked deep in concentration.

      The entire tree rustled. One of the branches bowed to the ground from a height over Montague’s head, so he was able to put his hands on a smaller branch and snap it off cleanly.

      “Magnificent,” he said. The branch was just the right size to carve into a wand, once the leaves and bark were stripped away.

      “That seemed easy,” I said.

      “I am a very talented warlock,” Montague said. “People forget that.”

      “Do they?” I asked.

      “How often do you sit around thinking about what a talented warlock I am?”

      “I feel like my tree is still pretty far away…,” I said, looking at the woods beyond. They seemed to get thicker and darker the farther we traveled. “I don’t want to be here after dark.”

      “Do you want your wand?”

      “Of course.”

      “Then, we have to find it. If we’re out past dark, we’ll cast light spells. It’s still summer. We won’t freeze.”

      Yeah, my wand was out there. My wand was not a trip to the grocery store. My wand was like, at a place your dad only is willing to drive you on your birthday. My wand was up rocks and slopes and across a creek and then wandering through a meadow of flowers at the top of a ridge. By this time I was so exhausted that Firian and Montague kept offering to carry me but I felt like I had to make it to my wand on my own two feet.

      The odd thing about the meadow was that it was so clear. All the trees grew up to the edge and just stopped. The meadow wound through the forest like a wide path. It was full of wild flowers that came up just past my knees, in yellow and white. The air was sweet with the honey scent of them. I started to feel like maybe we were not quite in the same world we started in.

      At the end of the path was a blue tree. When I first saw it from a distance, I thought the afternoon light was just hitting it oddly, but no—the bark was smooth and a natural, mottled blue color sort of like lichens. The leaves were a bright light green, the way trees usually only look at the beginning of spring.

      As I approached the tree, I suddenly slammed into an invisible wall. Hard. I staggered back, seeing stars. “What was that?”

      “A protective field,” Firian said. “You probably have to fight your way through it.”

      “What the hey? Montague’s tree didn’t have a protective field!”

      “My tree also wasn’t blue,” Montague said. “Do you want help?”

      “No, I’d better do it on my own. Once my face recovers…” I lifted my hands and tried to concentrate as I considered what spell might break an invisible barrier. Probably not wind. Fire seemed too dangerous when we were alone in the woods, and it might not work anyway. The only option seemed to be a straight-out energy force.

      I focused my breathing. Inhale. Exhale. Inhale, exhale, until I felt connected to my own center. I thrust out my arms—

      The force of the spell lashed back at me and knocked me on my ass.

      I was feeling more than a little irritated at my wand tree now, as Firian and helped me up. “Maybe you should—”

      “Hsst,” I cut Firian off. “Let me try it first.” Maybe the lesson I’m supposed to learn is to use peace and not force. I slowed down my breathing again and tried to connect with the tree, but I was struggling a little. I liked trees. I was happy in the presence of trees. But it seemed like if I had a natural knack for bonding with tree spirits, I would have already found it back home. I was all too aware that I was still new at this and I didn’t always know what I was doing.

      “What do you want from me?” I said, frustrated. “Montague’s tree was like, hey, here’s a wand, bro!”

      Firian sniffed the air. “This is a weird place…”

      “The energy isn’t bad,” I said.

      “It’s not quite good either… I feel like someone’s been here recently. This is a strange smell. A…fae smell.”

      “Fae?” We were so far from the school at this point, I knew we were on our own if something bad happened.

      I whirled around, suddenly feeling like there were eyes on me. I caught a glimpse of a raven watching me from the trees. I immediately shot off a little wind spell toward the raven, shoving it out of its perch. “Maybe the tree isn’t the one testing me…”

      The raven opened its mouth to caw, and instead a purple light emerged from its mouth and floated toward me.

      “Ooh…” The light was mesmerizing and beautiful. I held out my hands to reach for it.

      “Don’t touch it, Charlotte,” Montague said.

      “But I want to…”

      “It’s a faery light. It will lure you into the forest and you’ll never come home,” he said. “Look at me.”

      With some effort, I tore my eyes away from the light, snapped out of it, and shot a fireball at the raven.

      At which point I guess the raven got upset and turned into a beautiful man with a grim but lofty expression etched into his ageless face. He was holding a staff, wearing what my mind couldn’t help but think was some serious Lord of the Rings cosplay, like the kind that you have to get someone to make for you custom for hundreds of bucks. Man, why couldn’t our school uniforms be that awesome? He lifted a hand, the long sleeve of his white robe whipping around as he generated some sort of crazy wind vortex that he shot at us, blowing Firian and Montague away from me.

      “Wait!” I lifted my hands. “I just want a wand! I came all this way! I ate all the rations! I don’t want to battle anybody!”

      “You should learn to pace your rations,” he said. “And you should learn to defend yourself at the first sign of an attack—!” He whipped his staff around and now vines and roots slid toward me from every direction, trapping my feet in place.

      “Oh, that’s never good,” Firian said, in a voice that nevertheless sounded like he thought he was getting a hentai show.

      “Help me or be quiet!” I screamed at him.

      “Do you want your journey to be in vain?” the faery man asked. “You must fight me alone. Prove yourself, or turn back. The fox knows this. And deep down, you know it too.”

      I did know this. Of course, if my wand was special, there was a trial I had to pass to get it. Harris thinks I’m some kind of Chosen One? Okay, I’d better get this wand so I have a story to tell him.

      The vines, meanwhile, were circling my legs and trapping me, threatening to topple me over, as I struggled against them. I tried another fire spell and it dissipated like nothing. A wind spell wouldn’t work on vines. “Ungh…!” They were starting to trap my arms and drag me down. I waved my arms around frantically and tried to kick. The vines seemed to fight me harder.

      There is a monster like this in Fortune’s Favor, I remembered. In the game, it was a boss in the form of a spider. The more you struggled, the more her webs would entangle you. The way to get out of it was to stay still and cast slow spells until she backed off and went into her cave.

      I stopped fighting and went still, which wasn’t easy because it went against every instinct. I took a deep breath.

      “I’m going in,” Montague said, and Firian said,

      “Wait.”

      The vines stopped encroaching so much.

      “I request you, vines, to slow down…,” I said. I tried to focus on my intent and not how nervous I was. “Slower…slower.” I was encouraged as the vines began to listen to me. “Stop.”

      The vines froze.

      “Let me go.”

      The vines dropped away, but if I thought I was off the hook—oh, no. This was apparently just the equivalent of the spider retreating so the real battle could begin, and unfortunately I couldn’t just click or type to get out of it.

      The faery lifted his hands and shadows gently swirled around me, surrounding me in a distortion field that made Montague and Firian appear as if through a screen door, and the blue tree as well. And when I tried to get out of it, I hit a wave of something so cold it burned my skin.

      The distortion thickened and I started seeing faces appear out of the corners of my eyes. My grandpa. The school lunch lady who died when I was in 3rd grade. The dog we had when I was really little. I was pretty sure I even saw Heath Ledger and Alan Rickman blow by.

      I’m in a vortex of the dead?

      This was definitely freaking me out. I wanted to shut my eyes, but I tried to follow my grandpa’s face around. I could never quite lock onto him. With mom gone, my grandparents meant a lot to me even though they were kind of wacky old people who didn’t understand half the stuff I was into. Grandpa was perpetually taking off his shirt in the Georgia heat, drinking a beer, and asking me if I was still into Pokey-man. But he was always good for taking me to Target on my birthday and buying me practically anything I wanted, teaching me magic tricks, and telling me interesting stories about being stationed in Japan. He called me “Freckles”. Even after my freckles kind of faded. I liked that, though.

      Just seeing his face again, even in some strange magical context, and I was anguished. “Grandpa…! Is that really you? Grandpa!”

      You know this is all part of the test, my brain reminded me. You can’t lose focus now.

      I shut my eyes, blocking out the visions. Now, I was aware of my own self again and I realized the cold was seeping slowly into me. My hands and feet were numb. I tried to summon fire again, but it didn’t work at all. Clearly, I had to get out of the box with my magic usage to pass the tests. But I hardly know any magic yet!

      Of course, I had summoned spirits in St. Augustine, thanks to Samuel.

      “Samuel…,” I said. “Can you help me again?”

      Charlotte. I’m here with you. Just don’t open your eyes.

      I was about to. I was hoping I would see Samuel’s face in the vortex.

      No, he said. You can’t see me. We can’t get too close. That is part of the pact between a white necromancer and her spirits. You must not cling to the dead.

      “Okay. I understand,” I said, although I wasn’t sure I did. “Just…tell me how I summoned the spirits before so I can do it again.”

      You drew upon some of the spirits that guard St. Augustine. Those were the ghosts of witches who had no love lost for the council themselves. There are spirits everywhere who can help you if you ask them. Some of them protect the land you stand on now.

      “We’re in the middle of nowhere,” I said.

      Depends on your perspective. Tribes lived here for thousands of years.

      “Oh. Am I allowed to summon the ghosts of indigenous people?” I whispered. “That’s awkward. We parked a warlock school on their old land.”

      Well, they don’t have to show up. That’s true of all spirits. You’ll meet different spirits all around the world, some of them from ancient times and some who died weeks ago. They will not always be the people you expect, but you must learn to be bold yet respectful. Give it a try. Tell them your intent. Most spirits will help you, if your intention is good.

      “I wish to take a branch from this tree,” I said. “To make a wand to cast magic. I honor this land. The trees and soil, and the spirits that walk upon it.” I felt awkward. ‘I honor this land’? I sounded like I was working on some bad poetry. Nah, Samuel probably meant I had to be myself. “I’m just a witch from a small town and I have so much to learn, but I really do love this forest and I really, really want to make a wand and learn magic. It’s my life’s dream. Or it would have been if I knew about it earlier. I have a lot of catching up to do, I know…but I want to be strong enough to protect the people and the places I love. I humbly ask for your help.”

      My eyes were still shut, but I felt it. Spirits swirled around me, surrounding me with warmth. I opened my eyes. Just as with the women before, their forms were vague and ghostly, but these spirits were male. The vortex dissipated and I could see Montague, Firian, and the tree again.

      I started shivering all over. The magic left me weak.

      “Good work,” the faery said. “You have passed the test by demonstrating a wide variety of intuitive magic.”

      “Who are you?” I asked.

      “A lord of the fae,” he said. Now I could tell it was a guy, but he was so beautiful it was hard to tell. “I was watching over this tree. I was curious to see if you would make your way here. This tree has been here for centuries, but only one student ever made his way to this tree for his wand.”

      “Samuel Caruthers…,” I said.

      “That is correct.”

      “So it’s a pretty special tree.”

      “It’s a very special tree. Sacred to the faeries.”

      The faery was, as established, super gorgeous, and I don’t think it was a glamour. He had this ethereal quality that even the glamoured up witches didn’t have. It was like staring at the sun, or a rock star. His hair was long and managed to look like he had it professionally done, even though I’m sure he just rolled out of bed like that. He was perfectly androgynous, in such a way that I think Montague was checking him out, and so was I. He was wearing a very simple cape and boots, shirt and pants, all earth tones, but they clung to his slender and graceful body perfectly.

      “You found the tree,” the faery lord said. “Ignatius will now know that this destiny was not foisted on you. You are the right person to accept it. You’ve proven that today. You can joke around all day, Miss Byrne…but I know what it’s like to pretend to fit into the world you’ve been given. Deep down…you will never be happy unless you can access the magical world and reach your potential. Samuel Caruthers gave you his magic, but now—it’s yours.”

      A chill went through me. “What is my potential? Master Blair said I might be a sans-pareil, but…”

      “Your destiny might be more specific than that,” the faery lord said. “To be a sans-pareil is to be a great wizard. It is an honor bestowed by the council. In the end, the greatest honor is to go beyond that. Not to do what’s expected, but what’s unexpected.”

      “Oh, like when Harry Potter—” I cut myself off. I could tell the faery lord didn’t want to hear about Harry Potter.

      He frowned. “Charlotte, you did go to St. Augustine, and you left in a hurry. Why was that?”

      “You know about that?”

      “I am told of your activities.”

      “It was because those witches—like—freaked out that I cast fire magic. And they wanted to block me from ever seeing Firian again. I had to protect him.”

      “Exactly,” he said. “I want you to know that Ignatius is doing that same thing you are doing. Breaking the rules in the hopes of a better outcome for future generations.”

      Was that what I was doing? Cool.

      “But in order to protect you, we are doing work that you won’t be informed about. Try not to rush things. Don’t summon any demons. Just go and get your wand.”

      Firian hooked a finger on the waistband of my shorts while I lifted my hands. “Okay, okay,” I said. “I know. No more questions. Don’t piss off the faery lord tree guardian.”

      “Wise.” He turned, cloak fluttering, and walked into the woods.

      “Char…” Montague looked at me. “I’m starting to realize you’re kind of…special. You’re one of those reluctant hero types.”

      “I’m not reluctant,” I said. I didn’t want to be reluctant, anyway. I had a mission to save my mom, and I needed to be brave and tough. “Well—I am, but, that’s because I don’t want to die.”

      “Heroes don’t die,” Firian said. “Sidekicks do…”

      “Not comic relief sidekicks. You already told me that’s your job.”

      “I’m just…” Montague shook his head. “We have a lot to consider. Master Blair already tricked the council by bringing you here. This school is supposed to be run by prominent, normal warlocks who teach prominent, powerful younger warlocks. It’s almost like…they performed a coup so they could get you in here.”

      I turned back to the tree. Whatever was going on, I knew what had led me here in the first place. Now I had a little more understanding of why.

      I put my hand on its strangely smooth bark and felt the slow, soft energy moving through it like the waters of a mountain stream.

      Although it was gentle, I could also feel how powerful it was. This wasn’t like my go-to fire spells, which were quick and impulsive. This was magic that said, Girl, slow down. Remember, this isn’t a race. You need to get in touch with something deeper before you can become great.

      So this is the same tree my uncle got his wand from?

      I had never known my famous uncle Samuel, or my aunt Ina who was killed by the Withered Lord and saved by my mother. I had never known my mom, either, but I wished I could have gotten my wand from the same tree as her.

      Except, my grandparents had tried to keep her from her magical birthright, the same as my dad tried to keep me from mine. Maybe she never had a wand at all.

      My entire family usually felt elusive to me. Who were they? What made them tick? I had no answers. I never understood why my mom turned ‘bad’.

      Putting my hands on this tree and feeling this energy, I understood that she must have felt left out. When she met Samuel, she probably thought he was cool because he’d grown up a warlock and went to Merlin College. She must have been jealous. Her parents probably urged her not to get too deep or get herself in danger. I knew that feeling all too well.

      So when she tried to save Ina for Samuel, the Withered Lord probably whispered something to her. A promise. You could have what he has. You could have power too.

      The tree thrummed under me.

      You have made it this far, the tree said in my head. You have proved yourself worthy thus far, but there is much still to be done. Climb my branches and find your wand.

      “Oh…okay.” I glanced at Montague. He didn’t have to climb his tree. Damnit. “The tree said I need to climb it.”

      “Can you manage it?” Montague asked. “You’re not much of a rock climber.”

      “Nine-year-old Charlotte wouldn’t have even blinked,” I said. “So I think nineteen-year-old Charlotte can handle it.” I reached for a low branch and tugged myself up, throwing a foot up to get a hold on a spot where the trunk bulged a little. If I could get a grip there, I could make it to the branches. “Don’t help me!” I told Firian. “This is my wand. I need to do this—urrrgh.” I got myself up.

      It got better from ‘urrrgh’ onward. The branches were closer together, and as long as I did not look down, I could keep going up. I reached the branch at the very top and wrapped my hand around it.

      It was a large branch. It wasn’t as cute and wand-shaped as Montague’s. It would make a great stick for entertaining a large labrador. Nevertheless, I sensed this was the branch the tree wanted me to take. When I put my hand around it, the entire tree trembled and the branch snapped off.

      “Ahh!” I didn’t expect that, and it threw off my weight. I almost fell.

      “I’m coming up there,” Montague said.

      “No! Stay down! I don’t need you Edwarding me around with your vampire strength anymore.” I clung to the trunk, carefully finding the next foothold as I gripped the stick between the tree and my armpit. Getting down was definitely a little harder. I could see why cats just cried until someone rescued them. Finally, I reached the lowest branch and now I could jump down.

      “That’s your wand branch?” Firian raised an eyebrow. “You don’t have to overcompensate just because you’re the only girl at school.”

      I gave him a little shove. “We’re going to whittle them down or something, right?”

      “That’s a lot of whittling.”

      Montague gave me a small, admiring smirk. I think he was almost a little jealous that I got a wand from a faery tree. “Well, we know you’re always checking out the biggest rods,” he said. “But I hope that even though I only have a normal wand, maybe when we get back, I can take you out to celebrate?”

      I rolled my eyes. “Did you guys coordinate your bad jokes? Do you mean a drink at the dining hall?”

      “Just say yes and I’ll make something happen.”

      I suppressed a big smile but I was also aware of Firian standing behind me, and I felt awkward again.

      “Just get it over with already,” he said. This whole time, I realized, I couldn’t quite tell if he meant it or if he was jealous. I wasn’t sure what I wanted him to be.

      But I did know I wanted to spend more time with Montague. Alone.

      “Yes,” I said.
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      Charlotte

      

      Unfortunately, the date had to take a rain check. We had greatly underestimated how quickly the adrenaline of finding the wands would wear off. By the time we huffed our way home, it was dark. Long dark. I would have panicked if we didn’t see the lights of the school in the distance as the sun was setting. We were the last ones back. Master Blair was waiting for us, holding a lantern. He hurried our way.

      “So it’s true,” he said, looking at my wand. “You found the tree.” He gave me a furtive look. “I was wrong to send you away…after all. Things are moving…”

      “Yes,” Stuart said. “It seems that they are.”

      The way Master Blair was looking at the branch made me nervous.

      He didn’t say any more. Harris and Alec were waiting for us too. And quite a few fellow students. The Locke brothers were murmuring and one of them said, “What tree are you talking about, Master Blair?”

      “This branch comes from the same tree as Samuel Caruthers’ wand,” Master Blair said. “It proves to me that Charlotte has the same potential as her uncle.”

      “So what?” Royce Locke said, sneering at me.

      “I’m starting to think he’s playing favorites,” Ronan agreed, speaking to Royce but in a voice for all to hear.

      “I will not shy back from acknowledging Miss Blair’s worth,” Master Blair said. “She could be a sans-pareil. And if she can handle warlock magic, surely other women can as well.”

      There was an audible gasp from multiple angles and even I started to get the sense that Master Blair should tone it down. Witches and warlocks just couldn’t handle this kind of excitement, the poor fragile creatures. This is what happens when you don’t use the internet, I thought.

      “I’m tired of ancient, arbitrary rules,” he muttered. “Shouldn’t the best university in the country be on the forefront of new magic? New and better ways of doing things? Well, it’s all right—everyone, go back your dorms and get some sleep, for crying out loud.”

      “That’s a big wand,” Alec said, as he and Harris walked over to us.

      I immediately held up a hand. “Don’t say anything.”

      “Where the hell were you?” Harris asked. “We got back hours ago. What was this tree?” I could tell he’d been worrying about me, even though he was trying to sound more irritated than concerned.

      “It was a…faery tree,” I said.

      “A faery tree?”

      “Like, it had a faery guardian.”

      “Chosen One,” Harris said. “You can’t deny that anymore.” He sounded more sarcastic than complimentary and I felt triumphant. He was playing right into my hands, I thought, before noting that I didn’t actually know what the game was.

      I waved my magical tree stick (I couldn’t really call it a wand yet) at him. “Jealous much?”

      Master Blair walked over to us with a fierce glint in his eyes, like we shouldn’t be talking about this. “Go get some sleep, Miss Byrne.”

      

      The next day in Stuart’s class, which luckily was the last of the day this time, we started working on honing our wands.

      “It looks like a branch,” he said. “Right now. However, I want you to consider what a wand symbolizes. It has grown from a tree that came up from a seedling, a tree that has surely been standing in the same spot since before you were born. In some cases, before anyone living was born. What would it be like to live your entire life in one spot while everything moves around you?”

      “Sounds good to me,” muttered Benton, who seemed eternally unmotivated.

      Stuart ignored him, like every long-suffering old teacher at Merlin College did about everything.

      “What attributes would you achieve if you were a tree?” Stuart pressed.

      Harris lifted a hand. “You would be intimately in tune with that place,” he said.

      “Focus,” said Irving. “No distractions.”

      “Good, good,” Stuart said. “You’re right, boys. Your wand is like a beacon of focus. The more attention you give it, the more it rewards you with power. So when you’re whittling your wands, clear your mind. Consider the years of the tree’s life. The seasons changing around it. The connection of all living things to one another. If your brain gets distracted, find a phrase or a poem that you would like to symbolize your magic, and repeat it to yourself as you work.”

      I know what you’re thinking. This sounded like a pretty boring class.

      Yes. That was absolutely true. We couldn’t talk. We were allowed to go wherever we liked on campus and spent two hours carving the bark off our branches with knives.

      On the other hand, it was kind of badass that they just handed us knives. But my hands got tired very quickly and I might have taken a nap. Also, my stick was ten times bigger than anyone else’s. Harris’ already was starting to look like a wand and mine looked like a mangled branch. I was there hugging it between my thighs, hacking at the blue bark, when Montague came up to me.

      “Is that a wand you’re carving, or are you just happy to see me?”

      I brandished my knife at him. “No. No more of that!”

      “Don’t worry. We’re going to run out of innuendo soon.” He came over and brushed his fingers across my shoulder. “Work day’s over. Time to get ready for our date.”

      “Oh, man. My arms are like jelly.”

      “You don’t have to do anything tonight,” he said, his low voice leaning closer to my ear. “Let me take care of everything. I don’t mind if you’re completely helpless to resist. Do you?”

      I pursed my lips. An unconvincing protest hovered there before I sheathed the knife and stood up. “I need a long bath first.”

      “Meet me in two hours outside Camelot Hall, then,” he said, naming the elegant old building that held all the campus hangouts under one roof. He kissed my forehead. “I’ll make plenty of hot tea.”

      I knew what that meant. Kissing. Lots of kissing.

      And maybe more than kissing. I mean, why put it off? I didn’t want to put it off.

      I just never imagined myself having more than one boyfriend at a time. I still wished I knew more about how my grandmother handled such a thing. I had so many questions. Did she alternate between days? Did they all like, do it at once?

      The very thought gave me an image that inflamed every nerve in my body, especially when my brain inserted Harris into the picture. What would he even do? You’re not a porn star.

      “Charlotte?” Harris’ voice suddenly came through the open door of my room.

      I jumped. The room I shared with Alec was the attic, and we had it to ourselves. I thought I was alone. “Oh my god.”

      “Daisy is on the phone. She asked if she could talk to you. She wanted to know if the Versace fit,” he said in this vaguely snotty tone. I don’t think that was on purpose, however. It was impossible to say something like ‘she wanted to know how the Versace fit’ with an upper-crust accent without sounding snotty.

      I was actually holding the Versace jumpsuit in one hand and my mom’s Betsey Johnson dress in the other, trying to decide which was better. Montague had seen them both before. My options were way too limited.

      “Are you busy?” he asked. “Hot date tonight? I wouldn’t ignore Daisy for too long. She’s still on the line.”

      He didn’t sound like a guy who had just been talking to his beloved fiancee. But then, no one could sound indifferent and bored like Harris. I had no idea what actually moved him, which was probably why I couldn’t stop thinking about finding out.

      “Sure, I’ll talk to her for a sec,” I said.

      Confession: My motives might not have been entirely pure. Deep down, I thought, These two cannot get married just because their families say so. I’ll get to know Daisy and get real with her about him.

      “Hey, Daisy.”

      “Hey, lady, what are you up to tonight? Harris said you’re going on a date with el vampiro. You know he’s gonna drink your blood, right?”

      No, I’m supposed to get real with you! I thought. “Montague is a gentleman,” I said. “It’s not like I haven’t been alone with him before.”

      “I would not be your friend if I didn’t warn you,” she said. “But maybe you’re into that. I don’t judge. How great did that Versace look on you?”

      “Pretty great,” I admitted. Damnit. A part of me felt like I should hate Daisy because things could get tricky with Harris later, but she made me feel like I had a cool friend. No one at my high school had this air Daisy had, like she could own her own reality show and lifestyle brand.

      “Yes! I knew it would. I told you. Did you take pictures?”

      “I can take one tonight.”

      “On your vampire date,” Daisy said approvingly. “I don’t want to make you feel like a charity case or anything, but if I see something else that will look good on you, I’m buying it.”

      “You don’t have to.”

      “But I’m bored,” she said.

      Must be nice, I thought, as she sighed a little. “You don’t have poor friends in Chicago?” I asked.

      “You aren’t my poor friend, you’re my normal human type friend,” she said. “I mean, I know you’re probably getting witchier or warlockier by the moment, but to me you’re glamorous.” Which was exactly what Firian said, so point for him I guess. “Anyway—you know—I’ve been thinking about our connection to him.”

      “The Withered Lord?”

      “Yeah.” Suddenly her words were like a bitter wind. “You seem tough, though.”

      “I do? I mean—well, I’m not. But I never did know my mom, that’s all. Doesn’t mean I don’t miss her, or the idea of her.”

      “I was five and it’s like my first memory,” she said, and then she took a quick breath. “Whatever, girl, I just want to buy you some clothes.”

      “Hey, if you don’t have many people to talk to, it’s okay,” I said. “I don’t either, so I just never talk about it. My dad told me my mom just left. He never told me she was a witch. I thought she was a free spirit type or maybe a drug addict.”

      “What about about your familiar?”

      “I didn’t know him. Like, he hid from me.”

      Daisy was quiet for a moment. “That’s like…criminal.”

      I bristled. “My dad was trying to protect me.”

      “Sorry. I just don’t know what I would have done without a familiar. Plus, now he is so hot. Are you getting in trouble with him or what? The council freaks out about that. But you have Monty to distract you, huh?”

      “Yes,” I said, blushing again. “Speaking of which, I better go. I still need to get ready.”

      “Okay, you get smoking hot ‘cause that vampire dick is cold.”

      “I’ll warm that shit up,” I said, laughing.

      “You should call me and tell me how it went.”

      When I hung up I thought, we might really be becoming friends? I hope she thinks I’m cool. I was not great at ‘friends’ in high school but then, she had a point when she said we shared a connection. Maybe my mom’s absence made me put up some walls. I didn’t like people to get close enough to ask questions I struggled to answer.

      I didn’t say anything about Harris, though…

      Oh well. I had a date to think about.

      I took a bath, dried my hair, put on a dab of makeup and a dab of glamour, and slipped into the jumpsuit, then went down to Camelot Hall. Some guys were walking in with their roller skates and others were probably going to bowl. With no girls and limited technology, and the extreme isolation of the campus, there just wasn’t much to do. I hurried along, feeling a little naked all dressed up. I didn’t feel like such a girl when I was wearing the uniform.

      A guy whistled behind me. “Left your fox at home?”

      “The witches in Florida scared him off,” said the other guy he was with. I think they were freshmen.

      “What do you know, newbs? No one scared him off. I just don’t need him as much.” It was true, though. I had gotten a little shaken by those witches, and Firian rarely came to class anymore. I missed him but we both had an unspoken understanding that we needed to be careful.

      “Excuse me.” Montague suddenly came out of the doors of Camelot Hall. He must have been waiting just inside and keeping an eye out for me. “Are you hassling my Charlotte?” He put an arm around me.

      It was almost worth it to get hassled, just for the sexiness of being rescued. “It’s okay, Montague,” I said. “We’ve got places to be, right?”

      “Yes. We do.”

      His grip firmed up around my waist and he started leading me back to the grand entrance of Camelot Hall, with all of its Gilded Age pomp, surrounded as it was by gardens and statues. I heard the guys murmuring and chuckling to each other in a way I found vaguely ominous, but I ignored them with a mere sigh. I thought we were past this, but I guess it was wishful thinking that everyone would be cool with a girl at Merlin College after one year. I didn’t want to know what parents were telling their precious privileged sons about me as they sent them off to school.

      “You are one saucy señorita,” Montague said, giving me this little private smile that slayed me right off the bat.

      “I hope we’re not bowling in the next lane from them,” I said.

      “Oh, we are not bowling or skating. I told you I have a very good evening planned. I made arrangements.”

      “Ooh.”

      Inside Camelot Hall was shaped like a shopping mall in that it had a promenade in the middle and all the entertainment through sets of double doors to the sides. Montague walked me right past all the noise and chaos of guys hanging out in the doorways, the crash of bowling balls and the pounding dance music in the skating rink. He opened the door of the movie theater.

      I hadn’t been in the theater. Sometimes there was an official showing of a film, usually something black and white selected by the old professors. I actually might not mind seeing those but no one else did, so I hadn’t either. Then there were showings by the film club once a month, but the film club guys seemed super pretentious; they wore fedoras and they were always talking about Donnie Darko and Inception.

      Today, the heavy velvet curtains were pulled back and the red seats were all empty while ornate gold lights glowed along the walls and paintings of astrological figures covered the ceiling. Montague showed me to some prime seats in the middle and there waiting for me was a bag of popcorn, some peanut butter M&Ms, a foil wrapped thing that looked like a sub, and my favorite soda—the oh-so-southern Cheerwine, all of which definitely showed me that he listened to my idle conversation.

      “The food isn’t that fancy,” he said.

      “I miss food that isn’t fancy.”

      “That’s what I thought.”

      “I feel bad to eat all of this stuff when you can’t eat anymore.”

      “That’s why I didn’t take you to dinner,” he said.

      “So we’re all alone in here?”

      He waved a hand toward the doors. “Shut the doors and lock them tight, let no one open them all of the night.” The door faintly glowed blue. Then he slid into the chair next to me. “How’s that?”

      “What about the emergency exits?”

      “We can’t seal those shut. It’s against code,” he said, with a wry grin. “No one comes in here anyway.” His arm was behind me on the seat, and I leaned closer to him almost unconsciously. His forehead nudged mine and then he tipped my mouth up and plucked my lip with his teeth. Like he wanted to bite me. But I trusted him. When I responded with a small kiss in return, he slid down the straps of my outfit and started exploring the line of my spine and shoulder blades.

      “You wore this thing,” he said. “You know I’ll have to take it all off before I can do anything. It would have been a lot easier if you’d worn a skirt…”

      “I like to make things difficult,” I said, although when I realized he intended to strip me naked in the movie theater I started feeling very flustered. “What are we watching?”

      He held up a DVD case. “The Princess Bride.”

      “Oh, yay! I was so afraid you were going to make me watch something bad. I’m very particular.”

      “I’m going to make you watch something good…and do something bad.” He kissed me again and I dragged my hands across his short beard. I loved how damn manly that felt and I’m sure he put off shaving just for me. “Wait here. I have to get the DVD going back there manually…”

      I watched him stride up the aisle, still somewhat in disbelief that I was actually going to do this again with a second guy. I wondered where the deed was going to happen. There was no bed in here, obviously, and the theater chairs were jammed tight together with arms that would poke my back. Not the floor, hopefully.

      Wall? Oh, yeah, he’s strong enough to hold me against the wall.

      I chewed on my lip, the straps of my outfit still dangling over my shoulders, threatening to expose a boob, while a wave of wet heat bloomed out of me at the very thought of being banged against a wall. It was a fantasy I didn’t know I had until I considered it.

      A DVD menu appeared on the screen suddenly, and the movie started up as he dashed back down to me.

      Montague definitely looked like more of a man than a boy, and I got the idea that becoming a vampire had changed him. However suave he could be at times, he retained some boyishness too. He couldn’t hide his own excitement about the date. If I was on a date with Harris I just know he would have strolled back to his seat like he was bored, not leapt to my side like Montague did. I also guessed that Harris’ room never had posters or car models.

      I liked that. Deep down we were both just a couple of overenthusiastic dorks. It was just that my overenthusiastic dork was also a very, very sexy and very strong vampire.

      “I know you were thinking about something naughty while I was gone,” he purred into my ear as the MGM lion roared.

      “Maybe,” I whispered, both embarrassed and aroused as I wondered if he could smell me. He probably could. There was no hiding anything from these guys.

      His hand went around my shoulder and started slipping down as he nipped my earlobe, and I said, “I hope you actually watch this movie because it’s good.”

      “I will.”

      “How about we play a game?” I said. “Sort of like a drinking game, to reward you for paying attention.”

      “I’m listening.”

      “Whenever you hear ‘As you wish’, you can kiss me. And whenever you hear ‘Inconceivable’, you can touch a boob. And ‘My name is Inigo Montoya’, you can touch me wherever you want…”

      “I like this game.” He paused. “But how many times are they going to repeat the same lines?”

      “Oh, Princess Bride has all the catch phrases we could ever want.”

      I had never actually tracked how many times those phrases were said in the movie. I can now say it is pretty often, but not often enough.

      We got some good making out there in the beginning because ‘as you wish’ got said a lot all at once.

