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      Charlotte

      

      “Dad? Can I ask you something?”

      “You have some follow up questions about the birds and the bees? And the…foxes and the demons?”

      “Thanks for not making it weird.” I kicked him under the table.

      “Oh, I made it weird?” He finished off his beer, kicking me back.

      This was the proper ritual for making each other relax before we had some kind of Deep Talk. And I knew we needed to have one. We were finishing up one of the mediocre meat lovers pizza from the best pizza place in town, which wasn’t saying much, as we settled back into life together for the summer. It was hard for me, and he could tell. I just wasn’t the same person anymore, even though nothing at home had changed.

      Which was partly why I was pondering this question.

      I realized how much a person could change, how badly an old life could fit, no matter how much you loved it.

      “If I saved Mom from the demons, like…I mean…what would happen? Would you guys just get back to normal?”

      He smoothed his hand over his face. “I don’t know. How can I know? She’s the one who would have to…adjust.”

      “Yeah, I just wondered if you think she would.”

      He sighed. “I don’t know who she is anymore.”

      “Okay,” I said, a little tense.

      “I wonder sometimes if I ever knew,” he continued. “I’m a pretty simple guy. I knew there was a lot going on in her head. She was angry at her parents for denying her her magical background, and she was also scared of it. She knew there was a lot of danger in being a witch. So she was always—you know—running back and forth. Switching on and off. But when we got together, I didn’t know about all that yet. And she seemed happy. I thought she’d made up her mind. I thought she chose.”

      “You’re angry at her, aren’t you?” I asked.

      He never said so. Dad always gave Mom a pass. I knew he loved her and missed her. He made it sound like she was gone, but I always imagined that if she ever came back, he would welcome her. As a kid I used to envision her just showing up one day, and they would kiss and she would just move back in. But I was a kid, and kids have no sense of what is actually possible. I used to imagine I would be a movie star veterinarian Olympic skater.

      Of course, I turned out to be a witch, and maybe that was no less probable. But I also got a big wakeup call about how complicated life could be.

      “You don’t want to hear that stuff,” he said.

      “What? Dad, I’m old enough to understand that you’d be mad.”

      “I forgive her,” he said. “A part of me could never believe that she was mine in the first place.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Like I said, I’m a normal guy. And nothing that special. Your mom was special.”

      I bristled. “You are too special!”

      “I don’t need to be.”

      “Are you glamorizing her?”

      “She was glamorous!” he said. “You’ve worn her dress. What kind of woman wears a dress like that? She fucking blew my mind, Charlotte. She was gorgeous and well-traveled. She’d hung out with famous rock bands. She was utterly fearless. I’d never met a woman who would walk alone downtown in cities I wouldn’t even dare be caught dead in after dark. When I found out she was a witch it made more sense, but that didn’t change what I thought about her. You know that your grandpa told me she was too good for me?”

      “No!” I smacked my hand on the table. “I never knew any of this, but it’s stupid. You’re a cool guy! You were a roadie for Angry Shirt!” I laughed a little, teasing him.

      He laughed at that. “I’ve never really talked about her much, I know. I was protecting you from the truth, and now it’s just habit, but…I glamorized her a little, yeah. I loved her more. It was love at first sight, if something like that exists.”

      “Aw. You met her at a Nine Inch Nails concert, right?”

      “Yeah, but she was there for the Jesus and Mary Chain. They were the opening act, I guess. I drove down for the concert and I don’t remember any of it because I got to talking to her out front beforehand, and I was just—stupid over her. She had a faint English accent, and she had this sort of French beatnik style going on. She always looked good, your mom. She was the kid of rock stars, so…” He shrugged. “I could just tell she was somebody. But it was also February and she was shivering.”

      “Did you offer her a coat?”

      “Oh yeah. Oldest trick in the book.” He raised his brows. “She had to stick close to me so she could give it back later.”

      “It’s weird,” I said. “I have such a hard time imagining her as glamorous. I’m not glamorous.”

      “You could be,” he said. “If she’d been around to show you that stuff.” He waved a hand. “That’s my fault. Sometimes I’d think about buying you a makeup kit or her favorite perfume for Christmas, but then I thought, am I sending you a bad message? You’re not her. I just got you video games instead.”

      Poor Dad. He was so cute. I could just imagine him wandering into the wilds of the makeup and perfume at the mall, picking up stuff up and putting it down. I liked that, in the end, he didn’t try to fill her shoes.

      “When did she tell you she was a witch? And how?”

      “She was really into this hippie stuff,” he said. “That’s what I thought at first. Yoga and crystals, stuff no one I knew was into back then, not in the south anyway. She was superstitious. She talked to birds and plants when we were out. I could tell she was feeling me out to see if I thought anything she said was strange. Actually, I sensed right away that there was something that really bothered her. She was in some kind of pain. For one thing, she was just traveling around—not in school. She seemed lost. She told me her family had just moved to Australia and she wouldn’t say much more about them. It felt to me like she was looking for this place that didn’t exist.” He frowned. “But she didn’t tell me about magic until I said I wanted to have a kid.”

      “When was that?”

      “Just before we got married.”

      “Oh.” I didn’t expect that. They dated for six years before they got married. They were young when they met, and Dad was broke, and I knew my grandparents were a little weird about it. “So long?”

      “Well, I know how it is now. It’s not that hard a secret to keep. She rarely used magic. She let the whole magical world slip away from her. But when she got pregnant, she knew her child would have a familiar. She had to tell me. I still remember her hands shaking, and her voice shaking…it came pouring out of her. The magic, the family feuding, how she had four ‘dads’ and they were all werewolves…I thought she took some bad drugs at first.”

      I was quiet. I could imagine how hard it was. Mom must have felt so alone, I thought. I couldn’t blame Dad for thinking she was on something, but for her to bury all that for six years knowing she would alter his entire perspective of the world when she told him… And where were her parents during all this? I wondered. One of her werewolf dads appeared to me when I tried to summon her, and blurted out the truth about my family, but then she appeared instead, and he vanished.

      Even in that brief moment, I could tell he loved his daughter.

      If Master Blair was right, what destroyed her was the rules of the magical world, that banished my grandmother when she fell in love with the werewolves and led to a chain reaction that affected my mother and then me.

      Can I blame it all on that? But despite everything, I don’t want to team up with a demon…

      “It was so complicated,” Dad said, seeing the expression on my face. “I never wanted to tell you how difficult and confusing she could be, because I loved her anyway. I wanted you to love her like I did, more than I wanted you to be angry at her.”

      “Maybe I wanted to be angry at her.”

      “Yeah…” He shook his head. “Parenting is hard.”

      “I know.”

      “Really hard,” he added. “Don’t get pregnant.”

      I rolled my eyes. “I’m not ready to be pregnant yet, don’t worry.”

      “Yet? Don’t scare me like that…”

      “You don’t want incubus grandbabies?” Now I squeezed his hand. “Don’t worry,” I repeated. “Anyway…I’ve just been thinking about it. Like, if I was able to save her, would you be overjoyed, or would it mess up your life?”

      “I don’t know,” he said. “But when you love someone, you don’t really care. I just want to know my Emily is safe even if it messes up my life. But—at the same time—you’re even more important to me. There is nothing more important to me than you, kid. You know that, right?”

      “We’ve always been there for each other,” I said. “I’ve made it halfway through school, at least.”

      But man, had I left a lot out. Like…I was honest with Dad about the fact that I was dating two guys at once, and I even didn’t deny that I was dating a third. But that seemed like more than enough to dump on him, so I hadn’t mentioned that we also agreed to defeat the Withered Lord with the help of a crew of vampires, nor had I even told him that the warlock and witches’ councils stormed the school and trapped Firian in fox form. Or that Master Blair had been born a woman and was removed from the school for covering that up, which didn’t seem to bode well for my future prospects there.

      Dad suddenly got up from his chair. “I’ll be right back. Feel free to start in on the ice cream.”

      I opened the freezer. Ooh, sweet. He didn’t just go store brand. He bought us pints with a fudge core.

      “You know, I lost seven pounds at school this year,” I yelled. “And now it’s going out the window!” I grabbed a spoon.

      He walked back in holding something small between his fingers. He held it out to me, but I already knew what it was.

      Mom’s silver ring, engraved with ‘Fares Wyrd as she must’ in teeny-tiny script.

      “I noticed you’ve been wearing rings,” he said. “Maybe you should have this one.”

      I flushed. Yeah, I definitely wasn’t going to mention those rings were how my guys communicated with each other about how often they’d had sex with me. When we said goodbye for the summer, I kept all that week’s ‘activity’ on my fingers, along with the ring Firian gave me the last time I saw him in his human form.

      I slid it on my finger. It fit better on my pointing finger than the ring finger.

      “I think her hands were a little bigger than yours,” he said. “She was taller.” He wrapped his hand around mine. “I know she would want you to have it. But I also know that my Emily wanted her daughter to be safe. She wouldn’t ask you to join up with a demon. So just…enjoy school and learn…whatever stuff peaceful witches learn.”

      “I’ll try.” I gave him a hug and we ate our ice cream while watching a standup special on Netflix, then I walked upstairs to my room, still staring at the ring. It was way too late to be safe, but I couldn’t tell Dad that. This was going to be a difficult summer. I wanted to be honest with him but I knew I couldn’t. He’d be so nervous for me. It was much better for him to think school was getting easier.

      “Firian,” I whispered.

      Firian materialized on my bed, looking downright cross as usual these days, golden eyes slitted as he rested his head down on his paws and glared at me. Who knew a fox could have so many facial expressions?

      “Can I cuddle you?”

      “No.”

      I did it anyway. I wrapped my hands around his neck and buried my face in his fur. He smelled like woodsmoke and forest. “Dad gave me Mom’s ring.” I showed him. “He talked about her more than he ever has before…”

      “Are you okay?” Firian asked.

      “No. Not really. Even if I save her from the Withered Lord, it’ll never be like it should be. I can’t even imagine what it would be like. Is she just going to…like…find a normal job and vacuum? Sleep in Dad’s bed? Talk to Grandma during holidays? How can things ever work out? And I might put myself in terrible danger working with these vampires and trying to take down a demon. But I can’t stop thinking about it.”

      Firian looked up at me and gave my cheek a small, comforting lick. I grinned at him, even as my heart shattered to look at him. I wanted his arms around me instead of my arms around him. I wanted more than that, too. But definitely not as a fox.

      “Well, first things first,” I said.

      “You need to train,” Firian said. “Didn’t Stuart give you a list?”

      “Yeah…” I was supposed to meditate outside for an hour every day, gather and analyze forest specimens, and Firian was going to help me work my way through a book he’d given me called “Training Wards for Defense” so we could practice tapping into Wyrd magic later. Both of us were born into using Ethereal magic, so it wouldn’t be easy. We would have to sneak by the wards put up by the faery kingdom who controlled Wyrd. This was getting into some deep stuff.

      Also, I was not supposed to turn on my computer or use any more electricity than necessary. And with Firian trapped as a fox, I wasn’t getting any action either.

      I sighed. “This is going to suck,” I said.

      “Don’t tell me how much your summer is going to suck,” Firian said. “I don’t even have thumbs.”
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      Alec

      

      I couldn’t have been more different than my father, and I’d spent my whole life being ashamed of it.

      My dad was known world-wide as a maker of potions and tinctures. He was the last guy you would ever imagine to be seduced by a succubus, but those were exactly the sort of people who always did get seduced: the kind of person who buried themselves in their work and bottled up their sex drive, leaving them vulnerable to a weak moment when a gorgeous woman suddenly paid attention to them and offered to give them the night of their lives.

      My poor dad was one of the unlucky ones, in that my mom decided he would be a good father for a child. While most wizards could keep their indiscretions private, my dad got a knock on his door in the middle of the night and opened it to find a bassinet with me in it and a note. I’m sure his reaction must have been something like, Oh shit.

      I’d always known that, too. I didn’t doubt that he loved me, but he was proud of me when I was a good student, and he was extremely embarrassed when I was sent home from school for ‘inappropriate behavior’. It was an all-boys school, of course, and that probably tempered the worst of it, but I was already putting out incubus charm and some of the boys were vulnerable to it.

      As I got old enough to understand, well, I was embarrassed too. The kids in my school were way too young for an incubus classmate. I didn’t understand my sex drive and neither did they. It was even worse if he tried to bring me to family gatherings or social events where girls were present.

      My familiar was the only thing that saved me at first. She was so shy she never appeared in human form or talked to anyone but me, but if I lost control, she would give me a spider bite. She wasn’t venomous to me, but it still hurt. At the same time, I kind of liked it. It turned me on that a girl was biting me. Yes. That is true. Even though she rarely even let me see her girl form. That’s how bad it was to be a damn incubus. I would have a sexual fantasy about anything.

      So my dad did some research into pattern magic and that was when I got my first tattoo. If I started feeling aroused I just had to trace my finger along the pattern inked on my arm and it calmed everything down. That got me through school without too much incident. I wanted so much for my dad not to regret that I’d been born, and for him to be proud of me. Over the years, I managed to get much better about repressing and hiding my incubus side.

      Until I met Charlotte.

      At first I thought it was just because she was a girl thrown into my all-guy environment. Her pure female scent was too much to resist. Master Blair locked down my magic so I couldn’t touch her, but I still invaded her dreams at night—against my will. I wanted to be angry at the teachers for giving me, of all people, a female roommate, but she was so delicious I couldn’t bring myself to ask for her removal.

      Over the last two years, she had become so much more.

      Sure, my body wanted her from day one, but that made me want to shy back from her as much as anything. I didn’t want to hurt her. I didn’t want to wreck her life like my mom seducing my dad.

      Two years of living with her, and everything had changed. I was comfortable with her. I’d never been comfortable with a girl before. Sometimes, for a second, I even forgot how much I wanted her.

      For a second.

      She was so damned cute. I wasn’t the only one who thought so. For an incubus, this was a dream scenario. I wanted to resist her for four years, but that was before I realized how the council would hurt her. How they’d take Firian away from her.

      I didn’t break the spell so I could fuck her. I broke the spell so I could hold her.

      But yeah, of course I fucked her too. It was mind blowing, to have sex with someone you loved.

      Now, she was hundreds of miles away.

      “Alec?” Dad called from the attic as I walked in the door of our old farmhouse.

      “Hey, I’ll come up,” I called back. I walked up the steep, very-well worn stairs that twisted upward into a semi-finished attic. This was one of Dad’s work rooms. Most of the house was a work room. Potion making was a messy business. There was a lot of collecting, drying, extracting, distilling, pounding and grinding. There was almost nothing that couldn’t be a potion ingredient, and hardly anyone in the world with Dad’s depth of knowledge.

      I respect the hell out of my dad, but we did not exactly understand each other. I’m a Pisces. He’s a Virgo. In our pagan coven, that was enough to get an understanding nod from anyone. He hardly saw me, but when I came upstairs he was buried in some work with a raven’s body.

      “Let me wash my hands,” he said, finally standing up and turning the knob of a rickety sink. Water spurted out reluctantly. He washed up to his forearms. He was dirty and even a little bloody. We looked more alike than people realized because my incubus magic made them think I was a lot more attractive than him, plus my mom had darker skin and this was generally solid English and German wizard territory. I also worked out while he hunched over tables all day. We had the same shape of nose and mouth, the same nearsighted eyes, the same hands.

      “Dad,” I said. “I’m just gonna spit this out. Mom is dead.”

      “Oh—er—how did you know that?”

      “Have you looked at the memoriam book this year?”

      “No, I really never have time for that and I’m just not inclined to be nosy. Dead? Really? She was young, wasn’t she? What was the cause?”

      “Lung cancer.”

      “Ahh. Yes, well, that isn’t really a surprise.” He dried off his hands and looked at me. “Are you—upset?”

      To say emotions weren’t Dad’s forte was an understatement. He tried. He just didn’t get the whole range of them. He had some emotions, but he was sort of like a robot that had been programmed for a sensible, practical range. I felt like he would have made a good loyal butler in another life. He was great at making dinner and pressing my clothes and I knew he cared about me because that was how you knew when he cared about anything: when he devoted time to it.

      “A little,” I said.

      “Oh. Well…was there anything you needed to say? I have dinner on the stove waiting for us already.”

      I sighed. “I don’t know if there’s anything to say. I’m just upset. Charlotte actually summoned her when we had our necromancy class.”

      “Did she now?”

      “Yeah. And she showed up but she got angry at Charlotte. She said I needed to stop pretending to be a warlock and be an incubus. She felt that Charlotte was in the way.”

      “And Charlotte? Is she in the way?” Dad asked. “Of your studies, I mean?”

      “No. I think Charlotte might actually improve my studies,” I said, knowing this might get contentious.

      I could see him tense a little. “What do you mean?” He lifted the lid on a pot of chili downstairs. Our kitchen was like every other magical household in the region: an old gas stove, a small fridge, battered wooden cabinets, a farmhouse table with a thousand nicks in the old wood, the smell of herbs in the air. Light fell on the floor in predictable patterns on floors that were always clean and polished but were very, very old. This house was built by my ancestors who came to America in the 1700s, a common story among magic families, and I had grown up with the sense that old Lyrman ghosts were watching me.

      “I mean…I’m in love with her.”

      “You’re so young,” Dad said. “And with your magic, how can you—”

      I cut him off. “I know because of my magic. I gave it two years. I got to know her. The whole time, believe me, I wanted her—but I got to know her first.”

      “Did you touch her? Did you—”

      “I broke the spell that kept me from touching her,” I said. “And yeah, we did things.”

      “Alec.” His voice was soft, simmering with the slow build of his anger. It would never go above a simmer, really, but that was just as bad. “I don’t think I really need to tell you how unwise this is. Your skill in artistic magic was coming along so well. You know what will happen now. You’ll be thinking of her all the time.”

      “That’s true, but maybe I need to think of her. Maybe I need a muse,” I said. “I need someone I can focus on because all these feelings aren’t going away. They’re part of me. We can use magic to hold them back, but Char told me she likes me as I am. She told me I should just—be an incubus.”

      “I’ve been hearing a lot of things about Charlotte,” Dad said. “The stories don’t reassure me about your closeness to her. I know that trying to keep you from school or forbidding you from seeing her would be pointless…”

      “I knew you’d say this shit.” I crossed my arms. “You asked me if I was upset about Mom dying? Yeah. I am. I’m upset because she was half of what I am, and you just want that half to go away.”

      “I’m not trying to be cruel, Alec. I’m just pragmatic. I had to repress your impulses or you might have—forced yourself on others.”

      “You know I wouldn’t do that. I’m not some mindless demon. I don’t want to hurt anyone. But Charlotte wants me as much as I want her.”

      “I doubt that.”

      I slapped the table. “You ‘doubt’ it?”

      “I mean, she is under the influence of magic. You can never know what she wants. And we know so little about where her fate is going. You are not the sort of person who should be with a controversial girl. When you finish school and come of age and have proven yourself as a warlock, your prospects will be really very good. At that point, the elders will be less concerned with your mother’s blood because you will have shown that level of discipline. And as I’ve said, we’ll find you a good match through the council.”

      “I’m with Charlotte now. I don’t want anyone else.”

      His chili was really good. What a waste of flavor. We ate in annoyed silence.

      Dad didn’t fight me. He believed—rightly—that telling a child no only led to rebellion. But he radiated disappointment. I could just feel him thinking that I was his only child and that he had failed. He didn’t know what to do with me.

      And I had to come to the hard realization that I couldn’t please him anymore. He was never going to approve of me being an incubus.

      So it was time to stop even trying.

      “I’m still going to be a great warlock,” I said, as I was finally finishing up my bowl. I mean, Dad could cook. The chili had perfect heat and multiple levels of flavor. Even when I was pissed off I couldn’t help enjoying it. “But I’m going to be a great incubus too.”

      “I don’t know if there is such a thing as a great incubus.”

      “Fuck. Of course you’d say something like that.” His eyes tracked me as I stood up, cool and judgmental. He didn’t apologize or try to stop me from leaving the room or react much at all. “Well, I’m proving you wrong.”

      I washed out my bowl and then tromped upstairs. I tried not to let my dad get to me, but I had always tried to be what he wanted. When it came to Charlotte, I couldn’t do it anymore. I had gotten a taste of what it was like when someone accepted me for who I really was, and I couldn’t stop now.

      I wanted to talk to her so badly, but the only telephone in our house was downstairs off the kitchen. We didn’t have internet in the house either. One witch in our little hamlet ran an internet ‘cafe’ on her enclosed porch so the rest of us could keep the corrupting devices out of our houses.

      Damnit. I was aching for Charlotte so badly. Just to hear her voice or see her face—anything. Summer was going to kill me. I traced my tattoos to calm down my urges, but you know what? Tattoos that control sex drive don’t help when you just miss someone’s presence.

      I threw open a sketch pad instead. I didn’t usually draw people. My subjects were all from the magical world. Magical artists used the power of capturing an image to control the world around them. This was why a lot of religions cautioned against making images of people or gods. Even humans knew that if you painted someone, you could gain influence over them. Lately I’d been trying to paint the Withered Lord. I’d never seen him, but I could still piece together his essence from accounts. When school was over, the rest of my friends planned to battle this demon, and my best shot at helping them out was to weaken him with my artwork.

      But I didn’t feel like drawing a demon today.

      It was her essence I wanted to capture.

      It was Charlotte I wanted under my sway. It was Charlotte I wanted to do things to, but I didn’t want to hurt her. Quite the opposite. The magic for seduction wasn’t really that different from the magic of controlling a demon…but it was a lot more pleasurable.

      I broke out the ink pens and the watercolors. First, a sketch. Loose, feeling like her more than it looked like her exactly. I would draw her from the back. Her hair was often in a ponytail, dancing with her movements. There were always wispy hairs coming out of the ponytail, softening her face. The curve of a shoulder, waist, hip, beneath the small men’s uniform. She was always animated, her hands busy. I drew one of them trailing down as if to brush flowers or Firian’s fur. I paused before realizing I did sort of miss Firian too. He’d become a part of the landscape, and I took great pleasure in watching her enjoy him. I filled him in, a thick fox coat and pointed ears at her side. While I gave her the uniform suit jacket and the white cuffs of a dress shirt peeking out of her sleeves, I decided to give her a mini skirt and knee socks because this was my art so why not draw her sexy legs?

      Having put down the lines in black ink, I let colors seep into the paper. I tinted her with red and golden shades, warm colors like fire. She was like fire. Like warmth, like home. Her desire fed me and I felt like I couldn’t live without it now.

      When I was done, the picture was suitable for all ages. I could have painted her otherwise, but that didn’t feel right. Not yet. It still captured her sensuality, her beauty. This was just the beginning.

      My dad was never going to understand this feeling. He was wrong. She was under the influence of my magic, sure. But it wasn’t true that I could never know what she wanted.

      I knew what she wanted. I knew I would make her happy every day of her life.

      Now that I had made love to Charlotte, I wasn’t going to go back to the way I was. I couldn’t hold back anymore.
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      Charlotte

      

      It had been a while since I dreamed of Alec.

      Do you ever have dreams that are so real that in the dream you’re like, I think this is a dream but maybe there’s a way to hold onto it forever? And the whole dream you’re trying to find a way?

      That was how Alec dreams were. They were super clear. I remembered every second of them.

      In the dream, I woke up in bed and at first I thought I was waking up for real, but then I realized that Alec was sitting in my computer chair, and oh damn, all he was wearing was some low-cut black briefs. And he was sketching me.

      He looked up and smiled. His red-gold eyes had a very faint glow like light through a stained glass window. “You’re here,” he said.

      “You’re here,” I replied. “Alec, I miss you so much.”

      “Throw off the blankets,” he said.

      I shoved the blanket off and the tank top and underwear I’d been wearing were gone.

      “I never got around to drawing you last year,” he said.

      “We were busy.”

      “Do I have your permission now?” The look he gave me, it was like he’d already answered his own question. He knew I wasn’t going to say no. I didn’t even bother to answer.

      “I’ve been painting ethereals and demons,” he said. “Learning to control and summon creatures. But there is another way to use artistic magic. Painting someone deepens a bond. Every time you give me your image, Charlotte, a part of you is mine forever.”

      “There’s no place I’d rather have my parts be,” I said.

      He walked over to me, holding his wand in one hand, and slid the wand down one of my arms, urging me to put it back over my head. Then, he trailed the tip down the curve of my body. I shivered. He could touch me now, but he was acting like he still couldn’t. He drew the wand down the line of my leg, encouraging me to extend it, and then, for the other leg, he hooked the back of my knee and made me prop it up, spreading me out a little.

      “So, do you remember what Monty suggested I do, back when I couldn’t touch you?”

      “The transfer feeling spell?”

      “You pay attention,” he said, with a grin.

      “When it sounds hot, you bet I do.”

      “I figured it out.” He handed his wand to me, pressing the handle against the palm of my right hand. “I’m going to draw you, and you’re going to tease me.”

      The transfer feeling spell Montague mentioned? It would let Alec feel sensation through his wand. So basically…it turned his wand into a hard, detached cock.

      I mean, these are the spells they don’t teach you in class. Which was good, by the way, considering our youngest professors were pushing seventy and I would die if I had to learn magical sex ed from any of them.

      When I was having incubus dreams, my inhibitions seemed even lower than they were in real life, because it was still a dream. It wasn’t quite real. Whatever part of my real life brain that might have been embarrassed or worried that someone would hear me moaning, well, it was gone.

      He sat back down, and I started rubbing the wand against my clit to get me going a little.

      Oh yeah, he could feel it. As soon as I started rubbing the wand against me, his cock was throbbing in response. I went really slow so he could concentrate. He started sketching, moving his pencil in long, confident strokes across the page. He was getting down the lines of my body; I could tell.

      He was breathing slowly, trying to control his desire and focus on the page, and I realized this was some serious incubus warlock training going on. Both sides of his nature were working together and warring with each other at once. I could tell when I rubbed a little harder and faster, it made him crazy. He couldn’t help but fidget and it made his thick length strain and throb.

      I got to study his face while he studied my body. His features were handsome, his cheekbones chiseled, and if he was a bit of a pretty boy now, there was also a ruggedness to him and I could just tell he was only going to get better with age. It took everything I had not to spring off the bed and tear his underwear off, climb on that lap of his and stick my tongue down his throat.

      I could tell when he was done with all the basic lines and narrowing in on more details, and that seemed like a good time for the wand and me to take things to the next level. I slid it between my slick folds. Alec’s wand was still a little too thin to be a really satisfying dildo, but it did have a nice little curve to it. I felt tender inside, the hard wand like a firm touch.

      “Mm…” I wanted to close my eyes and pretend he was the one touching me, but I also wanted to look at him.

      “Char…damn…” He ruffled his hair, agonized.

      “Can you feel me?”

      “Every inch. Take it easy so I can get this sketch done first.” He reached down to run a hand over his erection and I snapped my fingers.

      “No,” I said. “No. Finish your picture. Isn’t that the point?”

      He growled at the wall. “I’m going to explode.”

      “You do look like you might,” I said. “But I’m trying to help you learn magic here.”

      “Since when did you become a teacher?”

      “Since Firian has been bossing me around, making me do all the boring stuff Stuart asked me to do. I spent three hours today analyzing forest plants.”

      “I entered your dream so I can do whatever I want to you,” he said, but he got back to drawing. “Hold still. I’m trying to draw your face.”

      I was enjoying the dance. So was he.

      No one better wake me up, that’s all.

      He sketched. I stroked the wand against my G-spot very slowly. I was definitely enjoying that I had control of both of us right now. I knew how to build myself up, with focused little strokes. But he got off more when I gave the wand a longer thrust, so now and then I gave him a little treat.

      Before long I had to slow down.

      “Keep going,” he said. “I’m almost done.”

      “But I’m going to lose it.”

      “Go ahead,” he said. “I’d like to watch.”

      I flushed deeply. “And then what?”

      “Then I’ll make you come a second time.”

      “I usually need a little break.”

      “Do you?” He arched a brow. “I don’t think I can go easy on you. You were warned about me.”

      “Oh god,” I breathed. When he said that I just started losing it. He was right. I got this feeling that if I just surrendered to him, he could give me so many orgasms I wouldn’t even be able to count them anymore. “Ohh. Ohh!”

      He was sketching like the wind now, I heard the pencil scraping a bunch of frantic lines. He rubbed himself with his left hand. “Yes,” he said. “Faster. Faster.”