      But I quickly realized I had made somewhat of a mistake in that I was full of pulsing, quivering sexual excitement waiting for Wallace Shawn to appear and say ‘Inconceivable’ so Montague would touch my boob, and that was not the best thing to do to your brain, trust me.

      I have ruined this movie forever, I thought, as Montague peeled my straps down until I was topless, arms pinned at my sides, and wrapped his hand around my breast while kissing my throat.

      “I didn’t say you could kiss me while you…mm…touched me…”

      “You aren’t going to stop me… I know that much.”

      And every time Inigo Montoya announced himself, I was getting slowly worked into jelly. Montague pressed me into the next arm rest as he slid a hand down the front of my jumpsuit and his middle finger slipped between my folds and stroked up and down as he helped me free my arms from the straps just so he could lift them over my head and kiss me again.

      Then he snapped back to his own seat and started watching again, leaving me half-naked, disheveled, and feeling used. And oh-so-hungry for more.

      But then we went through some long stretches without any catch phrases and for once I was having some trouble concentration, sucking down soda fervently while Montague laughed at some of the jokes. I could tell he was torturing me on purpose.

      Damnit, I loved it. Why? And how did he learn such sophisticated seduction techniques?

      I wondered, sometimes, whether I was dealing with the nineteen-year-old warlock…or a vampire with memories that stretched back five hundred years.

      I should probably feel sorry that he was a vampire in the first place, but a part of me didn’t. I wasn’t so sure he was sorry either, despite the problematic elements.

      By the time we got to some Inigo Montoya’s final declaration, he turned to me with a triumphant smile. “It’s almost over, isn’t it?”

      “Watch and find out.”

      He pulled me onto his lap. I dropped the rest of the peanut butter M&Ms on the floor—there were only a few left. He finished the job of tugging off my clothes, my slip on shoes torn off in the process, and I felt completely scandalous wearing nothing but panties in a public theater, doors locked or not.

      “Char…you are so hot.” He trailed his fingers through my hair. “You’re always hot, but I like how during the day you almost blend in. And then it’s like magic when you turn into a woman.”

      I bit back a smile. I liked being called a woman. I liked the idea that it was something magical I could transform into, too.

      I twisted around on his lap until I could get ahold of his collar, and I gave him a slow, sensual kiss. Then I started working off his necktie, and the buttons of his shirt, and he spread his hands around my ass and tugged me closer until my legs were spread around him. I could feel his shaft throb as I kissed him and it drove me nuts. It was so sexy to me the way guys could act all tough like they didn’t care but when it came to the man bits, every little thing made them tremble and throb.

      “When I think about you with Firian, I feel so competitive,” he said, digging his hands in my hair. “I want to ask you everything he did. I want to be better than him.”

      “Don’t make me,” I said, my breath more urgent. “Can I tell you all that you’re the best?”

      “You know what? I think you’re a pretty lucky witch,” he said. “But I’m not sure I could handle being in your shoes. Because I know how much Alec wants you. I know how much I want you. And I can even guess how much Firian wants you. And then…you have to try your best…to keep it secret. Or even worse…explain.”

      “You’re right. It’s awful,” I panted, but the heat rising to the surface of my skin and the crazed yearning inside me suggested otherwise. I slid my hands down to his button and zipper. “Do you have protection?”

      “Vampires can’t have children,” he said. “Or carry diseases.”

      “Oh.” I didn’t question it. I knew he wasn’t lying. For one thing, he wasn’t like that. But if anything else, I knew because he didn’t sound one hundred percent happy. “Well…it’ll feel good tonight.”

      “Yeah.” His voice turned husky and he stood up and helped me free his erection. My bare feet hit the movie theater floor.

      “I hope this place is clean,” I said.

      “You don’t have to touch the floor anymore.” He scooped me up as I wrapped my arms around his neck and then he shoved me against the wall.

      “Oh yeah…” My voice came out breathy. “Wall sex.”

      “Do you like that?

      “It looks sexy on TV.”

      “We’ll find out, won’t we?”

      He lifted my knees a little higher and found my entrance so easily I gasped. He pushed right inside me. It certainly wasn’t hard, because I was so ready. His confidence got me even more excited. And yeah, he was kind of cold, but he warmed up really fast inside me because I felt like you could bake a pizza inside my lady cave.

      My hands clutched the contours of his back while I met his gorgeous brown eyes. He looked at me like he adored me and liked me and also, a little bit, like he could kill and eat me.

      Hot.

      As long as, you know, he didn’t.

      His teeth were getting sharper and he was really getting into it like the only way he could control himself was to satisfy himself in other ways. He broke eye contact and thunked his head against the wall, still holding me close, breathing in my ear. “Charlotte…oh man…”

      “Is it good?”

      “It’s amazing…” He held my knees against the wall and it was a good thing I was pretty flexible. “Is it good for you?”

      “You’re being pretty rough…”

      “Sorry.” He forced himself to slow down.

      “No. I like it,” I said. “I like the way you just…lose yourself. I want you to.”

      “Oh, fuck. That’s good.” He thrust deeper into me with a groan and I groaned too. Thank goodness no one could hear us over the din of bowling balls and pounding music out there.

      I didn’t think I was going to come, since he was being sort of rough and not focusing on my sweet spots, but I actually started getting really close and then he started coming and that turned me on more than I expected. He let out sort of an agonized scream, and even that was sort of sexy, like this brooding vampire cry that he was cursed to walk this earth with the desire to kill the woman he loves.

      Maybe I was more twisted than I ever realized.

      “Montague…don’t stop yet, don’t stop!” My core was aflame with him, throbbing as he slammed into me and I practically convulsed with a quick, hard orgasm.

      That was when his fangs nipped at my skin.

      “Ow…,” I moaned. Although it didn’t really hurt. At least, not in a bad way. Actually it felt…um…hot. “Ohh…no, no, you have to stop.”

      His fangs sunk a little deeper and I knew I had to stop him. I was having trouble summoning as much panic as I should because it felt so good and right.

      His vampire magic must be doing things to me.

      Making me think, oh yeah…this would be a good way to go.

      “No. No…no! I call upon the winds!” I gasped out.

      He was thrown back by my magic and wiped my blood off his mouth. “Shit,” he said. “Shit! Charlotte, I’m sorry!”

      “It’s…it’s okay…” I felt kinda messy with blood and our mingled juices but really good. Euphoric. His bite was giving me almost a drug reaction.

      He was breathing hard, trying to control himself. I knew it must be bad when I heard him breathing so much.

      “Are you okay?” I asked.

      He wrapped a hand around my throat, gently. “Yeah.”

      “Did you see memories of Lisbeth and Rayner? Is that why…?”

      “Can I not answer that? I don’t want to think about them. I want to think about you.” He ran his thumb over the pulsing vein in my neck and whispered spell words to seal the wound. Then he wiped off this blood with his own shirt. “I want to taste you so badly. I never knew how…intense that need would feel. Maybe I do know why he would kill people to find her. Maybe I do…”

      “He never killed her, did he?”

      “No, he didn’t, but it must make him a little crazy. Like…to keep from killing her… I don’t know.” He dropped his hand. “I’d never kill you, Char. I do know that much.”

      “That’s really comforting,” I said wryly. “I hope you’re right.”

      Now his thumb traced my lips again. “Of course I wouldn’t. Then you would be gone. And that would be a nightmare.”

      “Mm…” I wrapped my arms around his neck.

      “Don’t tell anyone this happened,” he said sharply. “I would be in trouble.”

      “I won’t. I don’t want you to be gone either.”

      “I think we’d better not do this alone anymore.”

      “Alec wants to watch…”

      A slow, naughty smile spread across his full lips, and I had to give him another little kiss. He murmured, “I didn’t think about it before, but I have another reason to be glad you’re with Alec, too. If we ever got that far, I mean, we’re young so who knows, but Alec’s like a brother to me. If you ever got married, you could still have kids with him.”

      I smiled at him gently. “Yeah,” I said. “If we get that far, definitely.”

      As we were talking, I heard this little scritching and shrill sounds above us that quickly got too hard to ignore. “What is that?” I asked. “Bats?”

      “I’ve never heard of any problems with bats here—shit!”

      A flock of bats—or whatever you call groups of bats—suddenly swept down from the rafters. I screamed and tried to hide between the seats, because my first impulse was just not to get rabies.

      “These aren’t normal bats!” Montague said, grabbing my hand. “We need to get out of here!”

      “I’m naked!”

      “Glamour up some clothes!” He yanked me toward the emergency exit like he was getting me out of here whether I had clothes on or not. I quickly summoned up the illusion of a sundress, but I felt naked.

      The bats were flying toward us and they were the size of rats. I thought I liked bats. I did not like these bats, however. They looked like bats you’d fight in a video game with huge ears, ugly wrinkled faces and glowing red eyes.

      I shot fire toward them, which they immediately dispelled.

      “Now they’re just mad.” Montague yanked open the door and shoved me out as a bat clamped onto his shoulder and bit his ear. He slammed it shut behind him while the bat was attacking him. I was completely freaking out, looking for a stick or something to hit it with.

      Montague tore the bat off of him and broke its neck.

      “That is so gross!” I reeled back and bumped into another person, which sent me whirling in renewed panic.

      “It’s just me,” Firian said.

      “Oh—thank god!”

      “You’re naked.”

      “Gah! I lost the illusion spell…”

      Firian waved a hand and put me back in a properly magical version of the school uniform. “That will do for the moment,” he said. Firian had a vaguely judgmental look and I wondered if he knew Montague had bit me. I had a feeling he didn’t. He would freak out if he knew. Ha ha, I could keep secrets after all.

      “Montague, are you okay?” I asked.

      “I guess I’d better go to the infirmary and see if that thing was poisoned…”

      The bat let out one last screech and Firian stomped on it. We all stared at the dead bat in shocked silence.

      “So…demon bats? I guess your mom is still going to be protecting you this year,” Firian said.
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      Firian

      

      Naturally, Master Blair wanted to see all of us after this incident, the latest craziness in the world of my witch. I could tell that, yet again, a good moment had been interrupted for her.

      “When the bats attacked you, you assume they were sent by your mother because you were in danger?” Master Blair asked. “Weren’t you watching a film with Monty?”

      “Yeah,” Charlotte said. “We were watching a film. We just thought, you know, maybe she doesn’t want me alone with a vampire.”

      Master Blair nodded like he was enjoying this. “Are you two seeing each other?”

      Charlotte looked at Monty. He lounged in his chair in a way I found sort of overconfident. Then she carefully nodded.

      “Well. Color me surprised. I really thought you would end up with Alec.” He didn’t seem to notice Charlotte’s slight squirm. “All right, well, I have recorded the incident. Maybe you should be more careful about going on dates for now, but…keep working on the wand of yours and studying hard, and…well, just don’t summon any demons this year. I can’t say that enough.”

      “Thank you.” I saw Charlotte let out a visible breath of relief as she stood up. She probably thought she was at risk at having her magic blocked again but Master Blair seemed impressed with her this year.

      “Firian, actually, while I have you here, can you stay there? I’m working on a class on the Ethereal Realm and maybe you can answer a few additional questions for me. Miss Byrne, Mister Xarra, you can see yourselves out. Get some sleep.”

      I stayed put, but I was instantly suspicious.

      There was no reason for a grown warlock to ever speak in private to another warlock or witch’s familiar. Familiars had such a strange status in the magical world. I’m sure I would never have thought so if I had grown up among these rules, but since I was instead hiding out in a cabin, playing computer games and sometimes hanging out with Charlotte’s very normal dad when she was at school, I was aware I had turned out very strange myself. Familiars were supposed to be private and sacred to their witch but I just felt more like a second-class citizen. At least Master Blair talked to me.

      Still, I doubted he just wanted to shoot the breeze.

      Maybe I was a little starved for company because a part of me hoped he did. Would we have anything in common to talk about? Maybe I could ask him how magical New York City was back in the 70s and just let him entertain me for a little while.

      “Firian,” he said, shutting the door behind us. “I think the council is spying on Charlotte and this entire school. I would bet you they sent those bats.”

      “The Ethereal warlock council sent bats?”

      “Not real bats, or real demons. But they already know Charlotte’s mother was sending demons, so…if they wanted to make Charlotte nervous and even drive her out of school, they could cover their ass that way. You assumed it was more of the same. A reasonable assumption.”

      “Yeah, I did.” I shrugged. “How do you know otherwise? I’m sure her mom hasn’t given up on wanting to protect her daughter.”

      “For one thing, we gave the wards some tweaks that should have helped keep her out. But Ethereal witches and warlocks, meanwhile, can come in anytime. And then, one of the bats bit Montague without leaving any trace of demon venom. Besides that, there is the fact that I know the St. Augustine coven is buzzing about her behavior and the warlock council is furious at me for letting her in, so I expect consequences at some point. It adds up to a gut suspicion on my end…”

      “Fair enough. That all sounds bad,” I said. “You think they’ll make her leave?”

      “A part of me wishes they would so she would be safe. But now that she found the tree, I can’t deny it… I think we might have foisted her destiny upon her, but it’s too late to take it back.”

      “Cool,” I said dryly. I was never sure what to make of this guy. We knew now that Ignatius and his best buds had been planning a witch and warlock revolution and they chose my Charlotte to be the guinea pig because she was their cohort Emily’s daughter.

      Charlotte never asked for any of this. And as her familiar, I had to protect her from all the danger they were putting her in. And yet, the irony was, if not for Ignatius and Samuel, she would have blissfully gone to the University of Georgia and never known me as anything but her internet friend.

      Unless…I had decided to live as a human. Unless I asked to meet outside the game. The council would have taken my magic away and I could have asked her to be my wife someday.

      Lived a normal life.

      While her dad and I kept that secret from her forever?

      Damn it.

      “Firian, you share my interest in keeping her safe.”

      “Of course.”

      “You can go places I can’t go.”

      “Oh, I see,” I said. “You want some dirt on Etherium but you don’t want to go yourself.” Witches and warlocks could go to Etherium, but it wasn’t really human turf, just like this world, which Ethereals called ‘the Fixed Plane’, was not a place they enjoyed going either. Their magic didn’t even work in the human world, outside of in-between places like the Merlin College campus. “What about your familiar?”

      “I need to keep my familiar out of council business,” he said.

      “Why?”

      He slapped the desk and gave me a penetrating look. “You can say yes or no.”

      “Ignatius, since we’re chatting like this, I must tell you, you seem kinda shady. I believe that your intentions were good, but…Charlotte can handle the truth.”

      “I’m not ready to tell her. I have my own stuff to deal with.” He lifted a finger. “Madame Solano, you met her, right? She’s on the council. All I want to know is where her familiar is and if they seem up to anything suspicious. Don’t put yourself in danger. Just poke around.”

      “If that’s it.” I shrugged. “Sure. I’m there often enough anyway these days.” I was a tiny bit bitter I had to banish myself to Etherium so often.

      “That’s it. Just let me know what you see.”

      “Will you reward me with some kibble at the end or something?” I said sarcastically.

      He paused and opened a drawer. “I have an unopened bag of assorted Lindt truffles.”

      I had to admit, I liked a guy who actually knew when there was a little truth beneath my jokes.

      All I really wanted, I think, was to be acknowledged.
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      Charlotte

      

      I was almost done stripping all the bark off my wand and smoothing it out. It was taking so much longer than everyone else’s smaller wands that I kept having to work on it after classes. We had a big Samhain/Halloween party and everyone was showing off their wands to each other with their costumes, and I was still working on mine. I was missing yoga and playing Fortune’s Favor, and I was starting to get a really strong whittling arm. I usually sat under a nice shade tree so I could freely scatter tree bits everywhere.

      All the guys carried their wands around in little pockets or loops built into their jacket, pants, cloaks or whatever. (Everyone had their own style.)

      I had no idea what I was going to do with this monster. It was more of a magical walking stick.

      But I was proud of it. I’d never done anything like this before, working with my hands to create something from raw materials. I bragged about it to Dad on the phone a lot, because I knew he would appreciate wand crafting. I sent him pictures. He said school seemed to be good for me.

      “You’ve been working on that thing for weeks.” Harris walked by and I immediately bristled.

      “Okay. Yes. It’s been fourteen days now, so I guess you’re right. Were you counting the days until you could say, ‘It’s been weeks’?”

      “It truly felt like longer.” He took a sip of the energy drink in his hand and walked closer. “Do you need help, O Chosen One?”

      “Help!? No, I don’t, Prince Asshole. I’m almost done. And this is my wand. My fancy tree wand.”

      “I’m not jealous of your clunky wand.”

      “Sure you’re not.”

      “Your wand is Duplo while my wand is Technics,” he said, taking another insolent sip. And yes I swear you can sip insolently.

      “My wand is Excalibur and your wand is a wooden practice sword.”

      “My wand is a violin and your wand is that big drum people pull out in a musical jam that everyone thinks they know how to play when they actually don’t,” he said.

      Damnit. I totally knew the drum he was talking about. My dad had that drum in the corner of the den. “My wand is Big Bird and your wand is Elmo,” I snapped.

      “I just was making sure you had it all under control.”

      “Well, I do. But…” I shrugged. “It’s just tedious and I’m supposed to do it alone.”

      “You’re almost done.” He came over to the tree and leaned against it to finish his drink. “Do you have a phrase or poem you’ve been infusing it with?”

      “Well…I couldn’t think of much of anything, actually. So my dad told me that my mom used to wear a ring engraved with a line from Beowulf. ‘Fares Wyrd as she must’. It’s like, ‘fate does what it does’. I don’t know what it meant to her. I guess I’m trying to figure that out by saying it…”

      “I think it sounds like a way of accepting things that happen to you, good or bad,” Harris said.

      “Going with the flow, old English style? What was yours? Did you have one?”

      “‘When I was a child, I spoke as a child, I understood as a child, I thought as a child; but when I became a man, I put away childish things.’”

      “Ew. Did you ever think as a child anyway?”

      “It doesn’t mean putting away fun,” he said. “But, it’s true, my parents used to quote it to me like that.”

      “Your parents quoted Shakespeare to you?”

      “The Bible. The whole passage is about understanding and love beyond self,” he said. “My parents aren’t very religious like their ancestors. They just picked out the bossy parts.” He pitched his can into a far-off recycling bin. “Look at you squirm. Mundanes don’t sit around talking about Beowulf and the Bible in school?”

      “I mean…not like that. I don’t think about these things.”

      “When you practice magic, if you want to be good, you have to find that thing,” he said. “There are a thousand places to find it: religions, books, trees. But you have to find it somewhere, or your magic won’t have grounding. For your mother, it was ‘fares Wyrd as she must’.”

      “It ‘fared’ her right into joining up with a demon.”

      “So maybe it’s a clue as to why?”

      “Harris—have you been thinking about how I can help my mom?” I asked with a sly grin.

      “I don’t know. And anyway, I have my own work to do tonight, so…have fun with that.” Harris’ ears and cheeks were both a little red. As usual, his fair skin couldn’t hide his feelings, which I enjoyed.

      “Bible study? Or just your usual studies in being a royal without a kingdom?”

      He gave me a faint look of disdain. “Goodnight.”

      I was a little disappointed as he walked away, like he wanted to actually study instead of trade insults. That’s no fun.

      I had to pack it in for the night, anyway. It was getting dark.

      “Alec, do you mind if I play my game?” I asked, walking back up into our room. “It’s the weekend so you have time to recover from the tech sickness, and I’ve been working so hard. I’ll stop after one quest. I swear.”

      Alec was working on a painting of a tree. “I wondered if you’d given up on that.”

      “No. I miss it a lot, actually. I just want to decompress tonight.”

      “Go ahead. I’ll go hang out with Monty if the computers are too much.”

      “You’re an angel,” I said, blowing him a kiss.

      I called up Firian and we immediately dove into our laptops. Fortune’s Favor had added a new quest called the Quest of the Dragon’s Gate with some new vaguely Asian-themed fantasy warriors.

      “Ooh, we could make new ninja characters,” I said.

      “We don’t have time for that. But what’s this thing with the old man?”

      I switched to typing so we didn’t bother Alec. elemental swords! cool!!

      Should we try the volcano and get the fire sword?

      i want to try the snow forest

      You always go for the snow boards first

      we don’t get enough snow in Georgia!!!! oh, it says we have to buy clothes for it or we’ll get Exposure.

      We went to the town shop to upgrade our outfits. I wanted to dress Larius in a sexy black outfit with fur trim that offered extra stealth stats. I moaned and typed, i’m frickin TEN GOLD SHORT to get shadowfur!!!

      “How much do you need?” Firian asked aloud as he purchased his elven warrior a pink cape with a big fur collar that still left her body half-naked but technically provided protection from the snow. “Ten gold? We could just kill some of those bandits and see if we can get more.”

      Alec had wandered over to watch. I looked up at him, and he quickly said, “Just curious what you’re always talking about.”

      “We could really use a ninja…,” I said.

      “I wasn’t…”

      “We’re only going to play one quick quest,” I said. “But it says, ‘The new Quest of the Dragon’s Gate theme can be played by any class of character, but the ninja, samurai and miko characters gain extra powers that will unlock bonuses.’”

      “It’s just a game,” Alec said. “I’m working on a painting.” He still didn’t budge. His eyes followed my character as he ran around the village.

      “Then why are you watching me?”

      “You know what? What the hell.” He lifted a pile of books off his laptop.

      “Really!? You’re going to play?”

      “Yeah. The last thing I need is some computer draining my magic, but…it looks fun.”

      “It is fun,” I said. “You won’t regret it. We can control ourselves.”

      “I just read an article in ‘Cast’ magazine titled, ‘Tech Peer Pressure: How to Deal’,” Alec said. “Some of the things it said your friends will say include ‘It’s harmless fun’, ‘Everyone does it’ and ‘You can just turn it off if it’s too much’.”

      “Oh, so we’re the bad kids,” I said.

      “You are.”

      “We’re computer pushers. First it’s Fortune’s Favor and before you know it—”

      “Minecraft. Fortnite. Words With Friends,” Firian said. “Soon you’re just prowling the streets looking for the next hit. Hey, man. Hey, you got any pixels, man? I’ll take Animal Crossing. Tetris. Whatever you got.”

      “I’ll trade you my body for a rare Pokemon,” I moaned.

      Alec was ignoring us by now as he turned on his computer. “Just show me how to do it.”

      We got the game downloading and I got Alec to the screen for choosing a character. He immediately went for a busty female ninja wearing a bikini and stockings.

      “Not you too,” I said.

      “You made yourself a hot guy,” he said.

      “He’s appropriately dressed.”

      “Does he have to be?” Alec asked in a low voice as he leaned so close to me we were almost touching. I shivered back because I didn’t want to get jolted.

      Pretty soon we were off and running. Alec had no idea what he was doing and needed to level up. At first he kept walking off cliffs and dying. So we spent some time on tutorial and I fully expected Alec to say that too much time had passed and we needed to stop, but since he didn’t, I wasn’t going to be the one to remind him.

      A lot of time passed.

      Like…a lot.

      You’ve impressed me with your training, Yumi, Firian said to Alec. I think you can handle the snow forest if Larius watches over you. You need his protection and strength.

      But I thought you and Larius were…involved.

      Where I come from, we elves live a long time. Relationships are long and monogamous. But when I left my people behind, I said goodbye to that life. I might be willing to share Larius with you so that our bond might be stronger.

      I snorted. we don’t have to work all this out in the game.

      Firia pulled her sword on Larius. What do you mean? Do you think our affections are a game?

      Alec’s avatar sent affection points to Larius in a big stream of pink hearts. i’m so happy. larius, how i yearn to caress your eyepatch.

      I started laughing. Be serious, I typed. Yumi, I have never let anyone touch my eyepatch. I lost that eye in a battle against the forces of darkness.

      all the more reason…

      Before we fight the snow demons, I think we should find ourselves an inn. Firia jumped up and down.

      Do you think, of all the wenches I have taken my pleasure with, I would give myself to a mere ninja and a haughty elven warrior? I typed back, trying to stay in character. Larius in my mind, had been hurt badly in the past so he was hard to get. He was cold and brooding.

      You’re a virgin, aren’t you, Larry? Firia jumped up and down again, elf boobs a’bouncin’. I gave Firian the finger.

      i know nothing of men, said our ninja friend. i grew up in an all female ninja colony. please show me…

      “An all female ninja colony?”

      “I don’t know.” Alec shrugged. “That could be a thing.”

      Did I tell you I’m a high elf in the streets and a dark elf between the sheets? Firia said.

      Basically the whole time we were trying to solve the quest for the snow sword, ‘Firia’ and ‘Yumi’ were shamelessly flirting with ‘Larius’ and it got increasingly ridiculous but we were having so much fun. I didn’t have flat out goofy fun that often anymore.

      When we acquired the sword it was three in the morning.

      On Sunday night.

      Somehow we had spent the entire weekend playing the game.

      i must confess something, Yumi said. i made a vow of chastity in the ninja colony and i can’t actually touch your alabaster muscles, larius, but i think you and firia should succumb to your desires. He looked at me over the screen and shut the computer. “Char…seriously. Firian—you too. This weekend was…good. I can’t do something like that again, but for once I wasn’t trying to live up to anything. I just saw you having a good time.”

      I realized, coming out of my own game binge haze, that Alec looked like he had influenza. He was pale and had dark circles under his bloodshot eyes, but that didn’t change the fact that he was still a big, strong guy. As he took off his glasses, rubbed his face with the edge of his shirt, groaned, and finished off his cup of coffee, I was absurdly turned on. He’d actually made himself sick just so he could blow a weekend having fun with me.

      “Alec…can I do something to help you?”

      “I’m not kidding,” he said. “Even if I can’t touch you, I still feed off your desire. So if you and Firian wanted to—” He cut himself. “Scratch that. I know you want to.”

      “Oh, you mean…here? Right now?”

      “I know it’s late,” Alec said.

      “It sounds like I have a job to do…” Firian walked up behind me and wrapped his arms around me.

      “Oh…” I couldn’t help it. I melted into them with a sigh. As much fun as I’d had, the real-life touch seemed to rejuvenate me too.

      Especially when Firian slipped his hand down my pajama pants. “I’ll try to make it quick so you can get some sleep,” he whispered in my ear.

      “And I’m happy to help however I can,” Alec said, tearing off his t-shirt. “Please make it good.”

      Oh holy smokes. I could not handle this much stimulation. Alec’s intense reddish eyes looking at me hungrily, the tattoos on his arms, the veins and corded muscles. And while I was looking at him Firian started taking my clothes off. I could feel his hands brushing and teasing me, slowly building in urgency.

      I whimpered. I couldn’t believe how fast I went from being totally absorbed in the computer world to being so turned on I was biting my knuckles to keep from running my hands up and down Alec’s bare chest. Firian was putting on a condom.

      “Can you fuck her so I can see her?” Alec said, in this voice that was tender and almost trembling with desire, but also verged close to a command.

      Alec always seemed like a different person when he let his incubus side out, and that was not a bad thing.

      “I live to serve,” Firian said. “Spread your legs for me, Char. If you make an incubus play computer games, you have to pay him back.”

      “I just wish the incubus could collect the payment himself,” I said.

      “I’m going to collect,” he said, stroking his own cock while he drank me in with his eyes.

      These guys were intense enough on their own, but two at once and I was dead. Even if Alec and I couldn’t actually touch, I still felt like in some ways we had the most sexual relationship of all.  Just the looks and the teases and the dreams and now this…

      Firian pulled me back onto his lap on the bed, adjusting my position until he could slip inside me. He did it like he belonged there.

      And he was right. I didn’t care what people thought about familiars—Firian’s touch, Firian inside me…it felt so right.

      “Montague is going to feel left out,” I breathed.

      “Well, next time,” Alec said. “I just—need this right now. Fuck her good and hard.”

      Firian took the challenge. From the edge of the bed, he rocked in and out of me while I dug my toes into the cold floor of the old room, my legs spread around his, and Alec’s eyes roaming over my legs, my pussy, my breasts, and my face. Firian kissed my neck and then nudged my face sideways so our mouths could meet. As I kissed him, he slipped both his hands between my legs and stroked my clit and brushed his fingers over my nether lips as he worked his pelvis, his length flexing inside me.

      “That’s very good,” Alec said. “I like to see her.”

      “Feeling’s mutual,” I murmured, watching him run his hand faster up and down his thick length, and those were the last coherent words I managed before Firian sent me to the stars.
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      Alec

      

      My alarm buzzed after what felt like two minutes of sleep.

      “Shit…” I turned it off, feeling like I was made of lead. Plus, of course, my dick was hard again.

      What little sleep I’d gotten had been filled with more dreams of Charlotte.

      She stirred in the other bed. Firian was curled up at her feet in fox form. “Coffee…,” she murmured. “Firian…can you give me magical coffee?”

      “It won’t actually wake you up,” he said.

      “Yeah it will. It’s called osmosis.”

      “Placebo,” Firian said. “It’s called placebo.” He walked up to her and licked her face. She started giggling.

      “You’re tickling me! Okay, okay.”  She threw off the covers, all rumpled hair and tank top. Panties. No pajama pants, but ankle socks. Panties and ankle socks and the way her shirt clung to her breasts and the soft curves of her stomach and hips. She wasn’t self-conscious around me anymore. She flung herself out of bed to pee, leaving rumpled covers and the scent of her behind.

      This was not doing anything for my arousal.

      I picked up my newly made wand and traced it carefully along the tattoos on my arms. A focus spell, written on my skin, to help me fight off my demon side. It had been a couple of years since I screwed up this badly. A whole weekend of weakening myself with tech and then the rush of Charlotte’s desire flooding me. Rejuvenating me.

      It wouldn’t be enough, though. I needed more to restore my powers. My skin was on fire with the need to satisfy my incubus side.

      I took a cold shower, grabbed a quick breakfast, and let Montague walk Charlotte to our next class while I buzzed ahead.

      We had necromancy first. I could tell as soon as Professor McGuinness saw me that I visibly looked like shit. He gave me that little disappointed smile I was subjected to in high school if I went out with Monty and Harris too much. They didn’t suffer as many ill effects from electronics as I did because they weren’t half-demons who fed on sex and weren’t getting fed.

      Still, I’m not going to feel sorry for myself. Best weekend of my life.

      “Good morning. Miss Byrne, it looks like you’re almost done with the wand.”

      “Yes,” Charlotte said, biting her lip and looking unconsciously guilty. She hadn’t touched the wand since Friday evening.

      I was struggling to focus. I just wanted to watch her every move. My incubus side didn’t give a crap about class. I was getting hard just watching her mouth.

      “Well, I usually wait until everyone has their wands until I begin this portion of the year, but we are close enough. This year, we are going to connect with the spirit world.”

      “Finally,” someone said.

      “Do you know why we don’t like to do this until you have wands?”

      “Wands are grounding,” said Henry Wells, who was a rich warlock from the Wells family of Savannah. He had an accent worthy of Scarlett O’Hara, and whenever he answered a question he sounded like he had better things to do.

      “Precisely. And also, wands can store your magic like a battery, although as I’m sure Professor Jablonsky told you, this doesn’t happen automatically. You have to care for your wand and charge it with power. Look at the person to your left. Then look at the person to your right.” No one did this, and Professor McGuinness was just being sarcastic anyway, as he said, “Both of those people will not take the proper time to charge their wands.”

      “I will,” Irving said.

      “I hope so, Mr. Llewellyn. But I’ve been doing this a long time. As I said, summoning the dead will take a lot out of you. You will have to connect to the spirit world, which is not the same as the Ethereal world. It is a world somewhat distant, and not easy to reach.”

      “Who do we get to summon?” Charlotte asked, with a faint tinge of hope in her voice.

      “That’s what I’m going to talk about today: the first rule of necromancy and why it is so rare to become a white necromancer. We all yearn to defy death. Of course, when someone we love dies, our impulse is to bring them back, if we are able to. But even communication runs a terrible risk. If you could just talk to dead loved ones like your magic is a telephone line, the circle of life would be disrupted. Your loved ones might cling to this world longer than they should. They could become ghosts. You, meanwhile, could become more tangled in the past than the present. So you can’t summon anyone you actually knew.”

      “Can I summon Samuel Caruthers? I didn’t know him.”

      Professor McGuinness looked depressed by the mention of him. “You should not. He gave you his powers and you have an emotional investment in him. In fact, let me rephrase that. None of you may summon blood relations.”

      Jack Harvey, who usually sat in the back doodling guitars, said, “Can I summon Prince?” I guess as a result of so many of the guys at Merlin College coming from money, every class seemed to get dumb interruptions.

      “Prince, as in Purple Rain?” Professor McGuinness waved a dismissive hand. “We’ll get to the celebrity question later.”

      “If we can’t summon our own family or a rock star, then why would we summon anyone?”

      “To learn stuff, dipshit,” Harris mumbled, sort of to me but mostly just to himself.

      Professor McGuinness shot a sharp look our way now, cleared his throat, and continued, “The people you try to summon may or may not actually answer. The spirit world is a mysterious realm where we can’t go. Spirits move on at some point, and we want them to move on. We must never summon anyone we cared about when they were alive.”