      “Alec! Al—rmph mmf…”

      Suddenly I couldn’t scream anymore.

      And then I was spitting out fur. And the room was dark, and Alec was gone, and a fox was sitting on my chest giving me a look of utter disdain.

      “Well, that was loud,” he said.

      “Peh!” I wiped my tongue off.

      “I’m sorry. I don’t have hands.” Firian sounded extremely pissed. “So the incubus can do distance dreams too, huh?”

      I slowed my breathing. “I’m so sorry, Firian. I wish you could touch me. Did Dad hear?”

      “Probably not, thanks to the fact that I threw myself down on top of your mouth as you started yelling, ‘Ohhh! Alec!’”

      I covered my face with my hands. “This is the worrrst.”

      “I agree,” Firian said. “I would have been happy to pick up where he left off and smother your screams.” He looked depressed, and he was adorable when he was depressed, but I had to remind myself again not to think of him as a fox. I couldn’t get used to it. I had to fix him.

      What if I can’t? What if he’s stuck like this forever?

      “Did you finish?” he said.

      “No, obviously not!” I snapped. “But it’s okay. I know it’s worse for you.” I put my arms around his soft fur. “What are fox penises like?”

      “Interesting, but small.”

      “Can I turn into a fox?”

      “Not unless you have even more hidden talents than I’m aware of.”

      We both snorted with laughter. Then we sighed. Then we fell asleep together again, and I dreamed about getting lost on campus, with no sexy Alec in sight.

      It was a very, very, very long summer.
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      Firian

      

      So, this was my life now.

      Being able to turn into an animal is very useful, and I had spent a good half my life as a fox. But getting stuck in fox form? The worst.

      That spell stripped my humanity away. I wasn’t Charlotte’s boyfriend anymore. I could practically see her trying to look at me the way she used to, conjuring up something in her imagination, because the real me was now nonexistent. She could snuggle my fur. We could watch TV together. I was a useful ear when she was sad, I guess.

      But, basically, I was a pet now, and life was full of indignities. This was not my world now. This was the human world and it was made for bipedal creatures with opposable thumbs.

      However, there was another realm that was mine, and it was where familiars my age supposedly belonged most of the time. I was spending more time in Etherium now. Even there, I was locked into my fox form, but it was easier to maneuver around that with magic. In Etherium, the line between humanoid and animal was much thinner.

      “Charlotte, I think it’s time I took you to Etherium,” I said.

      “What? I can go to Etherium? You never said so before.”

      “Well, it’s a strange place and witches don’t belong there,” I said. “Even though Etherium is safer than Sinistra, you need to stick close to me.”

      “You can just take me there?”

      “Yes,” I said. “A familiar is supposed to take his witch to Etherium at least once, and your dad said he’d work late today—” Besides I am going insane looking at you— “—so it seems like a good idea before summer ends.”

      “Okay!” She bounced onto her feet. “Do I need anything? Maybe I should change.”

      “No,” I said. Summer lazy Charlotte in a tank top and short shorts was a Charlotte I wanted to see as much of as possible.

      “Are you sure? Will there be mystical beings in beautiful clothes there?”

      “We’re not going to any of those sorts of places,” I assured her. “I’m taking you to my neck of the woods. Put a hand on me and I’ll transport you there.”

      “Wait, let me leave a note for Dad just in case he gets home early.” She wriggled her feet into flats as she walked to the fridge to jot a note on the Byrne family bulletin. Under her dad’s unsubtle scrawl of ‘MILK BEER DONUTS’ she added ‘Went to Etherium with Firian, be back v. soon <3 <3”.

      I really loved both of them. Although I could have done without the image of milk, beer and donuts together.

      Then she crouched next to me and dug her fingers into my fur. Her touch felt wonderful, but I had to resist getting too affectionate. We both had our limits of weirdness.

      “Hang on,” I said. “It’s weird at first.”

      Traveling to Etherium was like blinking to me, but I knew for humans it was more jarring. Charlotte stumbled through the space between realms, and turned to me clutching her head.

      Then a huge grin broke out on her face.

      I had brought her to my cottage here, in my forest. It was very much like my cabin near her house, except everything in Etherium felt more like a fairy tale. The forests had profusions of wildflowers and songbirds, chipmunks and rabbits. The cottage was plastered on the exterior with green shutters and window boxes, where flowers grew without needing to be weeded and watered, as long as I remembered to appreciate them.

      I walked to the door and it creaked open as if nudged by the gentle breeze. “Come in,” I said. “Have some ethereal food.”

      “Yes please,” she said, following me in and drawing in a slow breath as she saw the spread of tea cups and matching pot, scones and jam and cream. “It’s like a tea room! Did you make this?”

      “It’s the sort of thing that just appears when I have a guest.”

      “It just appears?”

      “It’s magic.”

      “Okay…but…like…”

      “Don’t think too hard,” I said. “I mean it. You might knock yourself back home if you start questioning things. This is a realm where magic is the law of the land. There are things I can do here I could never do in the Fixed Plane or even a Parallel. Like this—” I indulged in an illusion that made me look human again.

      The look in her eyes killed me. “Firian!” Her hands flew toward me and I had to step back.

      “Don’t touch me, Charlotte.”

      “I can’t touch you?”

      “It won’t go that far. Even here. But I can hold the illusion easily and even have tea with you.”

      “Well, that’s no fun. You can hold a teacup, but not me?”

      “The curse is meant to keep me from you. Not tea. So I can fight against the curse to drink tea, but not…”

      “Oh…”

      “I just…wanted to be human with you for a moment,” I said.

      “I’d rather see your face,” she said. “Even if it’s all I get.”

      “Just think of it as a step in our courtship,” I said. “Back in the old days, but not nearly as old as you might think…witches usually didn’t get to touch the object of their affection for years. Chaperones and all of that. At least we’ve had more than that…” My eyes drifted to the ring on her finger, which she twisted.

      “Yes,” she said. “The memory is burned in my mind.” She picked up a scone, her face just short of sad. “I really liked when…I was with two of my guys at once. I was looking forward to—you know—all three of you.” She flushed. “Well, that came out racier than I meant.”

      I was trying to drink my tea. The illusion went so far that I felt human, but I had to keep calm if I wanted to stay that way. This wasn’t helping.

      I adored this girl with every fiber of my being. In human form, I wanted to stay at her side forever. In fox form, I would have wrapped myself around her like a stole if I didn’t have inconvenient bones. I felt like she was a part of me. That feeling, I realized now, had been creeping up on me all of my life. Could I ever have resisted it? I think we were always doomed, and I wondered how many familiars lived with a secret love for their witch.

      “What…what would happen…I mean…if the curse is never broken?” She shifted her tea cup in her hands bit by bit so that the handle rotated 180 degrees. “If I could never touch you again, Firian, I—”

      “We’re a long way from never,” I said.

      “I don’t know how I could be with Montague and Alec but leave you out.”

      “I would be more miserable if you weren’t happy.”

      “Well, I’ll be miserable if you’re not happy.”

      “That’s not how it works.”

      She looked a little indignant. “Yes, it is! You’re my partner, Firian. That is how it works. I don’t want you to be more devoted to me than I am to you.”

      She made me feel warmer, just by her presence. “You’re indignant that your familiar is doing his job.”

      “I don’t like that—you’re—you have to be devoted to me.”

      “I don’t know that I have to,” I said. “It doesn’t feel unwilling.”

      “But familiars have to be devoted.”

      “Familiars are just right for their witch,” I said. “That’s all. I don’t want you to feel guilty about it. I can’t stand not being able to touch you, but I will stand it, because I love you.”

      She nibbled on the scone. “We’re still partners,” she said. “No matter how long this lasts. I don’t want a slave.”

      “I know. I’ve seen the stuff you read.”

      “Okay, I was reading ‘The Demon’s Slave’ for…”

      “Research?”

      “No.”

      “You were going to say research.”

      “Shut up.” She snickered. “I’m still waiting to get ravished by a fox-eared boy.”

      “Never. I’m not fan art.”

      She sighed. “That’s true. You’re not very cool.”

      “Hey, I wouldn’t go that far. I’m plenty cool.”

      She leaned over and pecked my nose before I realized what she was doing, which broke my illusion and turned me back into a fox.

      “Sorry,” she said. “I just couldn’t resist.”

      “I have more to show you,” I said, restoring the illusion with slightly more effort. “So behave yourself.”

      I wanted to show her how beautiful Etherium could be, so when we walked outside, I tried to think about something romantic. The path opened up, and she stayed close to my side, but kept thrusting her hand in her pocket to keep herself from reaching for mine. My skin itched to touch her, to grab her and kiss her, taste her skin and mouth and the sweetness between her legs. When I felt human, it was almost unbearable, but I knew I was tricking myself as much as her.

      The trees grew taller as the path went on, and more flowers grew in the forest, until we walked in a field of blue flowers under a canopy of pale green stirred by soft wind. The birds were just as colorful and one of them fluttered toward her. She held out her hand and the bird landed there and sang “wheet-wheet!”

      “Whaaat! This just went full Disney movie,” she said. “It’s not leaving!”

      “Nah, they won’t,” I said.

      “Will it poop on me?”

      “It’s possible, but unlikely.”

      We stopped to let a family of ducks cross the path now, and a little farther along there was a tiny hedgehog passing us by.

      “Oh, hello!” the tiny hedgehog said. “What brings you here?”

      She stopped in her tracks and her mouth fell open.

      “You met this hedgehog on wand-making day,” I said. “Remember? You’re Irving’s familiar, aren’t you?”

      “Yes,” the hedgehog said.

      “I didn’t really meet anyone else’s familiar. They were all so shy.”

      “It’s not really appropriate to speak to other witches,” the hedgehog said. “But you’re here now, so it’s not that strange.”

      “Riiight…”

      “She’s never been here before,” I said.

      “The high ethereals are dancing in the willows,” the hedgehog said. “So you should take her down to see it.” She tipped her head and waved a paw at us and ambled along.

      “High ethereals?” You couldn’t seek out high ethereals. You had to just stumble on them.

      “Sooo cuuute,” Charlotte whispered. “The high ethereals…are they like angels?”

      “The closest thing you’ll ever see.”

      “Are they scary?”

      “Of course they’re not scary. They’re sort of…above our concerns. They’re beautiful, actually. It’s special to see them.”

      She still looked slightly nervous.

      “Don’t worry,” I said. “This is what Etherium will show you today. It’s better not to resist.”

      The path came to an abrupt stop at a bluff overlooking a winding river. I could feel the high ethereals even before I saw them; they had that effect. My skin prickled with goosebumps as I caught their scent on the wind. Seeing high ethereals was like coming to a meadow of flowers you have never seen before, but also feeling that they must be natives, that you have come to some secret place where old things, and old magic, still exist.

      Charlotte’s eyes widened, and she started creeping closer to them. She wasn’t scared anymore. Of course not. Ethereals were beautiful, and as expected, they didn’t even look up, even when Charlotte snapped a twig.

      They were all tall and graceful, with skin and hair of every natural color, and a few that weren’t natural—lilac hair, faintly greenish skin. They all seemed to be women. Although humans sometimes mistook them for the fae, they weren’t icy like the faeries. They were playful and laughing, and just watching them made the world seem brighter. They were skipping barefoot in the grass. It sounds silly, but that was what made it so enjoyable to watch—the utter lack of self-consciousness, or any worry or anger, the complete opposite of a high demon.

      “So these are…ethereals,” Charlotte whispered. “Why are the witches and warlocks so uptight, then?”

      “High ethereals are the purest expression of Etherium,” I said. “But humans and other low spirits have free will and they tend to mess things up. On the other hand, that’s the same reason most sinistrals spirits aren’t completely evil. It’s just impossible for creatures like us to commit.”

      “True. I feel like I have a reset button where if I get too happy, I’ll freak out about something stupid, but if I get too sad, I’ll laugh at something simple. But…they’re mesmerizing. Why don’t you like being here? It seems like a really gorgeous place. Not so different from your cabin in Georgia, but way better.”

      “No,” I said. “Georgia was better.”

      She snorted. “You’re nuts.”

      “Etherium doesn’t have you.”

      “That’s cheesy.” But she looked pleased.

      “It’s so cheesy, but it’s also true. This doesn’t feel like my home.”

      She bit her lip. “I want to kiss you so badly right now. I’ll lose my mind if—”

      “No, you won’t,” I said. “You’ll find a way to hit that reset button.”

      “No…no, I won’t.” The ethereals finally glanced up at us as she started crying.

      “Time to go,” I said, pulling her back to her familiar living room.

      “Oh—huh? We had to leave?” She unfurled her limbs with a wince, as her crouched position in Etherium had translated badly to the couch. I was back in my fox form again, the illusion of anything else too exhausting to create in the Fixed Plane.

      “You can’t crash an angel dance and start crying. Really bad form. But I’d rather watch you cry over me than ethereals any day.”
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      Charlotte

      

      When it was time to return to Merlin College, Montague picked me up on his way, driving up from Florida. I was overjoyed to see him. Montague and Alec were both cut off from me during the summer. Letters flew back and forth between us. Letters. On paper. Ohmigod. It sounded so romantic, to write letters, but it was actually just slow and tedious. I missed them so much but actually sitting down to write a letter was unsatisfying and weird, so I only wrote them two each.

      “Let’s not do that again,” I said. “It was hell.”

      “Summer with our family?”

      “Yes. I missed you so much.”

      “Fine by me,” he said. “It was hell. My friends won’t even talk to me since they heard that not only am I a vampire, but I made contact with my sire. They’ve already written me off as lost.”

      “Yeah. That sounds awful. I mean, I just missed you, and other than that it was like, barbecue and movies. But still.”

      “Oh, the inhumanity,” he said.

      “Oh, the inhumanity, indeed,” Firian said from the back seat.

      “I don’t see any rings on your fingers,” Montague said. “Didn’t Alec visit you in your dreams?”

      “Heh,” Firian said.

      “He tried,” I said. “It didn’t really work out. I’m not a quiet sleeper, I guess, at least not when an incubus is paying me a visit.”

      “Ah…so our Charlotte is extremely frustrated.” Montague shot me an aggressive sideways expression. He reached for my hand and trailed his fingers from my wrist to my fingertips. “I’m looking forward to taking care of that for you.”

      “Get a fucking room,” Firian said.

      Montague grimaced. “This is no fun. Maybe Stuart will have some ideas to fix you.”

      “Don’t drive off a mountain,” I said, brushing the steering wheel as we were driving on a twisty, one-and-a-half lane road with no guard rail.

      We were taking a back way up the mountain range, arriving in North Carolina early to meet up with Stuart, aka, our former teacher and lord of the faeries. I had started calling him Sturond in my head, because when I last saw him in his true form he had flowing hair and robes and great eyebrows. It was very jarring after a year of thinking Stuart was just a dorky old warlock who grew up in the 50s in Kansas.

      He said he would be giving me secret training this year so I could continue the secret mission to tap into the magic of the world of Wyrd and break away from the rigid control of the witch and warlock councils.

      The road was getting increasingly disconcerting. It looked like a part of it had actually washed away and when we looked down there was a steep dropoff toward a rushing, rocky creek.

      “We’re close. Maybe we should just park the car and walk from here,” Montague said, backing up from the scary road and parking. He grabbed his hat out of the back seat and jumped down. “Get you breaking a sweat so that incubus can lose his mind smelling your pheromones.” He gave my bottom a little smack as he walked up behind me when I got out of the car.

      “Sounds like he’s not the only one losing his mind.” I wrapped my hands around Montague’s waist and gave him a kiss. Then I looked at the car and saw Firian’s face staring out the back window waiting for someone with hands to open the door.

      “Would it help if you went back to Etherium for a little while?” I asked him.

      “No,” he said. “I want to hear every word Sturond has to say so I know everything I can know about breaking this spell and kissing the council goodbye. The last place I want to be is Etherium. The world where they tricked me.”

      “Right. Right. I’m sorry.”

      “His real name is Sturond!?” Montague asked.

      “No. We’re just nerds.” We trekked up the hill through the mud. My legs were stronger than last year, I noticed, because I had spent a lot of the summer outside training. Although it was a warm summer day, there was a lot of shade and wind up here at a high elevation and it felt wonderful. I used my wand like a walking stick to help me climb the steep spots.

      I could feel when we passed into the spot where the veil was thin between the real world and the magical world. We were getting close to the tree. But first, we came to a dark cave mouth along the path, the gap as tall as I was and about five feet wide, somewhat hidden by brush. Alec was standing outside with his easel, painting the cave, but when he saw us he dropped everything and ran to me.

      He grabbed me, pressed me into the rocks, and gave me a deep kiss, his hands pouring into my hair like he was going to consume me.

      Whoa.

      There wasn’t much sense of propriety with Alec these days. His tongue thrust in my mouth like a preview of what was to come, as he lifted up my legs to rub his cock against my already soaked underwear through his pants. Having preheated my oven, he put me back down without sticking anything in it. I grabbed his shirt.

      “Hey,” he said, a little breathlessly. “Hey, Monty. Firian. Good to see you.”

      “I didn’t get that kind of greeting,” Montague said.

      “You’re a gentleman,” I said. “Alec’s turned into a caveman. Complete with the cave art. So how private is that cave?”

      “Not very,” Harris said, walking out of the cave’s dark maw so he could lean sexily in it and cross his arms.

      I jabbed a finger at him. “You did that on purpose. Stop lurking. Alec, warn me next time.”

      “I meant to. I just couldn’t even seem to speak until I had a little taste of you. You wanted an incubus? This is what you get.”

      “Well, you might all want to tone it down,” Harris said. “Stuart is waiting to see you and you have some other visitors as well. There’s tea, so bottle up your emotions and put on your best tea face.”

      “Other visitors? Who? Bad visitors?”

      “Nah,” Alec said. “It’s an old friend of your grandmother’s.”

      “Oh? Maybe I should change. I dressed for tromping in the woods.”

      “Here.” Firian looked up at me and with a golden blink of his eyes, he glamoured my short shorts and exclusive Fortune’s Favor t-shirt (it came with a preorder of the art book) into a simple, flowy cotton dress with similar proportions, and my ratty sneakers into flats.

      “That’s better,” Harris said. He was wearing black dress pants and dress shirt with the sleeves rolled up, which I guess was Harris-casual.

      Still, he looked…off, the more I looked at him. His clothes had a few wrinkles, and his hair was a little longer and disheveled. This seemed very unlike him. I hadn’t heard from him at all this summer. Maybe it was a rough time. I still gave him the finger as I walked into the cave.
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      Charlotte

      

      As we walked into the dark, moist, somewhat creepy entrance of the cave, I trusted that it was going to turn magical, and I was proven right as my eyes adjusted to the cozy, lantern-lit room inside. Sturond was sitting elegantly on a carved wooden chair while an older couple was sitting on the matching bench across from him, all of them sipping tea. Professor MacGuinness was there too, which I didn’t expect, but it made sense—he was kicked out of Merlin College. A few more chairs were gathered around, waiting for us, while a tall, dark-haired man stood in the shadows by a side table. I guess he was the butler or something. Sturond stood up to greet us, his blue silk robes brushing the worn rug on the floor.

      “Glad you made it safely, Charlotte,” he said. “I have some people to introduce to you.”

      But the woman was already on her feet, patting her fingertips together excitedly. “Charlotte! Oh, Charlotte! Can I hug you? I see your mum in you!” She had a sweet, high voice and a gentle face, her grey hair in a chignon.

      “Sure—”

      She was already hugging me as soon as I opened my mouth. She smelled like roses. She patted my cheeks. “You look like Sally, too. I’m her familiar. Your grandmother’s familiar.” She looked at Firian. “I suppose I’m your grandmother, in a way.”

      Firian looked a little astonished. “I mean—in a way.”

      “Oh, I know familiars aren’t considered to have family, but that’s how I think of it, anyway.”

      My mouth fell open. “My grandmother’s familiar? You became human when she gave up her magic, right?”

      “Yes,” she said. “I became human, and I married this dear old thing.” She patted the man on the head as he was trying to stand up to shake our heads.

      “Good afternoon, lovely to meet you,” he said. He had a thick British accent while she had a faint one, since she must have grown up in America with my grandmother. He looked older than her, white haired, with thick glasses, and the charm of an old English actor. “I’m Richard de Witt.”

      “And I’m Adia, but just—call me auntie.”

      Mum? Auntie? My family sounded so much more adorable now.

      She squeezed my hand and then clutched Richard’s arm as he shook hands with my guys, even offering a hand to Firian’s paw. Firian’s lip curled slightly, since I’m sure he felt like a dog doing a trick more than he was included, but he accepted the handshake.

      “Your grandmother really wanted to be here,” Aunt Adia said. “But the council just hates her, and Stuart told me her sister was here. Catherine.” She shivered.

      I was so relieved that someone from the family was here to explain this to me, and gave Stuart a grateful look. The butler poured some tea and handed a cup to me. It was delicate painted china with a pattern of purple and yellow pansies.

      “Thank you, Orson,” Stuart said.

      “I met Catherine. Samuel’s mother, right?” I said. “She turned Firian into a fox permanently.”

      “Catherine will never forgive your grandmother,” Aunt Adia said. “She feels it was her fault for being a bad witch, taking up with the werewolves, and corrupting your mother, who in turn corrupted her own children and ruined the family name. As she sees it. She thinks it is all your grandmother’s fault that Ina lost her mind and now Samuel is dead.”

      “Well, besides that they couldn’t really afford the plane tickets from Australia just now,” Richard said.

      “I thought my grandparents were rock stars.”

      “Oh, my dear, they blew it all on parties, clothes, cars, and drugs,” Richard said.

      “Oh.” I was disappointed.

      “Don’t be sad, that’s what you do when you’re a bloody rock star,” Richard said. “They saved enough for the house and land and I think they’re quite happy apart from all this mess and worrying over you kids.”

      “Well, they should have Samuel’s money now, and so should you, Charlotte,” Adia said. “He wanted it split between his aunt and his niece, but the council seized his assets. They are trying to ruin your family and erase them from the magical world! It’s a disgrace! But—well, I’ll let Stuart talk. He has a plan.”

      “I’m sorry,” Montague said. “Can I interrupt for a second and just ask—Stuart, what the hell is your real name? I can’t call you Stuart looking like that.”

      “I prefer Stuart,” he said. “I really did grow up in Kansas. I was swapped with a human child.”

      “A changeling? That’s real?”

      “Yes. It’s long been the custom with the thirteenth child in any faery family. Not that too many families make it to thirteen children. My mother was busy. The thirteenth child is an odd bird, not unlucky, maybe even blessed, but the tradition was always to send them out. By being swapped I learned about the human world before I learned about my own. On my eighteenth birthday my parents came to me and told me the truth. I was packing up to go to college myself. It was certainly a surprise. My other identity wasn’t all a lie. I just played it up to keep the council off my trail. As long as I seemed like a nice nobody, they didn’t question where I came from.”

      “You grew up thinking you were human? Did you fit in in the human world?”

      “I mean, I was considered a little ‘bohemian’ for Topeka, but it was the 60s and radical views were in the air. My faery parents felt that I fit in the human world. They let me continue on with my plans, but I got very depressed that year and dropped out of Washburn. I got on a bus and went to Chicago, then I kept going. Ended up in New York trying to find myself. I met Ignatius and Samuel there, a little later, and that put me on course to become a warlock. I wasn’t quite a faery, after all, and I wasn’t quite a human, so it made sense to me to study that magic, and I had absorbed enough human that I pulled it off. Normally faery and human magic would be too different. I think only a changeling could.”

      “So…you didn’t really know your parents?”

      “I knew my human parents,” he said, and it hit me that of course faeries and even warlocks lived longer than ordinary humans so his human parents must have passed away. “It’s complicated. But that’s okay. Anyway, we have all had unconventional childhoods and I think fate brought us all together. Ignatius, Samuel, and me. Your grandmother and her wolves before us. And now—all of you.”

      “If we can find a way for wizards and their familiars to go to Wyrd instead of Etherium or Sinistral, the council will lose their hold on all of us,” Professor MacGuinness said.

      “So you are in on this too, Professor MacGuinness?” I asked.

      “Oh, Samuel told me about this idea of Wyrd when we were in school together, and I was very skeptical. But since I was implicated in the arrest of Ignatius, I’m angry. I spent my whole life being a good, rule-abiding necromancer just to get tossed out like dishwater?”

      “We can trust him,” Stuart said.

      “If all goes as planned, Sally might even be able to get her magic back,” Auntie Adia said. “And I could turn into a bird again!”

      She was the cutest frickin’ old lady I’d ever seen.

      “You said the faeries control Wyrd,” Harris said. “But you’re a faery lord. So what is in our way?”

      “Other faeries,” Stuart said. “The faery queen, particularly. The faeries seized control of Wyrd in ancient times and they are dead set on never allowing a witch or warlock to cross its doors, unless they swear servitude, which does us no good.”

      “I can hardly blame them,” Harris said. “Humans tend to fuck up everything they touch, acting on an impulse. Faeries take the long view. What would we say to convince them that they should let us on their land?”

      “Because we are all slowly dying,” Stuart said. “And Wyrd most of all. They do take the long view, but what they see on the horizon is the end of the magical world. They have become weak by hiding. And if the human world stops believing in Wyrd, it will be their loss as well. Etherium and Sinistral are adversaries. Wyrd is the power of acceptance and neutrality. It is sorely needed.”

      “I might be too Catholic for this,” Montague said. “We’re really into the good and evil stuff…”

      “I like it,” Alec said. “There isn’t enough acceptance in the magical world. I can see why the faeries were able to claim it. It fits with a naturalist world view. No good or evil in the forest. Humans are the ones who decide that stuff.”

      Stuart smiled wryly. “You’re right. The battle between good and evil isn’t going anywhere. But Wyrd is a safe place for those who don’t fit within the ancient laws of Etherium and Sinistral.”

      “So how are we supposed to do this, Stu?” I asked. “I assume you already went to the faeries and were like, hey, y’all are dying, and I know some nice warlocks and familiars who need a crash pad, and they were like, nah.”

      “Yeah. That about sums it up.” Stuart sighed a little as he gracefully sat back down in his chair and wrapped one elegant hand around the arm while sipping his tea. Which, by the way, was delicious, like a mind-blowing Earl Grey with floral honey notes. “But I’m not giving up easily. I’ve been considering you kids and your crazy quest to take out the Withered Lord…”

      “Oh dear,” Auntie Adia said. “I don’t like this at all. He’s a very, very evil demon.”

      “He is, but his head would be quite a prize to bring to Wyrd.”

      I threw up my hand. “Wait—a literal head?”

      “Yes.”

      “We have to bring them a head now? I’m not sure I signed up for this.”

      “We’ll let the older vampires handle the head part,” Montague said. “I am sure Rayner wouldn’t blink.”

      “Wyrd is unsettled when demons become too old and powerful,” Stuart said. “It’s part of their job to maintain the balance.”

      “This sounds…ambitious, bordering on absurd,” Harris said. “My friends are much too young to be beheading demons. I still maintain that Charlotte and Alec should be nowhere hear this endeavor.”

      “Why do you get to do it and not me, Harris? Because your ancestors did shit?” I asked.

      “Oh, so you do want to do it?” he retorted. “You want to behead a demon, Charlotte?”

      “You don’t want to behead a demon either!” I said. “Come on!”

      Firian nudged me. Oh, right. I said ‘come on’ too much. I should have joined the debate team in high school, if I’d known how deep my life was going to get.

      “I don’t want to hear another word about being excluded,” Alec said. “I broke the spell that bound me. I’m not denying my demon side any more. And if I have to behead another demon to keep Charlotte safe, I would do it.”

      Harris gave Alec an I don’t even know who you are anymore look. Then his face steeled. There was a certain competitiveness to HAM, for sure, and Harris was the only one who wasn’t quite competing in the same arena. He wasn’t with me. “All right,” he said. “So we’re all in. We’re going to fight the Withered Lord, bring his head to the king of the faeries, and earn our place in the realm of Wyrd. Sounds solid.” He was a little sarcastic, but I think he also meant it.

      Auntie Adia stood up, wringing her hands. “Stuart, I—I am very concerned about your willingness to put these children in danger!”

      “I’ll fight with them,” Stuart said. “When the time comes.”

      “I will too,” Professor MacGuinness said. “I’ve lost too many friends.”

      “But they aren’t children, and even so, children will soon be adults,” Stuart said. “They have a right to fight when they have already dealt with adult pain. Sally put herself at great risk when she was a little younger still, didn’t she?”

      “Yes, but she doesn’t want this for Charlotte! Neither do I!”

      “Protecting Emily didn’t go very well,” Stuart said.

      Adia sat back down and put her head in her hands. “No…”

      I felt bad for her. She seemed like a very timid person, which matched most of the familiars I had encountered. Firian was an anomaly. It was probably hard for Adia to speak up. Firian was leaning against my leg, and then he walked over to Adia.

      “Charlotte’s strength will be in having so many allies,” he said. “She wasn’t so alone as Emily was when she tried to save Ina.”

      She nodded as Richard handed her a handkerchief.

      “Maybe you’d all like a moment alone,” Richard suggested. “Just to be a family again.”

      “I would. Thank you, darling. Would you care to take a walk, Charlotte?”

      “Yes.” I whispered to Stuart, “Do you…have a bathroom? Caffeine.”

      “I’ll show you the bathroom,” Harris said. “Such as it is.”

      Oh, great. I just needed to pee. Now I was following Harris into the depths of the cave, after he had picked up a lantern. It was more extensive than I expected, with rooms that were surprisingly neat and dry, although very…earthen.

      “That’ll be your bedroom,” Harris said, pointing at a room with two surprisingly elegant beds that seemed shaped from tree roots growing into a headboard and canopy shape. “There’s a toilet here. No plumbing, but there’s a basin of water and some soap. Take the lantern in with you.”

      “When did you get here?”

      His eyes leveled with mine, betraying some emotion, before he answered. “Two months ago.”

      “Two months? You’ve been living here without plumbing for two months?”

      “Yeah. I went home—briefly. It was rough. Let’s just say, if my parents had other sons I think I would’ve already been disowned.”

      “Because…of this?”

      “Let’s just say, nothing I’ve done has won me any points,” he said. “And I was losing these guys. They always had my back.” He waved vaguely toward the other room. “So I just left.”

      “You can’t drive, right? Is one of your drivers on your side?”

      “I didn’t dare get them in trouble. I took Amtrak and then used a compel spell on a local man with a truck, if you must know the details. I’m not sure why you care how I got around.”

      “I don’t know why I just enjoy the thought of you enduring a long train ride. Coach?”

      “Unfortunately, they didn’t have a royal car,” he said.

      “Well…I’m glad Stuart let you crash here,” I said, taking the lantern from him.

      “You do realize you just agreed to behead a demon, Chosen One?”

      “Do you realize you did, Exiled One?” I ducked into the bathroom, feeling nervous about being alone with Harris. And, admittedly, also a little nervous about beheading a demon. I mean, really? Maybe we could just deliver the faeries a hand or something.

      The bathroom was rustic but very clean with flowers in a vase, blooming in the dark. The toilet was a bench with a hole in it, but I could hear some sort of underground river flowing under it and there was no smell although I hoped the stream flowed to the magical world and not our mountain. When I came out, Harris was gone and a petite red-haired woman was standing outside the door, waiting, with some flowers in one hand and a cloth in the other.

      “Oh! You startled me.”

      “I’m sorry, miss. I’m Penny, the house silkie. I’ll just clean up after you…” She looked anxious to get in behind me and replace the flowers with fresher flowers and wipe everything off.

      “I didn’t really do anything,” I said.

      She looked up at me twitchily, then went back to work wiping off every surface like a little magical embodiment of OCD.

      I returned to the main room. Harris had returned to the group and Auntie Adia and Firian were by the door, waiting for me.

      “I’m ready.”

      Auntie Adia smiled apologetically at me as we walked back into daylight. “I am so sorry we were never there for you, Charlotte.”

      You know that feeling when you’re being all tough, and you don’t even realize how much you’re denying your real emotions until someone gives you the okay to express them? And then suddenly you’re a mess?

      I mean, maybe that’s just me. But I wanted to say, oh, it’s totally cool, I know you were trying to protect me and I had my dad!

      Instead, I suddenly felt like I was about to sob. “I’ve really…been wondering…why my grandparents haven’t…contacted me.”

      Her brows furrowed. “They want to. They truly do. They were…trying to protect you. I know it’s an awful excuse. I told your grandmother that protecting people never does any good, and she said, I know. And then…we looked at each other and agreed we had to do it anyway, because we know what our enemies of capable of.” She looked really distressed, but I saw her shake it off. “And I know how happy a normal life can be. I married Richard and never looked back, to be honest. Well…I do miss being a bird, that’s all.”

      “I miss being a human,” Firian said. “I don’t suppose you have any idea how to fix that problem.”

      “Catherine is the one who fixed you in this form, isn’t that so?” Auntie Adia asked. “Your great-aunt?”

      “Yeah,” I said.

      “It will be hard to break one of her spells.”

      “We already know it will be hard,” I said. “That isn’t what Firian needs to hear right now. He’s already depressed.”

      “I’m not depressed. I’m extremely…vexed,” he said. I think he was actually thinking of a string of four letter words, but was being polite to Auntie Adia.

      “She was always a better witch than your grandmother,” Adia said. “She earned her place on the council. And losing both her children to forbidden magic has done nothing for her mood from what I hear. Still, I think the easiest way to break the spell would be to find a way to bargain with her, because it will be some time before you’re a match for her.”

      “Bargain…” I groaned. “So many bargains in the magical world, gawwwd. What am I supposed to offer?”

      “You give nice shoulder rubs,” Firian said dryly.

      “She’s not going to want anything I have.”

      “That may be true. But…if you see her…I would consider that she is a woman who lost her only daughter and has no grandchildren. Deep down, I know she doesn’t want to hate you.”

      “But she still hates my grandmother. You said that’s why my grandparents won’t come here.”

      “I didn’t say I had any easy answers,” Auntie Adia said, looking at the ground nervously. “I do have something for you, however. It will help you understand the situation.” She was carrying a big ol’ dowdy pink leather purse, that I instinctively felt was probably expensive despite its ugliness, although it wasn’t a label I knew. She drew out a stuffed envelope with what looked like twenty pages of photocopied pages of an old letter inside.

      “This is the letter your grandmother wrote to the council when they tried to get your mother to attend a witch academy,” she said. “Sally had been written out of the books and was being whispered about in the cruelest terms. They said she was a whore, corrupted and sinful. No one in her family or the entire magical world would even speak to her, but they still had the nerve to try and pluck Emily away to boarding school, where Sally knew full well they would have turned her against her own parents.”

      I clutched the papers in my hand and saw my grandmother’s cursive for the first time. Luckily she wasn’t old enough that it was really fancy and hard to read. Unluckily, I was absolutely terrible at reading any cursive. My throat still welled up, just seeing this new piece of my family history.

      “Thanks, I…I’m really…really glad you came,” I said. “I always thought my dad was enough. And he—he is, mostly. But he’s not magical. And—”

      She put her arms around me. “You were never abandoned, Charlotte. Now that we can’t protect you anymore…the good thing is that we can finally know you. All in good time. You’ll meet your grandmothers…and all of your grandfathers.” She gave me a mischievous little smile. “I hear it runs in the family.”

      “Erm.”

      “It’s all right, I know you don’t want to talk about it to an old lady, but I was a little bit wild once, you know. Richard and I once made love backstage at a concert.”

      “Depends what the concert was,” Firian said.

      She frowned. “Well, I must say I prefer my music to be sweet like the birds singing out my window. Sally liked it darker.”

      “It must have been bad,” Firian said.

      “It was ABBA.”

      “What? Holy crap, you ignored an ABBA concert? You are very cool, Auntie Adia,” I said. “Although I would have waited until the concert was over.”

      “Well, we knew when they were going to do Thank You for the Music. Richard had the set list and I’m afraid we just don’t care for that one,” she said. “Terribly sorry if that was anyone else’s favorite.”

      “I’ll try to tamp down my indignation,” Firian said.

      “Anyway, I wish you all happiness with your own four boys.”

      “Three,” I said, blushing.

      “Oh,” she said. “Just three?”

      “Just three.”

      “Well, then,” she said.

      Yeah, she knew what was up.
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      Charlotte

      

      “My grandma was awesome.” I was reading the papers by candlelight. “She wrote this letter to the council and she’s like, fuck you, you forced me out and I had sex with hot wolves and it was awesome, so I’m not giving you my daughter. We are in the middle of a full on rebellion, you know?”

      “I bet if things continue like this, I wouldn’t be the only familiar who wants more freedom,” Firian said.

      “It’s a nice thought, but it won’t be easy—at all—to bring the faeries a demon’s head,” Montague said. “And they are faeries, so if they don’t see an advantage in the long run, they can still say no and they won’t care how crestfallen you look.”

      “It will work out, or it won’t,” Alec said. “I think that’s the lesson. All we have is right now.” He walked over to me. “And right now…” He took the paper from my hand and put it down, and then he kissed me, his hot breath brushing my cheek before his lips claimed mine, his tongue slipping in for a deep thrust.

      “No patience anymore,” I gasped.

      “I sat through a lot of talk to get to this moment. I was very patient. But I’ve been craving you all summer and you’re right, I can’t wait another moment. I warned you about me, Charlotte.”

      His words drove me nuts. I twisted out of my chair and kissed him again. “You did.”

      I still didn’t expect what happened next, which was that he spun me around so I was facing away from him and unbuttoned my shorts, yanking them off me. My skin temperature must have risen about a hundred degrees.

      “I warned you that I would need you…a lot,” he breathed in my ear. “But I was apart from you all summer. Even the dreams couldn’t be fulfilled. So now I have countless warm, lazy summer days of dreaming of you. Of those dreams, all pent up inside me, just waiting to come out.”

      “I’m up to date with the birth control spell,” I said. “So let them come.”

      “Even better,” he groaned, grinding against my underwear.

      “But—um—Firian,” I said reluctantly. “I don’t want to leave you out.”

      “You know I won’t make you put your life on hold for me,” he said. “But I am going to watch like an awkwardly staring pet.”

      “Oh—um—okay—”

      “I’m kidding,” he said. “It would be torture. I’ll go on a frustrated hunt. The small animals of Etherium better stay out of my way tonight.” He vanished.

      “I feel bad for that dude,” Montague said.

      “Maybe it’s…for the best right now,” I said. “I’ve never been with all three of you.”

      “Don’t tell me two is your limit,” Alec said. “I know when to move fast and when to take my sweet time building you up again. It’s written in my very bones to know what you want. And I definitely know right now…”

      Montague peeled himself off the bed where he’d been looking through a book, and came up to me from the front as Alec slid my panties down enough to slip his hard cock in between my folds from behind. He was so big he had no trouble reaching. Just thinking about that length of his, and how much I ached after taking it…in the best kind of way…

      Alec pulled up my shirt. Montague admired me with a small, knowing smile. “Thankfully, I am a little more patient than Alec.”

      “Because you have plenty of porn on your phone,” Alec said.

      Montague shot him a dirty look. They always hassled each other a little. I think this was what helped them get comfortable about being with me together. “It’s…not the same anymore,” Montague said.

      “But you still looked at it,” I said, with a little smirk.

      “It was a long summer,” he said.

      “It was,” I said. “So get your clothes off and show me how much you missed me, already.”

      Alec was already naked, at this point, having almost magically divested of his clothing. He took my ponytail in his hand and walked me backwards to the bed, where he flung me down and grinned. “Be careful what you ask for.”

      He thrust into me as far as one stroke would take him, which definitely wasn’t all the way. I had to work my way up to Alec. There was a little more sheer pleasure with Montague or Firian because they weren’t quite so big, but there was also an intense pride and satisfaction in knowing I could handle an incubus.

      “Oh…”

      “My girl,” Alec said. “You give me everything I want and more.”

      “Ahh…” Those were the words I had to choose from right now, oh or ahh. I was really turned on by the way he had just gone for it, even though… “Um…so you know what I want?”

      “Oh, yes.”

      “Because I like…a little more…finger picking and not so bass heavy.”

      “I’ll get to that,” he said. “But I’ll take my pleasure from you first.”

      The answer satisfied me. My inner walls burned hot as he fucked me hard, sliding in and out easily with my increasing wetness. I knew he wouldn’t leave me unsatisfied. With every stroke, I could feel much he needed me, wanted me, demanded me.

      Montague leaned over me, studying my face for just a second—I must have looked plastered already. Then he leaned over my chest, licking his lips as his teeth sharpened. He took one nipple in his mouth and sucked on it.

      “Don’t bite me,” I pleaded, terrified at the sight of my tender nipple inside that fanged mouth, but it also made me even hotter. That little edge of fear stoked me to even greater heights.

      Alec came hard inside me, pumping me full of his essence, while Montague was still teasing at my tender nipples, and I felt like a woman.

      “Done already?” Montague said, his voice a tiger’s purr in my ear.

      “Not me,” I gasped. “Just Alec.”

      “Good. So there’s room for me.”

      “I’m not done,” Alec said. “I’m just getting started. I wonder if it’s time to start expanding your horizons.” He reached a hand down, gently cupping my mound, feeling my heat. “What do you think about trying us both at once?”

      “Nervous,” I breathed. “Excited…”

      “Have you ever played back here?” His hand reached back to my ass, a slick finger gently circling the hole.

      “I can’t say I’ve never experimented,” I said. “But just a little. With toys. Not boys.” I laughed nervously.

      “You’re definitely too big,” Montague said to Alec. “It’s my turn to explore new territory…”

      “Like, is it messy?” I asked.

      Alec chuckled. “You’re too cute. I’m a demon. I don’t even care if it’s messy. I’ll just clean you up.”

      “Well, there’s no shower here!”

      “People had sex before showers were invented. But I can haul in a bucket of water for you.”

      “Shirtless,” I said.

      “Well, it’s Alec, so I think that goes without saying,” Montague said dryly. “The trick will be getting him to put his pants back on.”

      Alec stepped out and came back a minute later, posing in the doorway with a bucket of water in one hand. He flexed one muscular arm and slowly lowered the pail to the ground. The light of the cave was dim, but just enough to highlight ever contour of his abs.

      “Bow-chicka-wow-wow,” I said. “I feel like I ordered a really weird stripper.”

      He grinned and slid into the bed beside me, while both of them started kissing and caressing my naked body. I was quickly rendered breathless and almost useless by the melting quality of their hands and mouths on me, this overdose of masculinity after a lot of warm, hungry summer nights where I could only dream.

      “Mm…you guys smell so good…and you feel even better.”

      “Are you ready to be filled completely?” Alec asked, circling my nipples with his fingers.

      “Yeah…I think so…”

      “You’re definitely hot enough to catch fire down here…” He moved to my nub of desire, slowly teasing a sensation out of me that almost felt like an orgasm, but in super slow motion, and it never quite fully hit. All I knew was that it was driving me out of my mind.

      Before I knew it, Montague was stroking lube onto his cock. He kissed me gently while sliding a fingertip up my nether hole. “Getting you good and ready…”

      Alec lay on the bed and pulled me toward him, his tongue sinking into my mouth, his hands running along my back, gently urging me to lift my ass. I felt Montague enter me, just the tip of his shaft, his cool skin quickly warming against my heat.

      I gripped Alec’s upper arms, groaning.

      “Slowly,” Montague said. “Ungh…you feel so good, Charlotte.”

      “Look at your face,” Alec said, grinning.

      I chewed my lip as Montague carefully slid into me. I was so turned on, it didn’t hurt as much as I feared, but it was unfamiliar and I felt really full, and a little scared because I knew Alec wanted more of me too. Oh yeah, I knew what I was in for when I agreed to this.

      “I’m in,” Montague said. “Are you okay?”

      “Yeah…yeah, I’m good…” I could barely speak. Alec’s cock was between my pussy lips, slowly sliding along the tingling nerves there, driving me insane. “Let’s do this.”

      “That’s our girl…we’ll take good care of you.” Alec nudged inside me, Montague shifting position until I was as close between them as I could be, my toes already curling as Alec’s thick length hit so many spots I was seeing fireworks.

      The only thing missing? Firian.

      When I closed my eyes, I could almost imagine that some of the hands touching me were not Montague’s cool fingers or Alec’s strong hands, but Firian’s graceful ones. It destroyed me that he had to miss out on these moments, that we were unable to share our bodies anymore.

      Despite that tinge of sadness, I couldn’t hold onto it for long before Montague started to gently flex inside me, the motion also making Alec throb, my body clenching around them almost against my will. I was filled, spread, pinned. No matter how careful they tried to be, I was steadily driven toward a cliff of pleasure.

      “Ohh…” My fingernails carved half-moons in Alec’s skin. “Ohhh… you’re killing me…”

      “If only I could,” Montague said wickedly. “But only if I could bring you back again, and again…”

      I needed it to end. But I didn’t want it to ever end. It didn’t matter, I was reaching a climax anyway, and it wasn’t even until later that I considered everyone in the cave could probably hear me. Ohmigod.

      Well, in the moment I was just crying out incoherently as my body twitched and bucked, rocked by a full body orgasm that started in my core and rippled out to my fingers and toes.

      I think I only lasted about two minutes after that before falling asleep in their arms, dimly aware of Alec wiping me off with a cool washcloth and kissing my face. “Our beautiful witch…no more summers apart, okay?”
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      Charlotte

      

      In the morning, Stuart asked me to meet him by the Wyrd tree. First he—or rather, Orson and Penny—offered us a hearty breakfast of biscuits with the most delicious honey, lightly sugared berries and cream.

      “If this is a faery breakfast, I’m so down for it.”

      “The honey comes from our own bees,” Stuart said. “They feed only on the most pure mountain flowers.”

      “Who is ‘our’?” Alec asked.

      “Penny and Orson and myself,” Stuart said. “I am the son of a faery lord, but I don’t have a lord’s domain so much as I have a homestead. My father sent these two to maintain my household. I don’t ask them to do much, but they do keep the bees.”

      “This cream is delicious, too,” I said. “Do y’all keep cows?”

      “No, Orson went to Publix this morning. He’s a gruagach, resilient enough to handle the human world, and he needs his cream.”

      “I don’t need my cream as much as you need your coffee, Stuart,” Orson said, giving him a rather peeved expression.

      “Oh.” Right. Publix probably had a buy one get one on berries, and now I didn’t want to ask where the biscuits came from. If he told me they were Pillsbury I was going to lose the fantasy entirely. Note to self: read up more about faeries. If I was supposed to know what a gruagach was, I certainly didn’t.

      “If you’re done, let’s begin. We have a lot of work to do before school starts, and Ignatius is counting on me. Come alone.”

      “Have you heard from him at all?” I asked, as I finished off my last biscuit.

      “No. I am sure they haven’t allowed him any contact with his allies.”

      “He’s a she, right?” Harris said.

      “Harris, jeez,” I said. “It seems like he identifies with male pronouns, doesn’t he, Stuart?”

      “Er, yes, I think I know what you mean,” Stuart said. “Ignatius was born a woman but has lived his life as a man and I can’t really think of him any other way.”

      “And he was in love with Ina, right?”

      “Oh, yes. They were…both very much in love,” Professor McGuinness said hesitantly. “And she knew his secret, but if it troubled her, she never said so.”

      “I ship that,” I whispered. Ina was still alive, she was just in the Haven, and insane. Were they still in love? That would be the cutest thing ever.

      Professor McGuinness looked at me thoughtfully.

      “I envy you young American humans,” he said. “In the magical world, LGBT is not a community. One is tolerated quietly, but not accepted—celebrated, even—in the way I see in the human world these days.”

      “It depends where you live,” I said. “But you’re right. I mean, what kind of monster do you have to be to not enjoy Queer Eye. When they filmed it in Georgia we all wished they would come for our science teacher. You…I mean…is it true about you and Samuel?”

      He looked a little embarrassed. “I don’t know if I can say that.”

      “But you had feelings for him?”

      He was a fairly old dude, but he looked as nervous as a teenager when I asked him that. “Oh—well—”

      “It’s okay to say so,” I said. “Whether he liked you or not. Like…maybe you need closure?”

      “Closure…” He gave me one of my favorite looks of all time. It’s the look an old person gives you when they notice your generation is not all just morons hunched over phones. “It’s…true that I had feelings for Samuel. I would like to think maybe he felt the same. He was much more exciting than I was. I never dared to say a word. He was ambitious and I’m sure I would have hampered that.” He shook his head. “No need to dwell on the past.”

      “It’s not really the past,” I said. “You’re still here. I mean, it seems like maybe you guys could have been together and you didn’t take a shot.”

      “No,” he said, regretfully. “I didn’t. My parents told me if I didn’t want to get married I should become a professor or a scholar in a place like Merlin where women weren’t allowed. Happiness was not much of a consideration. I would hurt Samuel’s career. At this time, even humans were not tolerant of such things.”

      “How can it be good magic if no one is happy?” I asked.

      “It isn’t good so much as orderly,” he said. “But Sinistral is still worse.”

      “Which is why we must find a way to Wyrd. We have work to do,” Stuart repeated.

      “Right.” I tried to give Professor McGuinness a smile. Like, nothing was more sad than an older person with unrequited, forbidden love hanging over their head. He looked abruptly stoic, like his students smiling at him was a bridge too far. Okay, maybe that was fair.

      “Let me get my hiking shoes on. I really wish I had a more mystical outfit to get into the mood.”

      “If you are devoted to learning this magic, clothes are irrelevant,” Stuart said.

      “I am! But what happened to your 1970s jackets, Stuart? You sure changed your own wardrobe fast.” I laced up my boots and finished the hike up the mountain to the meadow of the Wyrd tree. Stuart didn’t walk with me, but he was waiting there.

      “How have you been doing with the exercises I gave you?”

      “Pretty good,” I said. “Firian was a strict teacher.”

      Stuart brushed a hand just over several points on my body that were probably chakras. “Not perfect, but better than I expected,” he said. “It was probably a good thing he was trapped in fox form, for the purpose of the moment.”

      “But he’s so miserable…”

      Stuart gave me a deadly serious look. “Charlotte, up until now, I have treated you as any other student at Merlin College. That’s what we all wanted for you. A normal life, and a trial period to see if you were up for the challenge presented. But that time is over now. When your junior year begins, you are walking back into the hands of the council. I can tell that you did take your studies seriously, and I’m glad of it, but this is where it gets serious.”

      I did appreciate Stuart’s tact. He didn’t say outright that I needed to think about my magic and the seriousness of this mission more than I needed to think about making out with guys.

      But, message received. I tried to look resolved, like I was thinking about the gravity of my position and not how good it felt to be the center of an Alec and Montague sandwich. “I understand, Lord Stuart. Can I call you Lord Stuart? That sounds a little more faery appropriate.”

      He almost, but not quite, rolled his eyes. “If it helps, go right ahead.” He brushed a finger along the top of my wand, like he was testing it somehow. “You have proved yourself a talented magical user in a number of disciplines, but the one that intrigues me most is the same power Samuel had. He could summon the dead at will without succumbing to its darker side. You had never summoned the dead before, but when you were in St. Augustine you summoned powerful spirits to your aid. You are going to work on this all year, and you’re not going to tell the council or any of the teachers about it.”

      “Okay. What do I do?”

      “First, this is the reason I’ve been having you do deep focus exercises. You need to work on connecting to the place where you are and the spirits that dwell there, and you need to be good at wards so you can control the spirits if needed, but—you will be a Wyrd witch, so your focus is going to be on maintaining calm and accepting the flow of events. You are not a good witch or a bad witch. You’re a neutral witch. So you will summon all sorts of spirits, without judgment. But, you are still within your rights to defend yourself when a spirit turns violent.”

      “I understand…”

      “Most importantly, remember the definition of a white necromancer.”

      “Don’t get emotionally attached to the dead,” I said. “I have to let loved ones go.” I knocked on the tree trunk. “Hopefully, I won’t have to face that.”

      “You will,” he said. “Sooner or later.”

      “I mean, I know people I love will die,” I said. “I already saw my grandfather’s spirit…”

      “You are a witch,” Stuart said. “One day, you will lose someone who didn’t seem ready to go. It happens to all of us. You must let it happen. You must learn to believe it was their time. That’s how you will become great.”

      Montague. Alec. Firian. Harris. Daisy. Stuart. Ignatius. My dad.

      My brain was racing over all the people I knew, considering what I would do if they died. Whether I could handle it and let them go.

      I wasn’t so sure.

      Never mind! I want to go home! My brain screamed in panic.

      Stuart kept giving me that calm expression. “Clear your mind, Charlotte. Take a deep breath.”

      There is no way but forward.

      I’m not sure who was talking in my head now. My own voice, Samuel…?

      Oh, right, that was a line from Mom’s yoga video. It sounded pretty wise, so I repeated it aloud.

      “Very good,” Stuart said. “You are already connecting with the spirit of Wyrd. There was never any way but forward. There was never any path for you but this one. Of all the infinite paths, once you take one, all others become irrelevant, and so there is no mistake.”

      I twisted the ring that would never leave my finger. Fares Wyrd as she must.

      “Try to connect with the spirits,” Stuart said.

      “Right now?”

      “Yes. Right now.”

      “But…what do I tell them? I’m not in danger so I don’t know what I’m calling them for, or who I’m trying to summon.”

      “It is harder without a reason or person in mind. That’s why you need to practice.”

      I wrapped both hands around my wand and tried to focus on opening my mind to the spirit world, without knowing what I wanted to happen. I just needed to be able to reach into that channel any time, the way I was able to summon the lady spirits to help me before. I felt like Samuel’s spirit helped me out that time. I wanted to be able to do it on my own. His spirit wouldn’t always be there for me, would it?

      I knew Samuel didn’t mean to die. But…sometimes it felt like none of my magical family was there for me. All the adults ended up dying or going crazy or turning bad, so would that happen to me too?

      Would I lose the boys I loved so much?

      “Charlotte,” Stuart said. “Stop. Breathe again. What did we just discuss?”

      “There is no way but forward.”

      “Do you know why people die?”

      “Well, I’ve seen the sexist old council and I’m glad people do die eventually…”

      “Death makes the living stronger,” he said. “Death makes us live harder and love harder. Faeries don’t love or grieve the same way. We can live for hundreds of years. We envy you.”

      “Oh, right… I’m so sure.”

      “It’s true. Faeries still die, of course. But it’s not the same. Now—go ahead and see what you can manage. Take your time.”

      I breathed. I tried to empty my mind. At first I didn’t try to do anything else.

      All summer, Firian had nagged me to improve my concentration and meditate. It was a real drag. I still didn’t like it very much. My mind was restless, thinking about how much I missed my guys, and all the things I wanted to do, and my worries. But when I got frustrated, Dad reminded me that it was like playing an instrument. “You know how long I had to keep practicing the same stuff over and over before I could finger pick a tune? And then I never really stuck with it. Even so-called prodigies have to put in the hours. I’ll always wonder if I would have made it in a band, you know? Keep with it.”

      Even though I was resistant, I was getting better at it little by little too, and some days I could feel it. Some days I saw a twinkle in Firian’s fox eyes that showed he was proud of me.

      I felt the world shift slightly. Sometimes magic wasn’t shooting fireballs and burning down Master Blair’s office. The real power seemed to be in the subtle stuff.

      Harris is better at that than I am, I thought, and that got me bristling.

      I felt the air spark around me, the mood changing, and a few ghostly figures swirled around me.

      “Excellent work!”

      “What do I do now?”

      “Ask them to lend you power.”

      “Okay—um—hello, spirits…” The spirits were whooshing around in these undefinable ghostly forms. I wasn’t getting awesome witches or a Native American hunting party this time. These ghosts were actually making a little “whooo” sound as they darted around like big fluttery hornets, and to be honest I felt silly talking to them.

      “More authoritative,” Stuart said.

      I threw out my arms. “O spirits, lend me your strength! —hey!” The spirits whirled away and vanished. “What the hell?”

      “They determined you weren’t a good host,” he said. “You don’t have enough command.”

      “Well, I don’t want to boss them around. I’m trying to be respectful. Plus, they weren’t the best ghosts I’ve ever seen.”

      “You have to be very decisive,” he said. “Spirits respect strength. When you’re afraid, you will be more decisive. You need to learn to call them any time, for any reason. But it’s fine. Just summoning them at all is a fine start. Whatever the council assigns you to do, just keep up the bare minimum. Work on this. If you can summon and command the dead, you’ll have an army at your disposal any time. Also,” he added, “don’t insult the ghosts. You know that.”

      “Yeah. You’re right. I am very sorry, ghosts.”