      “Why is that?” one guy asked. I didn’t know the guy but I think his brother had died. “Why can’t our family talk to us?”

      Professor McGuinness answered him more gently. “The bridge between life and death, when breached, sometimes causes nothing but pain for everyone concerned. It seems to disturb a spirit’s ability to move on when they are summoned by loved ones.”

      “Yeah, yeah, of course,” the guy said, trying to brush off some obvious pain.

      “I’ll be passing out the annual memoriam book from the magical councils, and I would suggest you pick someone from the book that you don’t know and summon them,” Professor McGuinness said.

      There was some general disappointment as everyone flipped through the memoriam book. The councils issued the books every year for the benefit of necromancers, so they knew who could be contacted. Warlocks who actually went into necromancy as a career often ended up doing work for the council solving crimes or working with historians and researchers, so the memoriam book had a lot of dry information. If a warlock died who had devoted his life to working with runes, for example, his credentials would be listed on his page and you could use his name to try and summon him and ask about it. People included the submission in their wills, so they were only in the book if they didn’t mind being summoned.

      The Sinistral warlocks and witches could also submit their profiles to the book. They were stuck in the back and everyone flipped there first, but of course Professor McGuinness said, “Lads, you can look but you can’t summon. Front of the book, please.”

      There was some grumbling from various corners about ‘my dad didn’t pay tuition fees just so I could skip the real magic’ and so on that McGuinness ignored.

      “Of course, there is no guarantee that any given person will show up, even if they are in the book,” Professor McGuinness said. “Many people cannot be summoned after death, for reasons best left to the mysteries of the heavens, but we shall all try. Class is dismissed for the day. Your assignment is to find someone to summon.”

      I was in the middle of a quick flip through the book when everyone started filing out.

      I stopped on a page in the back.

      Lily Maxwell. A dark-skinned, beautiful woman who had died at age fifty-seven. Just six months ago.

      A succubus.

      A name I knew. A face I sort of knew. My dad had a handful of photographs of my mom.

      My chest felt tight as I slammed the book shut and stood up. Professor McGuinness was talking to Charlotte beside me. “I am sorry we can’t summon Samuel. As you know, I knew him…”

      “I know,” Charlotte said. She had defended her uncle and Professor McGuinness after some boys started implying they might have been lovers. “It makes sense. Like…if you could just call up dead people…that could be bad.”

      Professor McGuinness nodded, and then he looked at me. “As for you, young man, whatever you spent your weekend doing, you’d better not do it again. Your father would be so disappointed.”

      “Yeah. It won’t happen again,” I said quickly.

      “Lay off him,” Harris said. “Alec’s uptight enough as it is. Pretty rare for him to go on a tech binge. He’ll recover.”

      McGuinness shrugged. “Well, let it remain rare, Mister Lyrman.”

      Right now, I was just glad I had an excuse for looking like shit.

      My mom is dead. I never knew her in the first place, and now I never will, unless…

      This was the last thing I wanted to explain.
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      Charlotte

      

      Alec and Harris started walking out with me, Monty trailing behind us as he looked through the book, Alec looking sickly and distracted.

      “Thanks for trying to defend me,” Alec told Harris. He was clearly failing at distancing himself from us, although he didn’t walk too close to Charlotte.

      “Everyone has a moment of weakness now and then,” Harris said. He looked at me. “Still, I’ve seen worse with you, Alec. It’s almost as if…someone perked you up last night.”

      I shot Alec a furtive look. I wasn’t sure where this was going.

      “Harris, drop it,” Alec said. “I can’t touch her.”

      “I’ve heard she’s dating Montague,” Harris said. “But I know what I saw on the boat. I thought you were covering for her relationship with her familiar, but…”

      “Hello, I’m right here,” I said.

      We all stopped walking. Montague and Alec both got closer to Harris, blocking him from me. They looked ready to throw a punch.

      (Not gonna lie. I loved it when they defended my honor.)

      “What do you care, Harris?” Alec asked. “Keep your eyes in your own lane. You’re two and half years out from being Mr. Daisy Pendleton, aren’t you?”

      “We know each other too well to keep pretending. Just tell me—are you all actually…establishing a bond brotherhood?”

      “It isn’t any of your business, actually,” I said.

      “Interesting. No denial. Just a good old-fashioned ‘none of your business’.” He stroked his chin. “You need three boys and a fancy wand to keep you busy, Chosen One?”

      “Stop calling me that. You’re starting to really piss me off.”

      “There is a difference between me and all of you. In the end, I won’t make any stupid decisions that damn me to spending my life in the Haven or a council prison or maybe even dead. I haven’t worked hard just to throw my life away on a girl.”

      He looked at me. I looked at him, clutching my books and glowering at him.

      “Charlotte is hot and even reasonably talented,” he added. “In a dream world, I’d do her. But I wouldn’t share her.”

      I flung out my wand and struck Harris back into the wall of the dining hall.

      It was an extremely sloppy spell, but if Harris broke a bone, my current mood was ‘sorry not sorry’.

      “I’ve had enough,” I said, pointing my wand at Harris’ throat. “You are never going to ‘do’ me and who I want to do is my business. Oh, and the way you keep objectifying me is real charming. I hope Daisy eats you for breakfast.”

      “That isn’t a gun,” Harris said, lowering my wand with his hand. “It wasn’t an insult. I’m impressed you managed to loop my two best friends into whatever this is. You guys can rage at me all you want, but you know your real problem is what the council will say when they inevitably find out. You’re all going to be shunned.”

      Montague punched him. “You really are a grade A dick. Come on, Char.” He put an arm around me.

      “Monty—Alec. Charlotte. I’m—I’m serious. I’m trying to save you from yourselves,” Harris ground out behind us. “No college flirtation is worth the trouble you’ll be in if you keep going down this path.”

      “You just don’t know what feelings are,” Montague said, “if you think this is a mere ‘flirtation’.” He swept me along.

      Alec followed us more reluctantly.

      Harris wasn’t wrong, and Alec knew it. Montague had less to lose because he was already teetering on the brink of trouble by becoming a vampire. Maybe he didn’t care if he wasn’t saved from disaster.

      I could tell all this just by the looks on their faces.

      I also knew Alec had a blast this weekend. Could I like, actually ruin his life and all his future prospects? Am I underestimating how much trouble I am? Maybe Firian and I really are the bad kids.

      Poor Alec. He looked kinda wrecked.

      “He is really growing tiresome,” Montague said, taking my hand. “Let’s figure out who to summon.”

      We parked ourselves at a table. It was earlier than most of the school had lunch, but everyone from our class was there looking over their books. I glanced at the menu and ordered the house-smoked pastrami sandwich and some chicken and dill pickle soup. Alec got a bowl of pork belly ramen, and of course, Montague had blood and paprika soup. I mean, it was basically just gently warmed blood but it seemed a lot less gross if you threw spices in it. I immediately dribbled soup on my jacket but somehow Montague never got blood on his clothes. Becoming a vampire also seemed to make you perfect.

      “Hmm. Which geriatric ghost do we want to summon?” Montague thumbed through the pages.

      I plucked through the pages without enthusiasm. One lady was born in 1879—and died this past year. “What would I say to ‘Martha Ann Chadwick, hedge witch from Pinville, Nebraska’?”

      “We’re not supposed to summon our own family, but I wonder if we can…summon each other’s family,” Alec said.

      “That’s okay,” I said. “Samuel already talks to me when I need him. And I don’t know many dead people. I miss my grandpa but I got to say goodbye.”

      Alec’s expression got very stiff. He didn’t seem like himself.

      “Alec? Oh—is there someone you want me to summon?”

      He exhaled sharply and twirled his book around to face me. “Yeah. This lady.”

      “A Sinistral?”

      “Oh, crap. That’s right. It’s forbidden.” He smacked the table and then dropped his head into his fisted hands. “My mom.”

      “Are you serious?” Montague said. “Your mom died and you found out from the memoriam book?”

      “Yeah. My dad probably has no idea, is my guess. They have no contact.”

      “Have you ever talked to your mom?” I asked.

      “Nah.” Alec sat back and crossed his arms. His arms were just so sexy. I wanted to cheer up any man with such sexy arms. “Dad has never really…encouraged it. He told me she wasn’t a great person, and that sleeping with her was the best thing that ever happened to him just because it gave him me, which I can tell means he still thinks it really was a huge mistake. I mean, my dad and I get along great but I can’t have been easy for him to raise.”

      “Would it really be dangerous to summon your mom? I know I don’t have a great track record with mom summoning, but…”

      “There’s nothing special about summoning my mom,” Alec said. “She’s not working for a powerful demon. She was just a normal succubus. It says she died of lung cancer.”

      “Demons can die of lung cancer?” I asked.

      “She was just a low demon,” he said. “Not immortal. Dad said she chain smoked. A lot of succubi and incubi seem to die younger.”

      “Oh?”

      “It’s a hard and fast way of living. For some.”

      “Well, we don’t need a special reason to summon her,” I said. “She’s your mom and you need closure or something.” I wished I could touch Alec right now. We both knew what it was like, not to have half our family in our lives. “I think it would be good for me to use my magic for something like that. Wouldn’t it? I mean, it’s not just about blasting people who annoy me, is it?”

      That got him to crack a smile. “No, although I do enjoy that.”
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      Charlotte

      

      It was a pretty intense fall semester at Merlin College. If I wasn’t working on learning to store power in my wand I was getting big reading and writing assignments, and in necromancy class, before we got to learn individual summons we were building up our skills with some ghost hunting. We picked up weird sounds, including a singing woman and a man who told us to get off his land. In theurgy class we were working on some really hardcore demon wards, and Professor Adams said at the end of the year he was going to summon a class 4 demon we would have to ward off, “so you’d better listen or one of you might not make it to junior year, all right, boys?”

      I was working hard, and sleeping very soundly.

      Firian was gone more often, although he usually came ‘home’ in the evening to help me study and then keep me warm at night. I wanted to decompress after a long hard day, and I started dreaming of Firian’s hands on me, but usually I was too tired to do much of anything.

      But I knew Alec felt like he’d made a mistake during our Fortune’s Favor weekend. Finding out his mom had died must be hard on him, although he kept working out every morning, studying hard all week, and painting in his free time, same as always. Alec thrived on a schedule. I guess it helped control his raging incubus libido. He still flirted with me, too, but he kept up that wall.

      I started hoping he’d enter my dreams again. I was starting to feel like I was the one with a raging libido, and there was no outlet because we all had insane workloads and when Montague and I had tried to get some privacy he bit me. Maybe if Alec was there, he could protect me from Montague, and maybe Firian could protect us from any magical bats that might show up?

      But how would all that work?

      Damnit, could someone just stick a hand down my pants and relieve some tension already? I thought, as I was opening a birthday card from my grandmother, which I mention only to illustrate that I was in a weird place when I wasn’t too busy talking to ghosts and skimming through huge books trying to write papers about events I still didn’t understand that well.

      It was getting close to the winter ball again when a small caravan of old cars drove through the gates unexpectedly one morning just as we were about to head to class.

      “That’s the council,” Alec said, peering out the attic window. “I think it might be the witch and warlock councils.” His eyes shot to me.

      “Cool cool cool,” I said. “I’m sure that has nothing to do with me getting on the witch shit list or anything. Right?”

      “We’ve got your back, Char,” he said, picking up his bag.

      Everyone was milling around outside instead of going to class. It was obvious that something was up. I hid behind Montague as the witches and warlocks got out of the cars and walked into Arthur Hall to the main offices. I noticed the Locke brothers’ mom was here. “All packed up?” she was asking them.

      “Are they leaving?” Alec asked.

      “Yeah,” a tall, catalog model looking guy from their dorm said. “They’re transferring to a school in the UK.”

      “Good riddance,” I muttered.

      “I wouldn’t be too happy about it,” the guy said. “It’s your fault.”

      “It’s Charlotte’s fault?” Montague said, in a tone both dismissive and threatening.

      “And yours,” the guy said. “Vampire.”

      “Who are you?” Harris asked. “I have no idea who you are.” When Harris said this, it came off as socially damning.

      “Lucas Adam.”

      Harris made the smallest lip curl at the name. “Oh. Sorry. That means nothing to me.”

      “The Lockes were attacked last year by these two,” Lucas said. “They don’t feel safe here anymore. Master Blair is protecting her and she shouldn’t be here at all.”

      “They don’t feel ‘safe’?” Montague scoffed. “Aww.”

      “You drank their blood,” Lucas said.

      “I saved them from the demons, and those were not Charlotte’s fault,” Montague said, although he looked a little uncomfortable. The Lockes weren’t supposed to remember the part where he drank their blood.

      “Well, we’ll see how it all shakes out,” Lucas said. “I heard a few incoming freshmen pulled out this year too. If Merlin College loses many more people just because of Charlotte, they might change the rules.”

      “What cowards,” Montague said. “They’re too scared to bully Charlotte anymore so they go running off to England while trying to get her kicked out in the process.”

      “I am glad they stopped bullying me though,” I said.

      “Did you drink their blood?” Harris asked. “I thought you had all that under control.”

      “No. I do have it under control.”

      “Is that why you haven’t spent much time with Charlotte?”

      “We’ve been too busy.”

      “Did you drink her blood, Monty?” Alec asked in a very calm voice. “I thought we had a plan to protect her from you.”

      “Hey, guys, guys—please. It’s fine. Montague didn’t hurt me. I can protect myself.”

      “If you must know,” Montague said. “I can’t always completely control myself. It’s true. But Charlotte is definitely more than capable of handling her own business, and even if she wasn’t, I just… I wouldn’t kill her. I’m sure of that.”

      “Oh, good lord,” Harris said. “You can’t be sure of that. You’re a vampire. And you did bite the Lockes, didn’t you? Whatever clumsy vampire spell you attempted probably wore off.”

      The doors to the main hall opened and Madame Solano herself called out, in this strict-old-lady voice that carried better than you would expect, “Charlotte Byrne. Montague Xarra. Please come forward.”

      Uh-oh.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Three

          

        

      

    

    
      Charlotte

      

      Montague gripped my hand and said, “We face this with dignity, whatever it is.”

      “Okay…I’ll try.” Everyone was looking at us. The Lockes’ mom was giving us this bitchy mama bear face like she was finally getting some long plotted revenge. I had no idea. I was relieved when we crossed the threshold from the bright outdoors with the entire school staring at us into the darker, plush interior of the main hall, but my relief was short-lived.

      About a dozen wizened witches and warlocks were seated in the velvet upholstered chairs just under the grand wooden staircase, all looking about as fun as late portraits of Queen Victoria. Master Blair was standing there with his arms crossed, tapping his fingers against the sleeve his stylish black suit a little nervously. He told me before that while he probably seemed old to me, he was young in the eyes of the council. I totally got that now.

      Stuart was putting out some chips and dip and offered to put people’s capes in the coat closet, but everyone refused.

      As we were led in there was a lot of glasses adjusting and throat clearing.

      “Here they are,” Madame Solano said. “I would propose that both of them return to St. Augustine. Mr. Xarra, I would argue, is no longer safe to have as a student. He would best be tutored in the family magic by his parents, who can watch over his behavior. Miss Byrne would get a more appropriate education if she attends Mrs. Tyler’s fine establishment. The two of them fled St. Augustine in quite a rush in an attempt to escape my oversight which I would argue, proves their guilt.”

      “All that proves is that they are college students who didn’t want to be controlled by you,” Master Blair said.

      “But…Master Blair…,” said the most decrepit man present, his gnarled and spotted hands wrapped around a walking stick. His accent sounded kinda like an old radio or movie star, like back when upper-crust Americans sounded weirdly British. “You cannot change the most basic fact, that Miss Byrne is a young lady, and this is a school for men.”

      “What if I gave her a penis?” Master Blair said.

      “Oh…my…stars,” the old warlock said.

      I decided I would let this play out despite it turning into the most awkward moment of my life and I hoped it wouldn’t end with me getting a penis.

      “She will still have the mind of a young lady,” one of the old witches said.

      “But she is using warlock magic just as well as any warlock,” Master Blair said. “So what does that even mean? Why are we stuck in the Victorian era?”

      “If only we were still stuck in the Victorian era!” he said, to some nods around the room. “It was a wonderful time! It wasn’t all stodgy, you know. It was good fun. Lots of good fun. We just knew our betters back then, that was all.”

      I don’t think any conversation could be good when someone used the phrase ‘we knew our betters’. I had never seen anyone talk like this out of an old children’s book. The council was really very entertaining to watch, if I wasn’t terrified of them.

      “Betters? Your rigid grip on who can handle what sort of magic is driving young witches and warlocks out of the magical world. It’s getting them into trouble. It’s undoubtedly why Mr. Xarra got himself in trouble. Why Charlotte’s grandmother lost her magic. Why her mother—”

      “Ignatius Blair.” One of the not-entirely-ancient witches on the council cut him off, standing up from her seat. She was a statuesque blonde in a full-skirted black and white dress and gloves. “You have always been a talented warlock and it got you this position, but you are not so important that the council can’t remove you. In the end, we barely know where you and Professor Jablonsky came from.”

      Master Blair swallowed. “You know where I came from. I’ve been attending warlock schools since I was a child.”

      “I mean, you aren’t from one of the old families.”

      “Jablonsky didn’t attend warlock schools,” the old warlock said.

      Stuart patted Master Blair’s shoulder. “Why don’t you have a drink, old friend? Steady those nerves, eh?”

      Master Blair knocked back the drink in one swig and handed the glass back to Stuart. He locked eyes with the old warlock. “Councilman de Brigue, I want you to get a good look at Charlotte’s wand.”

      I had my wand in a sort of holster at my hip since it was too big to slip into a jacket pocket or tuck between my breasts or anything convenient. I took it out and held it up as Master Blair beckoned his hand.

      Councilman de Brigue waved a hand over the wand and then drew back. “This is from that same tree as Samuel’s…”

      “Samuel’s…” The blonde witch sounded breathless and a little angry.

      “Exactly,” Master Blair said. “It isn’t just that he gave her his magic. She was the one who found the tree. She is worthy of that magic.”

      “Samuel might be alive today if he had not dabbled in…such strange things,” the woman said. “If he had not been friends with you.”

      Master Blair arched a brow at her and said nothing.

      The witches and warlocks whispered amongst themselves. The blonde witch sat down, her face turning expressionless and icy.

      Madame Solano shook her head, her eyes shut like she didn’t want to believe it.

      “See for yourself,” de Brigue said.

      “Oh, I believe you,” she said. “It’s just that…I know what I saw. She was strolling around St. Augustine with her familiar.”

      “She was not raised magical,” Master Blair said. “She still needs her familiar to stay close at this stage. She has the intellect of a grown woman, of course, but when it comes to magic, she’s playing catch up. I’m glad her familiar is so loyal and protective.”

      My stomach wrung up like a wash rag, hearing Master Blair talk like Firian would go away.

      “I tell you, it is that same magic as Samuel had,” de Brigue said. “So maybe…we should let her be. Mrs. Tyler won’t know how to teach that magic.”

      “It’s best if she never learns it,” the blonde witch said.

      “Samuel’s abilities were very unique. This was his school. She should stay here.”

      The witches looked upset. The warlocks, meanwhile, seemed to have changed their tune. Like maybe I wasn’t a useless ‘young lady’ after all, but an asset for them.

      Master Blair said, “You may go.” They didn’t argue, except that Madame Solano was giving me such a face that I half-expected her to do the ‘I’m watching you’ fingers.

      I knew better than to trust any of them. But it seemed like I was safely able to remain at school, which meant the Locke brothers lost again and they were leaving instead. Works for me.

      Once we were safely away, Montague turned to me and cupped my cheeks with his cool hands. He looked at me protectively, with a flicker of relief like a small flame in his eyes.

      “What?” I said.

      “I thought for a moment they might send us to the Haven. For good.”

      “They said they would send you back to your parents.”

      He swallowed. “I don’t think that’s what they really meant. It was just…a nicety. Truthfully, my town doesn’t want a vampire in it. My family can’t protect me from what I’ve become.”

      I threw my arms around him. “It’s okay, Montague. You’re not going back to the Haven. I’ll protect you. Apparently I have the fanciest wand in all the land.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Four

          

        

      

    

    
      Montague

      

      I scoffed, and kissed the top of her head. I wondered when it would ever really hit Charlotte that she was in deep.

      Maybe it never would, and that was what made her so charming. She had this ability to stay light-hearted no matter what.

      “Since I became a vampire, you know I’ve been hit by these memories of Rayner and Lisbeth,” I said. “I’ve seen him kill people just because they hurt her.”

      “Yes.” She looked up at me, her arms now clasped around my waist, occasionally parting to run up and down my back.

      “I’m starting to understand.”

      “Don’t kill anyone for me,” she said, but she suppressed a grin. “I shouldn’t think that’s romantic. But then, that is why girls date vampires, isn’t it?”

      “Good point…” Her touch was starting to make me hard. She nested her head under my chin. Her height was just right. It felt familiar because of my memories, even though I’d never had a girl the way I had Charlotte.

      Mine. She’s mine.

      Yes, I was starting to understand Rayner.

      He was willing to share her with Silvus, Jie and Thom. But whenever Rayner found her in some new and alien life…

      I thought about finding Charlotte’s spirit living in some new body somewhere.

      I had Rayner’s life loosely pieced together by now from my snippets of memories.

      The first time he found her again—a French peasant. Calloused hands. She worked hard all day. When the harvests were good, she ate, and when famines came, she starved. She would have married a village boy and never seen a life outside her little world, but then he found her. He wanted to give her more than that. He couldn’t control himself, that time. He was so hungry for her; so relieved to have found her again.

      He took her out of France before the Revolution, and brought her back to England, to her old home. She lived a good long life. I knew he adored her even as she aged.

      But on her death bed, she told him, Please look for me again, but be gentler this time…

      That was when his quest sent him all the way to China and his promises to be gentle went out the window when he saw her hobbled steps, and his uncontrolled vampire temper ran amok. He killed her in-laws, set fire to their house, and dragged her back to London again, where she would never belong. It didn’t seem like she ever fully forgave him, and that was the memory that been disturbing me the most.

      But I knew where Rayner was coming from.

      I was trying to cling to my humanity. But he was a true vampire. The only rule he followed anymore was his twisted loyalty to the woman he first loved. There was no one who could control him. His needs were primal. When he saw her, he took her. To protect her, he would burn the whole world down and not let anyone stand in his way.

      When I held her…

      Fuck me, but I understood the appeal.

      “Oof, you’re holding me a little tight,” she said, drawing back, and I let go as Alec and Harris came over to us.

      “What happened?” Alec asked.

      “We’re fine,” Charlotte said.

      “For now,” I said. “I don’t like that we’re on the council’s radar. I shouldn’t have brought Charlotte to St. Augustine.”

      “Let’s call Firian and go back to my room for a group meeting,” Alec said. We all looked at Harris.

      “I’m attending your meeting,” he said. “We have a number of common interests. The vampires claimed they are returning during this year’s winter ball to discuss our mutual interest in the Withered Lord, and we’re almost at that time.”

      “Have you told Daisy about that?” I asked.

      “Yes. I mentioned it in a letter. Her feeling is that any enemy of the Withered Lord is an ally.”

      Soon we were all gathered in the attic room, discussing the fact that we had no idea what we were doing.

      “Master Blair told me a little while ago that he thought the council was spying on Charlotte,” Firian said. “He’s been asking me to poke around Etherium and see what I can find out.”

      “Like talking to other familiars?” Charlotte asked. “You didn’t tell me that.”

      “I don’t know that anything will come of it,” Firian said. “I’ve been poking around the local spots but I haven’t heard anything. I’ll probably have to go to Etheria.”

      “What is Etheria?” she asked.

      “It’s the center of Etherium,” I said. “The capital. Where the Ethereal Symposium convenes and all the parts of the ethereal world converge to trade. It’s kind of a big deal place for a familiar to be poking around, from what I understand. Rosa went there once just to see it. She was very nosy.”

      “Yep, that about sums it up,” Firian said. “I’ve always stayed away. I prefer being a hermit.”

      “So, Firian…you can travel anywhere in the world from Etherium?” Charlotte asked. “I don’t understand. It sounds so strange. You have this…whole other place you go…”

      “Because those worlds work completely differently from this one,” Firian said. “It’s hard to explain. If I want to go somewhere in Etherium, I just set off down the path. The path goes different places every time. It’s many days’ journey to get to a place like that, but you can’t measure it in miles. Everything works on fluid rules of intention.”

      “So why isn’t Blair’s familiar spying on the council?” I asked. “Why isn’t his familiar going to Etheria?”

      “He said he wants to keep his familiar out of council business. I guess he or she would be suspicious.”

      “But Firian, you’re already on their radar!” Charlotte said. “You need to be careful too.”

      “I don’t mind looking around,” Firian said. “It gives me something to do, since I can’t be here.”

      “Maybe you should also look for Master Blair’s familiar,” I said. “Just for something else to do. He always seems like he’s hiding something.”

      “Uh, yeah, he pretty much admitted he’s hiding something,” Charlotte said.

      “I’ll see what I can manage,” Firian said. “But so far, none of these people seem like they want to be found. I’ll find something in Etheria.” He sighed. “It’s a huge city and everyone there is important. I’ve heard the traffic is terrible.”

      “They have cars?” Charlotte’s eyes widened.

      “No. Even worse. Foot traffic. If I’m in fox form I get stepped on, but if I’m in guy form, I have to make sure I don’t step on magical frogs and stuff.”

      “Ohh…okay.”

      “You’re not going to do it because of traffic?” Harris asked.

      “I’m going to do it. I will always protect Charlotte. I just want to complain first.”

      “Does that mean I can’t call you?” Charlotte asked.

      “You can always call me, and I’ll come immediately,” Firian said. “I conduct my other business around you. Think of Etherium like my game life. I can shut it off, go have dinner with you, and jump right back in where I left off. I mean, time will have passed, like an MMORPG, but I’ll be in the same place.”

      That seemed like about all we could do right now, so talk turned back to classes and school drama.

      Firian didn’t see what was going on at school as much this year. He conjured himself a drink and looked out the window. Firian was a little more introspective and solitary than Alec, Harris and me, and besides that, he was a familiar, not a real human. So I shouldn’t even talk to him. I was raised with the idea that you never, ever said a word to another kid’s familiar, even when we were young and they all hung around.

      I was jealous, because he had a bond with Charlotte that Alec and I could never match. But I actually felt bad for the guy too. He had obviously been raised too human or something. And I was weirdly glad that he kept showing up whenever shit was going down, because I didn’t have Rosa anymore. So when Firian appeared, I felt like, as long as I was with Charlotte, someone still has our backs.
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      Firian

      

      It was strange, but for the first time I had a purpose outside of Charlotte. Whenever she called me, I appeared, of course. I was thrilled whenever I sensed that she needed me or wanted me.

      But in Etherium, I set off on the path to the capital. If anything was going on with the Council of Ethereal Witches and Charlotte, I’d probably hear about it there.

      I had never made this trip. I was a nobody among familiars, and I liked it that way. Like any journey in Etherium, you got there by picking a path and just starting to walk, and focusing in on where you wanted to go. So I kept thinking about Etheria as I trudged along. Even though I had never been there, I knew about it, of course. The center-point of the city was an elegant palace built in ancient times, like if a palace from ancient Greece or Babylon had been kept up all this time. It bordered a sea, with columned promenades and towers, and gardens that grew all throughout. The Ethereal Symposium met there, which was the governing body of Etherium.

      Not that you could really control a place like Etherium. The most important job of the Ethereal Symposium was to judge and banish Ethereals who broke the rules and were deemed too criminal to live in Etherium anymore. They became Sinistrals and could never return to Etherium again. Ethereals could fall. Sinistrals could almost never rise back up.

      You would think this magical world would be more evolved than Earth. But it wasn’t, really. If true gods existed, they didn’t live in Etherium and Sinistral. The older I got the more I realized that the magical realms were just trying to figure their shit out like humans, only they had a lot of power to handle at the same time.

      It was a good thing that true Ethereals and Sinistrals couldn’t use any magic when they came to Earth. I could imagine them trying to conquer the place. But instead they became weak and even here, they relied on human belief to fuel their power. That’s why some of them went to Earth to become artists or religious leaders, or why many of the most powerful Ethereals and Sinistrals posed as gods or prophets. If humans stopped believing in magic, these worlds would be in crisis.

      Only witches and warlocks could use magic on Earth. So no matter how intimidating high Ethereal spirits seemed, if you dropped them in a rough neighborhood in the real world they could get mugged as easily as anyone.

      This was vaguely comforting to me as, after an eternity of walking, I came upon a village I had never seen before. It definitely was not Etheria. It was too small, for one thing, just a cluster of exposed beam, thatched roof houses with an inn and a tavern. Towns in the magical world tended to look exactly like humans would imagine them—not unlike towns in Fortune’s Favor, in fact. I wasn’t sure who was influencing who, but that was just how it was.

      The seelie fae seemed to run this town, with a few angels thrown in for good measure, but there were travelers from all over. I saw other familiars, some in animal form. I went inside the tavern, hoping Charlotte didn’t call me just as I was getting somewhere.

      “Good day,” said the fae girl at the bar counter. “Have a seat. I’m sure you’re tired. You must be trying to get to Etheria. What can I get for you?”

      “Your meatiest sandwich,” I said. “Do you have anything in the way of a good dark beer?”

      “Ah, yes.” She poured me a mug of beer as dark as chocolate. “You’re a familiar,” she said. “Where is your witch or warlock trying to send you? If you have come here, it seems you are having trouble reaching Etheria.”

      “Do you mean someone is trying to keep me out?”

      “It could be thus.” She sliced some hearty pieces of bread. “I can guess that you are interfering in higher powers and they have many layers of protection to shield themselves from lesser beings. They might not even know you exist, but your intentions are running into their protections.”

      “So I’m hitting a magical security system.”

      “Yes.” She gave me a grin with a twinkle in her green eyes. “This town exists to give you a place to land so you don’t wander the forest in circles. You might be stuck here for a while, if you don’t give up and go home.”

      “Is there a way to get past the security?” I sensed that I was walking into one of those tricky dealings that always happened when you started talking to the fae.

      “I can get you past but I need a little magic to use,” she said.

      “What do you need?” I said, already suspicious.

      “I just want a human witch’s kiss,” she said. “I know you have one. The magic from your witch will give me the power I need to get you through the barrier.”

      I hardened, no longer friendly. I hardly even wanted the sandwich. “No. Not that. Something else.”

      She sighed, sliding the plate in front of me. “I know you probably don’t trust the fae, but I must get power from somewhere if I’m going to push you past the Symposium’s barriers… You can’t just get more kisses?”

      “I don’t want to forget…any of them,” I said.

      “Is she that precious to you?” When I didn’t answer, she laughed. “Poor familiar!”

      “You’re a faery,” I said. “You don’t know anything about the sort of love humans have.” I took a big bite of the sandwich and shook my head to show that this conversation was done. I shouldn’t be talking about Charlotte to a faery girl. I definitely wasn’t giving up a kiss. There weren’t enough of them yet. Every memory with Charlotte…

      Should I give up a kiss?

      I didn’t trust faeries. And I wasn’t giving a kiss to some stranger. End of story.

      “If you change your mind, you know where to find me,” she said, with a tinge of regret.

      Damn hungry faeries. Trying to leech the power of Charlotte’s love. I didn’t actually hang out with faeries, but it was always said the faeries didn’t feel ‘low’ emotions naturally, the way humans did. They were too controlled for that awkward mixture of love and lust that came so readily to humans. It was entertainment for them to steal a kiss from me.

      I wouldn’t give up Charlotte’s kiss for a faery to be amused by it.

      What sort of trick is this?

      How can I get there? I’ve been walking for days, or maybe even weeks…

      Time didn’t flow the same way in Etherium, so when I tried to use Earth measurements for it, my head spun. What I really needed was a more experienced familiar who knew how to navigate this world.

      Would Blair’s familiar talk to me?

      Before I could find out, I heard Charlotte’s call, and I couldn’t help the way her summons in my head brought me to life. Firian! Firian, the vampires are here!

      As I slipped back into the Fixed Plane, I saw the faery girl at the bar shake her head, like she was thinking about what a poor sucker I was, but I just didn’t care.
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      Charlotte

      

      It was soon the time of the winter ball. I didn’t have any time to shop for dresses, but I guess I didn’t need to worry because whether I liked it or not, I had been adopted by Daisy. She called me ten days before the ball and when I picked up the phone she said, “Don’t hate me but I picked you a dress for the ball. You don’t have to wear it. But like, you do have to wear it. You don’t have a dress this good.”

      “Are you sure I’m not your poor friend?”

      “Do you have a dress already?”

      “I don’t have time to shop for dresses. I’m in school on an isolated mountain.”