      He waved his hand. “Too late. They won’t come back. But it’s all right. They were not the best ghosts.”
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      As long as I was training with Stuart and hanging out with HAM, that last week of summer felt pretty normal. But the moment I stepped out of car on the other side of the mountain, on campus, I knew this year would be very different.

      The presence of guards had increased. The air just felt heavy. As soon as we emerged, the new headmaster saw us from across the open lawn in the front of the campus and made a beeline for us.

      “Cousin,” he said, nodding at Harris. “Miss Byrne.” He arched an eyebrow at Montague and Alec and didn’t greet them at all. Firian, of course, had vanished off to Etherium. He was safer there. “I’m looking forward to seeing your talents, which I have heard so much about from the professors here…”

      “I’m glad they’re saying nice things about me,” I said. “I always got the impression most of them weren’t thrilled about having a girl here.”

      “They certainly weren’t,” he said. “No warlock would accept a woman learning the masculine magical arts without a certain sense of threat, eh?” He laughed dryly, patting Harris’ shoulder. Harris was standing very stiffly.

      “Well, if they’re confident in their own skill, I don’t see why not,” Harris shot back.

      “It remains taboo, but Miss Byrne really is special…isn’t she?” He looked over the wand I carried, made from the pale, blue-tinged wood of the Wyrd tree.

      I was on my guard. I remembered well what Harris said about his cousin and Daisy. Piers seemed to want Daisy’s power. He was at least ten years older than her, although that wouldn’t bother me too much if he was an awesome guy and she loved him, especially knowing that witches and warlocks live to be over a hundred.

      But, needless to say, he wasn’t. He said he would ‘tame the bitch’. And right now, his fair face, with skin so perfect it had to be glamoured, cold eyes and a smile that seemed to curl up his face like he didn’t know what a real smile was, he looked like he was already thinking about taming me. Although not in a husband-and-wife kind of way, thank goodness.

      “Is Daisy here?” I asked.

      “Not…yet,” he said.

      “But she is coming?”

      “They’re not married yet,” Harris said. “I would have heard.”

      “Would you?” Piers said. “I heard that you ran away from home. Poor cousin. It seems like you’re going through some things. Taking the break up hard? I swear, I didn’t ask for her hand to rub it in your face. I’ve loved that girl forever.”

      “Well, I hope it’s mutual,” Harris said. “You’re not Daisy’s type. I know that much.”

      “We might look alike, but I am a very different sort of man,” Piers said. “I already know my place in the world. My reputation is settled. But I will do everything I can to help you get to where I am, I promise you that. It must be a trial having so many older sisters. You can think of me like an older brother.”

      “I hardly know you,” Harris said.

      Montague interjected, holding out a hand to Piers. “Good morning, Piers. I’m Montague Xarra and this is Alec, if you’ve forgotten our names.”

      “I didn’t forget your names.” Piers very quickly shook his hand.

      “I suppose you forgot to greet us, then,” Montague said. “I’m sure that must be it, since you seem like a gentleman.”

      Piers looked irritated. “Yes, vampire, that must be it.” He turned, his cape swirling.

      “You know, I think I want to add a cape to my ensemble this year,” I said. “I’ve been playing it safe. Y’all wanna go cape shopping with me?”

      Montague, Alec and Harris were all just staring at Piers’ back as he stalked off, pausing finally to speak to Professor Pacetti.

      “Sure,” Montague said, though gritted teeth. He shook it off and took my arm.

      “Whatever,” Alec said. “I’m glad if he doesn’t want to pay attention to us.”

      “I respect your desire to be low key, but I’ve been shunned all summer back home,” Montague said. “They all think it’s only a matter of time before I join the vampires, so I’m practically written out of the books already. Piers would like to just ignore us because we have Sinistral blood.”

      We breezed into the uniform shop on campus, which was where I first met Montague and Harris, incidentally. Benton was still working there. He always gave me comic book nerd vibes and seemed like he was resigned to never being cool, which actually made me like him a little but we never talked. I actually thought he graduated, but I guess not. He waved and shrugged at us. “Better get it before the new management decides the uniform options are too radical.”

      “The first year, I was so confused. I just wanted to make it through the year without dying. Second year, I was hoping to fit in. This year, I’m not dead yet, and I’ll never fit in. So maybe it’s time for a little flair. Master Blair always looked so stylish.”

      “Piers looks stylish. That’s the only compliment I’ll give him,” Montague said.

      “Maybe he won’t be as bad as we think,” Alec said.

      “I appreciate your optimism,” Harris said. “But it’s going to be bad. I know my own family. Ruthless social climbers, all of them, except a decent enough black sheep here and there.”

      “Decent enough black sheep? Is that your vibe for this year?” I teased him as I pondered two capes. Short cape? Or long cape? Oh, there was also a mid-length cape. I’d never actually seen any guy wear that. Hmm. I slipped it on. It had slits where I could poke my hands out.

      “Besides that, he’s engaged to Daisy,” Montague said. “That’s not good. She’s supposed to help us with the Withered Lord.”

      “It’s also not good because Daisy’s my friend and Piers is a creep.” I grabbed some very tight pants off the rack and ducked into the dressing room. As I was yanking them up over my ass, I suddenly saw Firian sitting on the bench behind me and screamed.

      “Char, you okay?” Alec demanded on the other side of the door.

      “Yeah! There was a pin in the pants and I poked myself!” I tried to grab Firian’s muzzle and he bit my hand. You dirty fox, I mouthed to him. Ask permission first.

      “Catherine’s here,” he whispered. “I’m here on business. Your ass was just a nice bonus. Or a cruel bonus, considering my circumstances.”

      “Catherine, my aunt?”

      He nodded. “Just warning you…”

      Then he vanished again. I heard the front door of the shop open.

      “Is Charlotte here?” she asked. “Is she in the dressing room?”

      I’m not sure why I was so nervous. Catherine didn’t know me. And she was a witch. She didn’t want me to use Wyrd magic, but the warlocks kept me here anyway, so she had no say in my life, right?

      “Charlotte!” she said.

      I didn’t even have time to put my shoes back on. I walked out in the tight pants. They were very tight.

      “Yes? I was in the middle of something,” I said.

      “I see that,” she said. “But I want to talk to you. You are the only witch in my family, after all. Let’s talk away from all these boys, hm?”

      “You turned Firian into a fox,” I said.

      “I did what I needed to do to allow you to be the witch you need to be,” she said. “You’ll thank me someday.”

      Harris gave me a steely look that seemed to suggest I should just get it over with and play nice. “Let me change.”

      “That won’t be necessary.” She waved a slender wand at me and my cape and tight pants transformed into a dress suitable for a 1950s funeral with a long, full skirt in all black. The sleeves were long and the neck was high. She smiled. “That is so much better for a young woman. You really should have been a witch.”

      “Better? This is what you wear when you decide the capes from the Handmaid’s Tale are too racy!”

      She glanced at a watch. “I came all the way down here and I need to be back in New York by tomorrow for a council meeting.”

      I followed her, but I felt very violated by the dress. Sure, it was plain and demure but I felt as bad as I did when Derek Chambers quietly stuck a hand up my shirt in seventh grade and touched my bra. I would never wear this. I felt like she had turned me into a different person just for our meeting and that was more upsetting than I expected.

      The uniform shop was in a small, more recently built structure near the main hall. There were a few stores inside, one for books and supplies, another for campus merchandise that never seemed to be open. She glanced around and led me into a stock room for the books, but she waved her wand again and the room transformed. Plush chairs and a desk appeared, and the small bland windows turned into tall, grand windows with long gold curtains.

      “That’s better,” she said, sitting behind the desk. She gave me a small smile. “Impressed? This is proper witch magic. Making things beautiful.”

      “I have better things to do,” I said.

      “Oh, yes. You have my son’s magic,” she said. “So I hear.”

      “You think I should be spending my time learning how to make dresses and curtains out of magic instead of learning to—”

      “Speak to the dead?” she interrupted. “Summon the dead? Revive the dead?” She rapped her fingers on the desk. “Samuel was my only son and Ina was my only daughter. My children. I pray you never know how it feels to have your children fall under the influence of some dangerous and persuasive person who turns them against you. Thanks to your mother, my children dabbled with demons and dark magic. Of course, I used to warn them, and they thought I was being too strict and traditional. Now, one is crazy and one is dead.”

      “Is Ina really ‘crazy’?”

      “Yes,” Catherine said. “Crazy as Rochester’s wife and just as likely to start a fire. That is why she is at the Haven for the rest of her life.”

      Okay. I’m gonna guess she was never a women’s studies major. I spread my hands. “I don’t know what you want me to say. I’m halfway through to…getting my…degree?” (Did they give out degrees? What did I get at the end of this, anyway? Well, I knew there was a graduation ceremony, so close enough.) “I’m happy here. And I’m good at it.”

      “I want to protect you from the fate of your mother and grandmother.”

      “I don’t want to be protected.”

      “Why not? Do you think you’ll all make it out of this alive?” Her voice raised. “You are twenty years old. You could have your whole life ahead of you.”

      This wasn’t the first time I’d been warned that some of us could die. Not gonna lie, it made me nervous every time, but at the same time, one of my high school friends warned me we might all die in a climate change apocalypse. Did I believe her? Kinda. Did I like…do anything about it? Not really.

      One thing I felt right now was that she expected me to back down.

      Don’t back down.

      Before I came here, I would have. But I’d gotten more confident in the last couple of years, and most of all, I had to stick with the people who cared about me. If I let my great-aunt control me, I would be failing Monty and Alec, and most of all, Firian.

      “I don’t think I should make choices based on my fear of death,” I said. “I think Samuel lived the life he wanted to live.”

      “You didn’t know my son.”

      “No. I wish I had. But his spirit has spoken to me a couple times. I don’t think he regretted any of it.”

      Now she pounded the desk and it vanished. She looked pissed.

      “Where is Stuart?” Her eyes shifted to my wand and I took a step back. “What have they told you?”

      “I don’t know. Nothing.”

      “Have you had any contact with members of your family? Your grandmother? Her…werewolves? Adia?”

      “You never wanted to protect me, did you?” I said. “You want to scare me into a witch school where you can control me. If you think you can bully me into leaving this school with stories to scare me and by turning Firian into a fox, guess what? I’m in this for the long haul. I’m right where I want to be.”

      “Are you saying you would die for your beliefs?”

      “Are you saying you’re planning to kill me, Aunt Catherine?”

      She jerked back and now the entire room’s glamour melted away, and so did the dress.

      I had rattled her.

      “No, I would certainly never do that,” she said, a faint frown tugging at her mouth. “I’m not out to get you, Charlotte. I want what’s best for you.”

      “Okay, then. Well, what’s best for me is staying here where I have true friends and I’m getting more confident every day.”

      “I do believe that,” she said, halfway under her breath. “You can go.”

      I walked out of the building, feeling more shaken than triumphant. Maybe the fact that we shared family ties meant a little something, but I still knew she was digging for information while I needed her to break the curse on Firian. I wasn’t so sure I’d done the right thing if I wanted her to have sympathy for me.

      This wasn’t over.
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      “So far, this isn’t too bad,” Alec said, a week later while we were eating our porridge. No kidding. Chef Morris, who was supposed to be giving us wholesome, magic-building food, actually made us eat porridge for breakfast.

      “There is nothing more magical than porridge,” he declared to all of us as we grumbled. “Wizards eat porridge. That is a fact. Read a book.”

      I mean…I guess. But it was already getting old. At least we were allowed all the butter and cream and honey we wanted, because these were also magical foods. One thing sure hadn’t changed: no vegans allowed at Merlin College.

      “I have to get my blood at the infirmary now,” Montague said. “Remember that? There’s a new guy down at the infirmary whose entire purpose is to do this condescending sniff thing when he gives me my pouch. The life of a vampire should be dignified and glamorous.”

      “It only works like that if you murder people,” Harris said. “Anyway, Alec, I wouldn’t get too cocky.”

      “That’s the only way I know how to be,” Alec said, with a dry laugh.

      “Alec, your incubus puns aren’t going to be funny anymore when Piers finds some way to punish you for being a demon,” Harris said. “He has plans for all of you. I can feel it.”

      “I’ve barely seen him since the first day,” I said. “Thank goodness. Dude creeps me out, but he doesn’t teach any classes.”

      Of course, there was one teacher I wasn’t that fond of, and that was the necromancy teacher who replaced Professor McGuinness. Professor Pacetti was like, a tough guy Italian warlock from New Jersey, which sounded like some kind of joke, but there he was. In private I called him “Professor New Jersey”.

      Professor Pacetti was tough on everyone, but he definitely didn’t like me in his class. On the first class after our orientation week, he called me ‘Princess’, for starters.

      “So, Princess,” he said, in this voice that just sounded like greasy pizza (I’m really sorry, New Jersey). “I hear you’re some sort of prodigy for summoning the dead? You have the power of ‘Samuel Caruthers’, is that right?”

      Montague cleared his throat while Alec lifted a hand.

      “Professor Pacetti,” Alec said. “Excuse me, but she’s not your fucking princess.”

      Oh damn. It was on.

      Pacetti whirled on him, leaning over his desk. “Is she your fucking princess, Lyrman?”

      Oh, ewww.

      Montague stood up. He looked like he wanted to slam Professor New Jersey into the wall, but he said tensely, “Professor, we’re here to learn necromancy, right?”

      Irving looked at the exits with wild eyes.

      “Necromancy. Yes. You want to learn necromancy. I’m not going easy on any of you,” Professor Pacetti said. “My class is no fucking nonsense. I met Professor McGuinness. Not impressed. He was one of those clean cut mortician-in-a-suit types you see.” Professor Pacetti was wearing a dress shirt with the sleeves rolled up and jeans, so, you know. Edgy. “Well, necromancy is dirty. You’re dealing with the dead. So, Miss Charlotte, I hear you summoned a dark spirit.”

      “It was my mother,” Alec said. “It wasn’t just any dark spirit. Charlotte did it for me.”

      Harris glanced at me but said nothing. He had helped me expel Alec’s mom when she got angry at me and wouldn’t leave, and I knew he hadn’t forgotten that.

      “Well, if I had been Charlotte’s teacher, she would have been prepared to deal with a dark spirit. I’m going to teach you the most important skill for a necromancer. The ability to purify. This is really bleeding edge magic; nobody’s teaching this yet. You’re the first school to have it.” He strolled back behind his desk. “You take a dark spirit and you purify that spirit, and one of a few options is going to happen. Either that spirit is under your control, or that spirit gets wiped off the face of the earth.”

      A burly guy in the back said, “Aren’t they already wiped off the face of the earth?”

      “I think you know what I mean, don’t you…”

      “Nelson,” the boy said.

      “Either you know what I mean or you’re fucking stupid. Which is it?”

      “I’m not stupid. I’m a de Brigue.”

      “Ohhh. Oh, you’re a de Brigue. I’m sorry,” Professor New Jersey said sarcastically, which almost made me enjoy him for a second. “There are only a thousand de Brigues, I didn’t realize none of you are stupid. Nelson—listen to me. You follow my lead and you will learn how to summon demon spirits and destroy them.”

      All of my guys looked uncomfortable. But some of the boys were practically frothing at the idea.

      “Destroy demon spirits? Are you serious?”

      “I’m serious. If you’re here at Merlin, you’re the next generation of leaders. Well, most of you. So—we’re going to do some groundwork first, and before spring break you’re going to tackle a demon.” He looked at me. “You ought to be interested in that, huh…Princess?”

      Now he was daring Alec or Montague to start some shit with him. I glanced at them like, don’t.

      “What kind of demons are we talking?” Harris asked, drawing his attention off of me. “I was under the impression that it isn’t so easy to just ‘purify’ a dark spirit.”

      “You want to see what I mean?” He glanced at the calendar. “Meet me in the grove on the night of the full moon, if you’re brave enough. That goes for all of you.”
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      “I feel like this is a bad idea,” I said, lacing my shoes as Alec stepped out of the shower looking as luscious as he always did walking out of the shower, in nothing but a pair of jeans that were just the right amount of tight.

      “I agree,” Montague said, as he loitered in the door of the room Alec and I shared.

      “Are we not going?” Alec asked. “I wouldn’t mind staying in tonight after all. Waste of a good weekend…” His eyes lingered on me.

      “I’m trying to get dressed,” I said.

      “I’m not stopping you.”

      “You’re undressing me with your eyes,” I said. “And I’m afraid if you keep it up you might actually disintegrate my clothes.” I smirked at him, signaling that assuming we made it out of our night meeting with Pacetti, I was down for that later.

      “I wonder if I could,” Alec said. “That would be an interesting experiment.”

      “Magic practice,” I said. “Totally legit.”

      He reached for his shirt and I held up a hand. “I mean, do you even need that? It’s warm out.”

      “Does my princess wish it so?” He was a little sarcastic, playing off the princess thing, but I’m not going to lie, if he wanted to claim the princess thing, I’d like that.

      “Your princess demands it!” I giggled. “What would Professor New Jersey say if you showed up to his big spirit purifying ceremony shirtless?”

      He shrugged. “Let’s find out. Clothes are overrated.”

      “You’re really doing this?” Montague asked him. “Clothes aren’t overrated, Alec, you just dress like a slob.”

      “Incubi really aren’t into that many clothes,” Alec said. “If you look at old art of incubi and succubi it’s pretty much just a little strategic fabric. So if I’m embracing my heritage I might as well go all out.”

      Montague gave me a look like he didn’t really like this idea. “Clothes are like a secret. If you just tell a secret right away, it’s not interesting anymore.”

      Alec snapped his shirt at Montague. “It’s not my fault you need to work on your tan, vampire.”

      “No fighting,” I said. “I like Alec’s hot bod and Montague’s stylish wardrobe…equally.”

      “That was a deliberate pause.” Montague bared his fangs at Alec and Alec dodged, whipping him with the shirt again. I laughed, enjoying the playfulness between them before we took on whatever was going to happen tonight.

      “At least neither of you have fur,” Firian said behind me. I shrieked softly, not even realizing he had appeared.

      Alec flopped into bed next to me. “Charlotte likes your fur too,” he said. “She doesn’t sleep with her arms around me. I know it’s not your ideal way to interact, but…”

      “It sure isn’t,” Firian said.

      “But cuddling is a real need,” Alec said. “So I hope you don’t feel like you’re not part of this relationship. We will get you back to normal soon. I swear to that.”

      “Aw…” I loved that Alec and Montague had definitely gotten past the standard warlock thinking that familiars couldn’t be a part of the real world. They both seemed to accept Firian now. I had also noticed Alec’s increased confidence lately. Every day, since he’d broken the spell that bound him, his magic had grown stronger and while he was still generally the quietest and gentlest of my guys, his mood had shifted. He was more present, somehow.

      I slid over to Alec’s lap and then patted my leg. “C’mon, Firian. Let me have a nice moment. I’m nervous.”

      “And you should be,” he said, and I could feel the tension in his body as I stroked his soft fur. “I don’t trust these council warlocks, for reasons that should be plain to see.”

      “Why are we going if we all think it’s a bad idea?” Montague asked.

      “Well…I think we need to find out what his deal is,” I said. “Especially since I am focusing on necromancy.”

      But the real reason? Harris was going, and even if we didn’t go, Harris would still go, and then he would nag me about it later. The Chosen One vs. Exiled One battle was on.

      Look, if our rivalry had gone on longer than it should, at least I think we both knew it.

      If you’re going to be stupid, at least be willfully stupid.

      

      Sure enough, we walked to the grove under the light of the moon, which was lifting its way into the unseasonably warm sky. Harris was lingering outside, waiting to walk with us.

      “Alec, why aren’t you wearing a shirt?” he asked.

      “It’s the weekend,” Alec said. “Why? Are you distracted by my hot bod too?”

      “God, no.”

      “We really need to invite Harris in,” Montague said. “He must be paler and skinnier than I am.” Montague wasn’t really too skinny, anyway. Alec was perfect in a god-or-Hemsworth kind of way. Montague was perfect in a normal sort of way, with bonus vampire danger points. Firian was almost elven in his height and grace. And Harris…

      “I am not.” Harris looked genuinely annoyed.

      “You’re tan and ripped under there?” I asked, pointing my wand toward his necktie, which was…well, his necktie was perfect. I did the uniform necktie thing a lot, and I couldn’t knot mine like that. But you didn’t get points for necktie knots.

      “We have places to be, so let’s just act like mature adults,” Harris said, picking up his pace. I could tell he was jealous, and he studiously pretended not to care, but I had to admit, he was keeping it up for so long, I was starting to wonder if maybe he really wasn’t as into me and as close to Alec and Montague as I thought.

      Harris was the one who jumped in on Pacetti’s offer to purify demons, I thought. What if he really does choose the path of the council in the end?

      Professor New Jersey was waiting in the grove, holding an old book in one hand and his wand in the other. “Okay, are we all here? I was waiting for you, Nicolescu. All right. So, kids—the only rule here tonight is that you don’t interfere with my magic. You’re here to watch and learn. What you see might disturb you if you’re the oversensitive type. This is real magic for the real world, where demons might just kill you like they killed Samuel Caruthers if you’re not willing to fight.”

      If any of us wanted to leave, he didn’t really offer us an out, but no one tried. It was our group, that jerk Henry Wells, Jack the doodler of guitars, and two other guys.

      Piers suddenly emerged from the trees. He was neatly dressed, his blonde hair slicked back, looking so much like an older Harris, but his expression was so cold that I didn’t want to run away until I saw him.

      “Good evening, boys, and Miss Charlotte,” he said. “I am so excited about this new phase in your training. I heard that Professor MacGuinness never even mentioned the purify spell, and I am so glad to be here to make sure you are all truly ready for the real world and our real enemy. Someday, you will all be soldiers in the fight against evil, and coddling you only weakens us. But—don’t let me steal the spotlight. Professor Pacetti…” He took a step back, lifting a hand to the other man.

      Professor Pacetti spilled dust in a circle and then drew the pentagram that would summon a demon with the tip of his wand.

      It was quiet, except for the soft scratch of his wand in the dirt and the wind stirring the leaves. And it was dark, except for the soft glow of the moonlight. My arms prickled with goosebumps, and I felt Montague’s cool hand envelope mine.

      Pacetti started hissing out spell words, choosing Latin as his magical tongue, and his voice sounded hostile. What was he summoning?

      Fire burst from the pentagram, and a form took shape. It looked vaguely female, but somewhat misshapen, with long spindly arms and long pointed ears. Whoa. For all the magic I’d dealt with, I still got startled by the serious fantasy novel stuff. I took a little step back but stopped myself from reacting any more.

      “A boggart!” Pacetti declared. “It’s just a weak little spirit, since I didn’t want to put you kids in any danger.”

      The boggart seemed frightened. It growled like a cornered cat, trapped in the pentagram. “I mean ye no harm, human. Me body’s already dust, so I think you have the wrong beastie.”

      Aww. I actually felt bad for it. It looked so nervous and pathetic already, and its growly little voice was cute.

      “Demon, it’s your lucky day. I will purify your spirit.” Pacetti waved his wand over the boggart and started chanting again.

      “Please, no!” The boggart cowered. “Please spare me!”

      A purple glow seeped from Professor Pacetti’s wand and swirled around the boggart. It screamed with pain.

      “What are you doing?” I cried. “You’re hurting her!”

      “Stay back, Charlotte. He is purifying it,” Piers said.

      “But what does that mean? He said it was a weak little spirit. Is it evil?”

      “I am not evil,” the boggart pleaded. “I’m just a spirit adrift and I don’t want any bad business, sir! I beg ye!”

      “It’s a sinistral. It’s a dark spirit that sinistral warlocks could summon to their aid.”

      “But my grandfathers are sinistral!”

      He looked at me very calmly. “Yes. That is so.”

      “So—so what?” I cried.

      He didn’t answer, but flicked a hand to Professor Pacetti. “Please, proceed.”

      “Oh, I’m not distracted by her,” he said. “Don’t worry about it. Inimicos nostros…”

      The boggart screamed as he spoke a string of words, clutching her head. Wisps of ghostly matter started falling away from her body as she started to disintegrate.

      This is wrong, I thought. I don’t know what’s going on, but this isn’t purifying, this is murder. In panic, I flung out my wand and cast a ward. “I protect this creature! Return to the spirit world, I release you!”

      “Charlotte!” Harris grabbed my arm. I shook him off, using my wand to break the pentagram with a blast of magic that wiped the dirt clean and broke the circle of dust.

      “Thank to you, my lady! Thanks to you!” The boggart fell back and then disappeared.

      Piers grabbed my arm and smacked my face.

      “Ow!” I was too surprised for a better reaction than that.

      “You deserve much worse than that,” he said. “You interrupted a spell cast by a professor. You questioned his actions. You disturbed a pentagram. You favored a demon. That was a wicked spirit!”

      “You set this up!” I said. “Didn’t you? Professor Pacetti summoned some poor little spirit on purpose to provoke me and you showed up to watch!”

      “Why would I do that?” he asked, with a disdainful look. “I’m trying to help you out. I warned you all this school would be different without that lenient, deceptive, rule-breaking woman in charge. We are fighting for control of magic. For the power of Etherium. Sinistrals must be destroyed, and sinistral blood must be purified.” He finally let my arm go, and I let out my breath as I stepped back into Alec and Monty’s protective arms, but I was hardly safe.

      “You will be punished for this,” Piers said. He flicked his wand and my hands were jerked behind my back into some sort of restraint. “What god do you serve?” he asked.

      “What…god?”

      “Yes,” he said. “It will determine where you spend your night of punishment.”

      “I don’t really…serve any.”

      “You serve no god?” Piers said. “Well, I suppose that explains a lot. You are so very human, so modern, but if you serve no god than you have no allies.”

      “Come on, Piers. Don’t do this,” Harris said.

      “You are still here,” Piers said. “I know, in the end, you understand the mission. We are the ones who force the beings of shadow into the light, we Nicolescus. And so I shall.”

      “She’s…she’s of a Christian background,” Harris said, in this don’t-argue-with-me-Charlotte tone.

      “Very nice. Very smart. He looks out for you, you know. Yes, you would be sleeping in the trees or in the earth tonight if you said something else.”

      The earth? Is there a punishment cave at Merlin College? He and Professor Pacetti put me between them and forced me, with some grabbing and some wand tapping, away from my guys.

      “What are you doing?” Montague said.

      Piers looked resistant to telling him, and ignored Montague for a step, but then he faced him after all. His smile said, What the hell. “Tomorrow, she will be the first ceremony in the purification of Merlin College. She will be freed from her werewolf blood. You and Lyrman are welcome to be next.”

      “No—” I tried to struggle away. He gripped my wrists tight. “No! Let me go! I’d rather leave school than lose the blood of my grandfathers.”

      “For one thing, you can only lose the blood of one grandfather,” he said, digging at my grandmother’s multiple lovers. “Unless your father was part werewolf as well? And for another, why do you cling to the blood of beasts? You don’t even know the man.”

      “But it’s part of me! Part of my mom!”

      “Your demon mother?”

      “Yes! I still believe in her! She’s not lost. Even if you never let her back in Etherium, I can still save her for my dad’s sake. She still loves us and she doesn’t need your purification, and neither do I. I’m a Wyrd witch.”

      “Your mother is evil. She is lost. The sooner you accept that, the sooner you can embrace your talents. As for Wyrd, the faeries will never embrace a human. They have graced you with a wand, but you’re going to run into the cold reality of their control. You have an Ethereal familiar. You are an Ethereal witch. Not a warlock. A witch. But I am not sending you to Catherine because I know she wouldn’t allow you to use your potential. I hope you appreciate that. You think I’m the cruel one? Welcome to tough love, Charlotte.”

      He forced me along to the campus chapel. I had been inside just a couple of times. Last year Montague asked me if I wanted to go to the Christmas concert before holiday break. I might not have been very religious, but I loved that. The chapel was glowing with candles that made the interior warm and cozy, and the small campus choir sang beautifully. Montague looked sad and he told me later he had been banned from the basilica in St. Augustine, and he hadn’t talked about it to anyone else. From what I had seen of his little parallel town, it was close-knit and married to old traditions, so this must have been crushing.

      I wondered what Montague was thinking about the chapel being turned into a prison. I understood why he and Alec didn’t stop them. I’m sure Piers would have expelled them, and that would be much worse for me.

      They threw me inside and locked the doors.

      “Maybe you’ll find a god in there,” Piers sneered behind the door.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twelve

          

        

      

    

    
      Harris

      

      My cousin knew what he was doing. I’m sure the council blamed Charlotte for all of the problems at Merlin College. He wanted her power, but he wanted her to be scared of him first.

      This was the battle my ancestors had fought. Ethereals and Sinistrals had been fighting each other for thousands of years. The battle had always been bitter. A long time ago, Ethereals were the protectors of humanity. All around the world, witches and warlocks, shamans, holy men and wise women had served their people, protecting them against vampires, werewolves, malicious faeries and demons.

      “Sometimes, they were so effective that the threat no longer seemed real…” My mother whispered this to all of us children once, as she lit candles to cast a simple ward upon our great estate, Ladyswald. “And once people stop believing in the danger, they wonder why they have given such power to a witch. As their weapons grew stronger, their world more toxic, their belief became the truth. The vampires and werewolves no longer came for them. Humans worry over endangered species and polluted waters, without realizing how much they have already lost. Magic…magic has been dying for a long time, but as long as we exist, there will be dark forces for us to fight…”

      We didn’t hear fairy tales growing up, we heard the truth about our dying magical world. About our legacy and destiny. My father’s holy ancestors in the European courts, their magical artifacts protecting the realm. The fierce warriors of light in my mother’s family, who would do anything to end the race of vampires who fed on death.

      They were my idols, once. I thought I would be like Piers. I’d work my way up the council, fighting nobly for Etherium until the day I died.

      I knew where Piers was coming from, because it was the same world I had been raised into, of centuries-old relics and Bibles painted by hand with the birth of every child recorded on the front page and the date of their death written in later. The old world that still clung to us with every breath, the memory of a world where there was true darkness in the wood, and people needed Etherium in all its forms just to protect themselves from wolves and the curses of dark warlocks, the tricks of the fae, and the vampires that would leave you drained of life.

      I knew the battle between good and evil was real, and the side of good could not always be nice, but these days the world just felt different. Maybe there was another way entirely.

      Damned if it hasn’t gotten awfully complicated.

      But it’s gone far enough.

      Alec and Montague were busy arguing over whether there was any way for them to stop Piers without making things worse, while I was slouched against the wall. Part of the group, but not entirely. Not anymore. It wasn’t just about Charlotte. They didn’t know if they could trust me, and they weren’t wrong.

      “I’m going to talk to Piers alone,” I said.

      “What good will that do?” Montague asked. “He doesn’t seem to like you all that much either.”

      “But blood is blood,” I said.

      More importantly—Charlotte’s sinistral blood might be giving her power. I was going to appeal to Piers from the only angle that would be sure to work.

      As I walked up the stairs to the dean’s office, I heard heated voices. His door was shut. I pressed my ear against it. Time for me to find out just how much of a dick my cousin really was.

      “We’re carrying it out tomorrow morning,” Piers said. “Although I’m not sure it’ll have the result you want. She has already chosen Wyrd.”

      “Sure, sound so cavalier about it,” a female voice responded. I think it might have been Charlotte’s great-aunt. “We can’t let her tap into the power of Wyrd.”

      “The faeries will never let her have more than a taste. That’s what they do. They never let Samuel in.”

      “They were considering it,” she said. He must have been talking to her via magical means because her voice sounded distant but clear as a bell.

      “How do you know that? I was under the impression you had no contact with him anymore.”

      “I hear everything.”

      “I don’t think Charlotte is even worth worrying over,” Piers said. “She seems like kind of an airhead to me. Daisy has a brain under her act, but I don’t know about this one. I think she’s been corrupted by TV or rap or whatever corrupts kids these days.”

      I bristled. Where did he get off? He barely even knew Charlotte.

      “She’s your only real relative,” he said. “Maybe you should just…let her live her life. I’m afraid that all these measures are only driving her toward, if not Wyrd, then Sinistral.”

      Hmm. It actually sounded like Piers didn’t think Charlotte was worth all he was putting her through. I’m not sure that was mercy so much as underestimating her, but if her great-aunt was the one nudging him to hurt her, then…

      “And those two boys who follow her around everywhere will go with her. Same with my cousin, I’m afraid.”

      “Harrison? Yes. I’ve heard,” she said knowingly.

      “Here is what I propose,” Piers said. “The vampire and the incubus? They seem to be fond of her now, but it’s in their nature to pursue women. They could be distracted by other matches, if they don’t turn sinistral in the end. But my cousin struggles with betraying the family even as he keeps flirting with the darker side of magic. If we encourage a marriage between my cousin and your niece, it will be a marriage of two great families, and offer them both a distraction from a dark path.”

      Marriage? Charlotte and me? My adrenaline spiked. My base instincts had wanted Charlotte from the day she arrived, and especially now that I knew she was with both of my best friends. But I had been trying so hard to resist a bad decision that would ruin both of our lives forever. Now, Piers was actually suggesting it was a good idea?

      Charlotte…all mine…

      It was something I had dreamed about so many times.

      Hearing it now, it wasn’t as appealing as I thought. She was already with Alec and Montague. If they suffered for it, that wasn’t how I wanted it to go.

      What would it be like to share her with them? Damn, I tried not to let my brain go there. Why should I share my wife?

      My brain flashed over a tangle of limbs, Charlotte full of them, her eyes glazed with pleasure, kissing Alec and then Montague, and then…me.

      Me.

      I was welcome there. The vision was hot as hell, but it was also surprisingly…nice. It was a place I could trust. I saw her asleep between them now. Safe and loved, in a way I hadn’t felt since I was so very young that my sisters liked pretending I was their kid and putting me to bed. My parents certainly didn’t; they believed a parents duty was to instruct and mold, not coddle. But Alec, I knew, was a loyal friend and a gentle person, despite his raging libido. Montague had always seemed like he didn’t have a care in the world until the vampire thing happened; that unfortunate event had matured him without ruining him. He was the only person who could get me to laugh at something stupid, because he wouldn’t judge you for it.

      I shut my eyes. I wanted it. I wanted all of it. I knew it would ruin what I thought my life was, but…

      I don’t even know if they’ll have me. A witch with an incubus and a vampire is one thing, but I’m Harrison von Hapsburg Nicolescu. God, the world will laugh at me. Shun me. Ask why I can’t get a girl all to myself. Ask why I would ruin my reputation. And Charlotte, Alec and Montague all know that I care about that stuff, that I’m not like them.

      I thought of her locked in that church, all alone. Maybe Firian was with her, at least, but it was so dark and somber inside, and the sky looked like rain.

      “Have you seen any indication the girl is still keeping her familiar around?”

      “No,” Piers said readily.

      That was a lie. Charlotte could still be seen with Firian. Not as often as before, but not never either, which was a lot more time than any other student spent with their familiar.

      My cousin wasn’t exactly what I would call a nice guy. He had set up this marriage with Daisy, after all. I knew all he wanted was power. If he was lying about Charlotte hanging out with Firian, I knew it was only to keep her in his clutches and not have her go to the witches. It seemed like everyone was out for blood.

      “Piers, you can set her up with Harris if you think it’s best, but I still want the thing done. I want the blood of those wolves wiped from her and the Order’s methods will do it. I want all evidence of my sister’s crimes wiped from the record. My parents were lenient with my sister and she was lenient with her daughter in turn. I will not make the same mistake. Charlotte hasn’t had discipline, that’s the trouble. She’s just a girl, so this is our last chance. I don’t care if she fears you, or me either. I’d rather have her fear you than end up losing her magic, working for a demon, insane or dead.”

      “That is a very good point,” Piers said. “Well, I have a ward on the church so she can’t leave and those boys can’t get in, and I will perform the ceremony tomorrow morning, as planned, but I think we need to consider how we can gently remove other bad influences from her life as well. I don’t want to offend the Xarras or the Lyrmans, but we both agree that they no longer belong here, yes?”

      “Yes, although I do like the idea of the vampire clan actually taking out the Withered Lord for us, and Montague is a part of the deal, so…tread carefully.”

      This was not good. She was the one who had cursed Firian. Charlotte was miserable without him. It sounded like nothing would convince Catherine to break that spell and let her be with him again.

      Worse, their plans seemed to reach far. They wanted to remove Alec and Montague from school, keep Firian a fox forever, and…marry her to me?

      No. I can’t be with her unless I deserve her.

      I never fell in love with Daisy because I knew she would be miserable in the marriage, and she would change to fit in. She would understand that she had no other choice.

      I couldn’t let Charlotte be like that.

      I turned from the door in disgust. No use talking to Piers. I didn’t know what I could say to convince him not to ‘purify’ Charlotte.

      I walked softly back down the stairs. The guard at the door nodded to me. “Stay dry,” he said, as the first drops of a rainstorm were starting to fall. I knew Piers would find out I had been there, but no help for that.

      I ducked behind one of the buildings at the farthest corner of the gate and cast a concealing spell on myself. I checked the gate for wards. Breaking wards was one of my best talents, especially since these weren’t meant to keep students in so much as to keep enemies out. I only had to weaken them a little. Then I climbed the gate, my muscles straining as I hauled myself over. It would be a huge help to have Alec or Monty with me, but I didn’t want to get them in trouble.

      I ran into the darkness, pelted by rain, to the only experienced magic user we could trust. I didn’t have much time. Hopefully, Stuart would know how to stop purification spells.

      The downpour hit when I was about a mile deep into the woods, with a long way to go. The trees helped shield me from the worst of it, but it turned the warm day to a clammy chill, and despite the light spell cast on my wand, I could only see a short way ahead, light shimmering on wet leaves while the din of rain pelting the forest roared in my ears.

      “Pretty unpleasant place to take a walk.”

      “Shit!” I whirled, ready with an attack spell, only to see Firian walking behind me. “What are you doing out here?”

      “What happened to her?” he asked. “She hasn’t called me, but I know she’s distressed. I appeared outside the gates just in case the council was watching for me. Then I saw you out here.”

      It was deeply strange for a familiar to show up in the presence of another magic user and start talking, but I already knew Firian was strange. And the worry in his eyes? I knew what that was like.

      “They locked her in the chapel overnight, with plans to purify her of her sinistral blood in the morning.”

      “This school was a lot more fun before the dystopia kicked in,” Firian said.

      “It’s the same old battle. Clearly they feel that Master Blair was too soft on everyone, and they’re probably not wrong. I wanted to learn how brutal the world can be.”

      Firian glanced behind him, concern for Charlotte plain on his face. Foxes were very expressive. “So what are you out here for?”

      “I’m going to talk to Stuart.”

      “I see.”

      I kept walking, and Firian followed me. I didn’t mention I was glad for the company, and he didn’t thank me for being out here in the miserable rain to help his witch.

      But, we understood each other.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Charlotte

      

      It’s probably not surprising information that a cold, dark, empty church is as creepy as a haunted house. Especially a church built in the 1880s, where everything was as ornate as a gilded theater, but more somber. The cavernous room was shadowed with a huge carved altarpiece with figures of the Virgin Mary and some saints looking down on me, and even the smell was eerie, this sweet wood-candle-incense aroma that seemed very ancient and reminded of funerals. There was a lamp post outside one of the stained glass windows, I guess, so that one window had a soft glow behind it and the rest were very dark.

      I looked for the light-switches, but I couldn’t actually find any. Did the church even have electricity? Maybe it didn’t.

      I climbed into a pew and huddled there so I didn’t have to look at any of it. “Thanks a lot, Harris…,” I muttered. “Woods might have been better.” I felt like calling Firian might be a bad idea, like I was being watched and judged.

      But then, at some point, I heard the wind picking up outside, and then I heard thunder in the distance. So maybe not.

      I tried to sleep, but it was impossible. Every sound had me shooting up off the bench to investigate, and this building seemed to rattle in the wind and creak randomly. I heard this weird movement behind the pulpit. It sounded like something slapping against the floor.

      I started thinking about how sometimes people used to be buried under the floors of churches. Ohmigod, what if someone is buried in here and their corpse is scratching at the stones to be let out?

      I had probably been there a couple of hours at this point.

      I also needed to find a bathroom. But I was terrified to leave my pew in case the pulpit zombie got me.

      I took a deep breath. “It’s probably a mouse,” I told myself. I felt a little ridiculous, but I had dealt with demon-wolf attacks, demon-bat attacks, and dabbled in the dark arts at that point, so nothing seemed off the table. But how could a mouse make that noise?

      At some point, I was either going to pee on the church floor, or find the bathroom, so I got up and crept around in the shadows, looking for the door. I finally found a dimly lit toilet, groping around in the dark for toilet paper and soap. I caught a glimpse of myself in the mirror and for the first time, I confronted what this was really about.

      The council said they wanted to purge my sinistral blood. What did that mean? Did my blood make me who I was? Would it hurt? The little boggart certainly seemed upset about it.

      “I’m scared,” I whispered. “I don’t know what’s happening. I don’t want to lose my grandfathers’ blood…” I swallowed. “Samuel? Samuel…can you help me?”

      The flopping sound continued. I huddled in the bathroom, heart pounding so hard I felt a little dizzy, but I started to feel like this was something I needed to confront.

      You’re going to take on a demon and you’re afraid of a dark church and a weird noise? Come on.

      So I mustered my strength and walked up to the pulpit.

      There was a large white fish flailing around on the floor. Oh shit. It had been there for a while, then.

      “Um…”

      I had questions.

      But there was no time for questions and the one thing that crossed my mind was Firian telling me how the rules of Etherium and Sinistral were different than our world, and more like fairy tales.

      Maybe this fish was a mermaid. A wish-granting mermaid.

      But for now, it was a fish. If it was a talking fish, it wasn’t volunteering anything. It was just suffering on a marble floor. So it was up to me. I sprang into action. I picked up the fish. This was not something I particularly relished doing, but I felt so bad for it. I didn’t want to just let it die. I rushed the fish into the bathroom and threw on the faucet. I had to grip the slippery, gross, wriggling fish under my arm while I shut the drain. Maybe this wasn’t good fish water, I don’t know. It was the best I could do.

      When the fish got in the water, it seemed a bit listless.

      “Oh—am I supposed to put you in the holy water?” This seemed like a moment in Fortune’s Favor. You’re stuck in a room with a puzzle to solve. Dying fish? Basin of mystical water? Duh. Once again, classic RPG.

      So I ran the fish back out and put it in the stone basin near the entrance.

      At this point, the fish seemed very sick, so I frantically cast a healing spell for good measure, although I wasn’t very good at those.

      The fish vanished, leaving the water sparkling for a second.

      My eyes darted around. I didn’t hear anything now.

      “Did that have anything to do with anything?” I called. “Samuel…can you hear me?”

      I told you not to rely on me. Use the resources around you, and the magic you have been taught.

      Right. Classic RPG shit part two: if a wise elder teaches you a special new spell, then you should use that spell. Stuart told me I needed to practice my necromancy and keep from making emotional attachments to the dead.

      I was pretty disappointed there was no mermaid though.

      I crouched in front of the basin and lifted my wand, slowing my breath and focusing my concentration until I felt the shift, that subtle sense that the magical world was opening up to me. I was getting better at feeling it.

      “O spirits, please guide me in your humble wisdom and tell me what the heck this fish is about. Thank you for your help.”

      The faint, ghostly form of an old man appeared in front of me. He was dressed like a priest, and he had an old timey beard, so either he was a hipster priest who died a few years ago when his home-brew exploded, or he was a priest from back in the 1800s.

      “Why are you in here, child?” he asked. “And why did you place a faery inside of the holy water?”

      “It was dying on the floor. Did I mess it up? I’m really sorry. I’m not Catholic, although it’s very beautiful in here.” Best to compliment the ghost. “They locked me in here so they could purify my werewolf blood tomorrow, and then a dying faery fish appeared out of nowhere… I don’t know if you can help me. Maybe you don’t want to help me. Purifying people of werewolf blood might be something you’re into.”

      “Do you wish to be purified of this blood of your kin?”

      “Well, no.”

      “Then, I would not recommend it. It seems this faery tested you, and because you did not hesitate to save her life, she offers you her protection.” He dipped his fingers in the holy water and brushed it on my brow. “The faeries had blessed water before us. Some day they might be gone, and humans will remain, but the rituals of this earth will bridge us. All things are connected, but it is usually only in death that we see it. Be well, Charlotte.”

      He faded away.

      I smiled. I hadn’t felt anything when he touched me, but when I brushed my brow, it was wet.

      “He was cool,” I said. “But what about you, faery fish? Will I find out who you are?”

      There was no answer. I guess I had to puzzle it out on my own for now. But at least, when I curled up on the pew again to sleep, all my fears seemed to have left me, and I dreamed until morning.
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      “It seems as if Charlotte has guarded herself against the purification spell,” Stuart said, after talking to his raven. “The faeries intervened and she passed their test. She is protected, this time.”

      Firian’s ears lifted with subtle relief.

      “The raven told you that?” I asked.

      “That is what they do,” he said. “If you take the time to learn their language.”

      “So I hurried all the way here in the rain…and she’s fine. I don’t need to do anything.”

      “Are you angry that she fixed her own problem?”

      “Of course not.” I fidgeted, as Stuart fed his raven some raven treats. “You seem very calm about everything I just told you. They were going to hurt her, and I just…I had to do something. Even if she can protect herself, they’ll just find another way. Don’t you want to put her somewhere safe?”

      “She wants to be there,” Stuart said. “Ignatius would be very upset about all of this, but in the end, I am a faery. I covered up my nature with friendliness, but I must say, it’s been such a relief not to pretend to care about human concerns anymore.”

      “So Charlotte’s welfare is just a ‘human concern’ to you?”

      “I care,” Stuart said. “I care about her very much. I simply trust that it will unfold the way it should.”

      Penny offered me some hot tea, moving quietly in the background, and added another log to the fire that was slowly drying out my clothes. The presence of servants reminded me of home, except that Stuart was living in a humble cave.

      I wasn’t sure what to do next. I didn’t want to just return without accomplishing anything.

      I glanced at Firian. The fox had followed me all the way here. Charlotte loved him more than anyone, and she loved him the wrong sort of way. I hadn’t even see my familiar in human form in many years.

      But for Charlotte, his situation was as heart-breaking as if Alec or Montague was turned into an animal.

      “What about Firian?” I asked.

      “The curse?” Stuart said. “Her great-aunt cast it.”

      “Her great-aunt is not going to break it,” I said. “I’ve heard enough to know that.”

      “Hmm.” Stuart sipped his tea leisurely. “I wonder what would?” His eyes lifted.

      “Is there something we can do about it?” I asked. “Why are you looking at me like that?”

      “Do you think there’s something you could do about it?”

      “Well, nothing that wouldn’t cause even more permanent and lasting damage to my relationship with home…”

      “So,” Stuart said, “you could do something about it. And that is the price you would have to pay.”

      “I think I liked you better when you were covering up your nature with friendliness.”

      “You’re not the first one to say that,” said Orson, who was just hulking in the corner peeling potatoes. Well, Stuart’s servants were a little different from the ones at home. They were more intense, more woven into the place somehow. Orson was only of average height but he had a tall presence, with thick black hair and a warrior’s wildness, what my father would have called “a Pictish barbarian look.” My father had all of Europe dialed down to regions and tribes, even the ones that hadn’t existed in centuries.

      Stuart shook his head. “I can only tell you the truth, Harris. Sometimes there is no easy choice; a hard one is all you will have. I can’t save Firian or Charlotte for you.”

      “I have a feeling you could. If you wanted to.”

      “I don’t need saving,” Firian growled. “Not from you, anyway.”

      “Samuel and Ignatius are trusting me to guide Charlotte and everyone close to her by extension. The best skill a wizard can have is the ability to figure out solutions on their own,” Stuart said. “I also need to be careful. If I’m the last one standing, I have knowledge of Wyrd. Connections you’ll need. I can’t get captured by the council.”

      “Ignatius isn’t dead,” I said. “I mean—he isn’t, is he?”

      “No,” Stuart said. “Not dead.”

      The look on his face seemed almost like he wished Ignatius was dead.

      So where is he, then? The Haven?

      I wondered what they did to women who lived as men—became men, even—in the Haven.

      “Aw, fuck,” I said.

      “It’s not your fault.”

      “I wasn’t apologizing.”

      But it almost felt like it was my fault. The councils? They were my people. My family, my family’s friends. I had been clinging to that world, afraid to stand up to them for fear of losing my own wealth and power.

      I was starting to realize how hollow it was.

      “I know what to do, Stu,” I said. “Thanks for the talk.”

      Orson got to his feet and handed me an umbrella for the walk back. “Are you finally going to get your lady?” he asked.

      “People need to stop making assumptions.”

      “I know a lovesick man when I see one, and I saw one as soon as you showed up here, though I didn’t know the object until I saw the lady Charlotte.”

      I grabbed the umbrella. “Damnit, how does everyone see it so plainly when I make every effort not to wear my heart on my sleeve?”

      “When it’s there, it’s there,” Orson said.

      “Not for faeries.”

      “Not true. Most faeries just take a little longer to crack, that’s all,” Orson said, glancing sideways.

      “What? Orson, you sly dog,” Firian said. “Was Stuart ever in love?”

      Orson raised his thick brows. “Servant’s oath.” He shoved me along. “Go on.”
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      Charlotte

      

      In the morning, the church doors opened and I stirred sleepily.

      “Get up!” Piers cried, marching in. “I’m glad you got a little beauty rest, my dear. You are going to be reborn this morning.”

      I think he was annoyed that I didn’t seem scared. But that faded quickly as I walked out, stumbling a bit on my lingering exhaustion and wishing for a toothbrush, and realized the entire school was gathered around outside looking up the church steps.

      What if the faery blessing didn’t work?

      “You stay right here,” Professor New Jersey ordered me, jabbing his wand at the ground in front of me. “This is a special lesson for everyone here and a lucky day for Charlotte, here. Her grandfather was a werewolf, which means—she has a natural draw to Sinistral. Last night, if you came to my demonstration, you saw what happens when we purify a Sinistral ghost. This morning we’re going to demonstrate something a little more pleasant. We will purify her blood so her risk and banish her wicked blood.”

      I saw Montague and Alec shoving their way to the front.

      “Stop,” Montague said. “This is—a bad idea.”

      “You need to be purified!” Henry Wells jeered. “Purify the vampire!”

      Alec’s face cut to him. “You want to say that again?”

      “Guys, don’t fight,” I said. “It’s okay. Proceed.” I stood there and tried to look serene.

      “Char, are you crazy?” Alec cried. “What did they do to you in there?”

      Was I a little nervous? Sure. But if you couldn’t trust magical fish and priest ghosts, who could you trust? I mean, basically I was in a whole new world of logic here. I tried to ignore the fact that Firian was tricked by fellow Ethereals. I needed to go with my gut here.

      Harris was in the crowd, too, further back from Montague and Alec. I saw him cough. He looked kind of sick. I saw some of the old professors, too, looking nervous. Professor Adams was shaking his head and muttering something. But the other professors had been laying low. As powerful as they were, they were afraid of the council, too.

      Piers and Professor Pacetti stood behind me and crossed their wand in front of me. “You can all repeat my words,” Piers said. “Etherium, I have here a witch who has a dark soul in her blood. We want you to turn her to the way of order.”

      The students repeated it. Some of them enthusiastically, but there was a solid background of mumbling.

      Professor Adams was shaking his head now. I tried to look more serene so he wasn’t tempted to intervene.

      I need to go through with this, I thought. I need them to know they can’t mess with me because I have Samuel’s magic. And if I’m wrong, I’m probably doomed anyway.

      “Shine the light of Etherium upon her!” Piers cried. “May she fight only for good, all her life and unto death! Bless this child, holy spirits of Etherium!”

      Their wands sparked together and a circle of light wrapped around me.

      Oh, crap.

      I shut my eyes and huddled a little, braced for pain.

      My forehead burned. My wand burned in my hand too. I felt something trying to break its way through my natural defenses, a wave of nausea crashing over me. I wanted to drop my wand as it grew warm, but I made myself cling to it more tightly instead. They wanted to take my magic for me, and I couldn’t let them.

      I felt their spell shatter.

      Piers made a little strangled, angry sound that came out like, “Hruuu!?” It was a delicious sound to hear in the course of surprising and annoying someone I hated, but I hoped it wasn’t a sound that ran in the family. If Harris said “Hruuu!?” during sex maybe he wasn’t meant to be part of this after all.

      “Should we try again?” Professor Pacetti hissed.

      “No,” Piers snapped. “It didn’t work. Her magic blocked the whole thing somehow.” He grabbed me and hauled me into the church.

      “How did you do that?” he asked.

      “Well, I guess the faeries gave me this wand and now they’re protecting me.”

      “Like Samuel before her…”

      Pacetti suddenly made a grab for my wand.

      “Stop!” I wrestled with him. “This is my wand! What’s the problem? I spent the last two years ‘unpurifed’ and I was fine, so is it that big of a deal?”

      “It’s not Ethereal magic. This is an Ethereal college. We have to look it over before it’s permitted.” Piers tapped my arm and it suddenly went limp, allowing Professor Pacetti to take it easily.

      “If it’s safe, we’ll return it,” he said.

      “You hurt my familiar, tried to warp my blood, and now you’re taking my wand.” I was seething. “Give it back.”

      I was pissed off, and I could feel my anger flaring up into power. I’d never felt such a direct flow of emotion into magic before.

      All the candles in the church lit at once.

      “Give me the wand,” I repeated.

      Piers handed me the wand without any resistance.

      I ran out of the church before he realized what he was doing, but as I shoved the door open, I felt giddy.

      Is this how Mom felt when she learned to use her magic?

      Is this feeling what the Withered Lord promised her that made her stay?

      Because I gotta say, it felt pretty intoxicating. I felt like I’d gotten a little of my own back after what the council did to Firian.

      Montague, Alec and Harris were huddled together, talking, but they looked up when I ran out.

      “I told you she was going to save herself,” Harris said.

      Montague threw an arm around me. “Let’s get out of here.” Some students were glaring at me. It was pretty clear at this point that the school was divided into two factions: the ones who was glad Master Blair was gone, and the ones who weren’t.

      “Are we going to talk about what happened back there?” Montague asked. “How did you defy the purification spell?”

      “There was a magical fish on the floor of the church,” I said. “And it was actually a faery that wanted help. Which I realize sounds…strange…”

      “As faery behavior goes, it sounds normal,” Montague said.

      “So I put the fish in the holy water, and then a magical priest ghost appeared, and I thought he might be mad, but he said some wise things and put the holy water on my forehead and said it would protect me.”

      “So you didn’t really do much,” Harris said. “You really are a Chosen One. Whenever you’re in trouble, some spirit shows up and bails you out.”

      “Harris, I am telling you this after the fact, but when it first happened, all I knew was that a fish was dying on the floor and I picked it up and tried to save it, and it was slimy. I’m sorry I didn’t learn to cast Fortune’s Wheel, or throw the One Ring into Mount Doom or behead a demon, but I didn’t do nothing.”

      “You tossed a fish into some water.”

      Harris didn’t look well. We made it to Lancelot House, but when we reached his room, he stumbled toward his bed. He still was with it enough to stay stubbornly on his feet and glower.

      “Are you sick, Harris?” I asked.

      “I caught a chill in the rain last night, I guess.”

      “You can’t actually get sick from being cold. Maybe there should be a science class at magic school.”

      “Maybe it’s different for warlocks,” he growled, and then coughed.

      “That makes no sense.” I put a hand to his forehead. “You’re burning up.”

      “I’m fine.”

      “Do you need to go to the infirmary? Is there a magical cure for colds?” I turned to Montague and Alec. “Why don’t you guys go see if you can find him something.”

      I had an edge to my voice. They could definitely tell this was as much as me having it out with Harris as anything else.

      “As you wish,” Montague said, with a smirk, and they left.

      Harris and I hadn’t been alone much.

      “So what is your problem?” I said. “I’m sick of it. More than two years of this bullshit. You really think I’m just some stupid ‘Chosen One’? You’re jealous.”

      “I ran miles in the cold last night to get to Stuart, trying to save you,” he said. “I thought you saved yourself and it was actually faeries and ghosts.”

      I actually slapped him. It just popped out and it felt so good that I realized why women in movies slapped men’s faces so often. I wasn’t usually violent, but I thought Harris could take a slap.

      Hell, maybe he liked getting slapped. “I deserved that,” he said, with a crooked smile.