      “So you’re not my poor friend, you’re my isolated friend. Anyway, you should never have showed me Ebay. My grandma is like, Daisy, is this another one of those Ebay things? So I need to buy more things and ship them to other people as gifts because she doesn’t pay attention to my credit card bills.”

      “I can’t say I really mind,” I said.

      “Okay, so you got all these sexy guys around, right? You want to look sexy. But you don’t want to like, lay it all out. I found just the right dress.”

      “That’s definitely true,” I said. “I do not want to lay it all out. There are a lot of not-sexy guys around too and they don’t deserve that much of me.”

      She laughed. “Well, you’ll get it soon. It’s a surprise. And I’ll see you in it and we’re going to knock the boys dead.”

      I had to admit, I was waiting anxiously for the mail. It was like I signed up for the Bored Rich Girl Subscription Box.

      As it turned out, Daisy arrived before the dress did. As soon as she got out of the car, I came out to say hello, and she gave me a big hug. I was still intimidated by her, but I was a hugger too, and it was always a relief to see another girl. “Hey girl, how’s the dress look?” she asked.

      “I don’t have it yet.”

      “Oh…”

      “Did they ship it priority mail?” I asked.

      “I don’t know.” She paused. “I think it was coming from Italy.”

      “Italy! It’s probably not going to get here on time!”

      “Oh my god, I did not even think of that.” She snapped her fingers. “Well, you know, that’s fine. I brought a lot of clothes and we’ll just find you something.” Her driver was opening the large trunk of the car and bringing out an old luggage set in powder blue, the kind where none of it had wheels so the poor guy had to haul everything and it looked heavy.

      It was a busy day around campus, because just like last year, other witches were arriving in their own fancy cars. I recognized most of them now, and their little dogs. Daisy scoffed when she saw me looking at them. “Witches should not have dogs,” she said.

      “Why not?”

      “It’s rude to your familiar.” She took the smaller round bag from her driver and draped it on her shoulder, then took my arm and started strolling to the visitor housing. Her long, even, blue-tipped fingernails were impressive. I felt like a hick again. Gol darn, is that what a manny-cure looks like? “Cash would kill me if I had a dog. Where is your fox?”

      “Well, um—you know. I’m better with magic this year so he doesn’t need to be around as much.”

      “Ohh. Too bad. That little red fox didn’t need a fire spell to light the place up.” She nudged me.

      I so wanted to tell her how much I agreed with this.

      But I had this feeling that she was saying this stuff, but if I told her I had actually slept with him, the conversation would come to a screeching halt. I think she expected me to be like, He’s my familiar! Daisy! You’re so audacious!

      Instead I awkwardly went quiet for a second.

      Luckily, I guess, at that moment Harris came over and said, “What did you do to your nails?”

      “My friend did it,” Daisy said.

      “Isn’t that a bit bourgeois?”

      “Are you telling me what to do now?” Daisy’s expression turned to steel. “If we’re getting married, you are getting my magic in your family, and I will paste fucking diamonds on my nails if I want.”

      Harris shrugged one shoulder slightly. “Fine. Go ahead.”

      “I will.”

      Now a big silver Cadillac was coming through the gates just behind one of the witches and there was an immediate commotion among the security guards. “Stop! You are not authorized!”

      The car stopped. The door opened. A tall, fair-haired, Nordic god of a man stepped out of the passenger side. “I am here to see Montague Xarra and Harrison Nicolescu.”

      The security guys had pulled out guns. I guess that made sense; we were still sort of in the real world, so they would use guns before wands. That way if regular humans tried to intrude they wouldn’t see anything too strange.

      “State your names! You’re Sinistrals! You are not permitted on school grounds!”

      Professor Adams came hurrying over. By this time Daisy and I were joining the rest of the students in walking toward the commotion because clearly curiosity was much more important to the entire student body than danger.

      “My name is Rayner. I don’t want any trouble.”

      The other doors were opening.

      “It’s the vampires,” I breathed.

      “The vampires?” Daisy asked. “The ones who are going to help us with him?” She and Harris started walking toward the vampires.

      No thank you. I did not trust this at all. I started running for Lancelot House to warn Montague, as I called Firian back to my side.
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      Montague

      

      I looked out the window, but too many people had gathered around the car, plus a tree was in the way.

      They’re here.

      I shouldn’t feel at all ready to confront the men who had been in my visions, and I was pissed at Harris for agreeing to this. But I already knew him, and a part of me wanted to meet the man in person. I grabbed my favorite jacket and whipped my arms through the sleeves as I stormed toward the stairs.

      “You’re going to talk to them?” Charlotte sounded a little frantic. “Are you sure that’s a good idea? What if you look into their eyes and suddenly—like—you—”

      “It’s too late to worry over it,” I said, snapping the jacket straight. “I’m not leaving you, Char. But…he is my sire and…” I shook my head.

      Outside, everyone looked at me suspiciously and I felt a very clear sense of not belonging here anymore. Professor Adams was trying to calm everyone down while Professor McGuinness was yelling at Harris. “You invited these vampires to Merlin College!? You, of all people, are the last student who should do such a thing.”

      “I’ll explain,” Harris said. “In private.”

      Daisy was standing next to Harris but checking out the vampires over her shoulder.

      Rayner. I knew his face, I knew his name, and most of all, I knew his obsession.

      Still, in person, he was…intimidating.

      In appearance, all four vampires in Rayner’s clan looked young. I would guess Rayner had been about twenty-two when he died. Dark-haired warlock Silvus was the oldest, I was pretty sure, although Jie had been out in the sun more and he had some squint lines around his eyes. The fourth man, Thom, hadn’t really appeared in my memories yet, but Harris told me his name. I’m not sure Thom was any older than I was. There was still a hint of boyishness in him. What is it going to be like to look nineteen forever? I wondered. A thought I usually tried to avoid.

      But they were vampires. Their youthful faces couldn’t hide the years. No vampire lived to be five hundred without being clever and ruthless, and by now, looking at Rayner was like meeting eyes with a demon. He gave me the smallest of knowing smiles when I noticed him, and I was nearly frozen in my tracks.

      You could leave all this behind. The smile spoke to me. You could stop going to college, playing by their rules. You could see the world with us. We chose you.

      Master Blair and Stuart arrived on the scene now. “All right!” Master Blair waved a decorative walking stick around, forcing people out of the way. “Party’s over, back to your dorms or whatever. Go have fun with the witches. I’m taking care of this, gentlemen.”

      “So you’re the headmaster of this establishment?” Rayner said, as the other professors were now forcing the other students back.

      “Yes,” Master Blair said. “Ignatius Blair.”

      Jie chuckled. “That is such a warlock name.”

      “What do you want?” Master Blair asked. “Montague Xarra is one of us. He is under our protection.”

      “I’m looking for my girl,” Rayner said. “That’s all I really want. I might even be persuaded to let Montague stay here, if I can find her. Although it is a shame. I think Lisbeth would have liked you.” He looked at me.

      “I already have a girl,” I said.

      “You didn’t have a girl when you were turned,” Silvus said.

      Rayner waved his hand like it didn’t matter. “I think this demon called the Withered Lord might be hiding Lisbeth from me, just to toy with me. Harris, here, said he and his fiancee also have business with the same demon. He said he would help us with the demon if we left Montague alone. I’m pretty amenable as long as I get what I want.”

      “You made a deal with vampires?” Master Blair asked Harris. “That seems…unwise.”

      “It wasn’t ‘unwise’,” Daisy said. “He did it for me.”

      I was pretty sure he actually did it for Charlotte, but…

      “I would team up with anyone to defeat the demon who murdered my parents for fun,” Daisy said. She looked over the vampires again with a little nod and twirled her hair around her finger. “I would definitely team up with this lot.”

      “How do you plan to team up to defeat a high demon?” Master Blair asked.

      “Well, we would need to discuss it, now, wouldn’t we?” Silvus said. “But Rayner is one of the oldest vampires around. That should be proof enough that we won’t do anything stupid. Our weakness, if we have one, is that we can’t perform holy spells, and this boy here is perfect. And Miss Pendleton, being a diviner… Well, they already made the offer. What is Harris to you? A student at your…establishment?” He glanced around.

      “We don’t really want to hurt any of you,” Jie said. “We just want to kill our enemies and find our woman. If we have to let Montague go to get there, it’s fine with me.” I got the feeling Jie didn’t care if I joined Team Rayner.

      Well, then. I didn’t like him either.

      “Your parents don’t know about this,” Master Blair said to Harris.

      “No, and I’d rather they didn’t. I’m an adult.”

      “They’re paying your tuition.”

      “You can’t tell them,” Daisy said. “They’ll stop him. But the council let my parents down when they decided not to avenge their deaths, Master Blair, and Harris is trying to help me while saving his friend’s ass. You can teach him to do magic here, but this shit right here is building his character.”

      “Smart witch,” Rayner said.

      Charlotte said in a softer voice, “I want to take out the Withered Lord too. I know I’m not ready, but…my mom.”

      “I understand that, Charlotte, but this is serious. Very serious. You are just young witches and warlocks. You can’t kill a demon. These vampires are exploiting you.”

      “All right, then,” Rayner said. “In that case, we are taking Montague. Because if I don’t release him from my control, you know it won’t matter anyway.” His eyes moved to mine again. Blue and so compelling. They said vampires could seduce the pants off anyone, and right now I believed it. I wanted to do whatever he said. “You are drawn to me. You’ve been seeing my memories. You’ve been seeing Lisbeth. And if I don’t release you…your future is quite pleasurable. It has nothing to do with this place or these children. It is with us.”

      Charlotte gripped my hand and gave it a little shake. I tore my eyes from Rayner.

      “The Withered Lord does have Emily,” Stuart said.

      “Stuart! We’re supposed to be taking care of our students!” Master Blair frowned. “Talk,” he said. “I won’t stop you.”

      Rayner glanced over my friends like they were amusing pets he was briefly brushing by during his long existence. Then he looked at me again, his eyes luring me just like before. Every fiber of my being seemed to sense that this man was my lord.

      I didn’t like it. I didn’t have a fucking lord. But no matter how I tried to shake it off, the feeling persisted. It felt sort of like falling in love, but with someone you know is absolutely terrible for you.

      “Let’s talk,” Rayner said.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      Charlotte

      

      No one had prepared me for how scary really old vampires could be.

      Well, okay, maybe like, TV had tried. There’s always a part where first you meet the hottie vampires, and they seem dangerous, but they’re really just hot, and then the older vampires show up and then it’s like, oh damn, here are the really dangerous vampires.

      But in the end usually they’re also just hot.

      Maybe this was why Daisy didn’t seem intimidated by them. If I passed Rayner on the street, I would still notice him. I would wonder if he was a model and then I would wonder if he was a serial killer. He just had that look. Intense pale eyes. A smile that sucked you in and made you wary at the same time.

      “So you’re Monty’s sire?” Daisy asked.

      “Yes.”

      “So that means you’re the oldest vampire in the line?”

      “Yes.”

      “What happened to the vampire who turned you?”

      “I killed him,” Rayner said. “I didn’t like being under someone else’s control. That’s why I am a good master. I’m not giving these fine gentlemen any reason to want to kill me. I don’t want to give Montague any reason either.”

      “Hm. I have considered killing him more times than I can count,” Silvus said.

      “But you haven’t done it yet,” Rayner said.

      “Let’s talk at the Excalibur Theater,” Harris said. “We’ll have privacy. Unfortunately, we don’t have a proper meeting room for student usage, as the classrooms are all occupied.”

      We went to the theater and Alec and Harris started taking out folding chairs in a circle on the stage. The vampires watched them in scrutinizing silence and I had the feeling that fifty years from now, Harris would be thinking back sourly on the day he unfolded a bunch of battered brown metal chairs while ancient vampires just stood there and didn’t help.

      “If you want to look even cooler you can sit in them backwards,” he said snarkily, and Jie actually did, crossing his arms over the back. Rayner slid into his chair with a freakish level of grace, emanating power. It was hard for anyone to take their eyes off him, it seemed, even when he wasn’t saying or doing anything much. I guess vampire charisma was cumulative over the centuries.

      “So.” Daisy crossed her arms. “Just so we’re all on the same page, it is my life’s goal to take this bastard out.”

      “Your grandmother is the great diviner,” Rayner said.

      “Yes.”

      “And when she dies, you become the great diviner.”

      “Um…yes.”

      “Well,” Rayner said. “It seems to me we should wait until your grandmother is out of the picture, to begin with.”

      The former unflappable Daisy, uh, flapped a little. “Dead? But—wait—she might—she’s only ninety.”

      “That’s quite a good old age,” Rayner said.

      “If you kill my grandmother—”

      He stopped and laughed. “Oh, no. No. I wasn’t thinking that. Can’t she be persuaded to retire? Murder, that’s very violent. I’m not as violent as I used to be, you can ask these gentlemen. But persuasion is very gentle.”

      “Uhh…” Daisy started breathing very fast. Harris urged her to a chair and gave her a concerned glance.

      “Daisy is already very competent with her visions,” Harris said. “I don’t think removing her grandmother is a good idea, because once that happens, Daisy will lose her freedom to travel.”

      I looked at Daisy and I could see her trying to tamp down panic. She’ll lose her freedom? No wonder she didn’t want to be the diviner. It sounded like an intense job.

      “How do we kill a demon?” I asked. “Does anyone actually know? Is there special stuff you have to do? A weak spot? Silver bullets or beheadings or something?”

      “All high demons start as low demons,” Silvus said. “So yes, they technically have a weak spot. It’s the pain and suffering that drove them to become a high demon. Anger and greed lead to a thirst for power. Some dictators are actually high demons who came to this world to draw power.”

      “Oh. Okay. That does make sense. But like how—”

      “If we were able to peel off his servants, like your mother—”

      “Well, that’s the tedious way of handling it, I suppose,” Rayner said. “The other way is just to go in there and take him out with a good spell.”

      “Can I just hear more about the other way first?” I asked.

      “Love weakens the demon,” Silvus said. “Every time someone sacrifices themselves to save a loved one from his clutches, the Withered Lord has to assimilate their energy into his own magic and corrupt them. It weakens him temporarily. Your mother didn’t become evil the first day she joined him. It took him time to do that. So we could weaken him sufficiently if we had a number of people willing to sacrifice something in order to save the people he has corrupted. Then, we kill him like any other demon. To simplify, love weakens demons. We need a powerful spell of love.”

      “This sounds very time-consuming and, as I said, tedious,” Rayner said. “And also, painfully sentimental.”

      Silvus lifted his hands. “But that is how you defeat a high demon. Definitively, at least. Feel free to ask any of the other warlocks around for a different opinion. You are very sentimental yourself, Rayner. I could call it something else besides love, but you know what it really is.”

      “What…do we sacrifice?” I asked.

      “It has to be something of great value,” Rayner said. “Your magic. Your first-born child. One of your senses or emotions. Your life. You know. Something like that.”

      “Oh…”

      “No one wants to give any of that up.” He looked at Silvus. “Find a better way.”

      “This demon has been killing and enslaving people for centuries,” Silvus said. “For every evil thing he has done, we have to match that power with the opposite.”

      “We’re bloody demons ourselves,” Rayner said. “What are we doing messing around with all this love magic? Let’s just gather our strength, go in there, and fight him like men. He’s called the ‘Withered’ Lord. How tough could he be?”

      “It seems like you have some issues to work out amongst yourselves,” Harris said.

      “Wait…I…I mean, this sacrifice could actually save my mom?” I asked. “Giving up my magic? Would it bring her back to my dad?”

      Daisy looked at me. “I would give up my magic to defeat him as well.”

      Harris’ eyes widened. “No. No. That is not happening. You are both far too talented to just throw it away for this.”

      “I agree,” Rayner said. “This is a pointless discussion.” He stood up and pointed at all of us. “Children, what I ask of you now is just that you strengthen your magic as much as you can and prepare for battle. If we fight, we could lose, but if we sacrifice, we are losing before we begin.”

      That was actually not a bad point.

      “Charlotte isn’t involved in this,” Harris said. “Just to make that clear. Alec isn’t either.”

      “Yes, I am!” I said. “It’s my mom!”

      “I’m in too,” Alec said.

      “No,” Rayner said, glancing at Alec. “I don’t know what you have to do with anything. A virginal incubus is about the most useless demon I can think of.”

      Alec, usually one of the most chill guys I knew, shoved himself out of his chair. “I’m not ‘virginal’. I’m just focusing on school right now.”

      Rayner snorted, unconvinced.

      “Damnit,” Alec muttered under his breath.

      “Alec, no. No way,” Montague said. “You have nothing to do with this demon. Think about your family. Your dad. It’s bad enough for Charlotte to be involved.”

      “So I’m just supposed to chill back here while the rest of you go fight a demon?”

      “Unless you want to start taking your identity seriously, yes,” Rayner said. “As for the rest of you, finish your training. We will return after your graduation. And if we succeed, I will release you, Montague…if you still want to be released.” Rayner’s hand waved in a subtle way and the rest of his clan left with him.

      “At least we have some time.” Montague looked frustrated. “This seems like, truly, the worst idea.”

      “I am glad to have some allies, personally,” Daisy said. “I’ve felt alone in this for a long time, when the council said they would drop the investigation.”

      “Yes,” Harris said. “It’s the right thing to do, for your life and for Daisy’s family’s peace of mind.” But Harris kept looking at me, clearly troubled that I was involved.

      I was feeling jittery. The vampires filled the room with this dark, heavy presence that reminded me of when I summoned my mom, and how serious the whole thing was.

      More than that, I felt guilty. Because when Rayner said we didn’t have to sacrifice our magic, my first thought was relief.

      If I really loved my mom, I should be happy to give up my magic to save her, right?

      Does that mean I’m power hungry too?

      “Miss Byrne.” Mr. Flores came walking up to me with a package. He was the head of admissions but seemed to do a lot administrative tasks all year. “This package just came for you. I thought you might be expecting it.”

      “Oh! From Italy!”

      I had almost forgotten, but we still had a ball to attend.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      Charlotte

      

      “You look gorgeous,” Daisy said.

      “It’s…sort of see-through, isn’t it?” I turned around in front of the mirror. The dress was cute, very boho-chic, black and demure at first glance, with a high neck, bell sleeves and a skirt that hit just over the knee. It had stripes of colored embroidery in warm colors.

      But when I put it on, I realized that the back was sheer, and the sleeves were sheer, and strips of the bodice were also sheer.

      “Yeah.” She rubbed her chin, looking me over. “I have a stick-on bra. We are about the same size.” She whipped a brand new packaged bra out of her suitcase.

      “Don’t you need it?”

      “I’ll just wear a different dress. Let me do your makeup.”

      As soon as the dress arrived, Daisy had whisked me off into her room and the situation got hardcore girly. She was packing in all the girly energy I missed the rest of the year and then some, considering I was the product of a single dad, and that didn’t usually lend itself to producing girls like Daisy.

      She opened this gigantic makeup case with colors to look good on anyone, and also colors that would look good on no one, and started applying some of both of those to my face.

      I hid my terror well, I think.

      She had a little frown developing as she went.

      “Does it look okay?” I asked. “You look…unsure.”

      She immediately whipped her hair back off her shoulders and the frown vanished. “No way. Girl, I know what I’m doing.”

      “Cool. Just checking.”

      She brushed my cheeks with something, with a soft sigh. That was when I noticed her hand shaking just a little.

      “Are you all right?” I asked. “The vampires shook me up too.”

      “Nah. Vampires. I’m not afraid of them. They’re useful. Hopefully. Good eye candy either way.”

      I could tell she was faking it by now. “Well,” I said, “I was intimidated. But what do I know, I’m not used to vampires.”

      “It’s not that I’ve met a lot of vampires,” she said. “Actually you should be more used to them than I am, with your vampire boyfriend and all.”

      “Montague hardly counts.”

      “Ohh, Monty. Yeah. He’s still decent, for now. More decent than Harris anyway!” She chuckled. “I’ll tell you, I’m doing what I have to do to get some more power, but if I don’t need to marry Harris to get it…” Now she dropped her makeup brush back in the case and put her hands on her hips. “Ugh. I don’t know. I don’t know what I’m doing.”

      “Do you want to talk about it?”

      “Talk. Talk! What does that do? Rayner is right. My grandmother is ninety years old. She wants to retire and I haven’t been able to convince her that I’m not up to the job. And that’s it for me. That’s my life. Huge responsibility. No freedom and lots of solitary confinement. There’s nothing I hate more than being alone.” She looked away from me, her beautiful face wrestling with terror.

      “So…you have to be the diviner? You can’t just admit that you can’t handle it or don’t want it?”

      “Magic flows through generations,” she said. “I’ll be better at it than anyone else. The council won’t let me walk away.”

      “I mean…is there a way to do the job differently?”

      “I don’t know.” She heaved a breath. “Harris is such a stickler for the rules. I feel like—I mean, don’t get me wrong. I admire Harris for being a skilled warlock. Like, honest to god, he works hard. Ambition turns me on.” She pinched her nails together. “But then he reminds me that he is so controlling. And if I marry him, I’m going to have to put up with that overbearing shit every day for the next hundred years or something, but he’s planning to be on the council, and at that point it’ll get so much worse. Even if he wanted to back off, he really can’t, you know? I wonder if he’s going to be there for me when I come out of an intense session… And then—I mean, do you think he’s good in bed? I don’t.”

      I coughed and then laughed. “I—I don’t know. He could be good in bed.”

      “Naw.”

      “How do you know?”

      She looked sideways, scrunched her mouth to the other side, and then shook her head. “Uh-uh. Just—I know. Too stiff. Like marrying a European prince. Not the hot kind. The real kind, with like…mommy issues and a weird genetic disease.”

      “Maybe you’re right.”

      “I am right,” she said.

      Should I tell her not to marry him? But I was relieved at the idea. I wasn’t impartial enough.

      You are so lying to yourself, I thought.

      But maybe I don’t really care about Harris that much. I definitely don’t need him in bed. I have enough going on. I just…want to keep HAM together.

      Still lying!

      Truth was, whenever Harris hurled an insult at me, I thought about it with just as much excitement as when the other guys said sweet things to me.

      “So are witch and warlock marriages just more of a business arrangement?” I asked.

      “We are, at least, supposed to like each other,” Daisy said. She sounded a little sharper now. “Do you think Harris likes me?”

      “Do you like him?” I retorted. “You just said he was controlling and stiff.”

      She groaned, and then she started taking off her casual dress, showing off a body that was definitely more toned than mine, and with a better ass, although other than that I guess we were about the same size. She grabbed a dress out of the closet. She had at least three gowns in there even though there was only one ball. “The big thing is…” She shimmied into a gold halter dress with a low back and fastened the buttons at the back of her neck. “For a minute…”

      I helped her with the short zipper. The dress, although fairly simple, was silky and the fabric felt lustrous and expensive. I had forgotten for a second that Daisy was ridiculously gorgeous, and when she whirled around in the dress, I remembered all over again.

      But her face was pained. “For a minute I thought, it would be great if I had a reason to sacrifice my magic, and I never had to become the diviner at all. But to turn it down would be, you know. I would be an epic disappointment to everyone. Grandma. The council. And Harris. I mean, who wouldn’t I disappoint? Even my friends back home are like, so jealous, because my grandmother is the most powerful witch in Chicago, and she’s got like more money than Oprah. I mean, not really. But a lot. And I do like money.”

      “Yeah,” I said. “I guess…people with money seem to like it.”

      “Be honest, Char. Do you think I am just the biggest douche?”

      “No! That’s Harris. Obviously.”

      She snickered. “So how can I be into Harris when I’m not into what I’m becoming? He’s not marrying Daisy, he’s marrying the great diviner of Chicago. Fuck. I just want to run away. I wish I could just go buy a cheap apartment in one of those parts of Chicago that’s just shitty enough and like, open a Puerto Rican restaurant. I mean, I’m not saying I know how to make Puerto Rican food, but I don’t know how to be a diviner either, so—we’re even.” Now she was moving sharply, noisily rummaging and tossing around the makeup as she spoke, and I could tell she was really upset about this.

      “Money isn’t that important,” I said. “I don’t have any.”

      She gave me the tiniest eye roll. “Not yet.”

      “Maybe you should try being broke sometime. It’s not so bad. You still have libraries…TV…clearance racks at Target. Then you don’t have to take on a job you hate.”

      “You know, if I could just watch TV all day, I think I would be in heaven,” she said. “After my parents died, my grandma bought me a TV and if you know my grandmother you would drop dead from shock. She just thought I needed to get out of my head and I exhausted her. Cash and I just watched Bravo like, all day, while she was working. It was so great and when I was ten she just got rid of it. Like, bam, gone, focus on your studies, Daisy. Right in the middle of a season of America’s Top Model. Anyway, it’s just not that simple. My grandma would boot me right out of the house, and then what? I’m on the street?”

      “You binge-watched Bravo when you weren’t even ten years old? I feel like I suddenly understand everything about you.”

      She patted my hand. “I know, right?”

      “I do understand. Your whole life is tied up in that stuff. And it’s hard to take on a whole new life, in a new culture basically, with new people. Believe me, I know. I miss my dad every day, and the scary part is wondering if I’ll ever really fit in at home again.”

      “Yeah. That’s it.” She gave me a tight smile. “You like him, don’t you?”

      “Who?” Like I didn’t know what we were talking about…

      “Harris.”

      “I mean…I’m already with Monty. We’re all just in such close proximity. I think that’s what it is. Teen hormones raging. Though I’m almost in my twenties now, so I guess I’d better become composed.”

      “He likes you,” she said.

      “What makes you think so?”

      “Girl, he is ready to make me work for a clan of vampires, but to you, he’s like—‘be careful, Charlotte, this isn’t your fight’. And if you might think it’s because he respects my magical abilities more than yours, I know that’s not true. He told me you have a ton of raw talent and he knows you have business with that demon. Normally he understands that. But he just doesn’t like the idea of you getting hurt.”

      “I’m sorry,” I said. “I…suspected maybe that was true. I wanted to say something sooner but it’s not like he’s going to hook up with me instead of you.”

      “You’re fine,” Daisy said. “It’s not working out. None of my plans are working out. I think I know what I need to do…” She had a faraway look that worried me a little.

      “Nothing rash,” I said. “Or dangerous. I’m here for you if you want to talk about anything.”

      “No, no!” She uncapped lipstick and gave the mirror a look of death. “I’m going to break up with him tonight. He’s allowed to not like me, but I’m allowed to make him squirm.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty

          

        

      

    

    
      Harris

      

      “So.” Daisy looked up at me as I led her in a fox trot, while Charlotte and Montague were dancing in each others’ arms and looked even more disgustingly into each other than last year. “If you became a vampire, Mr. Nicolescu, and I died…would you find me?”

      Really? I didn’t know why we were going there. “Those vampires are in strict violation of everything that is decent,” I said.

      “Oh, they are, huh? You don’t think it’s romantic that they will do anything to find their love?” She licked her lips. “Lucky lady.”

      “Maybe you should find yourself a vampire clan, then.”

      “Sometimes I think I already have one because you are cold as a corpse. Why do you keep looking over at Charlotte?” She snapped her fingers.

      “I’m looking at my friends,” I said.

      “Oh? You’re looking at your friends? Especially the one in a sexy dress I bought for her?”

      “Don’t raise your voice.” I could feel my cheeks heating.

      “All you want to do is tell me how to behave so that I can be your perfect wife.” She sighed. “You’re the one who entered into an agreement. To marry me. To honor and cherish me ’til death do we part.”

      “We’re not married yet. I haven’t made any vows.” I winced as I said it. This was not something you said to anyone you intended to marry.

      “If this is the trial period, it’s not going that well, is it?”

      “Don’t do this,” I growled at her. “It’s too late to back out now. We get along fine.”

      She waved her fingers and they sparkled. “Tell me the truth, Harris.” She was trying to cast a compel spell on me.

      “I will not be compelled.” I snapped my fingers back at her. “Soit silencieux!”

      She countered my silencing spell with an amplified scream.

      “Jesus, Daisy.” I grabbed her arm. “Everyone’s looking at us.”

      “Just admit it,” she whispered.

      “It is irrelevant,” I said. “She isn’t one of my choices. You are.”

      “What if we had other choices, Harris? What if we didn’t have to make shitty choices that we were forced into?”

      I was starting to get the sense this was more serious than I first anticipated. “What did Charlotte say to you?”

      She snorted. “It’s no wonder you like her. You think I couldn’t have gotten that idea on my own? It’s not anything she said, although maybe it’s just the kind of person she is. She thinks for herself. No one tells her what to do. Why are we letting someone tell us what to do?” She leaned a little closer to me. Her perfume smelled like cardamom and vanilla. “I don’t want to be the diviner. If I have to spend my life alone, seeking out some other person’s answers for them, having a few perfect little witch and warlock babies on the side, I will go insane.”

      Truly, if I was ever going to fall in love with Daisy, it would be this moment.

      Remember the first time you saw this girl?

      The first time I saw Daisy it was at a ‘magical mixer for teens’ at the annual National Conference of Magic. I saw her standing under the vine-covered arbor of the Edwardian mansion in Massachusetts where the conference was held that year. She was thirteen, wearing gold hot pants and cat ears, and carrying her cat familiar on her arm. Her laugh was as loud as a shriek and she used a ton of slang. That year, she was very much into calling anything she hated ‘sample size’. It drove my mother nuts.

      My mother said that night, “Daisy Pendleton is certainly uncouth. I pity poor Ermengarde. I suppose she’s just too old to manage a child like that.”

      She seemed to have friends, but I also sensed that she bullied them into being her friends by sheer force of personality and clout. Deep down, she seemed sad, but she barreled ahead anyone, not caring who she offended.

      This encounter, and subsequent similar encounters, were the reason I preferred Daisy to my other potential matches. But Daisy confused me. I knew she couldn’t keep acting like that and she would drive me crazy if she did, but as I watched her tone it down bit by bit over the years, I also felt disappointed.

      When Daisy agreed to the engagement, I knew she was giving in.

      Now she wasn’t. But Charlotte was the root. And Daisy seemed as intrigued with her as I was.

      “What the hell are you going to do?” I asked. “The council isn’t just going to let you go.”

      “They’re not ‘just’ going to let me go. That’s true,” she said. “But they’ll have to, if I become a vampire.”

      “A vampire?” My voice dropped to a hiss. “You have gone insane, Daisy.”

      “Listen,” she said. “It all makes sense. I offer myself to help those guys, in exchange for them releasing Monty. We all take out the Withered Lord. I avenge my parents. Now you’re all off the hook and I get to do whatever I want. Travel the world. I have freedom.”

      “That is the stupidest idea I have ever heard,” I said.

      “Why is it stupid?” She was raising her voice now, and people were starting to stare. “You don’t get to decide what is stupid for my life. I have nothing going on at home. My grandmother is ancient and tries to keep me from everything I enjoy. My parents are dead. I have a bunch of kiss-up bitches for friends. My future is a nightmare and I was only going along with it because I wanted power to go after that demon. You don’t love me and I don’t love you.”

      “Cash would die,” I said. “Vampires don’t have familiars.”

      Until I said this, I thought Daisy was just being her audacious self, throwing out some crazy idea to get a reaction out of me.

      But the way her face fell…

      Shit. She must have come up with this plan in a hurry, because she had failed to do any research and missed something crucial.

      But that expression was real.

      “You were seriously thinking about becoming a vampire?”

      Her warm brown eyes blazed at me, as if I had just created that rule to ruin her life.

      “Why?” I asked.

      “I literally—just—told you why.”

      If Daisy went through with this, I would never hear the end of it. My parents and her grandmother would want to know why I didn’t stop her. Other potential suitors would see me as tainted.

      She would be destroying her own life.

      “There’s a way around that,” she said.

      “Is there? Ask Monty where Rosa went. Ask yourself if you want to take a risk like that. It is a stupid idea, Daisy. Maybe I’d be a crappy husband but I’m not going to lie to you. You’re not meant to be one of those bloodsucking corpses.”

      Her breath hitched like she was going to cry. She yanked her arm out of my grasp.

      “Take a deep breath and calm down. You’re embarrassing us both,” I growled.

      She slapped me. “Speak for yourself.”

      Then she whirled toward the door in a blur of gold silk.

      “Daisy!” I ran toward the door.

      “Is everything all right?” Charlotte called after me.

      “Fine,” I said. “Leave me the hell alone.” Fear made me more testy than usual. Well, my friends would probably say I was like that all of the time lately

      “Are you sure?” Montague asked, his arm around her waist. “Harris, maybe you should just chill with us tonight. It seems like the two of you might need to blow off steam.”

      “Yeah, it’s a little more complicated than that.”

      “Maybe I should take him out of here. We’ll hang out,” Alec said. “Bachelor’s night.” He sounded somewhat testy himself, which was unusual for Alec, but I didn’t have time for any of this.

      Plus, people were staring. Damnit. I was not someone who got involved in drama.

      “Harris—”

      “This is your fault,” I growled at Monty. “And yours.” To Charlotte. “Fucking putting ideas in Daisy’s head, bringing dangerous Sinistral influences to this school. Daisy’s kinda messed up. She’s too easily influenced. Just get out of my way.”