      “Yeah, you did. You want to tell me why you always do this? One minute, you seem like you’d do anything for me, and them—” I gestured at the space Montague and Alec had just left. “But what comes out of your mouth is another story.”

      “I’ve been an ass since Monty got turned into a vampire. I know I’ve been an ass, but it kinda feels like all I have. That’s what my family does. We climb social ladders, hoard money, cut out people who disappoint us…”

      “You ran away from home,” I said. “It’s not all you have.”

      “But—you can’t run away. Not really.” He looked pained. “I have to go back home for autumn break.”

      “You don’t have to. Do you need money or social ladders? I mean, what do I know? I know I didn’t grow up in a mansion as a fancy warlock. I grew up in Ass-End, Georgia, so normal that I guess it pains you, and no one there is rich, but my dad sure wasn’t the richest there either. But we had each other. My family has my back, no matter what. And I think Montague and Alec would have your back, too. And so would I, for that matter, if you didn’t keep trying so hard to push us away.”

      He walked closer to me, his breathing a little strained. “I saved you because I had one of the Hapsburg treasures. I was able to get you home to your dad your first Christmas because I pulled strings. I got Monty a car. It won’t be the last time I save you because I’m a rich asshole, Charlotte. So if I give that up—”

      “You’re still a hell of a warlock,” I said. “You’ll find other ways to save us.”

      “What if I don’t?”

      “You would—”

      He cut me off, his tone like acid. “What if I know a way to make Firian human again but it only works if I go home and grovel to my parents?”

      “Is—is that—for real?” I stammered.

      He grabbed my arm. “You need Harrison von Hapsburg Nicolescu,” he said. “You don’t need Harris Nobody.”

      “Okay—fine.” I swallowed. “But you don’t have to act this way when we’re alone.”

      He was standing so close now that my eyes met his collar. He spoke in my ear. “How do you want me to act?” His words were more bitter than sexy, but I still felt a weird thrill race through me.

      “I want you to be yourself,” I gasped.

      “Do you really, truly want that?”

      His fingers brushed my chin. I looked up at him now, his blue eyes meeting mine with icy, yet barely pent desire. My skin shivered under his touch even though his skin was so warm.

      “I want to know what’s inside your head,” I said.

      He trailed the fingers back down my neck, and then he kissed me softly.

      At first.

      Oh…

      His lips brushed mine, tasted mine—his hand slipped to my lower back and pressed me against him. I kissed him back, following his lead.

      “I can still feel the sting of your hand on my cheek,” he said.

      “I’m not usually so violent.”

      “I don’t believe it. We have something in common,” he said. “You have a kind heart, Charlotte. But you also have a taste for…taking what you want.”

      I swallowed, glancing away as he remained so close to me that I could smell the scent of him beneath the clean, rich boy scent of his clothes and aftershave. That was the wolf in me, I guess, the wolf I barely knew but had almost lost.

      Harris had seen the look in my face when I walked out of the church. I felt like he was the only one who saw something I barely acknowledged in myself.

      When I came here, I was scared of being hurt or losing something, but even from the start, the idea of having power thrilled me. I had been warned a hundred times or more that I might die or lose someone close to me—that it was likely, in fact. Why didn’t I run away? Why did I take risks to return?

      I wanted to be a Chosen One.

      I wanted to be the heroes and heroines I idolized. Not anyone real. Never anyone real. In the Princess Bride, Wesley could get out of any situation. In Game of Thrones, Arya could take out her enemies without them seeing it coming. I wanted to be cool and composed, like my dark mage alter-ego Larius, who could wave a problem away with his hand and a dark spell.

      Now I knew the truth about Ignatius, Samuel, Stuart, and my mother and grandmother. They broke ancient rules and did what they wanted. Anything seemed possible for me.

      It gave me such a thrill, such a desire, that I couldn’t stop even though I knew at some point, I would be hurt. Which meant, Dad would be hurt. Which meant, my heart wasn’t that kind after all.

      And Harris saw that.

      “You’re right…,” I said.

      I reached a hand to his hair, dragged it through my fingers, and took a kiss from him now.

      His hands moved to my waist and gripped me. When I slipped a tongue into his mouth, he pushed me back, claiming my mouth instead.

      “I take what I want too,” he said.

      “No, you don’t,” I said. “Not if you go home and grovel.”

      “You don’t want me to save Firian?”

      “What do you need?”

      “A ring,” he said. “Another Hapsburg treasure that breaks curses. It’s in the family’s jewelry case.”

      “So…” I put my hands on his chest. “Let’s figure out another way.”

      “I’ll go home and steal it, Charlotte,” he said. “I will, if I can have you.”

      You were always meant to be mine, I thought. Still, looking at his arrogant blond head and the way he said it, my stubbornness flared. “‘Have’ me?”

      “Yes,” he said. “And I don’t want to wait. I swear I will save Firian.”

      “Are you bargaining for me?”

      “I’m demanding to have you,” he said, his eyes already penetrating me as much as anyone could with any body part, frankly. “I’ve been wanting you for over two years. I’ve held back. I was engaged, and I would never cheat. I tried to resist you for our own good, both of us, and now I wonder why I tried to do anything for your own good. You’ll get yourself in trouble with or without me. You’re determined to do it. So I might as well…just…”

      He held me close, kissing my neck. I was hot with the need to succumb.

      “My boyfriends will be back with your medicine any minute,” I said.

      He lifted his hand and locked the door. “So we have a minute.”

      “I’m going to slap you again.”

      “Go ahead.” He swept me with those eyes. “I know you want this. We both know. Haven’t we played this game long enough?”

      I did want it. He was right. It didn’t make much logical sense, but “Sexual Attraction to Assholes” is generally not a logical sense sort of thing. I’m sure there were a few like, brain surgeons or NASA scientists who went home and had dirty sex with some guy who rode a motorcycle.

      But then Harris would win.

      He also didn’t have a motorcycle. I could do better.

      And as much as I wanted him, I didn’t want to give him the upper hand.

      “No,” I said. “You can’t just demand me. And you definitely can’t blackmail me. Do you know a single thing about romance?”

      “I don’t need to know a single thing about romance,” he said. “Your expressions are so transparent.”

      “I’m transparent? Your skin is practically see-through, and your desperate attempts to show me up are worse.”

      “They’re not desperate,” he said, “if I do show you up.”

      “Save Firian first,” I said. “Show me you mean what you say. I love Firian, and I always will, and if you care about me you’ll have to care about him.”

      We heard Montague and Alec coming. “I save Firian, and my prize is you. Every inch of you,” he said under his breath.

      I must have been blushing so hard. “Maybe,” I said.

      “No maybes,” he said.

      “Earn it, and there won’t be any maybes.”

      He unlocked the door with another flick of his finger and lay in bed.
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      When Alec and Montague came back, they brought some medicine for Harris, and they both seemed super pissed off that Piers and Professor New Jersey tried to make an example of me and hurt me, and that if they tried to do anything about it they would just get expelled or something.

      It’s nice that y’all want to be protective, but I am so turned on right now! I just had to turn down Harris and now I want to get me some while he lays here feverish and frustrated! Evil laughter!

      That was what I wanted to scream, but didn’t.

      “I feel like they did it not just to hurt Charlotte, but also to taunt us,” Alec said. “They don’t like Sinistrals and they’re trying to goad us into doing something so they have an excuse to get rid of us.”

      “So we’re just supposed to take it while Charlotte gets hurt?”

      “We have to,” Alec said. “It might go against your vampire rage instinct—”

      “‘Vampire rage instinct’?” Montague’s brows drew together. “She’s our lady. Rayner would never have let Lisbeth get hurt under his watch.”

      “Guys, I wasn’t hurt,” I said.

      “You were lucky,” Harris coughed. “But they’ll find another way to get what they want.”

      “Can we talk in our room so poor, poor, sick Harris can take a nap?” I asked sarcastically.

      “You and Alec can go,” Montague said. “I have some stuff to do.”

      “What stuff?” I asked, baffled.

      “I have a paper to finish,” he said.

      Okay, whatever, I guess he needed some broody vampire time. I looked at Alec and lifted my eyebrows.

      Good old Alec. One signal and I could make him forget about everything else.

      We stepped outside the other guys’ room as Montague flicked on his desk lamp and picked up a book and Harris seemed to fall into an instant sleep. Boring.

      “I still need to get my workout,” Alec said.

      “Hey, I could come work out with you,” I said. “Maybe it would be good for me to get buff.”

      He pinched my arm. “You’ve got a long road ahead in that case.”

      “Or I could just watch you.”

      “There’s a treadmill with a nice view.”

      I changed into my yoga pants and a top with a built-in sports bra and shortly thereafter we were in the campus gym. Better yet, we were alone in the campus gym. I had my treadmill set low and I was walking along mindlessly, staring at Alec as he lifted heavy stuff, pulled on tense stuff, flexed on flexy things, and basically showed off every inch of his toned physique, his tattoos shifting around the muscles beneath, working up a sweat I swear I could smell across the room.

      At one point, he was moving his arms outward and making eye contact with me, his reddish eyes burning through me, while I was panting, and he had to stop because he was getting very obviously hard. He grabbed his wand and traced it over the tattoos on his arms to try and cool his desire. But he couldn’t take his eyes off me.

      He could hardly control himself. Shit, that was so hot. I knew as soon as he was done with this, I was in for it. Torturously long minutes of his medium brown skin taut against his toned, gleaming muscles while he looked at me like he was already about to come, while I—

      “Wah!” I got so distracted I forgot to jog and was thrown off the treadmill, tripping over my own legs and finally falling on my ass.

      He got up and walked over to me, but I was already getting up. “I’m fine, I’m fine.”

      “That was my fault,” he said.

      “Nah. I could have been thinking about anything.”

      He laughed. “I doubt that.”

      “You do this every day?”

      “Yeah,” he said.

      “And I haven’t been watching?”

      “You never asked.”

      I grabbed the waist of his shorts. “I think you’ve done enough for today.”

      “Not enough,” he said. “The best exercise is yet to come.”

      “Mm…” We sank into a kiss fit to melt my underwear right off me.

      “Which piece of exercise equipment do you want me to spread you across when I fuck you?”

      “This is a public place! With windows!”

      “But we’re alone,” he said. “It’s a quiet corner of campus. I’m usually working out by myself at this time of day. Worst case scenario, we work on our skills at casting illusions. You’re into it, huh?” he said, as his hand stroked my slickness. “I think you need a personal trainer. Yoga isn’t enough for a full-body workout.”

      “You’re terrible,” I said, with a smile that certainly wasn’t fooling an incubus.

      He tugged my pants and underwear down and then he walked over to the exercise bike.

      “Let’s see…this is a pretty easy workout for a beginner. You know to ride a bike, right?”

      “I know how to ride you and I have a feeling that’s enough…”

      “Char.” He laughed as I straddled the bike seat, standing up. He stood just behind me, the head of his cock pushing inside me.

      “Ooh…” I gripped the handles and he gripped me.

      “Can you pedal?” he purred in my ear.

      “This is a whole new level of naughty,” I groaned. “Seriously…” I pedaled, awkwardly as he kept my ass stuck out, but his cock was so long that even with all the movement, he managed to stay in, even as I shifted. My arms burned with the strain but all I really noticed was his cock bouncing in and out of me and his hand stroking my clit. Desire coiled fast inside me as I sweated.

      “That hot ass,” he said. “Fuck.”

      “I’m so tired…”

      “Come on. You need to train, right?”

      “Mm…”

      I looked up and my eyes met the mirrored wall so I could see his expression of ecstasy while I rode him, plus his ripped, tattoo-covered arms and the way his black hair was messy and he was just lost inside me.

      If someone walked in the door right now, we would probably both murder them.

      “Mm…”

      Would we even notice?

      All the build-up, and when I hit a release it was insane. I almost fell sideways. Alec had to catch me and pull me off the bike, pushing me down onto a bench so he could finish off with a few fierce strokes.

      “You are so dirty,” I said. “And now, so is this gym.”

      “I have no regrets,” he said. “You’re pretty dirty yourself.”

      “Oh yeah.”

      We tugged our pants back on, with relief at having succeeded in avoiding the public gaze, and made out until I felt like my whole face was swollen with kisses.

      He slid a ring on my finger. I already had one from him for every day this week. “I wonder if you’re the reason I keep almost nodding off in class this year,” I said. “You’re wiping me out.”

      “I warned you.” He kissed me again. “It would be a lie to say I can’t help it, because I hold back. A lot. If I had my way, my life would revolve around your pleasure, but humans can’t handle that much.”

      “Oh yeah?”

      “You want to have sex every two hours?”

      “Well…to be honest, no. Not most days.”

      “I thought so.” Alec opened a supply closet. “I’d better clean up, huh? I know what will happen if they find cum in the gym. Always blame the incubus.”

      “Right? So unfair.”

      I heard yelling outside.

      “Maybe I’ll go see what that’s all about,” I said.

      “Maybe you shouldn’t,” Alec said.

      “It sounds like Professor Adams…”

      I wandered over to the windows on the opposite wall anyway, and then I couldn’t help my sheer nosiness. When I couldn’t see or hear much of anything, I cracked the door.

      “This is some bullshit!” Professor Adams was yelling, very loudly, the way people yell when they’re having a drunken parking lot argument. “Bull. Shit!”

      Now Alec couldn’t help himself. We both walked out to the expanse of lawn in front of the main hall, where Professor Adams was screaming at Piers.

      One of the guards tried to hand him a box. “We cleared out your desk.”

      “I don’t care about the contents of my damn desk!”

      “Please calm down or we will have to escort you off the grounds physically,” Piers said.

      “I’ve worked here for twenty years! I didn’t know anything about Ignatius Blair being a woman, but I do know that you can’t just ‘purify’ the students.”

      “It’s very safe,” Piers said calmly. “A precautionary measure. We already have one student here who was turned by vampires. The council is protecting the students from danger. I’m not sure why you feel the need to rant and rave about it. Very few of the students here will have any bad blood in their lines, but I’m sure the ones who do would rather be rid of it.”

      “Like I said, I spent more than twenty years here. I taught a whole generation. Never once did I need to purify anybody. I know what this is about.” Professor Adams picked up a suitcase that was sitting, forlorn, on the sidewalk, and threw it in the back of a waiting car driven by one of the school staff.

      Alec frowned.

      “Poor Professor Adams,” I said softly, with a sinking feeling in my gut. I remembered Adams and McGuinness watching over us like friendly uncles at Christmas when I thought I wouldn’t be able to go home to Dad. I was pretty sure he had the hots for a demoness, so I guess it wasn’t much of a surprise.

      Sinistral and Etherium seem like they aren’t just fighting each other, they also have plenty of romantic crossover, I thought.

      But that wasn’t going to be tolerated anymore.

      Once Professor Adams was gone, Piers went back to the main building and everyone who had stepped out to watch dispersed, but Henry Wells came walking up to us. Alec stepped forward protectively. With the Locke brothers gone, Henry Wells was my biggest antagonist among the students. He didn’t target me as viciously as the Locke brothers did, at least. Snide comments were about as far as he went.

      “You must be nervous,” he said to Alec.

      “No,” Alec said.

      “No? You’re not worried that Master Nicolescu will try to extract the incubus right out of you?”

      “It’s half of my heritage,” Alec said. “I don’t think that’s actually possible.”

      “I guess you aren’t in the loop,” Henry said. “This is groundbreaking therapy developed by the Order of the Blessed. They have already been purifying the demon blood out of dozens of halfbreed ethereal witches, in some cases releasing people back home who were there for years. It’s a potent weapon in securing more ground for Etherium.”

      “What the hell is the ‘Order of the Blessed’?” Montague asked.

      “A religious sect of warlocks,” Harris said, frowning. “They’re up in the Adirondacks, so I’ve heard of them, although still not much. I had no idea we were trusting new therapeutic methods to religious cults.”

      “If it works, it works,” Henry said. “Who cares where it came from?”

      “What does this therapy do when it works?” I asked, although I probably shouldn’t have engaged.

      “Alec would just be a normal warlock,” he said, giving me a cool look. “He would no longer be tormented by demonic needs. What a relief for all of you, I’m sure, since you are dating Montague, aren’t you? It must be so awkward.”

      “I have it all under control,” Alec said. “No purification needed. I’ve heard some little men pay a lot of money to get what I’ve got.” He slung a casual arm around my shoulders and spun me off toward our dorm, leaving Henry—who was a few inches shorter than Alec and way less built—standing there fuming.

      “Great. We needed to piss off another rich-ass warlock,” I said, suppressing a smile.

      “What can I say? I get overconfident when I can still feel your desire coursing through me,” he said. “There’s a reason all incubi are sinistrals. It’s a classy way of saying I’m a rape demon.”

      “You’re not a ‘rape demon’. Dude. That’s just a gross way to describe yourself. You have never once hurt me, you know that.”

      “I put out magic that makes you want me,” he said. “And it’s all I want.”

      “At this point, who cares if you make me want you? I trust you. We’re careful. I’m happy at the end of it. You have my permission to make me want you and act on it. It’s a lot better than the first two years when you made me want you and did not act on it.”

      “Fair point,” he said. “The warlock in me wants to be more of a gentleman like Montague or my dad.”

      “I already have a gentleman,” I said. “I don’t need it from you.”

      He stopped and gave me a devastating smile. “Watch out, ‘princess’,” he said. “Don’t make me take you again that soon. All this sweet talk. You could keep a little more distance.”

      “Can you call me princess without making it sound vaguely sarcastic? Firian is the sarcastic one. You’re the earnest one.”

      “I reject your labels.” He smirked. “Anyway, I’ve seen all I needed to know.”

      “Know for what?”

      “That we need to fight Harris’ cousin,” he said. “Whenever the reckoning comes.”
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      I kept hoping things would be okay-ish at school. A reckoning sounded ominous. Sure, we had this purifying nonsense, but maybe it would blow over. Professor Adams was replaced by a new guy. His name was—for real—Professor John Stamos. I was all ready with the Full House jokes.

      Then I saw him. He was like two hundred years old, bald and hideous, covered in age spots, with wispy white hair and fleshy lips, and I heard him refer to me as ‘the little woman’.

      I didn’t even dare call him Uncle Jesse in private. Ew. Not even funny.

      Thank god I didn’t have theurgy this year.

      I was finally in Alchemy class, which meant potions, and I was pumped about that. Alchemy was taught by Professor Pelham. He was British, reserved, and fairly charming, even though he had a very soft voice and we all leaned forward to hear him.

      Potions was just like a dangerous chemistry class. Perhaps a more careful reading of Harry Potter would have reminded me of that. I was bad at it. It was even worse when I missed about every fifth word Professor Pelham softly whispered. A potion literally exploded in my face and burned me in the first month so I had to spend an entire day in the infirmary with this cloth mask covering my face. It was dipped in—you guessed it—potions.

      The circle of life.

      I had not turned myself into a cat person yet, but if Hermione could manage it, that was probably coming.

      No doubt, punishments had grown more intense under Master Nicolescu. When a guy was caught with a dark magic book, he was tied to a post beneath Piers’ office window for the entire day and denied dinner. The next day, we were all gathered for another purification ceremony.

      “I wasn’t going to cast dark magic. I just wanted to know what it was all about,” the guy, a freshman named Lucas, announced to everyone. “How can I fight dark magic if I don’t know what it is?”

      “These are lies,” Piers said. “No one can read a book of dark magic and emerge uncorrupted. The rules of the school strictly state that you can only study dark magic within the lessons you are assigned.”

      I felt generally confused, because I didn’t like Piers, but it actually didn’t sound that unreasonable. When did reading a book of dark magic in a fantasy movie ever lead to anything good? They were always tempting and had unexpected consequences, and every professor had warned us about that.

      “I banish the darkness within you,” Piers said, waving a hand over him after some pretentious Latin chanting.

      The guy looked sickly as some dark smoke wafted out of him.

      “Uhh…” He reached out like he was going to collapse, and Piers took his hand.

      “It’s all right,” he said. “Feel the shadow as it passes away, and know that this is the consequence of your actions.”

      “I’m going to throw up,” Lucas said, and then he did. I winced.

      Piers was hardcore. When someone tells me they’re going to throw up, I put ten feet between me and that person, but Piers barely shuffled his feet out of the way while Lucas vomited on the ground and then slumped forward into the puddle.

      “I can’t watch,” Montague said, kneading his forehead.

      “Squeamish vampire,” I said, petting him.

      Piers crouched over him and waved his wand down the length of his body. “Take him to the infirmary to recover,” he told some other staff members. “We are lucky this was caught early. This is serious. Merlin College is near the veil between worlds, as you all know—it’s what allows us to practice magic here. But the betrayal of Professor Blair has weakened its power. It is within the realm of possibility that Sinistrals could gain control of this space. This is, more than anything, why the council sent me here. You know the adage: if you see something, say something. No Sinistral magic is permitted.”

      Was it my imagination, or did he look at me when he said it?

      I was trying not to attract his attention, and he was mostly ignoring me after his attempt to purify me didn’t work, but I never got the sense he forgot me. If anything else, because Harris warned me that Piers would never forget something like that.

      “You made him look stupid,” Harris said while we were quietly studying in the attic. “He’s just waiting for the moment when you won’t make him look stupid next time.”

      “Right. Your family hates looking stupid,” I said.

      “Everyone hates looking stupid,” Harris said.

      “But some more than others,” Alec said. “I don’t really mind looking stupid. Most things, you can just shrug off.”

      “And then you’re even more charming than before,” I said sweetly.

      “We’ll see if you shrug it off when Piers figures out a way to make you look stupid,” Harris said.

      “And we’ll see if you shrug it off when I make you look stupid,” I retorted.

      Alec got up and clapped his hands like he was trying to break up fighting animals. “No! Bad wizards!” he said. “Go back to your study corners. I’m working on a paper on the history of lore and ritual at Merlin, and I just found something interesting. This has gotta be your hipster beard priest.”

      He held up an old book with an old photograph of a guy with a beard and a priest collar. Father Patrick Early, Merlin College (1881-1883).

      “Oh yeah, that’s him!”

      “It says he was the first priest at the chapel here but—get this—he was ‘hired for his skill at holy healing, but dismissed when it was found that he consorted with faeries of dubious origins for his healing spells. The morning after his dismissal, Father Early took ill with a fever and was confined to his bed, never to leave it. He died three days later, near the stroke of midnight, and it has since been whispered that the faeries punished him for his carelessness with their secrets. It was said that Father Early’s wand came from a faery tree and it was burnt with his body on a pyre of ash wood to banish the fae magic in ritual fashion, but it has since been said that he haunts the chapel.’”

      My hair stood on end. This was hardcore. Faery fevers? Giving a priest a frickin’ Game of Thrones death on our college campus? “We should tell Stuart that story.”

      “So he had a Wyrd wand,” Harris said.

      “Sounds like it…”

      “Is this about the faeries, or is it about Wyrd itself?” Montague said. “We’ve always been told to beware of faeries and faery magic. But the council seems afraid of Wyrd. Like if we could tap into Wyrd magic, we would take ourselves out of the fight between Etherium and Sinistral, right? That’s what the council really doesn’t seem to want.”

      “But why do they keep wanting to fight?”

      “They have to fight,” Harris said. “There is only so much territory. Only so many humans who believe in magic.”

      “Well, now I know why my great-grandmother was always like, ‘Never trust an Irish priest’,” Montague said. “They really do talk to faeries…”
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      we seem to be far from home.

      I came to these dessert realms a long time ago once, Larius said. I was here with Firia…

      you miss her…

      “It’s desert,” Firian said. “One s. Why do you never get that one right?”

      “Shut up. I’m being wistful about you.”

      Yumi… Larius reached for the tiny ninja. Admittedly, you couldn’t really hug in Fortune’s Favor, so my dark mage looked pretty ridiculous thrusting his arms out toward her.

      i miss firia too. <3 <3

      “Oh, you talk in hearts now?” I asked Alec.

      “Yumi talks in hearts. It’s role playing.”

      “Should I be disturbed that you’re so in tune with a girly ninja?”

      “Only if I should be disturbed that you’re a broody man in a cloak with skulls on your shoulders.”

      We adventured together for so long, I typed. but I know I’ll free her from the curse.

      in the meantime…i could ease your burdens.

      It’s…not easy for me…to touch as you do. I was trained in the ways of killing, not love. But Yumi…if I am being honest, my cock does hunger for attention.

      Alec looked at me and slowly licked his lips.

      “Stop…” I started giggling.

      “I thought you were trying to find Fortune’s Wheel and unlock your omega forms,” Firian said.

      “We will.”

      “I would focus on that first,” Firian said. “I would love to see what Firia’s omega form is.”

      “Yeah,” I said, a little absently, as I chatted with Alec. Then I caught myself. I mean, Firian had no choice but to play spectator both as a boyfriend and my long-term gaming partner. Firian would have been all about this year’s new feature, omega forms, where you could evolve your character to unlock a super-powered form for short increments. Plus, one out of every hundred characters was a Chou-Omega with a sparkly omega form, and unless you unlocked yours, you didn’t know if you were blessed by the algorithm gods.

      Nah, we were just dicking around instead. I was being a jerk. “Alec, we can find that sand crystal we need in the desert too.”

      Some elven swordsman had just waltzed up to Alec’s girl and started chatting with us.

      hey u know where to fight lord quron

      u hot?

      we could team up

      hey u a girl? u hot?

      “Do we know this dude?”

      “No,” Firian said. “But maybe he’s a cue that you should just go to sleep.”

      “It’s autumn break,” I said.

      “Autumn break? So you get one extra day off for Halloween,” he said. “You still have studies to work on. Need I remind you that you’re training to be demon slayers?”

      “If you had hands, you would be telling me I’m wimpy for going to bed at 1 am on a Friday night.”

      “Yes,” he said. “But I don’t have hands and now I see the futility of this game and all human existence.”

      “Do you want me to play Firia and try to unlock her omega form?”

      “As much as I miss seeing her hot elven ass…no.” He watched me brush off the other player. “Maybe it’s Montague trying to hook up with you via the game. Are you still with him? I never see him around.”

      “We’re still together,” I said, but I had noticed Montague seemed preoccupied since the failed purification. I hadn’t worried about it, because we were all busy with studies, and he still kissed me and there was a hot rendezvous in the third floor library records room one day, but come to think of it, I had four rings from Alec on my hands and none from Montague this whole week.

      Hmm.

      Is it starting to happen? Is he drifting toward his sire?

      Alec yawned. “C’mere, Firian. I’ll scratch your head.”

      “You can’t just buy me off like that. I don’t need your head scratches.”

      Alec finished his cup of coffee, put his head in his hand, gave Firian a look that managed to be both sleepy and vaguely sultry while not being inappropriately so. He lifted a hand and waved his fingers slightly. “Firian. Life’s too short.”

      “He’s incubusing me,” Firian said with a little huff.

      “I’m incubuying you off,” Alec said.

      “Oh, god, it’s too soon to work on your dad jokes.” I blocked the random dude. There is a cave…a private cave…off by those cliffs, with treasures within, I told Alec’s ninja girl avatar. Sand crystals…and more.

      I would like you to explore the cave and find the treasure within it. Alec looked up at me and pumped his finger in his coiled opposite hand.

      “You kids could just have sex for real,” Firian said.

      “But then you would leave,” Alec said, as Firian quietly moved over to him to accept his head scratches with a resigned expression. “I know you don’t really like spending your whole life in Etherium.”

      “Don’t be nice to me,” Firian growled. “Grumpiness is the only shield I have.”

      Alec just kept scratching his ears. Firian melted a little. I melted more. I had to resist mentioning how cute they were together because I understood why this would piss Firian off. If I got turned into like, a kitten, and instead of having a romantic and sex life I just got ear scratches, I would be infuriated.

      And I missed my Firian. The real Firian.

      But still.

      Outside, I heard a car door shut and I jumped off the bed. So did Alec. Cars came rarely. In the middle of the night?

      We looked out the window. Daisy stepped out of the car. Piers rushed out to meet her and take her bags from the chauffeur. He was talking to Daisy while she stood stiffly with her arms crossed. He waved her forward toward the path to his house, which used to be Master Blair’s house. She stayed put. He walked closer to her and said something that finally made her budge, but I could see that she didn’t really want to go off alone with him.

      “I need to see if Daisy’s okay.”

      “And attract Piers’ attention?” Alec said. “I’m sure Daisy can take care of herself… She’s a powerful witch.”

      “Daisy looks scared.” I snatched my coat. Alec followed, of course, but I outran him. I hadn’t heard from Daisy all summer and I was so worried Piers could hurt her. I definitely wouldn’t want to be engaged to him, especially after what Harris said about how he wanted to marry Daisy years ago.

      I was gasping from running by the time I reached the house. I couldn’t make in time before he got her in the house, but lights glowed from the parlor window. I pulled on the old doorbell and it made a solid clang.

      I heard voices inside. Piers sounded like he wanted to ignore me. Daisy flung open the door, a little breathless herself.

      “Girl, hey!” she gasped, throwing on a smile that looked fake as hell. “You’re awake?”

      “Yeah! Studying late, you know.” I gave her a hug. “I saw you come in.”

      “It’s late, I know. Traffic back in Indianapolis on the way, and then roadwork…” As always, Daisy looked hot and put together. She was wearing a pink coat dress and black boots with blingy, jeweled earrings. She also had dark circles under her eyes and couldn’t quite hide her fear. When I pulled back from the hug, she clutched my arm a little before letting go.

      “Are you two close?” Piers asked, coming up behind her, dressed in a three piece suit at one o’clock in the morning.

      “Yeah,” Daisy said, turning her fake smile to him. “Charlotte’s crew and me, yeah, we’re tight. I’d do anything for this girl. Anything.”

      This sounded like a cry for help. “Same,” I said, and Daisy’s eyes darted ever so briefly to me.

      “Oh, well…I’m glad you already have a friend here,” Piers said coolly.

      “What are y’all up to now?” I asked. “Are you attending school?”

      “No,” Piers said. “Daisy is done with her education now. She will stay in guest housing until we marry in the summer.”

      “So you’re just chilling?” I asked Daisy.

      “I wish,” she whispered.

      “I have some business for her,” Piers said. “She will be the diviner soon, and those abilities are needed now. But…you will see her around, I’m sure.” He put a hand on Daisy’s shoulder.

      “We could escort her to guest housing,” Alec said behind me. “It’s late. I’m sure she needs some sleep. And you aren’t married yet; man, wouldn’t want rumors getting back to an old-fashioned witch like Madame Pendleton.”

      Piers dropped the hand from Daisy’s shoulder and I saw her tiny shudder of relief. “Then, we shall talk in the morning, my dear, and for now, I’ll dream of you,” he said, taking her hand and kissing it.

      I grabbed Daisy’s hand and got her away from him as fast as I could.

      “That was so close,” Daisy said, as soon as he shut the door behind us. “Feel my arm. I am like head to toe do-not-even-touch-me goosebumps. Did you hear this story, Char? Did you hear this shit? He just swooped in on my grandmother and promised all this stuff to her about how he would take care of me and love me forever and ensure that my duties were not ‘painful’ and she believed every word of it. She’s old enough to get played. I bet if my mom was still around she’d be smarter than that. But Grandmother just wants—you know.” She swallowed. “She’s worried about me. I don’t even know what I’ll do. I’m—I’m—” She started sniffing a little and took a deep breath. “Oh god. I’m sorry.”

      “It’s okay,” I said. “I don’t blame you for freaking out.” I looked back at the house. The downstairs light was off now, replaced by an upstairs light, and just the thought of Piers going to bed thinking about Daisy made me want to punch him in the face. “But—don’t worry. We have a lot of plans in motion.”

      “Yeah?”

      “We’re starting to figure out that there have been warlocks here with a connection to Wyrd since Merlin College began,” I said.

      “Wyrd? You mean the so-called Third Realm? I thought that was a legend.”

      “I guess we need to back up,” Alec said. “Wyrd is real. It’s been controlled by the faeries. And Professor Jablonsky is a faery lord from Wyrd. He says we might be able to get an in. And if we did…”

      “What?” Daisy said.

      “We’re not beholden to the council anymore,” Alec said. “They can’t threaten us with banishment to Sinistral if we break the rules.”

      “Oh.”

      “I met the ghost of a guy who used to talk to the faeries,” I said. “And I’m getting better at talking to the dead. Stuart says the faeries are antisocial, but that if we defeat the Withered Lord, they might give us an audience. He says they’re dying out because they’ve stayed secret, so at some point they talk to us or they die.”

      “So that’s your plan,” Daisy said. “I mean—that’s awesome. That’s great for you. You can do your own thing and—”

      “Witches can learn warlock magic,” I said. “We can smash the patriarchy and make our own rules and stuff.” She didn’t seem enthused and I started to feel stupid. “I mean—I know. It sounds naive, but Stuart believes in it, and so did Master Blair and Samuel, and my mom, so it’s not just me getting caught up in a college thing. They’re old. There must be something to it, or they wouldn’t pursue the goal for fifty years.”

      “It’s not that,” Daisy said. “It’s just…even if what you say is true, it won’t matter for me. I have the blood of the diviners. Everyone wants that power and I can’t not have it. Ethereals, Sinistrals, Wyrd…people. They’re all going to want it, because the great diviners are the ones who can see where the battle should be fought. Where the parallels and gateways still exist, where the enemy is hiding. Everyone needs me. Piers is ready to use me already. It’s even worse than I thought, ‘cause Grandmother is still alive and he’s already putting me to work. What can I say? I don’t see any way out. I thought my only chance was to go off with someone totally rogue like those vampires, but it seems that Harris is right. Cash would die. So that’s—not an option. I feel so stuck, Charlotte. I’m so scared. I never wanted this. It’s finally here. I can’t talk my way out of it. People say having power is great? No. It’s not. It makes you powerless. Everyone wants you. I could have gold, diamonds, servants, whatever, but I don’t get any freedom. None. Never.”

      I could see that Daisy needed a serious intervention.

      “You will get freedom,” I said. “There is a way out of this and it doesn’t have to be with the vampires. Just because you can’t see it yet doesn’t mean it’s not there. We’re going to make it happen, okay? What would people on Bravo do?”

      “People on Bravo don’t take shit.”

      “Would drag queens and real housewives put up with this?”

      “Being a sassy bitch is pretty much all that happens on Bravo,” Daisy said, nodding.

      “Exactly. You’re the sassiest bitch I’ve ever met. And we’re all here together. Deep breath.”

      Harris and Montague were running toward us at this point.

      “Daisy?” Harris said. “Did Piers hurt you?”

      She was finishing her deep breath. “No. He didn’t. And he won’t. My girl Charlotte talked me down, and I’m going to assist you in whatever phase two of this plan is.”
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      Halloween—or Samhain—was one of the best parties of the year at Merlin College, along with being a sacred day. It was a mashup of the Halloween I knew and a pagan holiday, and most of the warlocks, no matter whether they followed other religions or not, joined in. Around here, the idea of the veil between the living and the dead being thin on Halloween wasn’t legend, but fact.

      Everyone wore costumes, some of them very elaborate, including masks, which were required. Many of them were glamours, of course. I knew for a fact that Alec’s costume, which was some sort of dark horned creature in black leather, was seriously enhanced from a Party City costume called “Demon Beast”. Montague went with an 18th century nobleman with a tricorn hat and black mask.

      “You look terrifying,” I told Alec.

      “If we don’t look terrifying, the faeries will kidnap us,” Alec said. “At least, that’s what I was told. And if you aren’t careful, we might kidnap you. I know you’re still into it.” He brushed a claw over my face.

      “I’m still into it,” I admitted.

      Harris wore the same thing every year, a black mask and a costume that he said his great-great-great uncle used to wear in Samhain balls in Austria, that was basically a Disney prince outfit with gold buttons, a sash and some kind of brimmed Germanic hat.

      As usual, I didn’t have money to spend on a Halloween costume so I went with Kiki’s Delivery Service with the black dress I already had and a big red bow in my hair, carrying a stuffed black cat under my arm. I put on my basic black mask to conform to the rules.

      “It’s time to guess what Charlotte is supposed to be,” Montague said.

      “It looks like she’s a witch,” Harris said. “Black dress. Cat.”

      “I’m a particular witch,” I said.

      “A swamp witch.”

      “Why would I be a swamp witch!?”

      “Because they’re poor.”

      I cast a spell that blew all the buttons off his jacket.

      “What was that for?” he snapped, bending over to grab them off the floor.

      “For wearing a dumb hat.”

      “I think you look adorable,” Alec said. “Not you, Harris. Charlotte.”

      “Alec, do you know what my costume is?” I asked.

      Alec looked me over. “You’re not supposed to be Minnie Mouse, are you?”

      “I think it’s a character from Adventure Time,” Montague said.

      I let out a breath. “Wow. Just—wow.”

      Daisy burst into our dorm’s main room. She was dressed as a Queen of Hearts wearing a red, white and black dress with a low cut neckline that showed off her boobs, and a full flouncing skirt. Harris was right. I did look poor, and was, indeed, poor.

      “I am gluing myself to you and sharing your bonfire,” she declared, looking over her shoulder. “Twenty-four hours with Piers is already too much. He had a private dinner for us and he wanted to make offerings to the dead ancestors. I just got to hear about every Nicolescu who ever killed a vampire for the last three hours.”

      “Yes, he’s very proud of that,” Harris said.

      “Of course you can hang out with us,” I said. “But he didn’t try anything, right?” I couldn’t help looking at her breasts. They were really getting shown off the maximum advantage.

      “I wish it was just that,” Daisy said. “I can handle that.”

      “So…he’s just boring? At least it could be worse.”

      “Boring…,” she repeated. “That’s enough of a sin. But I swear, you’re looking at my boobs more than he did.”

      “They’re impressive, what can I say.”

      “You want him to look at your boobs?” Harris asked sharply.

      “I sure as hell don’t want him to touch,” she said. “But I wanted to know that he has weaknesses. If he thinks I’m hot, I can manipulate him.” As Harris looked like he was about to argue this more, she put a hand around my shoulder and showed me out the door with her.

      The campus was lit with small fires, like the night when we summoned the dead, and it was hopping. Everyone was out walking around, talking to friends, putting our pumpkins carved earlier, and sacrificing snacks and desserts to their fires to appease the spirits.

      “Piers wants to have his name written in history like those other Nicolescus,” Daisy said. “He went on and on about slaying demons and vampires for the whole dinner. A dude with a holy mission…ugh. So if I were you, I would really watch out for him with your boys.”

      “Oh, I already know that,” I said. “Is that really all he talked about for three hours?”

      “Well, he told me the entire plot of the novel he’s reading.”

      “Oh no.”

      “Right?” She shuddered. “Well, let’s not think about him. I don’t need him. All the men in the family have tiny dicks.”

      “Oh—really?”

      She burst out laughing. “Look at your face! You were so scared Harris has a microdick. Like you don’t get enough d, girl. Sometimes less is more when you already have so much more.”

      My blush must have been maxed out. “I don’t care.”

      She patted my back. “Nah, Harris’ bad attitude can’t be explained off that way,” she said.

      “Whatever.” I shrugged.

      “Honestly?” she said. “I am rooting for Harris to get into a bond brother situation with you, because he needs it. Like, there’s good in him yet. I see Piers and that’s what it’s like to have everything beaten out of you except ambition. He’s already on the council. You’d think that’s enough, but it never is. He wants more, so he’s thinking the only way to go up from here is to take out some Sinistrals. And he’ll use me to do it. My grandmother doesn’t mind because she’s just thinking about her reputation too.” Sighing, Daisy veered toward the fire where Harris and Montague were putting brush down. Alec lit the fire with a flick of his wand.

      “As for me and Harris, well… I don’t honestly know if I can handle more guys,” I said, chewing my lip.

      “You can,” Daisy said. “I believe in you.”

      “Montague has been a little distant lately,” I said.

      “I heard Firian is stuck as a fox.”

      “Yeah.”

      She looked at me more seriously. I had never told Daisy, or anyone outside of Montague, Alec, and my dad, that I had that kind of relationship with Firian. “Am I wrong?” Daisy asked.

      “About what?”

      “You know.” She continued, more soberly, “You have to be super careful.”

      “Stuart said the first familiars were lovers to their witches and warlocks.”

      “I don’t know that story,” Daisy said. “But I know about the witch in St. Augustine.”

      “Everyone keeps mentioning it,” I said. “All I know are…my feelings… I don’t why it’s so wrong.”

      “Cash is like a brother to me,” Daisy said. “He was there when I was a baby and taught me things.”

      “Firian wasn’t like that for me…” Was she implying it really was like dating my brother? I just couldn’t see Firian that way. He didn’t look like me or anyone in my family. He had a home in Etherium. He knew things I didn’t know. And even if he had been watching over me since I was a kid, he didn’t seem to think of me that way either. “Daisy…do you think it’s wrong?”

      “I think you should love whoever you want,” she said.

      “But you do think it’s weird.”

      She looked troubled. “One time, Cash asked me if we could go to a human club, so he could pretend to be a human. And I said—no fucking way. And the look on his face—it made me wonder if he was really my friend, brother, and helper, or if he was my slave. They don’t even know anymore, what they are, or where they come from…and neither do we.”

      “Are you ladies going to join us?” Montague asked, walking over and offering me a soda. “Or…am I interrupting?”

      “Interrupting,” I said, smiling despite a tickle of deep concern inside me. “Nah, we should hang out.”

      “The dead are close tonight,” Harris said. “Be sure to spill a little of your drink on the fire.”

      I poured out a sip of Cheerwine. “To Grandpa. Sorry it’s not root beer.”

      Harris tossed a few nuts on the fire. “To Montague, our favorite dead person.”

      “I don’t count! I’m not dead.”

      “Undead.”

      “I was never dead,” Montague said. “Call it what you want.”

      Daisy quietly took a little sachet from the pocket of her dress and nested it in the smoldering embers. She looked at me with a tight, weird smile.

      “To your parents?” I asked gently.

      “Yeah, it’s my annual letter. They say if you send a letter on Samhain it’ll reach, so…I have a lot to talk about.” She hugged herself like she was cold. “They never would have sent me to marry Piers.”

      “Do you remember them pretty well?” I asked.

      “I hope so.” She brushed her hair back behind her ears, then adjusted the tiara with heart cut-outs she was wearing. “I was so little. But I remember things, little things. My dad was tall and my mom was short. He was elegant and quiet, but really nice. He had some job at the Chicago guild but he also loved plants and collected coins. Kind of a nerd, huh, but I thought he was like a prince.” She pinched her lips together. “And my mom was his princess. She would have made a wonderful diviner and maybe that’s why she got killed. She didn’t take shit though, and I know they would have hated this for me, but try telling that to Ermahgerd.”

      It was obvious Daisy’s relationship with Ermengarde Pendleton was strained.

      “So your mom is your grandmother’s daughter? You don’t have your dad’s name?”

      “That’s a tradition with the diviner,” she said. “It’s always a woman and the name carries.”

      “That’s cool,” I said. “Is that like the one tradition that isn’t sexist in the whole deal?”

      She snorted. “Sexist? It goes both ways. My older cousin Mitchell would like to be the diviner, and his mom is like, Mitchell, you’re a man, get off your ass and go suck magic out of volcanoes! I would totally take his job.”

      “Magic volcanoes?”

      “Yeah, you know,” she said. “Obviously volcanoes bring up all this magic, so he travels all around and collects it.”

      “Right, yeah, I read about that,” I lied.

      Still, Daisy looked a little cheered up. I bet no one asked her about her parents much. I knew how that was. Once kids found out my mom was gone, they went out of their way not to mention moms around me. “Do you remember your mom, Charlotte?” she asked. “You were too little…”

      “Yeah. Dad’s been giving me some of her things, though.” I showed her the engraved ring.

      “It’s not too late,” she said. “We’ll get her back.”

      She sounded awfully confident, but I think that was Daisy’s default setting.

      “Yeah,” I said, but my stomach flipped over.

      I wanted to save her, of course. I wanted to know her. But I kept thinking about Dad. When you love someone, you don’t really care. I just want to know my Emily is safe even if it messes up my life.

      He knew, though. We both knew. When someone has spent the last twenty years in a dark realm working for a high demon, you can’t just bring them home for a happily ever after, can you?

      Montague, Alec and Harris were talking on the other side of the fire, and Firian had shown up. Alec was giving him a grilled hot dog. They suddenly looked up at someone approaching behind me. Oh, crap. Maybe Piers was here to grab Daisy and ruin the night.

      Whoever it was wore a black cloak and a mask so they were completely unrecognizable. Who thought this mask thing was a good idea anyway?

      “Shh—it’s just me,” Professor McGuinness whispered. “I just thought I’d check in on you and see how you’re doing.” He glanced behind him. “The veils are thin tonight, and with the masks…well.”

      “You just walked in?” Harris said.

      “Stuart is more than capable of getting past the wards,” he said. “Piers Nicolescu is no match for a faery lord, I can say that with confidence. I came with Stuart. He is…looking around, trying to see if there is any word of Ignatius.”

      “Have y’all seen Professor Adams?” I asked. “He got fired the other day and he was so mad.”

      “Yes, yes indeed, we are in contact with him. He has a house in Savannah. I might end up staying there this summer. I didn’t have a home outside of Merlin…” Professor McGuinness, it seemed, had devoted his life to this place. “I must say, the good thing about this experience is that it’s gotten us all on the same page.”

      “Do you want to sit down and have a soda?” I asked.

      Professor McGuinness, removed from his position of authority, looked like some lost, wandering soul, all bony arms and legs clad in black and fingers that seemed made for some anxious hand-wringing, as he was doing now. I didn’t always like him when he was my teacher, especially after his own sexist lecture about how men were better at necromancy because they weren’t as emotional. Gag. But now I wanted to give the poor guy a break.

      “A soda? I haven’t had a soda since I was in school myself.”

      “Yeah, school is wild that way,” I said, suppressing an eye roll as Montague offered up a Coke.

      He popped the tab and tried it. “That does take me back.” He drew a folded square of paper out of his pocket and tossed it at the fire. I stared at him because, I don’t know, I’m shameless.

      “I—I wrote Samuel,” he said. “I thought about what you were saying back there. I thought it wouldn’t matter if he never knew how I felt about him, now that he’s onto the spirit realm, but…”

      “Well, we know he’s still watching over us,” I said.

      “Yes.” He looked at the stars, and I just knew he was still thinking that tossing a letter onto the fire didn’t feel like enough. Samuel was dead, but like…he was still around. He got in my head a few times. He was certainly capable of talking to Professor McGuinness so he could have some real closure.

      “I don’t understand why we can’t summon him just once,” I said.

      “Didn’t you listen in class at all?” Professor McGuinness said softly. “It’s against the rules.”

      “The rules of Etherium? Or like…all rules?”

      “Er…”

      “The rules of Wyrd?” I pressed. “Why is it so bad to talk to a dead person just one time to ask them the questions you want to know?”

      “Charlotte,” he said warningly. “A wyrd wand does not yet make you a wyrd witch. I don’t want either of us to be banished to Sinistral.”

      “Would we be banished just for summoning an old friend?”

      “Well…it could put him in danger. I’m sure you remember your lessons!”

      “Danger,” I repeated, in a neutral tone. “I mean, I get why it’s a bad idea to talk to loved ones as if they’re still alive. I do. I know when someone dies you have to let them go…”

      “Yes,” he said, looking at the flames and finishing the soda. “You must. You really must.”

      “But neither of us were super close to him,” I said. “We just want some closure.”

      “Charlotte,” he said, his tone sharpening. “Drop it. I don’t want to hear about this again.” He handed me the can. I guess I was the trash lady now. “I should go.”

      “Oh…okay…”

      Alec looked at me and waved me toward him with a hand. I shrugged like, guess I pushed him too far.

      I wasn’t supposed to be too open about my relationship with Alec in public, but I sat between him and Monty, my legs touching theirs. Firian was talking to Daisy so I could have a moment with them. I mean, Harris was there, but if I made him jealous, so what?

      “I didn’t expect him to be so pissed off,” I said. “I just want to talk to Samuel once.”

      “So does he,” Alec said. “I can sense his desire.”

      “Desire? Ergh. Spare me the details.”

      “Seriously, Alec, he’s like a sixty year old coat with the afterthought of a man inside,” Montague said. “Desire seems like a strong word.”

      “I have to break something to all of you,” Alec said in a serious tone, leaning close to us.

      “What is that?” I asked.

      “People who are not super hot feel desire too.”

      “I’m not super hot,” I said.

      He brushed his claw-glove over my chin. “Oh, sweet Char. Fishing for compliments. Also, people who are sixty years old feel desire too. Montague, you don’t have to worry about it, but someday, Harris will look like a senior villain from a Star Wars movie, and he will still think Charlotte is hot.”

      Harris, not quite out of earshot, just lifted his eyebrows. “Samuel Caruthers was fairly ‘hot’,” he said, sarcastically. “Maybe McGuinness’ affections weren’t returned.”

      “I don’t know…,” I said, as Alec’s hand crept across my lower back and to my bottom in a very distracting fashion. “If they were never returned, would he really keep thinking about him decades later? I think it would do him some—good!” I caught my breath, as Alec’s hand slipped under the bench and gave me a quick stroke between the legs.

      If I was being honest with myself, I just wanted to talk to Samuel myself. Just once. How wrong was it to summon him just once? He had already whispered in my head (unless I was just crazy), so what would one little summoning do? Especially if I summoned him on behalf of Professor McGuinness, like how I summoned Alec’s mom? I know. That didn’t go well. But Samuel also wasn’t a mean succubus… with a very naughty son. Heavens. I tried to get up and Montague put a hand on my thigh and pinned me down.

      “I’m dressed as a full-on demon beast tonight,” Alec whispered in my ear. “And it’s Samhain night. Wicked things are afoot, Charlotte.”

      My eyes widened and darted frantically between them. Harris is right there!

      “Don’t you wonder what he’s thinking?” Alec asked.

      Harris’ ears were red. He looked a little pissed off, still trying to ignore us.

      But he could have left. He didn’t.

      Montague lifted my hand, caressing my fingers, and maybe checking out my pulse a little more than a normal guy should. At least he was present, tonight. I noticed that my skin seemed pale next to theirs, the firelight and moonlight giving them each their own glow. Montague’s fangs had sharpened. Something primal in me wanted to tell him he could sink those fangs into my skin.

      Something even more primal wanted to tell Alec he could pull me into the shadows and take me right here and now, close enough that Harris could hear but not see.

      What do these guys do to me? Alec alone could put me in a trance. Caught between the both of them, I could smell them. Montague was the cool, clean, almost spiced fragrance of a vampire while Alec was heady with masculine lust. Two strong thighs pressed against mine.

      “Daisy? There you are.”

      I quickly snapped out of it. Once again, footsteps crunched on the drying grass of autumn, and this time it really was Piers. He surveyed our bonfire site, taking in the scene. Firian was there. Alec and Montague had obviously both been…frisky with me. No doubt, Piers was in training to be a dad whose kids needed therapy someday. He put his hands on his hips. “Looks like…you’re all having fun.”

      “We are, Master Nicolescu, thank you,” Alec said, with a playboy smile that seemed to leave Piers even more discomfited. Alec might have been comfortable getting caught, but I wasn’t sure we needed more reasons to make Piers dislike us.

      “Daisy?”

      “That’s my name, don’t wear it out,” she said airily. “What’s up?”

      “You are here as my guest, and I hope you bear in mind that this is still a school for boys—”

      “For men,” Montague said.

      “All the more reason,” Piers said, turning his cold eyes to Montague.

      “I’m here, cousin,” Harris said. “I’m sure you trust your fellow Nicolescu to watch over your lady.”

      “To be honest, I can’t trust you,” Piers said. “You have been far too involved with dubious company. Daisy, please don’t make me have to set limits on you.”

      “That’s so romantic,” she said scornfully. “Please. Don’t try too hard to win my heart. Nothing makes a girl swoon like—”

      “Daisy, I am entrusted with your safety,” he interrupted her. “And I have a small task for you.”

      Her expression locked up again. “It’s Halloween,” she said. “It’s not a night for work.”

      “I sensed a strange element on campus earlier,” he said.

      “No,” she said. “No way.”

      “No one is better suited to sniff it out than you.”

      “I’m not a dog.”

      “Do you want to have an argument in front of your friends?”

      “I think it can wait until tomorrow,” I said. “Give her a break.”

      He looked at me. “Do you want to spare Daisy from using her power tonight? Maybe your wyrd wand could…give it a try. This could be wyrd magic we’re dealing with…”

      Daisy stood up. “I’ll do it,” she said. “This isn’t Charlotte’s problem.”

      I winced at her. There was no good way out with Piers. As he led her off, I hoped she was right when she said she knew how to handle him. Worse, now we just looked more suspicious by the day.

      He’s toying with us, I thought. He knew we knew where Stuart was. I think he just wanted to see how far we’d go. I was sure he had some unpleasant fate planned for us and it was just a matter of time before we fell into a trap, but I couldn’t leave either. Definitely not now. We were stronger as a group, and Daisy needed our help.
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      Montague

      

      I tried to sneak out early. Like, five o’ clock in the morning early. Very quietly, I opened my car door, tossed a cooler and my backpack in the back seat, slotted a thermos of tea in the cup holder, and—

      Charlotte came running at me in the darkness. She was wearing a t-shirt, pajama pants, and ballet flats, and shivering. “Where are you going?”

      “I have something to do in town. How the hell did you know I was out here? Go to sleep.”

      “I heard you leave. I’ve been up. Worrying about Daisy, and also…you. Us, actually.”

      “Us?” I brushed a hand through her hair. “Why are you worried about us?”

      “Because I’ve barely seen you! You were okay last night, but it was a holiday. During the school week, you’re distant, ever since I spent the night in the church. So…is everything okay between us? Did I screw something up? Is this a Catholic thing?”

      I laughed. “No. You didn’t do anything wrong, Char. I’ve just felt…unworthy of you.”

      “What?”

      “This purification thing is no joke. If Piers actually tried to do it to Alec, he would fuck him up forever. Me? I don’t even know what would happen to me. But you’re the one he actually tried to purify first. And I was just standing there like an idiot, wondering what I could do to stop him. Plus, I feel bad for Daisy too. I hate having Piers lord it over us like he’s some seasoned warlock.”

      “He’s twice our age and on the council! He is a seasoned warlock.”

      I scoffed. “You saved yourself,” I said.

      “Yes. Don’t tell me you’re getting competitive like Harris now.”

      “You’re becoming stronger.” I couldn’t pulling her against me, drinking in the sleep-rumpled scent of her. “But what did I sacrifice to become one of the most powerful creatures, if I can’t even protect you? So…for all the stronger you get, I need to become stronger still.”

      “You don’t…have to,” she said, but I could tell she liked the promises I whispered in her ear.

      “I want to.” I nipped that ear with my teeth. “Go back to bed.”

      But this was Charlotte. If I thought she was going back to bed, I was sorely mistaken. “What are you going to do? Is it dangerous?”

      “Vampire business.”

      “Can I come with you?”

      “No.”

      She leaned against me and shifted her head slightly to the side, baring just a little more of her neck. Then she reached back and stroked my cock with a hand. “Some lonely country roads out there…”

      “Don’t tempt me,” I said. “It could be dangerous.”

      “So…it also could be not dangerous.”

      “I don’t want to—ugh.” Her hand had gotten a little firmer. I bit my own lip as I tried to resist her, and then slid a hand up her t-shirt. Maybe I could persuade her just to have a quickie in the car and then she would get sleepy.

      She tugged my hand down and whirled around. “You only get boob touch if you let me come with you.”

      “I don’t need ‘boob touch’. I am on a mission. A solitary mission.”

      She raised her eyebrows. “It’s really that dangerous? You’re going to drive off like that?”

      I pounded the roof of my half-assed SUV with my fist. “Christ. Okay, I’m going to meet Silvus.”

      “From your…clan.”

      “Yes. After it happened, I wrote him and asked some questions about vampire magic and how I could become stronger. He’s the only warlock in the clan, and he knows what I can do without becoming Sinistral.”

      “Do you trust him? They want you to join them, right?”

      “I don’t trust him, but I think he does know the answers, and professional pride will mean he probably gives me something I can work with. I’m not sure what he’ll think if I bring you along.”

      “Can I hide in the car? Just for the road trip? I never get to leave, and I miss you.”

      At this point, she knew I was a sucker. “All right. But I need to leave now. I have an extra coat in the back, but you’re coming in your pajamas.”

      “Bless your heart for thinking I might care,” she said. “I have worn these to Dollar General like, a hundred times.” She hopped in the passenger seat and we hit the road.