      Alec was barring my way and I shoved past him. I punched the door open with my fist.

      If Daisy was serious, I had to stop her.

      “Daisy?”

      I saw her driver pulling out.

      “Daisy!”

      She was sitting in the backseat staring straight ahead, ignoring me. Then suddenly I saw her tell the guy to stop and he hit the brakes. I ran toward the window as she unrolled it a crack.

      “Harris,” she said. “Don’t worry about it, okay? I’m just upset. I’m not really upset at you. You’re like a brother to me or something, like, if I had a brother I barely knew but still had a lot in common with. You’re cool. I have a lot going on in my head right now.”

      “Are you going home?”

      “I’m not doing anything stupid tonight. So relax.” But something in her voice sounded off.

      She rolled up the window and the car pulled away.

      Man, I was not reassured about this.

      She won’t become a vampire because of Cash. Unless she finds a way to make him a vampire familiar. I’ve never heard of that. But she could become the vampires’ thrall like the girl they keep looking for. Maybe they’ll turn her down because they want their girl, but then, damnit, there are four of them. They certainly could have two girls.

      Harris. Come on. She’s going to sleep on it and come to her senses and go back to Chicago. The engagement’s off. Not your problem.

      I didn’t really believe that I could just wash my hands of Daisy, though. So I didn’t have romantic feelings for her, but I still couldn’t let her hurt herself.

      What would I do if I woke up tomorrow to the phone ringing, and it was someone telling me she had gone missing?

      Monty had a car. But I didn’t want to involve the rest of them. I didn’t know how to drive myself. I’d never needed to. Now it felt like a serious weakness I should remedy as soon as possible.

      It seemed like I only had one alternative that would guarantee Daisy wouldn’t do something she regretted.

      She’s going to hate me for this for the rest of her life.

      But it doesn’t matter, because the marriage is off. All that matters is that I don’t let her make some choice that will wreck her life forever. She’ll get over it. She has a pretty bright future, once she gets used to it. She’ll be one of the most powerful witches in the world and she’ll thank me for this someday.

      I went to the house phone in the dorm, which was eerily quiet with everyone at the ball, and I dialed the telephone.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      Charlotte

      

      Last year, I attended the winter ball with Firian, to some scandal, although we tried to excuse it as a just-friends thing. This year, I walked in on Montague’s arm and everything felt very different. Alec was with us too, but as far as anyone knew, Montague was my one and only boyfriend.

      Firian didn’t attend, even though I asked him to.

      “No,” he said. “I think we’re under too much scrutiny as it is. I need to protect you.” He gave me a tender kiss and I could feel that he was resolved in this decision. “I’ll never be far away. But as far as us goes…I guess it’s better we learn to keep it private, so we don’t lose it.”

      I really felt his absence. Of course, he was right. It was better to be safe. But I had never imagined how much it hurt to keep love secret. I wanted to talk to everyone around me about how Firian made me laugh, and he was always there for me, and was my best friend. I wanted the girls to admire him and then for him to put his hand on my shoulder, slightly possessive and proud, showing them all where his affections lay, the way Montague was now.

      Then there was Alec, and he was just playing the part of the single guy who was Montague’s best friend.

      I really was scared sometimes of how I would handle this in the future. Like, my dad knew I was dating Montague, but I made it sound super casual. The other day I was talking to my dad on the phone and I said I had a gaming date with Firian, and Dad said, “I hope Montague doesn’t get jealous. Not that you can’t do whatever you want, but I have to admit, I would. Just hearing that your mother used to run around with all those warlocks gets my hackles up!”

      “Oh, Dad,” I said. “It’s just Firian. You know it doesn’t work like that.”

      Why did I say that? I thought when I hung up the phone. Dad doesn’t really know how it works. Maybe…I should be honest with him? But Dad…no. Dad won’t get it for different reasons.

      We barely started to dance when Harris and Daisy got into a fight. They both looked pretty upset. Daisy and the other witches wouldn’t be leaving until Monday, so I made a mental note to be a good friend to Daisy tomorrow. Like, we’d do whatever you did when you broke up with a boyfriend. We didn’t have TV, but I could pull up some old Bravo shows for her on my laptop. We’d scrounge up junk food. It actually sounded like a good day.

      “Hey.” Fingers snapped next to me. “Is your skirt the proper length for a ball?”

      Firian was coming up to us, wearing a badge that said ‘Chaperone’.

      I started laughing. “You’re a chaperone? What about protecting me and keeping it private?”

      “I asked Master Blair if I could just watch over the punch bowl,” he said. “Make sure it doesn’t get spiked this year. And this is totally different. I have nothing to do with you.”

      “Is this any less weird than coming with me?”

      “Slightly.” He leaned closer to me. “I really just want to watch over you.”

      “Oh. Well, you might not like what you see since Montague is my date tonight.”

      “I’ll have one dance with you before the night is over,” Firian said.

      “One,” Montague said.

      The talk of the ball was, of course, the vampires, plus the fight with Harris and Daisy. So at least it wasn’t me this year.

      “I think she must be mad that Harris invited vampires to the school.”

      “Yeah, I’ll bet. I thought Mr. Vampire Hunter was too good for that kind of thing.”

      “Nah, I heard they drank his blood.”

      “Ha ha. Man, that’s pretty gay.”

      I started simmering up to a boil. Montague gripped my shoulder hard. “Don’t get into it.”

      “Ohmigod,” I said. “If I really am the Chosen One Harris thinks I am, my first act of world domination is going to be flipping out on these morons. I didn’t tolerate it from Mr. Holier-Than-Thou Michael Smith-Braddock in high school either,” I said, thinking of a guy at my high school who seemed super nice until you mentioned anything that tipped off his religious radar, which was a lot because Kayleigh Patterson loved to egg him on.

      Montague put a hand around my waist and urged me away from everyone else. “Let’s just treat this like a normal dance. We deserve a little fun tonight, right? And you look beautiful.”

      “Is the makeup too much?”

      “No. You’re shimmery.”

      “Damn. I was hoping it was too much, because I’m not doing it when Daisy’s not here.”

      He laughed in a low tone, pulling me a little closer, one hand spread across the back of my dress in a way that made me happy for its semi-sheerness. I wanted to feel as much as him as I could. “Personally, I feel like celebrating tonight,” he said. “I finally met Rayner and he’s just a man.”

      “Oh, you think he’s just a man? He’s the most intimidating man I’ve ever seen.”

      “But—he didn’t take me with him. That’s what matters. He can’t just snap his fingers and make me forget you and the rest of my life. He said himself that he killed his own sire. So if he forced me to go with him, he would worry that I might kill him. I’m not powerless in this situation after all. It’s comforting…Charlotte.” He said my name like I was the one who was powerless, and maybe that was true.

      “When he said, ‘if’ you still want to be released…can he make you not be a vampire anymore?”

      “No…but I can…be released from his memories. And of course, I want to be released.”

      I pressed closer to him, one of my hands caught in his as we danced so slowly it was barely dancing. We’ve come a long way since last year’s dance, I thought, as the instrumental quartet filled the room with airy music. Where will we be next year?

      Five years?

      That was the part I couldn’t envision. In school, we could be together and hide our feelings. Once we left school, we would have to face difficult decisions.

      Would we all live together? Montague hinted that he wanted a family someday. So did I. But it would have to be with Alec. And Montague won’t age.

      Fifty years?

      In fifty years, I couldn’t even imagine.

      I bet that’s what Rayner is thinking. Even in two more years, Montague will see us growing older. Rayner thinks, in the end, he’ll choose the company of other vampires over us.

      Or would Montague become like Rayner? Would he stay with me, but hunt me down in my next life? Turn Alec into a vampire too?

      Montague and I had not been alone together since the night he bit me.

      As we made our way around the ballroom, in a swirl of other couples, I saw Firian watching us. He gave me a small smile, both supportive and jealous.

      I gave him a small smile back.

      Then I closed my eyes, savoring the moment instead of worrying over the past. It creeped me out, that Rayner was always looking for Lisbeth, again and again, never letting her go, never letting her define herself without him. Professor McGuinness said that white necromancy was about letting people go. Maybe the first step to that, however, was the same thing my mom’s yoga video taught me. Live in the moment. Breathe.

      If you live in the moment, you can let the past and the future go and surrender to wherever life takes you. I wanted to think I was piecing together the sort of person my mom would have been. The advice she would have given me as I grew up. Even if I saved her now, she would never be my parent the way Dad was. That stung. But, not to take away from my awesome dad, but I couldn’t help wanting to be closer to the mom I was slowly forming in my mind.

      Fares Wyrd as she must…

      Montague’s arms loosened a little as the music came to a pause before picking up the pace into more of a ragtime number.

      “Music that’s only ninety-nine years old,” Montague said. “Damn, that string quartet is really busting loose for this early in the evening.”

      “Should I twerk?”

      “Then Firian might have to chaperone you.” He gave my ass a little slap, bringing me closer.

      “Ooh. Tempting.”

      “Is it killing you to pretend that I’m your only boyfriend?”

      “Yes. But…” As we had continued moving around the room, my eyes crossed Alec instead, and Alec looked…broody.

      Usually Alec was calm, quiet, and disciplined. Sure, he liked to tease me about how tortured he was, but he seemed more like he was enjoying the delicious anticipation. And then he would get back to his studies, workouts, and canvas.

      Tonight, he looked actually tortured in a way that wasn’t fun. A girl walked by and asked him to dance and he just waved her off without even making conversation.

      “Is Alec okay?”

      “I don’t know. Alec is always okay,” Montague said.

      “But then, if he wasn’t, would you notice?”

      Montague stopped and glanced at his friend. Alec now waved us both on like, have fun.

      “Alec’s usually quiet, but tonight, he’s off,” I said.

      “I suppose he’s angry because the vampires told him they don’t want his help. He should be glad he’s not involved with vampires, but it was somewhat insulting.”

      “Yeah…” My hands tightened their grip on Montague. “If Alec did lose the spell that holds him back, what would happen?”

      “I think you know what would happen,” Montague said wryly.

      “I mean…” I blushed. “Would he hurt me?”

      “He wouldn’t suck your blood.” He wet his lips like he couldn’t help having a good memory of how I tasted. “Alec would fight against his instincts, and no, I don’t think he would ever hurt you. But—it would just be cruel to let him touch you if you couldn’t keep up with him.”

      “I need more experience.” I slipped my hands around his lapels. “I think it’s time we let him watch. We haven’t done anything since…the bat incident.”

      Montague swallowed. “Tonight?”

      “Yeah. Why not? Are you shy?”

      “I’m not…shy.” He fingered a lock of my hair. “I want you. I want you every time I see you or smell you or hear your laughter across the whole grounds.”

      “Is my laugh that loud?”

      “But if I bite you in front of Alec, he’ll fucking kill me.”

      “You’ll both be learning discipline while you’re in college,” I said, and then I whirled away from him and went up to Alec before Montague could stop me.

      “Alec,” I said. “Go ahead and dance with other girls.”

      “I’m not in the mood.”

      “I know you’re upset that Rayner insulted your incubus-ness.”

      He groaned. “Please don’t try and cheer me up, Char. It’s fine. I know what I need to do and I don’t care what some vampire thinks.”

      Oh, whatever. It was so obvious that he did care what some vampire thought. I walked up to him and traced a finger down his shirt until I felt a little tingle from getting too close to his skin and he sucked in a sharp breath.

      “Alec,” I said. “Please, dance with other girls tonight. I know you can’t help getting turned on when you hold them close. Just let it happen, as long as you think of me. And then tonight, when all this is over?” I whispered in his ear what my intentions were tonight.

      “Shit…” He groaned.

      “Does that make you feel a little better?”

      “It makes me absolutely crazy for you.”

      “Good,” I said. “Because that’s right where I like you to be.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Two

          

        

      

    

    
      Charlotte

      

      I just wish I could touch him, and he could touch me.

      Why did I tell him he could dance with other girls?

      The spell on Alec didn’t prevent him from touching other girls. Just me, because I shared a room with him. No matter how exciting tonight would be, it didn’t change the fact that Alec could only watch and jerk off.

      And that spell is supposed to protect me?

      I think I can handle him.

      Alec wouldn’t hurt me. Maybe he would overwhelm me. But that a very different feeling that didn’t sound bad at all.

      Nah, the spell protects him.

      I guess I had to respect his choice to focus on school, though. He wanted become a better warlock and not disappoint his family. I knew how important family was in the magical world.

      “What about Firian?” Montague asked me, as he gave me a twirl. He was a graceful dancer. Probably the best dancer out of all of them, even when I included Harris, who I imagined had more formal dance lessons, but was pretty stiff—of course. Firian had the long legs but he didn’t know how to dance any more than I did.

      “I guess I’ll send him away. I mean—I’m not going to…like…both of you…at the same time. You already looked freaked out over Alec watching.”

      “I’m not ‘freaked out’. I’m trying to determine what the rules are.”

      “Me too…but, we’ll leave Firian out this time. Alec already watched us.”

      “You had sex with Firian in front of Alec?”

      “During our gaming weekend…” I cringed.

      “Why didn’t you tell me?”

      “I don’t know how! I don’t know what I’m doing!”

      “Why didn’t he tell me?”

      “Probably for the same reason!”

      “You can tell me,” Montague said. “I want you to tell me.”

      “I didn’t tell them what we did in the theater either. I don’t know. It feels like I’m cheating on all of you.”

      “You’re not cheating if we’re all in agreement. But I think we do need to be very honest with each other.”

      “I need to tell all of you when I’ve had sex with any other one of you?”

      “Rayner made this thing work with Lisbeth,” Montague said. “But he was obviously the one ultimately in charge of her and the rest of the clan. They all understood the rules. In this case, you’re in charge if anyone is, but we’re not vampires beholden to a sire. Until we figure out our groove, I think we do need to tell each other these things. This only works if you’re not mine, but ours.”

      “Mm…okay. That makes sense. So what, do we have a weekly meeting where I’m like, just so you all know, on Monday…”

      “I’d rather mark my prey,” he murmured in a way that made me shiver. “How about this?” He lifted his hand, so much larger than mine, strong and male, and pointed at a silver ring on his little finger. “That’s a protection charm,” he said. “After I fuck you tonight, I’ll slide it on your finger. I’ll tell them what it means. And we’ll buy a few more. At the end of the week, give them back to us. So whenever we look at you, we’ll know how many times we’ve marked you as our own. Just to warn you, we might get a little competitive.”

      I must have turned so red and wetness gushed out of me so that I tightened my thighs together. I imagined someone asking me why I was wearing so many rings on my fingers and blushing, making up excuses. I’d never had a secret like that before. A hot secret.

      “You like that idea?”

      “Yeah. I do.”

      “Good.” His lips brushed my cheek. “Are you ready to get out of here yet?”

      “Hell yeah.”

      Montague gathered up Alec and Firian and told them the plan. I was getting too turned on to think straight. This was the first time they had all gotten together to discuss the relationship like this, and they all seemed to be on the same page.

      I can’t even believe this is my life.

      “Can we use different ones for different…actions?” Alec said.

      “Maybe it would be easier if we each had our own color and gave her a ring every time we do anything,” Firian said. “Montague can have silver. Alec can have gold. and I’ll do bronze to match my fur.”

      “Am I the Olympics?”

      “In a sense. We’re going to compete for medals and get a lot of exercise in the process.”

      I bit my lip not to laugh.

      After Firian left for Etherium with the promise to earn his ring later, the three of us went back to the dorm. Harris was on the phone speaking in a low voice; we crept down the hall unnoticed.

      As soon as I walked into my room and shut the door, Montague grabbed my hands and pinned me against the doorframe. “We’ve talked enough tonight, haven’t we?”

      “Yes,” I breathed.

      “Your scent…so eager.” His grin was wicked. I could hardly stand it.

      Alec took a step closer so he was right beside us. “Step back,” he said. “I’m going to take her clothes off.” He met my eyes. “Will this be more of a tease for me or you?”

      “And whose fault is that?” I replied tartly as he slid his wand up my skirt and lifted it up until he had a good look at my thighs and then my underwear. I was wearing my sexiest pair tonight. Ross Dress for Less clearance rack, baby.

      He let out a groan like someone just trying out the Keto diet walking into a bakery. “Shit. I don’t know if I can do this. You look so fertile.”

      “‘Fertile’?” I was trying to decide if this was a way of pointing out that I had the body of a typical nerd, pale and moderately flabby despite the yoga and tromping around campus, but then I looked at him again and realized there was no way he meant that as anything less than a compliment. He looked so turned on. I could see his cock, rock hard in his pants. One muscular arm reaching just above my head. Trapping me there, by his mere presence.

      “Is there…anything I can do to make it better for you?” I asked.

      “I want to make every bit of you mine and fuck you until you can’t even speak,” Alec said. “I want to bring you so much pleasure that you’re as distracted thinking about me tomorrow as I am thinking about you every day. And I want to cover your fingers in rings. But—just do as I say tonight. Surrender to Montague, and I’ll dream.”

      “Yes, sir,” I said, my back melting against the door as he took the hem of my dress in his hand and kept lifting it up until he could stick his wand down the waistband of my panties.

      When I had those sex dreams about Alec, the ones that were actually kind of real, he always knew exactly where to touch me to get me off fast, and this was no different. He slid that wand right over my clit and twitched it back and forth so fast that I thunked my head back and moaned.

      “I never noticed how phallic your wand looks,” Montague said.

      “I guess I can’t escape,” Alec said, using the wand to push my underwear down my legs now. His wand was thicker than Montague’s, with a rounded knot at the top instead of the slender tip of most of the guys’ wands. The effect wasn’t super blatant, but once it was pointed out…

      “What you need to do is cast a ‘transfer feeling’ spell on the wand,” Montague said.

      “Do you know how to do that?” Alec asked.

      “No, but it sounds like something to learn…”

      “Is that any better than me just having sex with her?”

      “Maybe. It gives her a lot more ability to control what she does with it,” Montague said, raising her eyebrows.

      “Do what now?” I asked.

      “An experiment for later,” Alec said. “For now…this.” He pulled my dress off my arms and then grazed his wand down my breasts, the curve of my waist and hip.

      Then he whipped his own shirt off. “To be fair.”

      “Oh yes,” I said, suppressing the urge to lick my lips at the sight of Alec by the glow of just one little desk lamp. The light brushed every muscle of his chiseled body, from the strong column of his neck to the hard stomach. You’d think, after a while, he would stop having such an effect on me. But no. In my head one of Dad’s records cranked up to eleven. Feels like the first time…! “Please do be fair.”

      Montague shrugged off his jacket and hung it up, a little more of a clothes horse than Alec. He never let his uniform get wrinkled. His dress shirt and pants were just the right amount of tight, his body trim and definitely fit, if not to as crazy a degree as Alec’s. He started to unbutton his shirt and I whispered, “Not yet. Let me do that.” I reached for his hair and sunk my fingers into it, then brushed his scruff against the back of my hand, before starting to work the buttons.

      While I unbuttoned his shirt, Alec slipped his wand down the back of my panties and angled it between my legs, forcing the underwear down and brushing my sweet spot again from the other direction.

      “Ooh…!” He surprised me a little. “I feel so…naughty.”

      “That is exactly the idea,” Alec said. “You don’t want to feel anything but naughty when you’re being seduced by a vampire and an incubus, do you?”

      “Mm…”

      Montague’s hands reached for my bottom and pulled me closer to him as I was unbuttoning his pants. He looked at my stick-on bra. “Does this just peel off?”

      “Yeah, I hope so.”

      He pulled it away from my skin and threw it on Alec’s bed. “You’re so gorgeous,” he said. “You have the sexiest breasts I’ve ever seen.”

      “I think you talk the sexiest bullshit I’ve ever heard, but I’ll take it.”

      “No, it’s true. The sexiest breasts are the ones you can do this to…while you look into a face like this…” His hand cupped my breast firmly, kneading it a little while he kissed my lips. His other hand was still holding my ass. I pressed my pelvis even closer to him, wanting more of him.

      I heard Alec’s pants unzip.

      It was hard not to tear myself away from Montague just so I could watch Alec strip. I guess my eyes slid sideways unconsciously.

      “Oh, sure, go ahead and watch,” Montague said a little sarcastically.

      “I’m sorry!” I shut my eyes. “Is that breaking the rules? I can’t get excited about two dicks at a time?”

      “A feeble attempt at a save,” Montague said. “You don’t look at me that way.”

      “Alec just has a paranormal romance dick. You and Firian both have normal ones. I mean, it’s not small.”

      “It’s fine,” Montague said. “You haven’t gotten plowed by that thing yet. You’ll appreciate us more later.”

      “I appreciate you. Very much.”

      Alec clapped his hands. “I am putting my pants back on if the two of you don’t resume being romantic instead of arguing about cock sizes.”

      “We’re not actually arguing, we’re in perfect agreement that you are a fucking incubus,” Montague said.

      “And I haven’t even evolved to my final form yet,” Alec said.

      “Ohh…?” I breathed.

      He shut my mouth with his wand. “I’m kidding. I’m also getting pretty impatient. I mean, as much as I hold myself back on a daily basis, now that I get to feast my eyes on your gorgeous body, I’m going to come just looking at you. I’d like it better if you felt it too, and if I got to see your face and feel your energy as you surrender…the way I told you to do.”

      “She likes it against the wall,” Montague said, with a little smirk. “I think we could do that again. That way you can look at Alec, and I can not look at Alec.”

      “And I can look at Monty’s ass,” Alec said, with a low, slightly cruel laugh.

      “I’ll kill you,” Monty said. “Eyes up, incubus.”

      “You said you weren’t freaked out.” I winked at Montague. “I think it’s sweet.”

      His lip curled.

      I cupped his cheeks with my hands. “Just look at me.”

      His eyes sparked with fiery desire, as he seemed to remember what he was really here for. Oh yeah. It was me. I felt like the luckiest, naughtiest girl in the world as he pushed me against the wall, gripping one of my breasts roughly, caressing its plumpness down to the pert nipple, as if he was hardly thinking about what he was doing anymore. Then he hoisted up my thighs and lifted me to his level, pushing his cock into me. My mouth fell open as I gripped his shoulders, and Alec was watching us both.

      Alec ran a hand over his forehead. His expression almost seemed to reflect my own; that intense pleasure that was so good it was almost bad.

      “Ahhh…ahh…” I was getting louder than I wanted to as Montague battered me, filling me up, giving me abandon.

      Alec walked closer, like he couldn’t help himself. Montague stiffened, but he didn’t hold back on me. He couldn’t seem to help himself either. His teeth were sharpening, his tongue wetting his lips as hunger drove him onward.

      “I’m just watching out for Charlotte,” Alec said. “Don’t stop, Monty. Don’t stop. This is…this is better than I thought.”
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      Montague

      

      I had never really seen this side of Alec before.

      He had always been a little restrained. Like he was trying very hard to fit in a role he could never fully inhabit. No wonder. The sex drive of an incubus wasn’t supposed to have an off switch, while the sex drive of a teenage warlock was barely acknowledged to have an on switch. Now he was more confident, and more relaxed. He was savoring every moment of Charlotte’s face.

      But I hadn’t signed up for one of my best friends to watch me. Especially since he seemed to enjoy it so much. Could he at least do me the courtesy of acting like he wished he didn’t have to see my naked ass in the process, instead of getting so close to me that I got this feeling he wanted to touch it?

      But, this is how Alec really was. He thrived on this. It didn’t matter how much the council and our warlock boarding schools tried to impose some Victorian morality on him; he would be at his happiest if we had a daily orgy.

      So I relaxed. Because being inside of Charlotte felt so damn good, and she smelled so delicious, and I wouldn’t let anything ruin that.

      And Alec—well, I wanted him to be happy. I didn’t want him to spend his whole life living a lie.

      

      “That’s her,” Silvus said.

      Rayner, his vampire eyes keen enough to pick up details even from a distance, took one look at the strapping young man grooming the horse down in the valley. “That looks like a man to me.”

      “Yes, I believe it is a man, but it’s also Lisbeth. Lisbeth’s spirit. It was inevitable that she would be born a man sooner or later.” Silvus added, “I thought that’s what you wanted, last time.”

      “I wanted her to be a man so she wouldn’t have been mutilated,” Rayner said. “I don’t want it here.” Still, he twitched the reins of his horse and started to take the narrow path down.

      As they got closer, Thom said, “Well, she’s pretty for a boy, ain’t she? Coulda been worse.”

      “Did I ask your opinion, cowboy?” Rayner asked coolly. “I thought you frowned on that out here.”

      Thom shrugged. “Not a lot of women out here. Even the nearest whorehouse was a long way away. Sure, I prefer a pretty girl, but from what I hear, it ain’t so bad, if that’s all you got to work with.” Since being turned into a vampire, Thom seemed to have lost all pretense of proper behavior, but Rayner wasn’t sure he had much to begin with.

      Up until that moment, Rayner might have shared blood with Silvus and Jie, but he very rarely shared sex itself and only in a teasing way before he took her off alone. If Lisbeth was a man this time…

      For the first time in his life, Rayner had a face a slightly different dynamic with his beloved, and he wasn’t sure what to do or how to convince Lisbeth that she/he still belonged to them.

      …but within the first few weeks, Thom had found it. He was no stiff Englishman like Silvus or a philosophical sort like Jie. The American cowboy was a kinky bastard who knew all sorts of interesting ways to tie a knot and didn’t mind sharing, and in his own crude parlance, could charm the hide off an armadillo. Where Rayner might have been nervous seducing a young man in seclusion, he realized it was much easier when  his girl-turned-boy, whom he nicknamed Bertie, was already on his knees for Thom.

      How much had he missed out on, by not being willing to share?

      

      I shut my eyes as the memory rippled through me. A familiar feeling by now. Charlotte often provoked those memories.

      “Charlotte…” She felt so good. So warm. As flush with life as a garden. Her cheeks almost looked feverish, her nipples peaked. I needed more hands so I could twist and tug them but in this pose I needed to support her legs.

      “Mm…” Her fingers dug deep into the muscles behind my shoulder blades. “Yes…yes!”

      I guess I didn’t need to worry that I was being too rough with her.

      Alec started to back off, to retreat to the other side of the room.

      “Alec,” I said. “It’s—you—you can stay close.”

      “You sure? I don’t want to weird you out. I need to jack off.”

      “Yeah. Just don’t jizz on me.”

      “Shh,” Charlotte said, covering my mouth. “I am so close. Be romantic. No more talk of jacking and jizzing.”

      “We’ll talk how we want and you’ll come anyway,” Alec said in a husky tone.

      “Oh, that is so true,” she whimpered.

      This was all turning me on more than I expected, too. When Alec got commanding with her, I got to reap the benefits by going deeper into her with every stroke while she shuddered and clutched at me.

      Becoming a vampire had put all my senses in overdrive—sight, smell, hearing. I could hardly stand the rich, sexy scent of her, her panting mixed with little moans, her thighs hugging my waist. I was sensitive to her getting more and more amped up. Her heat, her core clenching around my shaft as I made my girl happy.

      I felt up her lovely, soft legs as I held her close. I could feel myself losing it. I just hoped I didn’t bite her this time.

      She threw back her head and let out what was almost laughter, but edged with what could have also been a cry for mercy.

      The one good thing about being a vampire was that I could release inside her, and it made me feel primal satisfaction even if I would never have kids now. I wanted to fill her so full of me. My teeth sharpened.

      I wanted to drain her dry, too.

      A vein pulsed in her neck as she went limp in my arms.

      Alec’s hands wrapped around my hair. “No,” he said, gentle but firm.

      I had to drop her onto the bed so I wouldn’t hurt her and withdraw from her with some force, turning to the other side of the room.

      “You almost bit her,” Alec said.

      “I need to drink,” I said, grabbing my pants, trying to calm myself down.

      “It’s okay, Montague,” she said dreamily. “You didn’t hurt me.”

      “You don’t look surprised, Char,” Alec said. “How far did you go last time, Monty? You said you bit her but did you…drink?”

      Now I snatched up my shirt. My teeth were still so sharp it affected my speech a little. “She was fine.”

      “You really could have killed her.”

      I wished I was one hundred percent sure that was wrong.

      “No,” Charlotte said, lifting a hand to him. “No. He wouldn’t do that. I know it. But I also attacked him and stopped him. It was sort of hot, actually, but I won’t let him do it anymore.”

      “Well…maybe with some supervision…” Alec put a hand over her as she lay on the bed.

      She looked up at him. “I think we all know what it’s like to struggle to control yourself…”

      “Mm…” Alec stroked his cock.

      Charlotte rolled onto her back. She was almost under him now. His hand was pressed into the bed behind her. She watched him with wonderment. I probably shouldn’t be watching them anymore, but I did.

      I could feel how things had changed for us tonight. It was almost exactly a year ago that Alec and I agreed to share her, but it wasn’t always easy to figure out how to do that. I knew Rayner didn’t jump right into it either.

      It was good, I realized now. I felt safer going forward because Alec had stopped me from hurting her.

      And then, I got to feel her so close to me, but I also got to watch her with him. She was quiet. She almost seemed scared, but her eyes told the truth. There was nothing Alec could do to her that she wasn’t willing to try. She adored my best friend, but was I jealous?

      Alec was too different from me for that.

      It feels pretty damn right, actually.

      He came on the smooth plane of her stomach and she stayed firmly put beneath him, barely moving an inch, trying not to touch him.

      When he was done, I put my silver ring on her finger. Alec rummaged in a drawer and found a protection charm ring of his own. They were a pretty common gift for witch and warlocks to get, and the rings that fit on our pinkies went on her thumbs.

      “We’ll get better ones next time,” I said.

      “I like it,” she said. “I still feel naughty, but like, not in a stupid way.”

      That was such a Charlotte thing to say.

      I took her hand and kissed her fingers. “Always naughty. Never stupid.”

      “Now I’m going to take a shower,” she said.

      “Goodnight.”

      Alec looked at me as I walked to the door. An understanding passed between us. That actually worked, I thought, as I shut the door. Damn. I’m already ready for more.

      I walked down the creaking, narrow stairs that led to their attic bedroom back to the third floor of Lancelot House where I shared my room with Harris. I had just started taking off my dress shirt for the second time when he banged the door open.

      “Well, you look like you’ve been having fun,” he growled.

      “Hey, don’t blame me for whatever your problems are. Where’s Daisy?”

      “Gone. Hopefully not dead. Or undead.” He added, “We broke up.”

      “Undead?”

      “She threatened to become a vampire just to escape becoming the diviner,” Harris said.

      “Holy shit.” My stomach twisted at the thought of Daisy joining up with that crew. I wouldn’t wish this on anyone. Hopefully they would refuse to turn her. “You didn’t go after her?”

      “No. I did something even more drastic. I called her grandmother.”

      “Oh…” The Chicago witches and the Florida warlocks didn’t cross paths often, but everyone knew of Ermengarde Pendleton. She was one of the most famous witches in the world. She didn’t mess around. I didn’t even need to know Daisy’s grandmother to know that getting in trouble with her might make you wish you were teamed up with demons instead.

      Harris frowned. “It might have been a bad idea, but—I didn’t realize how desperate Daisy was to get out of her position. I thought she wanted the power. But in her mind, she’d rather get that power somewhere else.”

      “You don’t think she just said it in the heat of an argument?”

      “No,” Harris said. “No. I don’t. Her grandmother was notifying the council. Fuck. It’s going to be bad for her. But I couldn’t let her become a vampire. It only takes one night to seal your fate forever.”

      Harris had probably just sealed away Daisy’s freedom. To keep her from becoming a vampire.

      When I thought about it that way, I felt more pissed off than I expected. Was it that bad? Maybe she should be allowed to become a vampire if she wanted to. Not that I had wanted to. But it wasn’t that bad. Did I just not want to face the reality of how much immortality was going to fuck me up with time?

      “They’ll send her to the Haven,” I said. “Until she’s subdued into compliance, and when you next see her she’ll probably be the diviner.”

      “At least she’ll be safe and live a normal fucking life!” Harris climbed into bed without even taking his clothes off and turned off his light, which was the only light in the room at the moment. “Goodnight, Monty.”
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      “Hey, kiddo. So good to see you.” Dad gave me a huge hug and I gripped him a little tighter than I should.

      He felt farther away from me every time I saw him.

      At least after this year’s winter ball, I got to have a normal holiday break and come home.

      “So…no boys this year, huh?”

      “Just me,” Firian said, taking his hand from his hoodie pocket to shake Dad’s.

      “Well, you’re like her brother or something. I meant those…school boys.” Dad laughed like he knew Firian well.

      And I laughed like, too loudly.

      “Nah, we left the ab slabs home,” Firian said, making me even more embarrassed than before. “We’re looking forward to a quiet holiday this year. Gaming, cookies, movie night.”

      “I’m really glad,” Dad said. “I’ve missed you guys.”

      Twenty-four hours later, it had become dangerously clear to me that when you have a dad who is a single parent and very involved with your life, you can’t hide important stuff from him. Like…my chemistry with Firian. I mean…I really really tried not to act girlfriendy. But it just slipped out. Like when we were making cookies in the kitchen together, even my giggle was damning.

      “Can I talk to you for a sec before your Grandma gets here?” Dad said, after he asked Firian to go hang up the rest of the Christmas lights because he’d ‘hurt his shoulder’. Supposedly. But Dad was the type who would just hang up the lights anyway and make his shoulder worse.

      In other words, uh-oh.

      “Sure thing,” I said, with false brightness.

      I had no clue what to say to him. None. This was right up there with your dad finding out you’d built a secret BDSM room in the basement when he comes over to fix your hot water heater.

      “You and Firian seem…uh…you know. Close,” he said.

      “Yeah.”

      “Your mom said witches and familiars are always close. But I rarely saw hers.”

      “Yeah…we’re…unique.”

      “Are you still dating Montague?”

      “Yeah. Yeah. I am.”

      Great, maybe he would just ask some questions and I could keep saying ‘yeah’.

      “Witches and familiars don’t—hook up, right? Firian is like your brother.”

      “Yeeeah, um…”

      Just lie to him! my brain screamed. How hard is it!?

      My dad was everything to me. He taught me to read. He taught me to ride a bike. He taught me how to deal with bullies. When I got my first period he took me out for sundaes even though his attempt to say some ‘girl power’ things to me was deeply uncomfortable for both of us. He came home from a long, hard day of handyman work and still managed to make dinner and help me with homework. He tried really, really hard to make up for my mom being gone and he was awesome.

      Lying to him was the hardest thing in the world. Because I knew when I lied to him, it pushed him farther away from me.

      Was there a point of no return?

      I broke into a sweat. “Dad…I need to tell you something. I—I don’t know how you’ll react. I know you might be upset.”

      “Charlotte…shit. You look faint. Whatever it is, I will only be upset if you’re in danger or someone’s abusing you or something.”

      I swallowed. “I think I’m in love with Firian. And I might be in danger because of that.”

      “Because of the witch council or…?”

      I nodded. I couldn’t meet his eyes. “But—I’m also dating Montague. And I…I might love him too. In the magical world, it’s—uh—it’s not unheard of.”

      I still wasn’t looking at him but he did get speechless for a second. “Do they both know?”

      “Yes.”

      “So the magical world is…polygamous? I mean, I knew your other grandmother is, of course, involved with those…wolves.”

      I covered my face. “Don’t say that.”

      “Your generation didn’t invent freaky shit, you know. Neither did witches. When your mom and I got together, I was a roadie for a couple of bands, and I saw everything. The drummer in Angry Shirt—”

      “Yeah, but I’m not ‘the drummer in Angry Shirt’.”

      “Thank god for that.” He put a hand on my shoulder. “I mean, it is a lot for your poor dad to process, but on the other hand, I kinda knew. And if you’re not lying to either of them, and if they’re both treating you well…all that I care about is that you’re happy and safe.”

      “Really?”

      “I mean…it’s not—all I care about. Would I rather you dated one single, nice skinny kid with acne from your high school? Sure. I can dream. But you seem happier at Merlin College than you were in high school.”

      “I am.” I threw my arms around him. “Dad…you’re the best.”

      “I’m just relieved it’s only Firian and Montague. I thought you were going to tell me you were involved with that tattooed guy with the Robert Plant pants who looks like he could seduce the stripes off a zebra.”

      I almost choked on my own saliva. “Um…it’s complicated.”

      He looked at me. “Shit.”

      “Alec can’t touch me,” I said. “There’s a spell on him.”

      From the hallway where we were talking, we both heard the front door creak open, the sound of bags being dumped on the counter, and then my grandma sang out, “Joy to the world, the lord has come! And so has Graaandma! Where is everyone?”

      Dad looked at me.

      We were not ready for this.

      “If he can’t touch you, let’s table that for a while,” Dad said.

      I gave him a fist bump. “Yeah.”
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      “Welcome back. Hope you had a good yule,” Stuart said.

      I definitely had, while Montague had a super Catholic Christmas in warm St. Augustine and I knew what Alec was up to because when we logged onto Fortune’s Favor at night, damned if our ninja girl wasn’t already running around and suspiciously leveled up.  Harris, on the other hand, looked like if a growling sound was turned into a man. And I was a little worried I hadn’t heard from Daisy at all.

      “I’m glad you all got those wands done before winter grows too cold,” Stuart said. “I know it’s hard to whittle a wand when your hands are numb in these old Victorian buildings…”

      True enough. Merlin College had a lot of cozy fireplaces but the rooms were super drafty as soon as you stepped out of their radius.

      “We’re going to focus on the realms,” Stuart said. “There are four you probably know about. The ‘human’ world, or, the Fixed Plane. This is your own world and you belong to it. Unlike most other magical beings, all of you can use magic in the Fixed Plane, although there are still rules against using it around ordinary humans. Then we have the spirit world. When you die, you will go there and all we know if it comes from ghosts and spirits. Therefore, we all know it is an incomplete picture and attempts to truly understand it have always failed. It is possible we just are not evolved enough to comprehend what is there.”

      A lot of the guys scoffed or seemed checked out as Stuart was talking, like the last thing they wanted to hear was that there was something they would never know, or worse, that they weren’t awesome enough to know it.

      “A little humility in the face of the universe is a good thing,” Stuart said. “Then we have Etherium and Sinistral. These realms are the focus of most of your magic. They are where power comes from. What separates you from a normal human is that you have the ability to connect to Etherium. Your familiar is your connection.”

      Montague said, with a scowl, like he hated to bring it up. “That isn’t quite true,” he said. “If we lose our familiar, we don’t lose our magic.”

      “All right. Yes. That is true. But you had one once. That’s all that matters to establish the initial connection.”

      “Where do familiars come from?” I asked. “I mean, from Etherium, I know, but why do we have them?”

      “Who can explain the theory to Charlotte?” Stuart asked.

      “We know all this already,” Henry said. “Professor Jablonsky, I just have to say, I don’t think my parents are paying a lot of money to send me here just so I can tell Charlotte what a familiar is.”

      Oh, yay. The Lockes left, and now I had a new nemesis I guess. Henry from Savannah seemed like he was auditioning for the role now.

      “Henry,” Stuart said, in a voice so calm it almost turned chilling. “If you are finding this all too boring, I guess you’re free to leave. This is college. We don’t have any truant officers we’ll be sending after you, you know.”

      “I’m just pointing out that this seems like stuff we already know.”

      Stuart walked up to Henry’s desk. “We’ll be talking about this all week. I’m going to assign you a new class, Mr. Lapierre. You’re heading to conjuring. Is that better?”

      “Yeah. That’s fine,” Henry said, grabbing his bag. He gave one of his friends a look like, what the hell?

      “Can I go with him?” his friend said, clearly taking sides. “I’m not here to pander to Charlotte either.”

      “By all means,” Stuart said. “Anyone else?”

      Like half a dozen more guys left the class. I started slinking down my chair.

      “We can move—” I started, but Stuart gave me a little head shake, and I shut up.

      The door shut behind them.

      “Stuart,” Harris said. “I don’t mind the refresher course, but don’t you think you sort of made an example of Charlotte?”

      “I would rather have a smaller class of people who want to be here,” Stuart said. “I’m sure Charlotte, having summoned demons and met with vampires, can handle losing Henry.”

      I wouldn’t miss Henry, that was true.

      Still.

      Awkward.

      Stuart said, “Harris, tell Charlotte where familiars are believed to have come from.”

      “The theory is that in ancient times, some humans figured out ways to summon magical animals who could shape-shift. They sort of…tamed them, and the familiars learned how to take human forms.”

      “There used to be legends of familiars who took the form of people so they could be with their witch or warlock as husband or wife,” Stuart said. “Maybe this was the first motivation.”

      My heart started pounding. He seemed like he was telling me this personally. He knows…and why is he telling me that?

      “Why is it forbidden now?” Alec asked.

      “The official reason is because it could turn ugly. The real reason is likely because it meant that witches and warlocks didn’t marry and have children,” Stuart said. “Familiars and witches are able to have children. But it’s not easy. And then, they are not human children. Humans seem perpetually driven to make more humans.”

      He started writing on the board as he spoke. “We are told rules as if they are set in stone, but they all began somewhere, and you may find that some of them aren’t as true as you thought. I would like you each to write a paper on Etherium and Sinistral. What do these worlds have in common, and what makes them different from each other? If you were going to define them to someone who has never heard of them before and who has no loyalty to their rules, how would you describe them? And—I want you to question one essential rule.”

      “Great,” I sighed as we left class. “Before I came here, I had never heard of them either and I still don’t know what they are except that Firian keeps having to go to Etherium, and it’s a weird place, and Sinistrals are bad, and…”

      “You know more than that,” Alec said. “Didn’t you read ‘The Tainted Brow’ in magical history last year?”

      “Um. Yes. Yes, I totally read it. Cover to cover. And I wasn’t at all confused.”

      He ruffled my hair. “I guess we need to take Charlotte back to kindergarten.”

      “Do we get to put her in pigtails first?” Montague asked.

      I elbowed him. “Perv.”

      Harris looked us all with a faint sniff and changed the subject. “I wonder why Stuart is making is go back to basics?”

      “I don’t know, but I don’t think the guys who left are very smart,” Alec said. “Stuart is a scary dude.”

      “I don’t know how you could think that,” Harris said. “I have never met anyone less scary in my life. I’m not sure he’s even qualified to teach in a place like this. Much less such a fundamental class.”

      “Harris, there is something weird about him,” I said. “I’ve seen it too. When he caught us breaking into Blair’s house…”

      “Scary? He was downright permissive,” Harris said.

      “Yeah, but the look in his eyes,” Alec said.

      “Do you…see something I don’t?” Harris looked like he found this impossible and unacceptable. “Well, I’ll write the paper later tonight. I don’t need to go to the library because I can write something like that in my sleep.”

      “La di-frickin’-da,” I grumbled.

      Oh well. I had sexy company at the library. I called Firian in to fact check. Montague and Alec offered to find books for me. They came back with a bunch of dusty old kids books for witches and warlocks. The ABCs of Etherium. Meet My Familiar: An I-Can-Cast-It Book. Ethereals are Eager, Sinistrals are Selfish: A Wizard’s First Book of Magic.

      “I think I could have handled something more advanced than this,” I said, cracking open the last one to a picture of a smiling witch with braids and a rabbit familiar, and a sullen little blonde boy with his arms crossed and a snake familiar.

      I guffawed. “It’s Harris!”

      My name is Elsie. I’m an Ethereal witch. My magic comes from the land of Etherium. Etherium is a special place where everyone is always helpful to each other.

      My name is Sylvester. I’m a Sinistral warlock. My magic comes from the land of Sinistral. Sinistral is a dark place where everyone is selfish.

      “Okay,” I said. “I am sensing a certain level of…bias. Was Stuart trying to tell us that Sinistrals aren’t actually bad?”

      “I’m not sure,” Alec said. “Sinistrals often are bad. I mean…they kill people. They’re the sorts of beings that drink blood or have sex with people to become more powerful. That’s why Montague and I have to worry about the council kicking us out.”

      The book was really short. Elsie’s story was on the left and Elsie was annoying if you asked me.

      This is my familiar. My familiar is a spirit from Etherium who helps wizard kids learn to cast spells. When I grow up, I won’t need her as much as I do now, but she makes sure my magic never causes an accident. I always listen to her.

      I listen to my parents and teachers too. I love to listen! When I’m good, my magic becomes stronger! Maybe someday I’ll be as good at magic as my mommy!

      “I can’t help it. Sylvester is so much more fun,” I said. “Did this actually convince any kid to be good?”

      My magic comes from Sinistral, because there is nothing I love more than causing mayhem. Once I left my snake familiar in my sister’s bed. My magic gets stronger when I misbehave.

      When I’m bad, I attract demons to hang around near me. When I get older, they might try to tempt me into doing their work for them.

      “Damn, this turned dark,” Firian said.

      The book ended with the kids declaring,

      I need to be good so Etherium will be stronger.

      And I need to bad so Sinistral will be stronger.

      “Okay, I get that Sinistrals are selfish,” I said. “And sometimes evil. Ethereals are supposedly good, but I already know they aren’t necessarily good, because some of the people here are not very nice at all. How can the Lockes possibly be ‘ethereal’?”

      “They haven’t murdered anyone yet,” Alec said. “And they probably think bullying you is for the good of order.”

      “They’re chaotic neutral,” Firian said.

      “Oh, I think that is being generous to them, but whatever,” I said. “So you’re born into one or the other, but you can get kicked out of Etherium if you murder someone or have sex with your familiar or something like that.”

      “Hush,” Firian said.

      “But Sinistral takes everybody. All the rejects. The vampires and demons.”

      “Yes,” Montague said. “All witches are born Ethereal unless both their parents are Sinistrals. Ethereal is the default. The council decides who gets banished, and then they go to Sinistral.”

      “Is this one of those things where the bad guys turn out to be like, free spirits, and actually just misunderstood?”

      “Ethereals really are…mostly good,” Firian said. “And a lot of Sinistrals really are murderers and con artists. But Etherium operates on old world principles. They haven’t really adapted to 21st century morality. And magic works on belief. So it doesn’t always move quickly. When you think of magic in a fantasy novel, you probably think of an older kind of law. Where everything is black and white, and bad guys deserve to die.”

      “So it’s like…what we think in stories becomes real?”

      “Essentially. What humans believe magic is, is what magic is. All of us in the magic world rely on humans. We are what you want us to be.”

      I understood the basic idea. It was like what Monty said in St. Augustine. The town maintained a magical realm because humans who came to St. Augustine believed in spirits, which fell within the world of magic. Although it seemed like a very bizarre way for a world to exist, it also made some weird sense. Like in Peter Pan when you have to clap to make Tinkerbell live.

      In the human world, we lived by one set of rules, and in a lot of ways they were just as confusing. Like, you needed money to get power, and if you didn’t have money or power already, you had to find some way to fake it or charm people into getting it. And in the magical world, they had tricks and deals.

      In the real world, when I was a kid, I thought everyone wanted to be good. Of course, as a kid I could be a jerk, like any other kid, but I was always trying to be good. As I got older, I realized that some people didn’t try to be good. Sometimes they just had a weird idea of what good was, but other times they actually got off on having power and being sexist trolls on Fortune’s Favor. Just one example.

      Ethereal and Sinistral were just ways of dividing all those people into two worlds, literally. But it did seem pretty brutal. Like you could never redeem yourself.

      “So does the witch and warlock council decide who is good enough to be an Ethereal?”

      “Yes. Or the Ethereal and Demon symposiums, which are basically the councils, but for magical beings who aren’t human. They impose order on the chaos.”

      “My family fought against those rules,” I said. “They must have thought they weren’t worth preserving.” I stood up and headed for the stacks. “Okay. I need some time alone. I know what I want to write about for my paper.”

      Alec and Montague looked a little surprised.

      I guess I didn’t have the most studious reputation.

      “I mean it,” I said.
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      Next Monday, when I walked into Stuart’s class, maybe I imagined it, but I thought he smiled at me and a glow went down my entire body.

      Then I remembered it was Stuart. Dorky Stuart with some sort of terrifying magic underneath the surface. I wasn’t going to let him dupe me. Gah. One minute he was the most boring man alive, then he was scary, then I actually felt like I wanted to impress him.

      “I have reviewed your papers over the weekend,” he said. “I am returning them to you. I marked them ‘Pass’ or ‘Fail’. If you failed the paper, I want you to follow your pals on over to conjuring.”

      He distributed the papers to us, and there was immediate loud protest. “What the hell?” “I failed?” “Professor, I spent all week on this paper and I have never failed a written assignment. I demand to know why immediately.”

      “I told you to write about Etherium and Sinistral from the perspective of someone who doesn’t understand them. And I told you to question one essential rule. Most of you didn’t take this assignment seriously.”

      “I questioned your rule to write this paper,” Jeremy said, and then low-fived his best friend Charles in the next seat. They were, like…those kids.

      “When are we going to get to battle dragons or something?”

      “You’ll enjoy conjuring,” Stuart said. “Do you really want to keep attending my boring class? I assign a lot of papers. Look, I just don’t want to keep anyone here if they don’t want to be here. If you like, think of it as an upgrade.” He shrugged.

      The guys who failed grabbed their papers and left amidst muttering.

      When all was said and done, the only students left were me and Team HAM, studious Irving, who did tend to question everything, and guitar-loving Jack.

      Just six of us?

      “One more thing,” Stuart said. “I am going to cast a silence spell on this room. Whatever I tell you, from here on out, you will not share with anyone. If you do, you will be cursed and your tongue will turn purple so everyone knows you’re a liar.”

      “This just got pretty hardcore,” Alec whispered.

      “Does anyone want to leave?” Stuart pointed at the doors. “Don’t feel bad about it.”

      Irving raised his hand. “Are you going to tell us anything that will put us in danger?”

      “Maybe.”

      Irving glanced at the rest of us. Jack was still just doodling.

      Harris said, his voice lofty, “We won’t shame you for leaving, Irving.”

      “I’ll stay,” Irving said, even though he already looked like he was trying not to crap his pants.

      Stuart waved his wand at the doors and locked them. He spoke spell words in some language I had never heard before, and the lights flickered as green smoke wafted from his wand and swirled around us, marking our lips.

      In a sudden panic, I raised my hand. “Pro— Professor?”

      “Charlotte?”

      “Can Firian attend the class? I—I can’t—keep a secret from him. If he can’t come, I want to leave. If I still can.”

      “Oh, go ahead and call him,” Stuart said. He didn’t seem mad.

      I summoned Firian, although I was feeling very nervous about whatever was happening. He looked around at the mostly empty classroom, shrugged, and slid into a seat.

      “Merlin College was founded with the intention of teaching the very best young warlocks about how to face the magical world with all of its great dangers,” Stuart said. “It was supposed to be a cutting edge school. They used to say if you wanted to be a truly great wizard, you came over here. Boys came not just from America but from Europe and Asia, African villages and tiny magical tribes in the Amazon. Although…mostly just America and England. Still—it was very much ahead of its time. But nowadays, if you want to learn how to defeat a demon, you sure don’t come here, do you? You go learn on the road from any old masters you can find.”

      “That’s what my paper was about,” Harris said. “My dad was lamenting that kids used to die here, and now they never do.”

      “Wait, what?” I said.

      “Charlotte, I found your paper particularly interesting,” Stuart said. “Charlotte put herself in the heads of her grandmother Sally, who left the magical world entirely, and her mother Emily, who became a Sinistral. These women abandoned their family, but instead of judging them, you tried to understand them.”

      I didn’t say anything. I had written the paper in a rush of emotion. I wouldn’t go so far as to say I didn’t judge my mom and grandmother for not being around. If anything else, for my dad’s sake. I’d watched Mom’s absence tear into him my whole life. I’d watched him try to hide it and be strong for me. I’d watched him fail, now and then. He was just a normal guy who loved a witch, which ended up being sort of like a punishment he didn’t deserve. Mom had given us up to save her cousin, which—I had to admit—really pissed me off when I thought about it. Cousins were probably cool and all, but they weren’t your husband or daughter.

      So, I thought it was probably about a lot more than saving Ina. I thought it must be about her anger at being kept from the magical world. Which led me back to my grandmother and why she left the magical world in the first place.

      That was what my paper was about. Trying to understand why.

      The why led me back to the rules. The sexism. The way familiars were treated. Everything that drove me nuts.

      “Etherium and Sinistral. The Fixed Plane and the Spirit World.” Stuart said. “All witches know these four places. But how many of you have heard of the fifth realm?”

      “The fifth realm?” Harris looked like he really, really wanted to say that he did, but that he in fact did not.

      “Wyrd,” Stuart said.

      I spazzed a little. “The realm is called Wyrd?”

      “Yes,” he said. “Wyrd is a realm like Etherium and Sinistral. It’s a world of neutral magic. Wyrd is founded on a belief not in good or evil but in the space between. Is nature good or is it evil? Wyrd comes from the belief that both are needed, or that neither exist, and that we are governed not by good or evil but by fate, which keeps balance. If you look at religions and spiritual beliefs around the world, you will find some of them based around a battle between good and evil, while others see harmony. Wyrd is that world. It’s a world where Ethereals and Sinistrals could, in theory, meet.”

      “If there is a whole other world, how could we possibly not know?” Harris asked. “I have a hard time believing this isn’t just a conspiracy theory or a myth.”

      “It isn’t,” Stuart said. “I know this because Charlotte is carrying a Wyrd wand.”

      “Oh my god. What does that mean?” I asked, picking my wand up from where it was sitting next to my chair.

      “Sweet,” Jack said, giving me an approving nod.

      “This school is in a spot where the veil is thin,” Stuart said. “When Samuel found his wand, it came from a strange tree and resonated with a strange kind of magic. That magic is Wyrd.”

      “How come none of our familiars come from Wyrd? There are no Wyrd witches that I’ve ever heard of,” Irving said.

      “Good question, Irving. The fae have controlled Wyrd for milennia.”

      “The fae?” Montague looked at me sideways.

      “They won’t let humans in except as servants. Charlotte’s wand is special because she was able to reach Wyrd, as was Samuel. They aren’t the only ones, of course. There are a handful of witches and warlock around the world who have Wyrd wands. But that’s been as far as it’s gone for thousands of years.”

      “We knew Char was special,” Montague said.

      “So the faery at the tree let me have the wand,” I said. “But why me?”

      “You must have that balance inside you,” Stuart said. “The faeries are trying to send you a message. Just like Samuel…you’re not meant to follow the rules of the council, Miss Byrne.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      Charlotte

      

      Let it be known: Professor Jablonsky told me to break the rules.

      So maybe he wasn’t actually mad when he found us breaking into Master Blair’s house last year after all. It seemed like they were cool with me being the heroine of the story.

      You know, in the sense that heroines are usually fun little scamps who ignore rules and do dangerous things all the time without managing to be dead yet. So far, that was me.

      I really should stop.

      But, not yet.

      It was a very cold night with a light dusting of snow, and we had a moonlight class with Professor McGuinness. We were standing out under a brilliant sky full of stars, no light pollution in sight, breathing in cold puffs wearing heavy wool coats and school crest scarves. The clothing shop didn’t offer any nice, lightweight down, only this thick stiff wool. Even the smallest coat in the shop looked big on me. We looked like we were ready to die for the glory of the Tsar.

      “You have all given me the names of the people you intend to summon,” Professor McGuinness said. “Please do not summon anyone else. If the person doesn’t come, do not try again. You’ll get another chance later with one of the spirits who was successfully summoned tonight. You must do this alone, but all of the professors and staff are posted around the campus for safety. Please, find an unlit fire and begin.”

      Alec looked at me. “Good luck, Charlotte.”

      “You too.” I blew him a kiss.

      Bonfires had been set up in advance around the grounds, in the more tucked away places. The air already smelled of woodsmoke. I started hurrying down the path to the farthest end of campus.

      I told Professor McGuinness I was summoning some old witch, but I had every intention of summoning Lily Maxwell. A Sinistral, but also…Alec’s mom. I just wanted to try to get Alec some closure.

      Once we were away from the group, Firian appeared next to me. He was dressed the same as everyone else, so he blended in. He also looked very BBC hot in his coat and scarf.

      “Oh hey,” I said. “Did I call you?”

      “You seem nervous,” he said. “I figured I’d just watch over you tonight.”

      I smiled. “Good. Maybe you can help me talk to her. I don’t know how I can cover all the things Alec would want to say to her.”

      “But you know how it feels.” Firian’s hand brushed mine. “You’re the perfect person.”

      “I didn’t handle my mom that well, but…thanks.”

      “Yes, you did,” he said. “I’m proud of you, Charlotte. Whenever I see you, I think, that is my witch.”

      I grabbed him by the scarf and kissed him. The kiss deepened quickly. His breath and his body were so warm in the cold. “Shh,” I said. “I get so turned on when you call me your witch, but I have demons to summon.”

      I found a relatively isolated bonfire spot out by the visitor housing. The fence that surrounded the school was just behind me. It looked like a decorative fence, mostly, but I also knew that beyond the fence was the forest with thick woods unprotected by the wards. On a night like this, the school seemed like an outpost in the middle of some strange land, and I could hardly believe we were in North Carolina.

      I lit the fire with my magic. By now, this was easy stuff. I shot a neat little fireball into the kindling and it immediately caught and glowed. I watched as the twigs and brush spread to the larger sticks.

      “You can do this,” Firian said.

      “Oh, I know.”

      But Firian knew I was nervous. The last time I tried to summon a dark mom spirit, it went badly.

      I lifted my wand. The wand was sort of like a radio antenna. I could feel the magic all around me, and as I shifted my focus, I picked up different signals, some stronger than others. The full moon had a serene power that could also turn dark, but it was a strong force for speaking to the dead.

      Earlier in the week, Professor McGuinness had us gather some materials to cast in the fire to help our summons. I opened the small bag and poured them into the flames.

      “Lily Maxwell,” I whispered. “My name is Charlotte Byrne. I call upon you to speak to me. The moon is full. I wish to reach into the veil that separates us.”

      The flames immediately began to leap and send out waves of sparks. I took a step back. The fire looked like a churning volcano. I grabbed Firian’s arm as the form of a woman seemed to come crawling out of the flames, rising up in front of us.

      It happened faster than I expected. She looked at me, and she was gorgeous. I don’t know why I expected otherwise. She was Alec’s mom, after all. I guess I envisioned someone older and more of a chain-smoking tough. She had thick, wild hair and reddish eyes that reminded me of a cat, full lips, and crazy curves, and she barely looked forty. She had a scarf tied around her thick black hair like a headband, reddish eyes that glowed against her dark bronze skin, hoop earrings and a black leather jacket.

      “You’re Alec’s mom…,” I said.

      “Alec.” Her hands clutched together. “He is my only son. And you are…?” Her eyes narrowed with scrutiny. “I sense he is not mating with you.”

      So, if I didn’t know how to talk to my dad about this, I definitely didn’t have a guide for Talking to My Celibate Incubus Boyfriend’s Dead Mom. “Not yet, no. He is…saving himself, I guess?”

      Flames leapt from her skin. “My son is saving himself!? For what!?”

      “Whoa! It’s okay, it’s okay,” I said. “You should be proud of him. He’s trying to study.”

      “For how long?”

      “Until college is over!”

      “Did you ask him to do this, girl?”

      “Oh, no. Definitely not,” I said.

      “He needs to fuck,” she said. “I am not proud of him at all. He should get it everywhere he can find it.”

      “Well, I don’t know about that.” I didn’t expect her to start arguing with me about not having sex with her son within the first five minutes. “You’re not proud of him for being a talented warlock at a great university? For being disciplined? For liking one girl?”

      “You can’t satisfy him all by yourself.”

      I glanced at Firian like, what do I say!?

      “Charlotte’s pretty horny,” he said.

      Not quite what I wanted, but okay.

      I tried to get this back on track. “I summoned you because I wondered if you had any words of closure for Alec,” I said. “I don’t know your situation, but I do know you weren’t around to guide him as he was growing up, and I also know how that feels.”

      “Guide him?” She rubbed her forehead. “Succubi and incubi don’t guide their children. We aren’t meant to be parents. That’s my opinion, anyway. A succubus has a baby, the human father raises him, and in the end, he comes back to his roots.”

      “Alec is both,” I said. “He’s a human and an incubus. He’s not just one or the other.”

      “He is denying what he is.” She added, “Every succubus has at least one baby. To keep the race going. But otherwise we just don’t make for good little wives. So don’t ask me for ‘closure’.”

      “So your words for Alec are ‘you were born because I had to have one kid’?”

      She flamed up and waved a smoky spirit hand at me. “I gave him up. I couldn’t have been his mother, and I wouldn’t have been, and it’s best I didn’t, especially since I died young like a fucking moron. But you’re pissing me off with this.”

      A lump rose in my throat and it was possible I was taking the mom abandonment situation personally. “So that’s it? Nothing you want to say to him? Not even like, an ‘I love you’?”

      “Did his dad take good care of him?”

      “I—I think so.”

      “Well, maybe he should stop looking for love in places he ain’t getting it.”

      “Go away! I banish you!” I shouted, waving my arms.

      “If you love Alec, tell him this. Leave school. Let him knock you up if you care about him that much, so he can get it out of his system—”

      “I fucking banish you!” I screamed at her.

      Wow. Alec’s mom was the worst.

      I didn’t expect that at all. I thought I was doing him a favor and now I was battling with his mom, who was actually fighting my attempts to banish her. As I shouted at her, trying to put my will into it, she started chanting and my bonfire burst into a pillar of flames that engulfed her entire body. “Promise me you will leave my son alone and not try to entangle him into a human life,” she said in this scary voice that seemed to echo.

      “No way! You don’t know anything about him!”

      She lifted her arms and started chanting something at me.

      “Try a defense spell,” Firian hissed. “She’s not leaving. You have more practice with those.”

      “Right.” Firian took my hand, lending me focus. I could feel the path opening to tap into my magic as I waved my wand. “I surround myself with light and you cannot touch me!”

      A circle of light blazed up around me, just as Harris swooped in, chanting his own spell. He pointed his wand at the succubus and with a hiss, she was forced back down, the flames dying. In French, he invoked the name of some Hapsburg and the succubus now vanished decisively. The bonfire went completely dead, like it had been doused with a hose.

      “What was that?” I yelled at him. “I didn’t ask for your fancy ancestor powers.”

      “I saved your ass. Again. What were you—”

      I cut him off. “Oh no, you did not save my ass. I was casting a defensive spell and it was working. I would have figured out something, or one of the professors would have come over. Were you watching me?”

      “Well, where were the professors?” he asked. “Probably busy dealing with other mistakes. Necromancy is always a mess. People always break the rules and summon their family. I already finished my contact so I took it upon myself to watch you because I just knew you would do something.” He leaned closer. “Thank you for not disappointing me.”

      When he said that, he sounded more impressed than critical.

      “Um…”

      Firian put a hand around me and drew me a step away from Harris. “Charlotte, don’t listen to him. You were handling that well. No one expected her to attack you.”

      “Who was that?” Harris asked. “Why did you summon a sinistral? You should know by now how dangerous it is to summon dark spirits and how hard they are to control.”

      I glared at him. “It was Alec’s mom.”

      “Alec’s mom?”

      “He saw her in the back of the memoriam book and I offered to summon her. I didn’t think she would be crazy like my mom. To be fair, she was crazy in a different way. I think she was just angry that Alec is living a human warlock life instead of an incubus life and she blamed me. It seems that succubi have a really different view of what a parent should do.” I looked at the bonfire, feeling suddenly like I was a failure even if it wasn’t my fault.

      I should have known better than to agree to do it. I should have known it doesn’t always work out like you expect. Now I had to subject Alec to the same pain I felt when I summoned my mom and found out she wanted me to join her in the darkness instead of coming back to me and Dad.

      “I’ve saved you twice now,” Harris said.

      I whirled on him and shot him with a blast of magic that was much stronger than the other day. He slammed against the brick wall and immediately retaliated with a spell that froze me in place.

      “Stop—saving—me,” I ground out. The spell actually made it hard to move my mouth. “I didn’t—ask.”

      “But you need it,” he said. “Not for summoning Alec’s mom—though it was stupid. Not even for summoning a demon. I know I goaded you into that one.” The quickest wry smile flashed across his irresistible, smug lips. “But because of Firian. And Wyrd wands. And the council. The council doesn’t like Chosen Ones, Charlotte. They don’t like anyone who might change the world. You need me to keep an eye on you because my name…is your cover…and I want to cover you.”

      What was he saying?

      The last bit was almost a whisper from his full, gorgeous mouth.

      He wanted to kiss me.

      He was so close.

      I want him to…

      God, Firian was right there. What was I thinking? I tried to twist away from him. “What happened to Daisy?”

      His face immediately shut down and he drew back with a quick wave of his hand that released me from the spell. “With her grandmother.” Then he said, in a reserved voice that was hard to read, “She’s safe.”

      With a faint shrug of his broad shoulders, he started walking away, dead leaves crunching under his feet.

      “I don’t understand him,” I said, when he was just out of earshot, or maybe not even quite out of earshot.

      But that wasn’t actually true. Harris knew how severe the consequences could be for breaking the rules even as his friends were breaking them around him. He had watched Alec and Montague getting closer to me for over a year, and maybe he was jealous of them.

      Is the reason he’ll never admit to liking me because if he pisses off his parents and the council, he wouldn’t be able to protect us?

      That’s giving him too much credit!

      “What do we tell Alec?” I said, turning my eyes back to the ash of the dead bonfire.

      “It wasn’t your fault Alec’s mom is trash.”

      “Don’t say that. Maybe she just—”

      He shook his head. “No. She was terrible. It’s okay to admit it. Though we won’t say that to him directly. We’ll just tell him in a calm way that…he does his father proud.”

      I laughed, if a little sadly. I was glad Firian was so honest. I could never like Harris back, anyway. He was too secretive.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      Firian

      

      A certain class of witches and warlocks were careful with their hair. The ones who had enemies. So I knew Ignatius Blair was definitely aware of some serious ongoing danger in his life when I got into his office and found a perfectly clean comb in his desk without a single stray hair. And when I searched the rug under his desk, it had been vacuumed into oblivion.

      I even tried to brush a hand on his jacket and saying, “You have something on your shoulder” but he dodged me and brushed his shoulder himself.

      Yep. Blair seemed relaxed. But deep down, I knew he had to be on edge. He was way too aware of me.

      In the end, it was dumb luck that brought me to this point. The school held a weekend bake sale to raise money to repair the tower on the main hall, and when I heard someone say that Master Blair made the loaf of banana bread, I took a chance. I bought it, ate the entire loaf very carefully, and was rewarded with a prize: one single brown hair.

      “And Firian is rewarded with the rarest of item drops,” I said.

      “Ew!” Charlotte looked over the edge of her book to watch me hold it up triumphantly. “You are that entire loaf already? And there was a hair in it?”

      “Yes. I surmised that Master Blair does not bake often and didn’t think to tie back his nearly shoulder-length locks while baking. I am a genius.”

      She finally put down the novel, a rare moment of relaxation for her these days, with the air of annoyance universal to all interrupted readers. “You wanted his hair?”

      “I’ve been trying to get his hair for months.”

      “I’m glad that’s all it is. I have to say I was a bit insulted when you bought his banana bread instead of those cookies I slaved over last night.”

      “Alec and Montague fought over the cookies as it is.”

      “Yeah, but I wanted you to fight with them,” she said, raising her brows and then laughing. “Okay, so what nefarious thing are you doing with that hair?”

      “I’m going to find his familiar.”

      “Ohh…”

      “So don’t call unless you need me. But maybe before I go…I’ll put a ring or two on your fingers.”

      I opened up a jewelry box, took out a ring, and placed the hair in its spot for safekeeping. Then I slid into bed beside her. “Alec is down at the gym. So we probably have fifteen minutes alone.”

      “Firian.” She dug her fingers into my hair and pulled me into a kiss.

      The ring idea was genius. Whenever I saw a new gold or silver ring on her fingers I immediately wanted to pull her into some private place and put my own mark on her. I lifted her hand now and tugged on her fingers. “Two silver and one gold since last night…must have been a hot date.”

      “It was…”

      I pushed her down on the bed and tore off her panties under her skirt. “I like weekends.” She wore pants during class.

      “Me too.”

      “But I bet you didn’t get any of this.” I slid my nose down her body and slipped my tongue between her legs. The canine in me was more than happy to start here, and the girl in her seemed pretty happy with it too.

      “Oh god…no,” she moaned.

      For now, this was my domain, because although I hadn’t asked, I had a feeling Montague’s tendency to want to bite her was a bad match for going down on her, and obviously Alec was out. Only I could please my girl like this, and no one was going to do it better than me anyway, I’d bet on that.

      “Firian…ohhh…” I worked my tongue over her clit, pushing her knees open, and she writhed in a very satisfying way, grabbing the pillows.

      I paused. “I’m sorry. You were trying to read.”

      She smacked me with one of the pillows. “You’re not getting out of this now.”

      “Oh, I know.” I slipped my tongue inside her, curling and thrusting it, just the way she liked it. I love the taste of her, sweet and musky and dangerous as sin. I loved how her breath came quicker and raspier until I knew she was too consumed by sensation to speak anymore, and that was when I knew it was time to give her more, to give her all of myself. Our limbs tangled together, her eyes meeting mine with a little wondering smile on her face. I don’t even know if she knew that she made that smile for me.

      Her sheath was tight but slick, and as soon as I was inside her it was more perfect than I could have imagined. Every time.

      She matched my rhythm right away. We didn’t fumble much with each other, because we were a pair. Witch and familiar. We were meant to work together.

      Whoever decided this was forbidden must have been a very unhappy wizard…

      When I felt her clench around me and she lifted her hips and dug her fingers into the bed, making little anguished sounds, I knew she was close.

      “Wait,” I told her. “Wait for me.”

      “How long?”

      “Not long.”

      She bit her lip. The sight of her anguish, her attempt to hold back, was all I needed. I crashed into satisfaction, into her arms. Her hands dug into my hair again, her smile soft and private in the afterglow.

      “What a nice surprise,” she said. “I’m glad Master Blair’s hair made you so hot.” She snickered.

      “It just felt like the right thing to do before embarking on a quest.”

      “I’ll try not to call you away from it too much, but you make it hard.”

      I slipped a ring on her finger and gave her another kiss. As I heard Alec’s footsteps approaching, I said, “I’ll report back.”

      Then I left her to be found naked by Alec and slipped into Etherium.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      Firian

      

      I lit a candle and burned the hair.

      “Lead me to my kin, the familiar of the one called Ignatius Blair…”

      A strong wind suddenly knocked against the window panes of my cottage and I heard one of the shutters break loose and bang repeatedly against the wall.

      Someone doesn’t want me to find this person…

      I wouldn’t be distracted by the wind. I shut my eyes. “Lead me to them!”

      Papers blew off my desk and scattered around the floor. I heard it but I didn’t open my eyes. “Nice try,” I said. “But I won’t give up. For the third time, I ask you—lead me to them.”

      The candle was snuffed out and I heard the wind move away like a passing storm, into the forest.

      I walked outside and the path had changed again. I changed into a fox and started down it, not knowing where it would lead me. I was tense, my ears perked to every sound, my nose to every smell. But the forest seemed to be normal here, although thick with brush.

      The forest grew thicker and thicker as I traveled for three days without meeting anyone else on the road. Charlotte didn’t call me for the entire time.

      Finally, I reached a clearing with a little cottage. A woman was outside picking tomatoes in a garden, but as soon as she saw me, she grabbed her basket and ran toward the door.

      “Wait!” I said. “I don’t mean any harm.”

      The door slammed. “Go away!” she yelled. “I don’t help travelers!”

      “Are you Ignatius Blair’s familiar?”

      “No!”

      “Then where is Ignatius Blair’s familiar?”

      “Ignatius Blair has no familiar!”

      Why would the spell lead me here? I didn’t smell anyone else around. Nah, I thought. This is a riddle.

      “Ignatius Blair isn’t his real name, is it?” I called back, with a hint of triumph.

      “Go away! Please go away.”

      “I really don’t want to hurt you. Ignatius Blair is my witch’s friend. I just don’t understand why he asked me to spy on other familiars in Etherium instead of asking his own familiar to do it. Surely he trusts you more than me, and you’re older than me, so you’re certainly more powerful. However—if Ignatius Blair isn’t his real identity…I understand. You’re in the book under his real name, right? You’re a clue for anyone who starts poking into his business.”

      “If you care about Ignatius and the work he is doing,” she said from the other side of the door, “just leave it alone.”

      “I need to protect my witch,” I said. “She deserves to know—”

      As I had my hand smacked on the old wooden door of the cottage, all my attention focused on the woman on the other side, I heard the tiniest ‘snik’ and felt something sting my neck.

      A dart.

      Shit.

      I pulled it out, but it was too late. My vision fuzzed, and then my brain followed. I felt myself hit the ground but the pain barely registered as I was starting to fade away.

      I tried to fling myself back into the real world before I lost consciousness, but I couldn’t seem to do it.

      I heard footsteps approaching now. “I banish this poison,” I whispered, trying to fight off the spell.

      “Ooh, he’s a tough one. Look at him fight,” a woman said, her voice sharp and confident. “Charlotte Byrne’s familiar. Thank you for leading us here. We’ve been looking for this place for a long, long time.”

      That was the last thing I registered before darkness took over.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty

          

        

      

    

    
      Charlotte

      

      The council was back.

      We saw their cars pull through the gates in the morning. I’d left Firian alone for three days straight, which seemed like an eternity not to see him. I felt a prickle of foreboding.

      Three days is definitely long enough.

      “Firian!” I called him. “The council…”

      He didn’t appear.

      “Firian!” I called again, louder this time. “Firian!”

      Could he like…be on the toilet? I struggled to think of any reason he wouldn’t appear instantly. He said he would always be there whenever I needed him, and he always was.

      Alec stepped out of the shower in nothing but low-cut black briefs, toweling off his hair. “You okay, Char?”

      “The council just drove up! I’m calling Firian! He’s not coming! Oh my god. Something’s wrong.”

      “It’s probably nothing,” he said, but his mouth tightened and he went to the window. “Huh…I think that’s…Piers Nicolescu.”

      “He’s related to Harris?”

      “He’s a cousin and he’s on the council. Are they all here? That’s…a lot of cars.” He turned to me and said in an unnaturally calm voice, “I’m going to get dressed. Keep trying to call him.”

      “What’s going on?”

      “I have no idea, but we’ll find Harris and Monty.”

      He threw on his uniform, knotting his tie as he walked down the stairs. He clearly wanted to look sharp. I had gotten dressed for class but I felt disheveled and threw up a quick glamour to make myself look more polished if I had to see the council again. I knew I was a mess when I wasn’t even turning on looking at Alec.

      Everyone in the dorm was talking about what it could mean, but no one had any idea. I saw a few guys looking at me, clearly jumping to blame.

      But, I had a feeling they were somehow going to be right.

      “Let’s stay put,” Montague said. “If we’re in trouble again, let them drag us out.”

      “Piers is out there?” Harris crossed his arms. “He’s been doing some work in Alaska.”

      “So…he came all the way from Alaska?”

      “As far as I know.”

      I was shaking a little. Montague put an arm around me, but he was pretty grim himself. “Where’s Firian?” I kept asking it like someone would actually know.

      “It’s the entire witch and warlock council,” Alec said.

      We were all huddling in Montague and Harris’ room. I stared at Harris’ neatly kept side of the room, with a pile of books on his perfectly made bed, while I sat on Montague’s rumpled plaid blanket. Every moment that passed where I hadn’t heard from Firian, I felt more hopeless. I couldn’t contact him any other way. If I called and he never came…

      Alec’s spider familiar suddenly appeared on his arm. She crawled up his arm—my skin crawled thinking about it and I had to look away—and whispered in his ear. Then she disappeared.

      “She says…the council captured Firian,” he said.

      I got to my feet. “They’re going to take him away from me!”

      I didn’t know what to do, but I ran down the stairs and out the doors. I ran sort of blindly, tears in my eyes, clutching my wand. I was vaguely aware of HAM chasing me, but somehow I managed to stay one step ahead.

      Most of the guys had gathered around outside already. They were all murmuring nervously and looking ahead. I saw two warlocks leading Master Blair down the stairs, wands out, like he was under arrest. I shoved past the guys all the way to the front of the crowd.

      I was breathing hard, looking around.

      Then I saw Firian. As a fox.

      In a cage.

      I screamed. I tried to run to him, but Madame Solano switched her wand out at me. Its tip burned my skin and I had to step back.

      I noticed another cage too, this one holding a bearded dragon. Was this Master Blair’s familiar?

      Master Blair looked at me, his face stubborn, one hand clenching and unclenching into a fist repeatedly.

      “Where is Jablonsky?” one of the younger warlocks asked him. I guess they had really brought the A-team. This guy, wearing a black coat with a built-in shoulder cape and honest-to-god spats, looked like he was barely thirty, smooth-skinned and handsome in a jerky sort of way. It seemed like a preview of Harris’ future.

      Piers Nicolescu. Right…

      “I told you. I don’t know,” Master Blair said. “You dragged me out of my office and I don’t know where any of the other professors happened to be in that moment, if they weren’t in their classrooms.”

      “Here’s Professor McGuinness.” The blonde witch came walking just behind the necromancy professor. “Were you aware of what was going on here?” she prodded him.

      “How can I answer if you won’t tell me what was going on?” McGuinness looked at her like she was more of a nuisance to his day than anything else.

      “What is going on?” Professor Das asked. A lot of the students were demanding the same thing.

      “A lot is going on,” Madame Solano said. “And we have the proof we need to make an arrest. Ignatius Blair, you have risen up from a childhood of obscurity and poverty through scholarships to our schools for warlocks since you entered the Adirondack Academy for Magical Arts at age six, correct?”

      “Yes,” he said, giving her a cutting glance. “Is this a trial? I believe I have a right to legal representation.”

      “You will have a trial,” she said. “This is not it. This is informing your students of the false pretenses under which you have participated in our community. Is this your familiar?”

      His jaw clenched.

      Piers shot the bearded dragon with a bolt of blue magic that made it let out a very human, female scream.

      Master Blair was breathing hard. “You bastard.” Another warlock caught his arm, holding him back from launching at Piers.

      “This familiar,” Piers said, “is registered in the book. This familiar belongs to Amelia Halt, also registered in the book, daughter of the late John and Dahlia Halt from New Hampshire. They had no other children. Would you care to explain, ‘Ignatius Blair’?”

      “When I was born, I wanted to be a boy. I wanted to practice warlock magic. So my dear mother said, why not be a boy.” He threw up a hand. “And why not? You just said yourself, I rose up through warlock schools thanks to scholarships, until I was appointed the dean of the best school for warlocks in the entire country. My mother died. My identity was unquestioned. I fit in. I did well. So tell me—why—not?”

      Holy crap.

      The other kids were going nuts behind me, some whispering, some jeering a little.

      The man who ruled over the school was born a woman. That was the secret he hid from me so he could advance me through warlock schools.

      I didn’t think there was any secret I would understand him hiding from me, as if I couldn’t be trusted.

      But this one, I did. I had dealt with a lot of crap here. I couldn’t imagine what it was like back when they were young. Hiding that all your life, knowing your familiar could give you away. I couldn’t blame Ignatius for not trusting anyone too easily.

      “Because you are not fit for this job,” Piers said. “You have proven everyone’s worst fears about the mingling of witches and warlocks, and allowing a generally permissive atmosphere. You have allowed one of your students—and not just any student, but your single female student—to consort with her familiar.”

      Oh, fuck.

      I mean, I knew it was coming, but it was still just as horrifying as it would be if I didn’t expect it.

      “Haha!” “I knew it!” “You fucked that fox, Roller Slut?”

      “Shut up!” I bit back furious tears. I was not going to let anyone see me cry, but it was very difficult when I saw Firian there, his black paws splayed in the cage because it was a little too short for him to stand upright.

      “Wait a minute,” Professor Adams said. “I think folks need to calm down and sit around a table, talk this out—”

      Another warlock lifted a hand to Professor Adams, cutting him off. “Did you know about all of this, Professor?”

      “No, I didn’t. But I trust Master Blair. Man or woman, he’s been running this school just fine for over ten years now.”

      “Everyone working at this school will be questioned by the council,” said old Councilman de Brigue. “We are installing temporary professors in your place until we have sufficiently determined that you were not complicit in this breach of conduct. And we are appointing Councilman Nicolescu as dean of Merlin College in Master Blair’s place. This school has been the training ground for future council members for over a century. Its reputation has been sullied greatly by you.” He paused to cough phlegm into a handkerchief, because apparently his anger had stirred up old man gunk. “Well, we remedy this now. As for you, young lady—”

      They all shifted their focus to me.

      I was frozen. I felt the presence of Alec and Montague beside me, but I felt like we were too outnumbered to draw much comfort from it.

      “You’re wrong about her,” Harris said, stepping in front. “Cousin.” He gave a slight nod to Piers. “She’s not ‘consorting’ with her familiar.”

      “We have proof of it,” Madame Solano said. “Her familiar encountered a faery in the woods, who asked for one of his witch’s kisses in exchange for a favor. Did he deny it? No, he refused to give one up.”

      “Oh, that. A kiss,” Harris said, his voice dismissive. “Really? You’re going to punish her over a kiss? How many young people experiment a little with their familiar? You know it’s quite a few. But we are really overreacting if a kiss is the same as sex or marriage. This is ridiculous.”

      Oh nooo. He was saving me again. For real. This was getting so irritating.

      “Whatever the case, she should be in a witch school,” Madame Solano said.

      “Hrm, but…the wand,” Piers said. “Maybe my little cousin is right. I will be here to supervise, after all, and I would like to know more about this wand of hers. You know I’ll keep her on a short leash.”

      “You just want to keep her powers for yourself!”

      “They’re warlock powers,” Councilman de Brigue said. “You won’t know what to do with them, dear woman.”

      “Then she shouldn’t have them! She is a witch!”

      “So we just suppress a perfectly good potential?”

      This wasn’t sounding good at all.

      Except that maybe I would get to stay with HAM. Only, with Piers Nicolescu breathing down our necks and perhaps making some unknown use of me, how miserable would we be?

      And what about Master Blair?

      He (I was just going to keep thinking of him as ‘he’ unless otherwise corrected, since that was clearly how he had chosen to live) stood straight, looking off into the unknown, as if resigned and detached. I hoped he hadn’t given up.

      He had made this plan with my mom and Samuel to put me here so I could end the council’s rigid grip. It had something to do with Wyrd and my wand. I was going to keep fighting, either way.

      “She is of my bloodline,” the less-ancient blonde councilwoman suddenly said. “We let the warlocks have her, but I will check in.”

      “You are?” I asked. “You’re of my bloodline?”

      She gave me a look that showed me that she found me completely shameful. “I was Samuel’s mother,” she said, before looking away from me again like she hadn’t just dropped a total bomb on me. “We must be sure she doesn’t mess around with this familiar of hers. We must bind him to this form. The witches’ council I must insist on this, at least. You aren’t going to kiss a fox, are you, Miss Byrne? It is shameful—the corruption that your mother brought upon this family.”

      “Am I ‘the corruption’ now? I must not be that bad if you’re fighting over who gets to use me and my wand,” I said.

      “What a mouth on her, too,” one of the other witches noted.

      “What’s going to happen to Master Blair?”

      “Miss Halt will be brought before the full council,” another man on the warlock council said. When he said ‘Miss Halt’ it was the first time I saw Master Blair flinch a little. I cringed a little in response, just seeing how much he didn’t want to be called by that name. “Her fate and her familiar’s fate will be decided there. Your professors will be reviewed here on site and will resume classes if they have not violated regulations; otherwise they will be replaced by qualified educators as quickly as possible. I apologize for the disruption. Master Nicolescu is your new dean. He will be making sure the transition goes smoothly and classes resume as soon as possible to wrap up this school year, and as your next year begins, we will have it all settled. Please make him welcome.”

      There were a few enthusiastic greetings. Henry went right up to Master Nicolescu and shook his hand. “It’s about time, sir. I always knew there was something off about the dean.”

      Still, a lot of other students liked Master Blair. He was friendly to everyone and he had renovated the roller rink.

      “This blows,” Jack said. “Where’s Stu at?”

      It was true that Professor Jablonsky remained glaringly absent while all the other professors had gathered outside immediately. I think a couple of warlocks had gone off to look for him.

      A few of the council members started leading Master Blair away to the row of old black cars while one carried his familiar in her cage. He looked back at me. It was the first time we’d met eyes since I first saw him there.

      He gave me a look of resolve and a faint nod. Hang in there.

      I nodded back.

      Then I heard the other cage creak open and I turned around so fast I almost tripped on my own feet. “Firian…!”

      He was able to step out of the cage but was still on a leash.

      The blonde witch who was apparently my great-aunt had opened the cage. She gave me a stern look and flicked her wand at Firian. “Rester un renard pour toujours!” Bands of glittery golden magic wrapped around Firian’s ankles. He tried to escape and she yanked on the leash, holding him there.

      He made a strained sound of anguish as the magic locked around him. I could see he was trying to fight, but he was helpless against the witch, who kept repeating the spell, sounding more angry with every word. I twisted the ring he had placed on my finger three days ago. The spell exploded into sparks around his feet and he slumped to his belly, looking lethargic.

      She thrust his leash at me. “He fought me,” she said. “But now he is a fox forever, as he should be. He will help you control your magic. Nothing more.”

      “I—I never asked him for more.” I took it. I was shaking all over. I knew I couldn’t reveal how much Firian meant to me.

      As soon as she turned away, I dropped to Firian’s side and tore the collar off his neck. I ruffled my hands through the fur there, erasing the indent the collar left behind. “Firian…did they hurt you? Can you speak?”

      “I can,” he said. “But maybe I shouldn’t.” His soft head backed up out of my hands. He shook himself off a little and then vanished into Etherium before I could say another word.

      “Firian…” A lump rose into my throat. I gripped my wand in my hand and Montague was there to offer a hand, but he was very quiet, his expression not just dark but bordering on murderous.

      “Miss Byrne.” Master Nicolescu came up to me. “Well, it’s been quite a day but I’m glad you’ll be remaining here at my school. I’m glad to meet you. I apologize for all of this. I certainly think there is still a chance for you to live up to the Caruthers name.”

      “I’ll be happy if I can live up to Master Blair’s hopes for me,” I said, unable to hide my contempt as I briefly glanced at him.

      Harris was standing with us too, and his cousin’s attention shifted his way next. “Harris, I heard you broke up with Daisy. She went a little nuts, didn’t she? Hope the poor girl’s okay. Probably a good decision on your end.”

      “I hope she’s all right,” Harris said.

      “Have any of you seen Professor Jablonsky?”

      “No,” Harris said.

      “That is certainly strange,” Professor Nicolescu said, narrowing his eyes. “Well, we’ll all talk later.”

      The crowds were breaking up. I saw Master Blair sitting in the back of an idling car as the warlocks huddled together in discussion before leaving. The witches were already departing, somewhat huffily. The kids who always kissed up were trying to catch Master Nicolescu and kiss up to him, while our professors were trying to calm other students down.

      I couldn’t take this anymore. I ran for Lancelot House and the tears wouldn’t stop.
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      I burst into the bedroom and mashed my face straight into a pillow. I didn’t breathe for a minute. Then I lifted up my face and dragged in a long sob.

      They took Firian from me. They used his love for me to trick him, and then they humiliated him…

      I was torn between despair and rage. I had been focusing on the Withered Lord and my mom, but now I thought I hated the council even more.

      ‘Ethereal’ my ass!

      Montague and Alec ran in after me. “Charlotte!”

      I was still just…sobbing. “I’m sorry,” I choked out before getting back to it.

      “You have nothing to be sorry about,” Montague said, and I noticed his teeth had gone full fang. “I could kill those—”

      Alec gripped his hand. “We have to keep our tempers if we want to get through this new…situation.”

      “Will Firian ever be able to…be a person again?”

      “Yes,” Alec said. “Every spell can be undone. We’re in this together, okay?” He wrapped his hand around mine.

      We were jolted apart.

      When I saw him reach for me, for a moment I forgot he couldn’t touch me, and obviously he forgot too. He wanted to protect me from this pain so badly. Montague ran a hand over my head and pulled me against his chest. He wiped some tears off my face with the back of his hand.

      “Alec’s right,” he said. “Unfortunately, because I do want to kill them right now. But we are in it together.”

      Alec rubbed his hand. He must have gotten a pretty bad jolt from how firmly he tried to grip me. His nostrils flared. “I can’t do it anymore.”

      “Alec—”

      “I need to hold you,” Alec said. “I need to touch you. How can I comfort and protect my woman if I can’t even take her hand when she’s crying? And how can I fight for her without my full strength?” He took out his wand and started tracing the tattoos on his arms.

      “Freyja, my lady of desire, this is not my curse to break but all curses of passion are yours to unweave, and I beg for you to do so.” He reached for a drawer of his nightstand, rummaged somewhat impatiently, and took out a feather, which he set on fire. “Let me touch her in all ways!”

      My eyes widened. Should I stop him?

      I didn’t want to stop him.

      Alec turned to us. Fire raced along his tattoos and lit up his eyes briefly as his entire body briefly seemed to glow.

      Wow. This was Alec 2.0. He was hot before but now he seemed like he was brighter, stronger, unfettered by the spell that held his incubus powers back.

      The fire and glow faded away, but the sense of greater power remained. He reached for my hands and took them in his own.

      His hands were so big and warm. I felt instantly soothed.

      “Charlotte,” he said. “I swear to you that we will keep you safe and we’ll save Firian, too.” He ran his thumbs over the tops of my hands. “The dreams were good. This is a hundred times better. I feel like I could do anything for you just from the touch of your skin. I’ve touched other women, and it was nothing like this. My mom was wrong. It isn’t better to mate with hundreds of different people. It’s better to know you.”

      “Alec…!” I flung myself into his arms, the rock-hard solidity of his chest. It soothed me and it also turned me on even though I was worried about Firian, so I felt bad about how frisky I was feeling.

      Of course, I was also getting pummeled by raw incubus magic. I popped the buttons of his shirt. “Oh my god, what am I doing and why can’t I stop doing it,” I murmured as I moved to his pants.

      “Don’t stop,” Alec said. He looked at Montague. “Monty…”

      “Go for it,” Montague said. “You’ve been patient.”

      “I’ve been patient too,” I said, as I tore off Alec’s pants and underwear almost at the same time.

      “You have hardly been patient,” Alec said, holding up my hand. “You’ve been busy.” He unbuttoned my pants, hooked two fingers around them and my panties and yanked them both down in one move while shoving me down onto the bed. “And now it’s my turn and I have a lot to claim. You are already so wet for me. What a good…little…witch…” He marked every word with a kiss to my wrist…my arm…the crook of my elbow. He had shoved my sleeve up my arm as he went.

      He climbed on top of me and I had a moment of anxiety when I realized he was going for it, and it was one thing dreaming about a well hung man when he couldn’t touch you but I had never had anything like that inside me.

      He wasn’t going to be gentle. I knew that. Unless I screamed or something.

      I bit down on my lip and decided I was going to take it.

      He thrust into me in one stroke and reader, I took it.

      “Oh, fuck, you are thick…go slow,” I said. “Mmm…”

      “Worth the wait? You’re doing great, Charlotte. Look at me inside of you.” He sat up enough that I could see my pussy spread around his big cock. Damn, that was hot.

      Montague dragged a hand down his cheek. “This is…getting me so hard. Leave something for me, Alec.”

      “You are so beautiful,” Alec said. “I want to devote every moment to your happiness, Charlotte.”

      “Easy to say when you’re pounding me,” I gasped, although he really was just slowly rocking me a little at this point, getting me used to his size and making his way a little deeper in.

      “No, I mean it. I really did want to wait for you this whole time. I wanted to make sure I really loved you. That it wasn’t just about this. But we both need this now.”

      “We do. Yeah. We do. Four years…is too long.”

      “I want you to do something else for me,” he said.

      “What?”

      “I want you to suck Monty’s cock while I pleasure you,” he said. “So everyone’s enjoying themselves.”

      I had never really gone there before, but right now, if Alec asked me to do anything I felt like I’d be happy to do it.

      Well, maybe not anything. Who knows how crazy the imagination of an incubus could get. But that? Okay. I could do that. Firian certainly gave me the pleasure often enough.

      “Monty,” Alec said. “Maybe you should lay down next to her and she can turn her head sideways. That way I can still touch her breasts.”

      “And…you’re going to watch us?” Montague said.

      “Yes. I am,” Alec said firmly. “But I’ll be looking at Charlotte more than you.”

      “Okay,” Montague said.

      And that was that, I guess. I was glad that whatever awkwardness they felt, they decided this was not the time to hash it out, because I was starting to adjust to Alec’s size and I needed to feel more of him. Even when he was barely moving, he seemed to hit every spot that existed even as he was almost painfully big. Pain and pleasure mingled, my center growing hot and wet even as the two of them spoke. And he was going to touch my breasts too? I was going to lose it.

      “Go slow,” I breathed again, as Montague climbed into bed beside me. I reached for his cock eagerly. I was already getting so overstimulated that I wanted something to do, and the groan of satisfaction that he made when I wrapped my lips around the head only spurred me on.

      Alec pulled out of me slowly, almost to the head. He wasn’t just thick but also long. The friction of the long shaft withdrawing from the tight space—oh shit. More pain and pleasure. I licked and sucked on Montague and his cock trembled in my mouth.

      Just as Alec was almost out, he thrust back in, rocking my whole body. “Mmnn,” I moaned.

      Montague stroked my head. “So good, Char. So hot.”

      Alec stroked in and out again and now he wrapped both of his strong hands around my breasts and kneaded them gently, treasuring the shape and weight of them. In and out, grazing every nerve in my core. I shut my eyes now and then only to open them because both of these men were so gorgeous and feeling such desire for me.

      Alec slowly went faster, reading my own cues and I tightened my sheath against him and twitched my hips encouragingly, and as he sped up, he went from kneading my breasts to pinching my nipples. I started just exploding with a climax. It hit me like nothing I’d ever experiences. I had to stop pleasuring Monty because I was screaming as I rode it out.

      Alec was fucking me hard now, wringing everything out of me, and he slammed his mouth into mine at the final moment, as I was seeing stars like my body was breaking into a thousand pieces for him.

      “Shit…here I go…Char…you’re blowing my mind…”

      I was so happily exhausted I almost passed out. Like, I felt like I was fainting in slow motion. Everything just got soft and relaxed.

      “You didn’t use a condom,” Montague said. “So you’d better cast a spell for that.”

      “I will. I’ve got magic to spare after that.”

      I forced myself to stay awake and I put my mouth on Montague again. I was determined not to leave him hanging.

      He let out a little grunt of deep satisfaction and settled back into it. He was already close. I got him there and then he seemed to sense that I was a little freaked out once he started ejaculating in my mouth so he finished on my breasts.

      I let out a sigh. “Thank you,” I said. “That helped. With Firian…like he is…and all the stuff with Blair…I just want to be in oblivion.”

      “Only now and then,” Montague said. “We have to fight this. But not today.”

      They both slipped rings on my fingers.

      “I have to buy more rings,” Alec said. “A lot more.”

      “No more than seven,” Montague said. “She takes them off at the end of the week and you still have to be a warlock.” When Alec paused, he said, “That was the original plan, right? You police my fangs and I police your dick?”

      “It’s called the Incubuster,” I said. “I dub thee the Incubuster 5000.” I might have been a little drunk on Alec vibes.

      “Right. Yes. It’s a…plan,” Alec said. He looked at me like he was already ready for seconds. “I’ll make the spell for the…birth control. Sorry, Char.”

      “It’s okay,” I said. “Is there a magical birth control pill I can take? Because…I’d better look into it. Montague and Firian weren’t much risk.”

      “Yes, there is. We’ll figure that out.”

      I kind of collapsed into a warm bath and changed into my fox pajamas, which I now regretted buying. When I came out, Alec and Montague were fully clothed and having a heavy discussion over coffee. I marveled briefly over how quickly they could transform back and forth from naked sex gods to serious-looking dudes in suits. Both equally alluring to me, I might add.

      Although now the fox pajamas seemed even more inappropriate.

      They looked up. “We got a message,” Alec said, holding out a paper to me.

      

      When you get an opportunity to slip away, you’ll find me at the Wyrd tree. —Stu
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      Stuart was living out in the woods waiting for us? I hoped he was patient. Slipping away without notice wasn’t easy.

      It was immediately clear that life would be different at Merlin College under Master Nicolescu. He gathered us all for an assembly to introduce himself.

      “My name is Piers Nicolescu. You already know my promising young cousin Harrison. He might take my place on the council someday, ha ha ha.” He waved a thin, pale hand at Harris, who looked like he might be hating this more than anyone. “I’m kidding, of course. I am the youngest warlock on the council, as you all know.

      “Now, our first order of business, we have a new professor of necromancy. This is Professor Pacetti.”

      “Professor McGuinness is gone?” I whispered.

      “Good afternoon, everyone, I am Professor Pacetti, you might have heard of me. If you haven’t, let me tell you, I don’t tolerate any funny business. Okay?”

      “Have y’all heard of him?” I whispered.

      “Um…no,” Montague said. “I don’t think anyone has.”

      The rest of the professors seemed to be remaining in their positions, but Professor Adams looked like he’d sucked on a lemon watching Master Nicolescu.

      “We also have a new chef,” Master Nicolescu said. “Chef Morris specializes in wholesome food and optimal magical diets. The current selections will be replaced with a prix fixe menu.”

      “What if we have allergies?” someone called.

      “We have a treatment for allergies, thank you,” Master Nicolescu said. “Our vampire student will pick up his blood in the infirmary going forward.”

      Montague’s expression turned from exasperated to furious. At least the old chef made the blood into something that almost looked appetizing to everyone so he could eat with the rest of us.

      There was also a curfew now, an increased staff of school guards so they could not just watch over the gates but also the campus itself, and we were promised in the new year we could look forward to a “fresh curriculum” and a “new system of punishment and reward” which could not sound more ominous.

      And then, he said, “There will also be a new rule for all faculty. Since it seems that there is a woman here and the place hasn’t fallen apart…the council has agreed that wives are now allowed on campus. So if you see my bride-to-be here next year, be good, boys. She’s mine.” He laugh-sneered.

      I saw all the old professors looking confused.

      “Oh my god,” Harris said, clutching his head.

      “What?”

      He shook his head and started walking over to catch Master Nicolescu. The rest of us followed because we were nosy, obviously. “I didn’t know you were married, Piers.”

      “Oh, not yet.” Piers gave him a look of cruel satisfaction. “It’s in the planning stages. I’m sure you will hear about it soon.”

      “Who is it?” Harris’ teeth were gritted.

      “Daisy. Her grandmother wanted to send her to the Haven for rehabilitation after you broke up with her and she—heard a breakdown, I heard. But we work things out. Perhaps she needs a man to handle her, not a youth.”

      “You’re twice her age.” Harris was trying to stay composed.

      “I’m sorry. What did you say? I am a member of the council and the dean of Merlin College and unlike you, I know a good catch when I see one? Oh, no. That’s what Ermengarde Pendleton said. You said something irrelevant. Good day, cousin.”

      As his cousin strolled off (both Nicolescus had the same arrogant stroll), Harris said to the rest of us, “Can we talk?”

      “Of course,” I said. “We all need dinner.”

      “I don’t know Piers that well,” Harris said, once we all had drinks. “At big family gatherings he was an off age for me to talk to him. But he’s one of the family golden boys, as you might expect. And I do have one clear memory of him. It’s…uh…it was also the first time I saw Daisy. It was the National Magical Conference. I’d met her the day before and she was very memorable, in a Daisy sort of way. You know what I mean. He was engaged to a relative of Daisy’s. A second cousin or something. Close to his age and less important because she wasn’t in line for the big Pendleton family prize. Daisy was thirteen.”

      I knew my face was already prepping a reaction.

      “I was passing by Piers and his friend Ram, and Piers said something like, ‘I don’t really want her but I’d tame that little bitch.’”

      And…my facial expression was unleashed. “Ugh.”

      “I remember Ram said, ‘Jeez, man’ or something, and he amended it like, I want her power. I knew just who he was talking about. They ended up breaking off that engagement, and he broke off another one later. I don’t know if he’s power hungry or just a creep. Probably both.”

      “What about your illustrious bloodline?” I asked, just being a pest, as I slowly ate the new wholesome cuisine. So many stewed bitter greens and boiled things. I had never seen the new chef but I was betting he was a century old and maybe British, except I wasn’t sure the Edwardians ate this many vegetables.

      “There are great heroes in my bloodline,” Harris said. “The Nicolescus have slain vampires, no offense to Monty, but those vampires had killed hundreds of people.”

      “None taken,” Montague said glumly as he was pouring a medical pouch of blood into a wine glass. “I’m definitely not killing hundreds of people.”

      “I intend to live up to that,” Harris said. “If Piers is the sort of person who would hurt a woman, then I would rather take him out as well.”

      “Piers Nicolescu is a cool name,” I said. “What a waste.”

      “So when I kill him, I’ll take his name too, and wipe it from the record,” Harris said with a cold look.

      I suppressed a smile because something about this was weirdly attractive to me. “We can’t let Daisy marry that guy, then. It’s as simple as that. She’s my friend too. We need to talk to Stu.”

      We couldn’t safely leave school grounds. Piers always seemed to be everywhere. That was the worst part. I swear, if we started whispering about him, he was suddenly behind us, saying, “Good afternoon, gentlemen, and lady.”

      It made my skin crawl.

      And I have to come back to spend a whole year here with the new rules in full steam…

      However, we were almost at the end of the school year, so he couldn’t keep us there much longer, and on the last day of school while guys were lugging their bags of clothes down the stairs, slapping each other on the back, and getting in their chauffeured cars, we stuffed food in our backpacks, walked right out the gates and made our way around the mountaintop.

      That was when I called Firian’s name.

      He had stayed away since he was trapped as a fox. Alec’s familiar went to check on him just to make sure he was okay.

      My poor Firian. I knew he must feel helpless, because I felt helpless. Sure, he used to turn into a fox just to curl up on my twin bed at night, but mostly I knew him as a man. Tall. Handsome. Funny. Golden eyes. Hands that were strong with long nimble fingers. Wrinkled clothes and often rumpled hair too. Confident in the way he touched and held me. My gaming partner and best friend.

      He wants me to remember him that way and not start to think of him as a pet, I thought, a sick feeling descending on me when I considered it. But I would never forget that he wasn’t my pet.

      “Firian—I just…miss your voice…please!”

      He shimmered into existence on the path ahead.

      “Firian!”

      I started running toward him, and he ran too. He led me down the path and didn’t stop. Like he was a mirage. I don’t think he wanted to talk. But at least he was letting me see him.

      Soon I was panting and struggling over the rocks while he leapt down them with unnatural strength. I half-climbed down, half-fell, and scraped my knee. Crap. It was actually bleeding.

      Firian finally looked back at me and said, “For crying out loud, Char.”

      I started sniffling.

      “I just miss you, Firian. I miss you so much.”

      “But I’m just a stupid fox now. A really stupid fox. I led the council to Master Blair’s familiar and I told that faery girl I’d kissed you. My own tricksy world tricked me instead.”

      I flung my arms around his fur. “No way. None of this was your fault. It seems like the council was already looking for confirmation.”

      “And I gave them proof.”

      “Anyone could have made that mistake,” Harris said, climbing down the rocks behind us.

      “Are you dating him now?” Firian asked.

      “Uh…no. No. Stop it. He’s just here.” My cheeks flamed as Firian looked at my hands to count the rings. The creepy new dean still had failed to dampen my enthusiasm entirely.

      “I’m glad you’re okay, man,” Alec said.

      “We’ve missed you,” Montague said.

      “Thank you,” Firian said, actually sounding slightly touched by the acknowledgment. I remembered how no one even talked to him in the beginning.

      “We’re going back to the Wyrd tree, so…lead the way,” I said. “Stuart escaped out here when the council came, apparently.”

      “I sure hope this isn’t a trick,” Harris said.

      I blanched. “I didn’t even think of that.”

      “You aren’t naturally suspicious, Char. That’s not a bad thing. Means you’ve never been ambushed by a vampire or anything,” Montague said.

      “What a diplomatic way of saying she’s still a babe in the woods,” Harris said.

      “Hey—” I pointed my wand at him. “Who has the special wand? Not you.”

      “We don’t have much choice but to try,” Montague said. “Stuart told us about Wyrd in the first place, and Charlotte had a real connection to the tree.”

      Once again, it took all day to reach the tree. My wand started to glow when we got close to it. The eerie meadow and the blue tree were still there just as before, and I was extremely relieved. A part of me expected all of this to be gone.

      The only thing that was different this time was that Stuart was standing by the tree waiting for us, wearing one of his sport coats with the patches on the elbows. Kewl. This guy was the designated survivor?

      “Hey, kids,” he said. “Glad you made it. That bad, was it? Couldn’t get here until the year was over?”

      “Stuart, have you just been out here for weeks?” I asked. “In that sport coat?” I looked around. “Do you have a cabin up here?”

      “Is this better?” He waved a hand across his body and transformed into a beautiful faery lord.

      “Ohhhhhhh,” I said. “You’re the faery lord. Ohhhhmigod, that’s why everyone thought you were so cool.”

      Montague snapped his fingers. “Damn. That was good.”

      The faery lord Stuart nodded a little like, yes, I am good.

      “But Stuart Jablonsky?” I asked. “That was the alter ego you went with? How does a faery lord even come up with that?”

      “You didn’t suspect,” he said. “You could tell something was up with me but the disconnect between Stuart and a faery lord was just too far, wasn’t it? Well, it’s too far for the council too. At least, so far.”

      “Man. You and Ignatius are the masters of disguise,” Alec said.

      Stuart smiled enigmatically. “But sometimes even a master’s luck runs out. Hopefully…it holds on long enough. I want you all to go have a nice normal summer, but come back a little early and see me. I’ll give you a map to take a different route so you’re less likely to be seen. We have one last hope to fix this mess, and Charlotte, that hope is you.”

      No pressure or anything. A nice normal summer?

      But when I looked at Firian trapped in his fox form, and when I thought of Daisy being forced into marriage with that jerk, and Master Blair being led off in disgrace, and the essay I wrote for Stuart about why my grandmother and mom rebelled against the magical world and suffered for it…

      “I’ll be there,” I said, as my stomach growled, throwing off the vibes of this reunion entirely.

      “In the meantime,” Stuart said. “Let me feed you dinner. I see you forgot to take enough rations once again.”

      

      Thank you reading! I so appreciate the support for this series! 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! If you’re curious about Charlotte’s grandmother Sally and her werewolf mates…you can learn more way before Charlotte does.

      Book three, A Fine Necromance, is available for preorder now and the next couple months are gonna be nuts for me so I better get straight to work. I’ve been getting a lot of new readers, and if you’re one of them, read on for a preview of Beauty and the Goblin King, the bestselling first book in my steamy fairy tale series. Until next time!
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            “Beauty and the Goblin King” preview

          

        

      

    

    
      I was a girl when the goblin king first sent out his messages. Any young, unmarried woman willing to come to his castle would receive one gold piece for every night she spent there.

      Everyone whispered about him. What did he want with them? Why was he asking for human girls?

      The goblin king was a young man, who used to come to town sometimes, flashy with gold, riding a black horse, accompanied by his friends. They were ugly, noisy tricksters, everyone said. Dangerous. 

      But there was the matter of the gold.

      After his message, he never came to town again. Neither did any of his subjects. They didn’t even trade for the most necessary items, like salt. It was as if all the goblins had vanished.

      He was there, though. Desperate women traveled to him from every town and village within several days’ journey, and they got their gold pieces. Sometimes one, sometimes a week’s worth. A single gold coin was a substantial sum, about the cost of a horse, or a wardrobe suitable for attracting a wealthy husband—enough to change a peasant’s stars.

      Not that I knew anyone who had been to see him, personally, but the stories went around. The girls who went to see him never said much about the experience, except that he wanted exactly what you might expect him to want, but they didn’t complain either. It was one of the great mysteries of the region. Why had the young goblin king become a recluse, willing to rut any unmarried girl who comes to his doorstep, even if she isn’t much of a catch herself?

      To me, there was an air of intrigue about the king. By the time I was a young woman myself, his situation had not changed. People used to speak about the goblins as if they had died out in the region. Many years ago, they said, you could see their bonfires from the road at night, hear their songs. The goblin maidens used to ride into town astride, they said, as naughty as the menfolk.

      Maybe I liked the idea of them because I was always given to fancy, always lost in books.

      Just around the corner from the large stone house where I lived with my father and three older sisters was the town’s subscription library, and I spent so much time there that I was frequently teased about it.

      I was seventeen years old when I was browsing—Local Legends, the book was called. I came across an etching of the goblin king. He had a grinning mouth full of fangs, a mane of untamed dark hair, and two little horns on the top of his head.

      

      Goblins live in small “kingdoms” which are more like what we would call clans, but they are usually very prosperous, due to their skill at sensing out gold and gems within the earth. In the later years of King Stephen’s rein, the goblin king of the Green Hollows disappeared into his cavernous realm, and as of this writing has not been seen since. The only visitors he accepts are young, unmarried human women. It is suspected that he is under a curse, and he and his subjects are barred from leaving the cavern, but perhaps we shall never know what the curse is. Men have made attempts to approach his cavern, but the entrance has vanished. Only a woman traveling alone can find it, and when she returns, her memory always seems a bit hazy.

      

      I stared at the picture of the king for a long time.

      It gave me a strange feeling somewhere in my stomach, a sort of twist that was not unpleasant. I was supposed to think he was ugly, but there was something about that grinning, fanged mouth that made me wish I could see him, just once.

      “What are you doing?”

      My oldest sister Clara snuck up on me that day, and grabbed the book from my hand. “Is that the goblin king? Respectable girls should keep their noses out of that naughty business.”

      I grabbed the book back, shut it, and shelved it. “And you shouldn’t be looking over people’s shoulders when they're reading,” I said, but my cheeks were flushed. My fair cheeks had a way of betraying me at inconvenient times.

      Ever since my mother died when were young, Clara had become the boss, but she was ten times bossier than Mother ever was. She looked at me like she had caught me getting fucked by our stableboy. “All this reading isn’t good for you,” she declared. “You’re starting to get ideas.”

      “It was just a book, Clara. You’re ridiculous.”

      “You ought to be out and about, finding yourself a husband, not locked up in here with books.”

      I rolled my eyes and grabbed my cloak off the back of a nearby chair, resigned to coming home.

      Clara led the way, her back as straight as a post, her hood always pointed straight ahead. Clara was never curious about anything.

      I’d never tell anyone, but way deep down in my soul, sometimes I wondered what would happen if I took the long walk over the green hills to the door of his cave and knocked.

      That is, until my father lost all his money, and my wonderings came true.
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        * * *

      

      At first it just seemed like a bad year. When you’re a merchant, bad years come and go. Some of the grain in the storehouse spoiled. A ship was lost at sea. My father had to borrow from one of the lenders down on Crow Alley, which he hated to do because they charged higher interest. But this had happened a couple of times before when I was a wee thing.

      The trouble was, my mother had been alive back then, and all my older sisters were wee things too. Now, they were young women. The twins were looking for husbands. Clara was settling in to be a proud old maid, intending to take care of Father and probably to inherit the house. They were horrified at the idea of looking poor and losing their prospects. They kept spending as if nothing had happened. Appearances must be maintained. Father hardly protested.

      Then, came the fire. It started in the night, and swept through all the storehouses on the west side of the river. By morning, all was ashes. All of the goods waiting to be shipped south were lost.

      Those months were a whirlwind of denial. My sisters couldn’t believe that we wouldn’t make it out of this. Father had insurance, didn’t he? The insurance company collapsed, unable to make all the payments. The lenders were at our door and soon they were sending very aggressive men to pound on our windows in the middle of the night.

      We had to start pawning our things. All of the silver was sold off. The better sets of bedclothes. A few items of furniture. A few pieces of Mother’s jewelry that was not so much in style now—but that was especially painful, because it was associated with memories.

      Servants were let go, and we had to start keeping the house tidy ourselves. One might expect Clara to like housework, since she was such a stickler for everything, but she didn’t. Not one bit. She was always trying to get the rest of us to do it for her. I believe I was the only one who actually liked washing and scrubbing. It was a good chance to daydream.

      But we were still in trouble, dodging lenders in the street in some embarrassing instances. Marta and Trixie were obsessed with snagging husbands, and terrified that word would get out about just how poor we were.

      Soon, we were down to the essentials, and there was no hiding it anymore. We had sold the horse and carriage. The only servant left was the cook, and that was mostly because she had been with us so long that she refused to leave, and would work for nothing but food and board. We were no longer invited to social functions, because everyone knew we were on the brink of losing all respectability, and we didn’t have the money to keep up.

      We were about to lose the house.

      It was time for a serious discussion.

      “The dowries!” cried Trixie. “Our good name! Why couldn’t this have happened once we were safely married? I thought I had Danny Martin on the brink of proposal.”

      “Someone would probably marry Sabela, even if she had no money.” Marta looked at me. I was the beauty of the family, so much so that Father called me “Beauty” most of the time. It had never sat comfortably with me; I didn’t especially want attention. Most of all, I didn’t like male attention. I could imagine nothing more stifling than to be a married woman in Fairhaven. Likely, my husband would be a merchant like Father, who would travel around, while I was home with the servants and babies.

      “But Sabela never pays any attention to men.”

      “Not real men. Just the men in books,” Clara said. “Books and tales. Like the goblin king.”

      I flushed.

      “One gold coin,” she said. “That would pay for this house.”

      “But no one ever stays more than a few nights,” Trixie said. “He must get bored of them.” She was the closest to my age.

      “Trixie, pay attention. One gold coin would shut up the lenders for a little while. Two gold coins, and we could buy some new clothes. People would think we were doing better again.”

      “Maybe he won’t get bored of Sabela,” Clara said. “She’s too pretty. And even a few gold coins would buy us another month to think.”

      I thought Father would snap at her that he would never, ever do such a thing to me. He would never send away his youngest daughter to sleep with the goblin king.

      “We can’t…ask that of Sabela.” He looked very tired, and heaved a sigh. His hand moved to reach for his pipe, and then withdrew when he realized there had not been money for tobacco.

      “But what else do we do? Lose the house?” Clara said. “Lose the house where we grew up, where we were born, where Mother died?”

      His eyes met mine. 

      I looked at the floor, flushing again. It was a funny thing about the goblin king. No, you didn’t go to him unless you needed money, so it wasn’t a thing respectable women were likely to do.

      But if you were desperate—

      It wasn’t viewed the same way as prostitution. He was a magical creature who never left his caverns. I would never see him again. He would never gossip about me. And then, there was the fact that the women never quite remembered what had happened.

      “The goblin king only accepts young women who go willingly,” Father said.

      “Last year, I caught Sabela looking at a picture of the goblin king in a book, and she turned just as red as she is now,” Clara said. “I think she might do it.”

      “Clara!” I had never liked Clara much. But this was the first time I hated her.

      “My beauty, is it true, that you would be amenable?” Father asked, tentative, but even in his eyes, I saw something like hope. Like he just wanted someone to solve his problems. He was getting old, his hair thinning, his eyes growing too weak to read, but I still felt a pang when I realized he would let me go.

      “I…” My voice died as I saw them all looking at me, my selfish sisters. Why me? I thought. Why shouldn’t one of my older sisters go instead?

      But then I realized that if one of them were to volunteer, a different sort of emotion would pass through me, and it would not quite be pleasant. I don’t really know why I wasn’t entirely terrified of the goblin king, why something called me to go to his door now and indeed, ever since I started to become aware of myself as a woman, but it did. I couldn’t deny that. I didn’t exactly want to go, but if someone must, it would be me. Not my sisters.

      “I will go,” I said, forcing my voice to be brave.

      “Dear god,” Papa whispered. “What am I saying? Sending you to him?”

      I stood up, my resolve building. “I will go willingly, as soon as the sun rises.”

      I could hear my sisters letting out breaths of relief.

      I had always been the strange one, the one who dreamed of a life beyond this city while the rest of them simply dreamed of handsome husbands and greater riches. Maybe, I thought in panic, as I struggled to sleep that night, I have built up an idea of this goblin king simply because going to see him sounds like an adventure. But what do I think will happen? Some hideous, fanged monster will answer the door, drag me underground, steal my virginity, and throw me out again. 

      What did I really know of him? I had seen a picture in a book. It might be wildly inaccurate. It might not capture his cruelty. I could hardly wrap my head around the idea that he would actually steal my virginity. I thought he must want something else.

      It was certainly too late to change my mind. And even sleeping reminded me of the stakes, because I had a proper bed to sleep in with Clara, a feather cover and bed curtains to keep out the cold. If we lost the house, all these things would go. We would sleep on the floor on straw beds like the poor. One night with the goblin king, in exchange for countless nights of warm beds and soft mattresses. Someone must do something.

      So, that morning, I put on my best dress, a clean white apron, a wool cloak, and my good boots. (My only boots, actually—it was easy to forget that I had sold the older pair.) The twins had packed lunch in a basket, for it would take all day to walk to the king’s caves.

      They kissed me goodbye, standing all in a row like it was my wedding day. I said very little because my voice would quaver. My insides were quivering and buzzing like a hive of bees was swarming inside me.

      “My daughter,” Father said. “Please forgive me. At least we know, they all come back.”

      Then he kissed my cheek last, and I was so close to tears that I could only wave my hand and nod and force a smile before I set off down the path.

      My boots forged a path down the rutted roads of Fairhaven, well traveled paths at first. It was so early that thankfully, not too many people I knew were out, but a young man who had once courted Trixie passed by and tipped his hat, asking if I was going somewhere important. And the baker’s daughter said hello and said I looked very nice today. In both cases, I acted coy, as if perhaps I was meeting a young man and I didn’t want everyone gossiping about it. Well, it wasn’t a lie, even the young part. People reckoned the goblin king was no older than thirty, which was a bit younger than some of the wealthy suitors Trixie and Marta had their eyes on.

      Soon, I had left my neighborhood. The houses grew smaller, with larger yards where chickens, pigs and gardens mingled: the small farms that provided much of the food for the town markets. And then, before I knew it, I was walking on the road that led out of town. An old stone wall wove along beside me, and sheep grazed on the green hills.

      It was an hour or so to walk to the next hamlet, where my best clothes stuck out even more, so I hurried through quickly. It was deep into the morning by now, so everyone was out and about. I felt as if all the women were looking at me and knew where I was going. I saw heads bow close, whispers exchanged.

      But once I made it through, there was nothing between the goblin king and me except miles of lonely road.

      Of course, I was not used to walking such distances. Here and there, I had to stop and rest a moment. At one point, I came to an ancient circle of stone. I stopped to admire it, because I had never come this far before, and I was always curious about the lives of people who had lived among these hills centuries ago. 

      I drained my water flask by mid-day, but clouds were gathering in the sky. Before long, I would have all the water I could wish for and a great deal more. A spring downpour pelted me for what felt like hours, leaving my hair soaked and making my cloak feel heavy on my shoulders.

      By the afternoon, I was starting to wonder if I really knew what the goblin king’s cave looked like. Would it be obvious? What if it was a tiny door, overgrown with weeds, tucked into the side of a hill, and in my exhaustion I missed it entirely?

      The terrain had grown rockier, the trees taller, the hills larger. My legs dragged. I yearned for dinner, and kept staring at the sun, willing it to stay put, but it was sinking quickly, as suns tend to do.

      The hills were turning vivid colors as the sunlight hit the grasses sideways. Soon it would be getting harder to see. Little creatures rustled in the tall grasses on either side of the road. It was only supposed to be a day’s walk. Had I walked too slow? I wondered what I would do if I never found the place. Should I attempt to turn around and walk home through the night? Sleep in the woods? Just press on?

      As I was starting to feel the edge of real despair, I saw an iron gate at one of the bends in the road. It was open, and at the top was an iron arch molded into a official-looking seal, with a moon flanked by two rather gargoyle-like beasts. A path led me forward, around the gentle swells of two green, tree-covered hills on either side. Small wildflowers bloomed in abundance. It was a beautiful, sheltered place. 

      At the end of the path was a lush rose garden. It was too early in the spring for the roses to be in such proliferation, and yet, here they were, blooming as if it was the middle of summer. Huge yellow ones, pink ones with an almost squarish shape, white ones with frilled petals, red ones with more slender blooms. There was such a variety that somehow, they seemed to compel me to choose one.

      I had always liked the wilder roses best. I kept walking around the bushes, trying to find a rose that suited me best. In the process, I spotted a door tucked among the flowers. I didn’t knock yet. I needed to find a rose first.

      Ah—there was the one! A smaller, more humble flower in a dark crimson. My hand had just met the stem when the door creaked open.

      “Picking my roses, are you?”

      But it was too late. The flower was in my hand.

      I turned, cheeks burning, stammering out, “I’m—I’m sorry, I—“ What was I thinking, grabbing flowers from a man’s garden without asking?

      And there he was. The goblin king himself. My eyes hardly knew what to make of him, where to look first. The sharp, stunning golden eyes? A mouth of fearsome teeth—far more of them than he needed, I thought.  Or his hands, covered in black leather gloves with elongated tips to make room for his claws?

      And then there were the small black horns rising from his coarse, wild black hair. Each one was adorned with a golden ornament, shaped like a twig or an antler, like two small horn-circlets.

      “Never mind it,” he said. His voice was a little raspy and growly. “Come here. Let me see what the night has brought me this time.”

      My heart was fluttering in an uneven patter as I came closer, realizing how tall he was. Tall and strong and broad. My eyes only came up to his chest. He was dressed more like a laborer than a king, I thought, his shirt, vest, and trousers well-fitted but homespun and simple. He had good quality boots and a hooded cloak, although the hood was down as if he wanted me to get a proper look at what I was getting into.

      “You’re awfully pretty,” he said, with a slightly skeptical tone. “At least, as far as the humans prefer.”

      “I can’t help it,” I said.

      “Surely a girl like you could find a husband to care for you, if you are penniless.”

      I was vaguely irritated, and didn’t care to explain my business to him. “And yet, here I am, so obviously not. Did you ever consider that maybe there isn’t anyone in town worth marrying?”

      “You probably haven’t looked very hard.”

      “Will you give me a coin or not?”

      “Will you allow me to fuck you in exchange for one gold coin? No sicknesses nor babes can result. I will take you as many times as I like tonight and in the morning you may go unless you choose to stay.”

      How blunt. So, it really was this and nothing else. There wasn’t some other secret purpose for inviting women to his house.

      So, I really was going to lose my virginity tonight, to this beast of a man. I was surely blushing again. I hoped it was too dark to see.

      There really was no question of saying no at this point. I had come all this way, and I needed food and shelter. Besides that…well, he was not so ugly as I expected. Or maybe he was precisely as ugly as I expected. The portrait of him in the book was fairly accurate. But you liked that portrait, whispered some voice deep down inside of me.

      “Yes,” I said.

      “Then, come in.” He held the door open.

      I took a hesitant step inside, and then another, and the door shut behind me with a hollow thud. I glanced back, since I had not seen him move, nor heard his clothing rustle. It appeared that it had shut all by itself.

      We stood inside a dark passage, lit by the soft light of a candelabra. He held out a glove and said, “I will take that rose from you now.”

      “I’m sorry for picking it.”

      “You could hardly help it.” He shrugged, and I handed him the rose. He cradled the blossom in his hand. There was a small crystal vase with water sitting inside the passageway, and he put the rose there. 

      A faint rumble seemed to come from deep within the earth, and shake the passage so that dirt rained from the ceiling. I pulled my hood over my head with a gasp.

      He looked up. “Tremors. You have nothing to fear from them,” he said. “Sometimes the caverns get moody when I have a guest.”

      “The caverns have moods?”

      “Very sour moods.”

      Then he led me deeper into the passage.

      “Oh,” I breathed, as he opened a door. The room opened up, and the walls and ceilings sparkled with tiny lights and glowing crystals. We were standing inside a hall that would be the envy of any palace. A fireplace was built into one wall, with a small fire burning within, and paintings hung on the walls, of wild little goblin maidens dancing with sticks of fire. It looked like fun, whatever they were doing (once I had double-checked that no humans were being burned or mutilated somewhere in the painting, as rumors occasionally suggested). Beautifully carved benches were gathered around the fire, and a loaf of warm bread and a shaped round of golden butter was waiting for me, along with some wine.

      “Rest your feet and have some food,” he offered. “Make yourself at home. You have an hour or so. I will come for you at sunset.”

      “Oh—all right—I mean—we haven’t even exchanged names.”

      “You want my name? Most are content to think of me as the goblin king.”

      “We’re going to…do something pretty intimate, I mean, I suppose you do it all the time, but…”

      “I don’t know if I want you to have my name, pretty one. I know you’re only here for one purpose.”

      “Like wanting a coin is any better than what you want me for.”

      He stepped a little closer to me, and looked down. Slowly, his hand lifted to my face, and the somewhat stiff, yet soft material of his glove traced my cheek. “You know, tonight, I might actually enjoy it. But I’m not giving you my name, and I won’t have yours. It isn’t that kind of transaction, is it?”

      “Just—don’t call me ‘pretty one’,” I said.

      “Why not?”

      “At home my father calls me ‘Beauty’. And half the time I think that’s all anyone sees when they look at me. I know I shouldn’t wish to be ugly; I probably wouldn’t like it. But sometimes I wonder what it would be like to be known for being clever or courageous instead of pretty. If I’m going to—submit to you—I’d at least ask that you not call me that.”

      “Easy enough,” he said. “Now, I will let you have your meal and a warm bath.”

      “All right—that is—where is the bath? Where is my chamber for the night?”

      “Go ahead and explore. You’ll find it.”

      He turned and disappeared down another shadowy hall. 

      I sat down at the table and spread the butter on the bread. I was so hungry I couldn’t really worry anymore. I poured some of the wine and drank it down. Maybe a little bit of alcohol would calm my nerves. But it was also possible that they were beyond calming.

      When the entire loaf of bread was gone, I started getting my bearings. I’m going to be here a long time, I told myself. I needed as many gold coins as possible to keep my family from losing everything. But with my hunger no longer so pressing, my stomach squirmed with fears. It was hard to imagine just what I was getting myself into. I knew what happened between men and women, but I also knew it could hurt, or be pleasurable. It could be shameful or romantic. And strangely, I wasn’t sure what I expected out of the goblin king.

      This house, if you could call it that, was not formed like other houses. The walls were uneven, the passages twisting and sloping. Crystals and rocks jutted from walls, and tiny lights sparkled in veins. One room had a dining table formed from a giant rock that came out of the wall, with stalactites reaching down like chandeliers. Another room had a pipe organ formed into the cave, and some of the pipes appeared to be shaped from the very rocks themselves, although truly it was hard to say where the organ ended and the cave began.

      I had never seen such an astonishing, magical place. But there were no servants, no sign of any people at all.

      Why is he here all alone? Who cleans and maintains this place?

      Of course, there were hermits who chose to live alone, usually religious men. I didn’t think the goblin king was religious. I wondered if he was a king at all. He certainly didn’t have any subjects, but the caverns went on and on. I didn’t have time to even begin to explore them all. Just by the size of the rooms, it was obvious that there used to be large feasts and gatherings in the past.

      He wasn’t really alone, I reminded myself. He paid women to come here. But when he touched my face, he said he might actually enjoy it.

      There definitely was something going on here, something beyond the gossip, but I thought it must not be apparent or some other girl would have figured it out before me.

      I poked my head into the next room and let out an audible gasp.

      At home, we had an entire shelf of books. It was as tall as I was, and as wide as one of my father’s arms was long. I thought we were rich in literature.

      Now I knew it was nothing. The goblin king had more books than the subscription library. The shelves reached to the top of the ceiling and wrapped all around the room, which was large enough to contain a number of tables and chairs. The shelves had been built into the uneven shape of the cavern, and one part of the room was a tucked away nook, a tiny cave of books. Two leather chairs were there, as if waiting for me to claim one of them.

      I hardly knew where to begin. There seemed to be some book for every subject one could imagine. I ran my fingers along all the spines, bound in different colors, some in cloth and others in leather. Botany. Farm implements. Animals of the world. Histories of humans, goblins, elves, faeries, and every other thinking creature. Books with huge color plates showing different costumes, different birds, different maps, the placement of bones and muscles within the body. Myths and legends. Philosophy. Astronomy. Astrology. (Maybe it would tell me what kind of man the goblin king really was?)

      And then there were novels. He must have owned every novel I had ever heard anyone mention in my entire life, and more besides.

      I was still perusing the shelf, and probably had been for an hour already, opening one book and then another (with an occasional sneeze) when I heard a small clink of dishes.

      Behind me, a tray of food was on the table. This time, it was a nice warm stew and a cup of chamomile tea—I could smell it all from here. Perfect for eating in the damp, cool interior of the caves, and relaxing before bed.

      But where had it come from?

      “Hello?” I whispered.

      No response.

      I wasn’t about to refuse warm food and a book paired together—what heaven!—so I didn’t question it. I arranged myself carefully in one of the leather chairs, the stew in my lap, spoon in one hand and book in the other, the tea within reach. I tried to eat quickly because I knew I only had an hour, but I didn’t have much concept of time underground. Surely I could take fifteen minutes, just to start a chapter…

      Suddenly, a grandfather clock behind me began to toll its bell, and I almost sprung out of my chair in terror. Had there been a clock there before? Surely I would have noticed such an impressive clock. It was taller than I was, and displayed the phases of the moon—a clock worthy of a king.

      There was no arguing it. The clock chimed eight o’ clock, and I felt sure it was telling me to get into the bath and make myself ready for the goblin king. A chiming clock becomes a very ominous sound when you are expecting such a night as this, I thought, yanking my cloak around my body as I hurried down the uneven corridor, looking for my bedroom. Another small tremor shook the hallway.

      Here was a large room with a beautiful carved bed and a large wooden wardrobe to match, with double doors. On one side of the room was a cozy table and chairs, and off to the other side was a porcelain tub, with steam wafting out of it. Warm water awaited me, and a towel as well as a nightgown were already folded neatly across a rack nearby.

      I hesitated only briefly before slipping off my clothes. Even in a family that had been fairly well-to-do, a warm bath with clean water all to myself was a luxury that the youngest sister out of four never, ever enjoyed. And I’d had such a long day of walking, the warm water instantly relaxed every muscle in my body. I grabbed the soap and lathered my arms and legs. Such soft soap! Everything here was the finest example of itself I had ever seen. I tipped my head back and looked at the ceiling, realizing that it was quite high up—maybe ten feet above me—and glinting with tiny lights like constellations.

      They were constellations, actually, or at least the lights were formed that way. I spotted many that I recognized. Another map, I thought, for studying the stars.

      A hand pounded on the door.

      “It is time for you to fulfill your bargain, o courageous one,” the goblin king said.

      I rushed out of the tub, dripping water all over the floor, and swiped myself with the towel before yanking the nightgown on over my half-wet body. “C-come in,” I said, and the door creaked open.
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