      

      I had intended to be a lone wolf on this trip, but now I was glad she caught me. Charlotte worried over Daisy for a bit, and then we were flirting while she ate the sausage biscuit I bought her for breakfast. We stopped at an overlook and watched the sun rise.

      “It’s so quiet here,” she said, shivering a little, slipping her cold hand in mine. I wished I could warm her up a little more. “It makes me think of when Dad took us on a road trip. He drove up the Blue Ridge Parkway and we went camping. The weather was kind of bad, though, like it was pouring rain, and the drive took forever. He got grumpy and even a little scared, I think? He never said that, though. I knew he wanted it to be perfect, and he was frustrated that it wasn’t, but when we got up, the rain was gone, and we woke up and the sun was just rising over this valley. It was so beautiful. And then his friend said we should go eat at the Mt. Pisgah Inn, so we walked in and I remember him looking at the menu and then grabbing my hand and walking out again.” She looked down. “He never talked about not having much money, but that was one of those moments when I realized that he was struggling being a single parent and he couldn’t actually afford the vacation. Maybe it was the first moment, actually.”

      I squeezed her hand a little more and then draped an arm around her. She looked at me. “I’m sorry. This is so romantic. I promised you boob touch and now I’m like, hey, remember the time my dad was sad and broke?”

      “Charlotte. I don’t care.”

      “I thought about it, though, because…back then he seemed like the only person I had. Now it’s you and me watching the sunrise.”

      “You definitely have me,” I said. I brushed her chin, pressing a soft kiss to her lips as she turned up to me. “If I’m ever distant, it’s not you or us. I just feel like some of the vampire business, I need to handle on my own.”

      “But you don’t,” she said.

      She pressed her palms to my cheeks and took the next kiss herself. Then she hopped back, gave me a naughty look, and popped up her t-shirt, flashing me.

      I ran after her and grabbed her around the waist as she laughed, kicking as I hauled her off to the car and opened the back door. I put her down on the back seat and climbed in over her.

      “Don’t tease me like that.” I pushed her t-shirt up, baring her perfect breasts. Even when she was on her back and her breasts spread out, their fullness was still apparent, ready to be taken in my hands, and my mouth. I teased her nipples with my tongue, beating a warning in my own brain. Don’t bite her. Don’t bite her. You won’t be able to stop.

      I knew she was always aware of the possibility. She wasn’t quite relaxed, but she didn’t stop me either. She trusted me far enough to let me do what I wanted to her, just not far enough to let her mind go. If I drank her blood I’d taste her spells.

      It was a delicate balance. Neither of us could fully relax. But the tension was not without its merits.

      The sensitive tip of my tongue swirled around the textured nubs, producing some very gratifying moans from her, and her pelvis twitched.

      “Not yet, my hungry girl,” I said, slowly tugging down the waist of her pajama pants to fit my hand to the curve of her hip. The smell of sweet need between her legs was like an invitation. Slowly, I pulled the pajamas off and my hand cupped her bottom under her panties, feeling her up freely before tearing them off her feet.

      “Should I take this off?” she asked. Her t-shirt was still bunched up under her armpits, above those perfect breasts, and I shook my head.

      “It’s kinda sexy,” I said.

      I grit my teeth together, because with her underwear off, her scent was even stronger and I wanted to taste her so badly. I could just imagine biting her down there, sucking the blood out of her from that bundle of nerves, while she screamed with the pleasure of my venom that made the pain bearable.

      “Are you okay?” Her hand stroked my hair. “You made a face and got all tense.”

      Tense? My cock felt like it could explode. “I get these thoughts—when I’m with you—”

      She nodded, a bit solemnly. “Me too. It’s a vampire thing, right? You’re not going to hurt me.”

      “But I want to hurt you so badly,” I gasped. “I don’t even tell the truth at confession anymore.” Well, I also got kicked out of church. In that regard it was a relief.

      She snorted. “Ohmigod, my poor little guilt-ridden vampire.”

      “Hey. I’m not poor or little anything.” I swept her into my arms, letting my hardness press into her softness, grinding into her stomach while I clutched her ass tighter. I licked her neck and her jawline, tasting her sweat. It wasn’t blood but it tasted like her. I heard her soft laughter as I tickled her a bit, and then she started unfastening my buttons, and by now, man, I was ready to fuck. I had to just forget how much I wanted her in other ways, and that was the best way to do it.

      “This is a hell of a scenic stop,” she said, looking me up and down.

      “Especially when the best scenery is in the back seat.”

      “Mm…” She wrapped her legs around my hips, the pose naturally spreading her out for me to slip inside her. Her tight sheath promised sweet relief, her warmth enveloping me. I needed a release so badly. I claimed her mouth with mine, not even caring if I was too cold for her. She used to hate that but she protested less often these days. Her body surrendered to mine, her mouth softening as my tongue thrust inside her, while she clenched around my cock as I pumped in and out of her, each stroke only making me want more. We adjusted to each other’s rhythms so well at this point, even though Alec had a lot more sex with her than I did. I could never keep up with him, and I worried she couldn’t either, but I guess his lusty vibes assured that his woman was never tired out.

      “Mm…” Her hands dug into my shoulders so hard it almost hurt, my muscles worked by the sharp bones of her fingertips. “I’ve been wanting more of you, Montague…”

      I had no good excuse for being a little distant lately. Just vampire shit. I don’t know if anyone would fully understand. “I’m here,” I said.

      I didn’t envy Rayner having to find Lisbeth over and over again. I didn’t want to start over with Charlotte. She only got better, more perfectly matched to me.

      As she started to get closer, she started raking a hand across her forehead, making little sounds. I could feel all the blood in my body rushing to my hardened shaft and for a moment I almost felt a flush of warmth pass over me. I didn’t really know what I was anymore; not really dead, but I only seemed to come alive when I was feeding and fucking. When I started coming inside her, it wasn’t just a sexual release, it was like being human again, just for a moment. I felt her heat flood my coldness, my desire for her pushing out every other hunger.

      “Mm…ah…” She was a beat behind me, and as I pumped through the aftershocks, she gripped me tighter. “More, more…don’t stop…”

      Then it was over, and all I wanted was to collapse into her arms in the back seat, but I had a meeting to keep.

      I slipped a ring onto her finger, so Alec would see, she was still mine. The morning sun was so bright it stung my skin, and it didn’t warm me like she did.

      

      It was early afternoon as I reached Asheville and found a spot on a side street. “You have a phone, right? How about, while I talk to Silvus, you go buy a dress, and I’ll take you to Mt. Pisgah to watch the sunset.” I fished a few bills out of my wallet.

      “Montague! That’s perfect!” She looked thrilled but the money made her nervous. “Are you sure?”

      “I’m not Harris, but I ain’t broke,” I said. “Find something sexy.”

      “We should go to the city more often,” she said.

      One more kiss, and we parted ways.

      I opened the door of the tea shop, but even before I did, I knew Silvus was there. I could feel him. His dark, old-fashioned air was contrasted by fragrant tea house, the warm patterned rug and wooden chairs, windows flooding in light on old brick walls.

      He glanced up at me as I approached, the way one might glance at a bird flying overhead, like I was just a blip in his long life. “Good afternoon, Montague,” he said. “I took the liberty of ordering three flavors, so the waitress knows not to interrupt. It’s on me.” He sipped. “It is quite good, actually.” His British accent held the unspoken promise that if it was bad, he would know.

      “Hey,” I said, grabbing the opposite chair and trying to shake the awkwardness. I hoped no one thought we were on a date.

      Silvus was everything you would want in a vampire. He looked like a broodingly attractive thirty-year-old but his eyes screamed five hundred years of I’ve seen things, man. He was wearing a black suit with a pocket square, and his necktie was elegantly tied with a jeweled pin. His hair was still shoulder-length and unchanged since my first memory of him in the 1660s.

      “So, you want to improve your skill,” Silvus said.

      “Yes.”

      “The best improvement is time,” Silvus said. “That’s why Rayner is such a powerful vampire now.”

      “And you aren’t far behind him,” I said. “You also know something you can tell me. Some vampire advice. Otherwise, why come all the way here to meet me?”

      “What is your intention?” Silvus was looking at me with such intensity that even though I wasn’t sure I should talk about Charlotte, I couldn’t seem to help it.

      “To protect my witch.”

      “You know why he chose you,” Silvus said. “We thought you had no allegiance to any particular woman. Our clan is devoted only to Lisbeth.”

      “Well, circumstances changed, and I don’t know Lisbeth. I love Charlotte. He said he might let me go if I helped kill the Withered Lord, and I’m in on that bargain. So is Charlotte, but I need to protect her. I told you in my letter, the Ethereal warlock council has taken charge of the school and we don’t even know where the old dean is right now. He might be in danger, and so might Charlotte.”

      “Lisbeth is in danger, too,” Silvua said. “I know she’s alive and I can’t find her, so god knows what terrible fate she might be suffering. The rest of the clan is frustrated that we gave you this gift and you are remaining in your mortal life. We know it can’t last.”

      “If it can’t last…let me have it while I can,” I said. I swallowed, feeling the draw to him and his life. My clan. My sire. I couldn’t help it. I could leave with Silvus and never mess around with the council again. Vampires often had violent lives, but they weren’t beholden to anyone.

      Except their sire.

      Rayner seemed to have carved out a good life for his men, relatively speaking.

      Except that he kept losing the girl he loved.

      “Does it bother you that he’s in charge of you? Tells you who to love?” I asked Silvus. “Or…does that just fade away over the years?”

      “It never fades away,” Silvus said. “I haven’t lost my wits. Rayner forced me into this and I don’t forget that.”

      “But you stick with him anyway?”

      “It’s complicated. When you become a vampire, you need your sire to show you how to live. I stayed, in part, to protect this poor girl from him,” Silvus said. “I thought I was his conscience. As warlocks, you and I both know that if a human reincarnates, that is a sacred thing. They are not supposed to be treated as the same person. Rayner forced me to find her, but I thought I would help her remain the person she had become. She was not Lisbeth, she was Marguerite. But—” Silvus’ hand clenched. “I became an evil man. By the time we found Marguerite, and Rayner said I could have her too, that it was our duty to save her from the life of hardship working the fields… It was a long time ago, you know. Women were like property.”

      “I saw the vision,” I said, my voice hard. “You just took her.”

      “It was hard to resist Rayner,” Silvus said. “For both Lisbeth and for me. He adored her so much. No matter how she looked or who she was, he always saw the woman he first loved. Becoming a vampire had taken his human life from him, but as long as he could find her, he had the one thing that mattered most. That love fueled him; it gave him all his power. I tried to convince all of you to destroy the Withered Lord with love because I know how powerful a magic it is.”

      “Is that really love?” I asked. “He forced her to be with him.”

      “Maybe so, but she always fell for him. She didn’t remember the old days, but she sensed that he meant something to her. Is it twisted, obsessive? I also think it is too complicated to say it was not real love. He is selfish to want her, but he would also die and suffer for her without any hesitation. There is no pain he would not endure to spare Lisbeth from pain. Do you feel that way about Charlotte?”

      “Maybe.”

      The old Monty wouldn’t have said that. But I was more alone now. At least, I could have been more alone, if I didn’t have Charlotte, Alec and Harris. Going back home was no longer the same, but when I stood on the mountain with Charlotte, it didn’t matter. We had our own world.

      The more my world became Charlotte, the more I understood Rayner.

      “Your magic will grow stronger when you have something to fight for,” Silvus said. “When you compel someone, the spell is more potent, when it isn’t just selfish. If you love her, fight for her. You know why vampires have a reputation for romance? Vampires live a long time. If we don’t have passion, we die. Whether or not Rayner’s relationship with Lisbeth is right, it is why he survives.”

      So…pulling away from Charlotte to become stronger was the opposite of what I should do, I thought. “Thank you,” I said. “I needed to hear that.”

      “Books can teach you tricks,” Silvus said. “But in the end, magic is thought and will and heart, and anything is possible. The older I get, the more I see that is true.” He poured another cup of tea, his eyes shifting to the window, where a guy with a short beard and shorter shorts was walking a tiny dog.

      I thought Silvus might be done with me, but then he started up again. “Montague,” he said. “Rayner doesn’t even know I’m here. We’re all vampires, but you and I are the only warlocks in the clan. Jie and Thom? They’re a couple of selfish blokes, just glad to shake off the dull shackles of humanity. Rayner always says I was his mistake. He turned me without thought, without realizing what it truly meant. I was the first one, my power greater than his own.”

      I wondered what it was like to be tied to someone for five hundred years. I couldn’t even imagine what went on in Silvus’ mind. In Rayner’s memories, I saw how they bristled at each other even as they worked together. Why stay?

      What was it worth to have someone you could always count on, whether you liked them or not?

      “After that, he never turned anyone without spending time with them first,” Silvus concluded.

      “You didn’t spend time with me.”

      “We watched you,” Silvus said. “For quite a while. We noted that you had a very strong independent streak, but were also…easily influenced by your peers.”

      “I wouldn’t say ‘influenced’,” I said. “I was usually the one who told them what to do. I had the car, the cell phone.”

      “I’m aware of that as well,” Silvus said. “As you know, it’s why we wanted you. The world is getting away from us.”

      “It was more than that. You said I didn’t have a girl yet, when you turned me. That’s true. What I did have already was a clan. Alec and Harris. There’s no room in my life for Rayner.”

      “If you want to be your own man, stick by your friends, and protect Charlotte from the council…let me give you some unsolicited advice.”

      “It is solicited, actually,” I said. “It’s why I met you here even though I shouldn’t be making contact with any of you.”

      Silvus shrugged one shoulder. “All right, then. You’d better heed it. I was once an Ethereal warlock. I was banished from Etherium long ago, for helping Rayner find Lisbeth. It was not an easy thing to accept—even to this day. Sinistral is a more dangerous and ugly place than Etherium.”

      My fingers gripped my tea cup. This wasn’t what I wanted to hear.

      “But if you love Charlotte—and if you want to survive as a vampire—you can’t fear their banishment. It will happen to you, Montague. They might tell you now that they’ll keep you there if you are good. It’s no use. They are beings of discipline and high ideals. You are hunger and passion. We are quite base, we just dress well.” He sipped the tea cup with a little sarcastic twitch of his lips. “Pretend otherwise and you will only weaken yourself.”

      “You think there is no way I can avoid Sinistral, then…”

      “No,” Silvus said. “But you’ll survive.”

      I wondered why it mattered. Rosa was already dead. It would have affected her more than me. But—like all wizards, she showed me Etherium when I was young. It was not just a place, it was a feeling that went far beyond the council. I had already been banished from the basilica in St. Augustine. But that was just a building. To be banished from Etherium and Ethereal magic was like losing my compass.

      Maybe it would be different if we could get to Wyrd…

      “If I embraced Sinistral…would I have more power to protect Charlotte?”

      He paused and rummaged in his coat, pulling out a Moleskine and flipping it to the next clean page. He wrote down an address. “There is one vampire on the east coast who is always willing to help other vampires, if you need advice or a place to crash…he is one of the oldest in America. His name is Ulf. He knows us well enough. He knows everyone. If you don’t want to be part of our clan…”

      “Savannah?” I noted mentally that this was where Professor Adams lived.

      But I probably shouldn’t be looking up yet more old vampires.

      “Thanks,” I said, taking the page after he carefully ripped it out of the book.

      Now I was eager to see Charlotte. My love for her fuels me and makes me stronger, and maybe that’s all I need. The next time Piers tried something, I would stand up to him.

      I punched her number in on my phone. The phone went to voice mail.

      “Huh…”

      I tried to text instead. No answer. I went to the car. She wasn’t there either.

      “Charlotte?”

      I whirled one way and then the other. Nothing seemed off. Downtown Asheville had lots of pedestrians enjoying the restaurants and artsy shops. Street musicians were playing bluegrass on the corner and two little girls were dancing around to the music while their mom took a photo.

      But as I observed, I picked up the subtle thread undercutting everything around me.

      The scent of magic.

      I opened the car door and hissed, “Firian!”

      Firian appeared immediately, crouched on the passenger seat. “You called me?” He looked shocked, but relieved. “She’s in danger! There’s a blocking spell up and I can’t get to her. Go—somewhere down that side street—hurry!”

      “Just come with me,” I said.

      “I’m a fox!”

      I conjured up a leash. “Sorry,” I said. “I’ll be careful.”

      “I’m not a dog. You’re going to get swarmed by hipster cameras.”

      “Yeah, but, it’s Asheville. We’re keeping it weird. Hurry.”

      Firian stopped arguing and leapt out of the car. I barely snatched up the leash and followed just behind him. We rushed down the street and I immediately noticed the antique black car badly parked across two spots, with no coins in the meter. That was definitely a wizard’s ride, and the sense of magic heated my skin.

      A girl in a floppy hat and sneakers with rainbows on them practically threw herself into our path, brandishing a phone. “Ohmigod, a fox! Your fox is so cute! Is he okay to have as a pet, though? But can I take a picture?”

      I met her eyes. “Out of my way now.”

      She looked glazed and almost ran into traffic to escape me.

      I was getting tested a lot sooner than I I expected.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      Charlotte

      

      I was having a great time walking past boutiques in the fresh autumn air, considering what to buy to wear for dinner. I couldn’t wait to tell Dad about this date and laugh over the old memories of our camping trip and how he got the hell out of the restaurant. Dad always thought that stuff was hilarious later. But I knew he would appreciate Montague taking me to that same restaurant. So I needed something sexy, but not so sexy that I couldn’t send Dad a photo of us up there.

      It was also going to be chilly, so maybe a coat if I could find one.

      I stopped at the window of a store that had all sorts of cute things made by local artists, including clothes. They had a print minidress with long sleeves, kind of a 60s boho vibe. Maybe too expensive, but Montague gave me four hundred bucks, so…

      “Hey…” the girl at the counter said, definitely noticing my pajama pants. “Looking for something in particular?”

      “How much is that dress?” I asked in a breezy tone.

      “Three ninety-five.”

      “I’ll try it on,” I said. “It’s perfect for my dinner date.”

      As I pulled it on over my head, I was madly trying to calculate what the sales tax was. I had like…ten more bucks. So…was it six percent in North Carolina…? Seven?

      I’m short either way, huh? Aw, shit. And here I thought I was so cool.

      The door jangled open and a second later, the dressing room curtain was ripped right off the bar.

      “Gah!” I screamed as I met the eyes of Catherine Caruthers while I was struggling with the zipper.

      “You are here,” she said, grabbing my arm.

      “Is interrupting me in the dressing room just like, your thing?”

      “Ma’am!” the salesgirl said, rushing toward us frantically. “Ma’am, I am calling the—”

      Catherine waved a hand and the girl retreated to the counter meekly. “Let me know if you need anything,” she said.

      Catherine picked up a vase and threw it on the ground, where it shattered into hundreds of tiny delicate pieces. “Yes,” she said. “Clean that up.”

      My mouth fell open. “Wait a minute,” I said. “I thought Ethereals were supposed to be about order. How is that orderly?”

      My great-aunt’s nostrils flared, and then she said, “You are right. I let my temper get the best of me.”

      Then she advanced on me, flourishing her wand. She looked me over and then moved me aside, searching the dressing room, kicking my clothes out of the way with her heeled boot.

      “What are you doing?”

      She traced a message on the dressing room mirror with the tip of her wand. I could tell she was writing, but not the words. She tapped the mirror at the end and the words briefly glowed.

      Her wand is not here.

      My stomach plummeted. That was true. My wand was in my room, under my covers. I had dashed out the door in a hurry and then I didn’t think I’d need it on a trip to the normal world.

      I felt really stupid. Really, really stupid.

      “I found that wand on my own,” I said. “I spent weeks carving the branch. You can’t just—”

      “Where is Stuart?” she asked.

      “I don’t know.”

      “Charlotte…please. Stuart is not your friend.”

      “I don’t. Know.”

      “I don’t want to do this the hard way, but we need to find him.” When she saw that I wasn’t going to talk, she pressed the tip of her wand to my lips. I froze in place. Now my hands twitched for my wand, and my wand wasn’t here.

      “La terre, l’air, le feu, l’eau…”

      I knew this spell; it was the same one Madame Solano used to try and get me to spill the beans about being in love with Firian. I think she was connecting with all the elements first.

      “The bonds of blood bind us, Charlotte Caruthers Byrne,” she said. “Tell me all you know of the man called ‘Stuart’.”

      I shut my eyes and tried to summon spirits to help me like I had before, but our surroundings kinda messed up my magic, and I felt weak. Before, when I summoned spirits, I was in the parallel St. Augustine, or at the school, where magic was strong. I sensed that my great-aunt had mastery here.

      Yeah, you were also up late last night playing computer games. Remember that?

      “Stuart…is…a faery…lord…” My mouth spoke reluctantly, but almost without my mind being involved. My lips were just saying stuff on their own. It was like I was in a bad dream. And as I spoke, my great aunt wrote my words on a mirror. “He lives…in…a cave…by the Wyrd tree…in the mountains…by the school…”

      The door banged open and Montague and Firian stormed the shop.

      “What a cute fox!” the sales girl said delightedly, like she was unaware of anything else going on.

      Montague had a determined expression on his face, and he flung out an arm, waving his wand like a boss. “Get away from her,” Montague said, showing fangs.

      Her face drained of will as her hand dropped from me, but then she took a quick breath and shook it off. “Don’t you dare compel me.”

      Montague hesitated only for a moment before he put his hands on her shoulders and pushed her to the wall. “Leave Charlotte alone.”

      “Get your hands off me—” She gasped out the words, fear in her eyes. “You tread on thin ice.”

      “I know,” he said.

      “Do you want to go back to the Haven?”

      “Not really,” he said, but he shrugged. “You will not send me there today. You can’t remember what happened here today.”

      “I…I am sorry for breaking the vase,” she said.

      Montague released his grip. I gave him an urgent look. We need to warn Stuart.

      Firian definitely got me. He rubbed against my legs, then Montague’s, then ran to the door, leading us out. Montague grabbed my clothes off the floor. Catherine wandered toward the broken pieces of the vase.

      We followed Firian out, but I wasn’t reassured. The last time Montague compelled someone, it didn’t last forever, and Catherine Caruthers was more powerful than the Locke brothers. Worse, she had already sent that message.

      “I think Piers probably has my wand,” I said. “I left it behind like a fucking idiot. And we have to rush back to Stuart and tell him…Catherine made me tell her where he’s hiding. Montague…” I bit my lip. “It was so stupid. Even now, sometimes I forget I’m not just a human girl. I didn’t think, I just ran after you. I wanted to have fun and not think about stuff. I stayed up late playing Fortune’s Favor and I couldn’t summon any spirits to help me. Chosen One? Yeah, right. Stupid.” I pounded my forehead with my fist.

      Firian growled at me. “You are not stupid just because you make stupid mistakes. Or if you are, I’m just as stupid. I messed up everything when I led the council to Master Blair’s familiar.”

      “But you admit it’s a stupid mistake,” I said.

      “I want you to just have fun and not think about stuff,” Firian said. “I wish that was—” He had to shut up because there were people turning onto the street, and they started pointing at him.

      “Firian’s right,” Montague said. “You’re still a human girl. A normal girl. It’s fucking ridiculous that we’re tasked with trying to kill a demon and bargain with faeries. But—here we are. And there’s no one I’d rather do it with.”

      “Yeah…” I caught his hand in mine. We made it back to the SUV.

      I suddenly looked down at my clothes. “I just stole a four hundred dollar dress. Oh my god.”

      “I’ll mail a check. But I’m taking you to dinner tonight. We’ll phone the guys. Alec and Harris can put your wand somewhere safe and warn Stuart. But either way, it will take some time for her to shake off the magic.”

      “Okay.”

      The restaurant on Mt. Pisgah wasn’t even very expensive.

      Dad must have been struggling even more than I thought. I never knew. He never let it show. Back then, I thought we were rich because we lived on a mountain top and he bought me enough Pokemon cards to compete with my elementary school bff.

      As I watched the sun set over layers of soft mountains as far as the eye could see, with Montague holding my hand and my other hand dug into Firian’s fur, I felt so loved that I knew I could face anything the world threw at me, even demons, faeries, and the council.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Two

          

        

      

    

    
      Charlotte

      

      “I told him not to go.” When we walked in the door quite late in the evening, Harris was standing in the doorway of his room waiting for us. “Whatever you two did, it was a disaster.”

      “Alec?” Montague asked. “When I talked to him, he said he would go warn Stuart.”

      “What happened to Alec!?” I cried, wanting to get to the point. Alec was not here. That was obvious.

      “He went to talk to Stuart and he hasn’t come back,” Harris said. “And he took your wand.”

      “It’s a long walk,” Montague said.

      “I told him that if anyone noticed him leaving, they’d follow him. I told him his skill at shielding isn’t good enough. But he’s gotten…overconfident this year.” He arched a brow at me.

      “Oh, shut up. So why didn’t you go with him, hot shot?”

      “Stuart can take care of himself.” But Harris betrayed himself with a slight grimace. “We’ve gotten ourselves in enough trouble already. Piers is waiting for an excuse to do something terrible and I’m afraid he has it now.”

      “We should try to find him,” Montague said.

      Harris laughed in a dry, humorless way. “Monty, I saw Piers and his two cronies go out the back gate. It’s too late.”

      “Where is Daisy?” I asked.

      “Her room is locked. She told me to go away. She was crying.”

      “So we’ll break the lock,” Monty said.

      “So that’s what we do now?” Harris asked. “We just break the lock of a girl’s room when she’s crying?”

      “You just ignore a girl when she’s crying?” Montague retorted.

      “Daisy can’t help you. He’s been using her divining skill already. He probably forced her to aid him in finding Stuart. She’s stuck. She’s so important, she can’t escape. Anywhere she goes she’d be at risk of getting kidnapped and used. So she has to stay on his good side.”

      “Poor Daisy…,” I said.

      “I can’t believe you let Alec go alone.” Montague grabbed Harris by his shirt collar, his temper flaring.

      “Where were you?” Harris snapped back. “On a date? I don’t buy it. And why was Catherine Caruthers there waiting for you?” He dug a hand in his hair. “I’m trying to keep us all together and the three of you keep running off and doing stupid shit.”

      “You’re playing it safe, that’s all,” Montague said. “You want to be able to run home if things get too intense.”

      “I’m just trying to make it through college first. I’m being fucking practical. We’re too young to take on the real world.”

      “We’re in the real world already. At least, I am, I guess you can decide if you’re a schoolboy who wants to grow up to be a council member and marry whoever your mama chooses, or a man who takes what he wants,” Montague said.

      “You are definitely going to turn Sinistral within the year with that attitude,” Harris said icily. “Congratulations, Montague, you win when it comes to talking tough, as if it’s that simple. As if it is a good thing for a man to just ‘take’ what he wants. Real power comes from knowing when to play along, not just lashing out.”

      They seemed about two seconds away from just beating each other up, or maybe worse. Montague had greater strength than a normal human, so Harris would be forced to use magic, and he was more talented on that front, but it could get ugly. I brushed a hand over Montague’s arm, trying to calm him down a little, while giving Harris a warning look.

      “Please,” I said. “We have enough to worry about without you two fighting.”

      Irving suddenly ran up to our door. “Hey—guys. I know Alec is one of your friends. Um, Master Nicolescu just hauled him to the church steps.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Three

          

        

      

    

    
      Alec

      

      I made it to Stuart’s house to warn him, but the cave opening, with the house that seemed like it had been there for a hundred years, had vanished.

      Faeries, man.

      That was when I heard distant voices.

      Someone had followed me here. I hid behind some bushes, but I knew this wouldn’t matter at all. A spell to find someone who was hiding was amateur hour.

      Now what? I had my wand and Charlotte’s in my hands and I didn’t know where I could hide hers. What would Piers do if he caught me out here? Could he really purify the incubus right out of me?

      My father would be so relieved and proud, if he could, I thought, feeling downright nauseated. He would have a normal son he could take anywhere without fearing that I would succumb to desire. Women wouldn’t look at me like they did now, and I wouldn’t accidentally step into their dreams. But I had Charlotte now, and rather than suppressing my nature, I was able to just go for it with her. I was getting more powerful.

      So, can you fight back?

      I had mostly focused on my artistic magic. I could draw someone and then influence them, or draw a scenario and make it happen. I quickly chanted a cloaking spell, then I surveyed the landscape. I took out a small sketchbook from my pocket, but even with some moonlight filtering through the trees, it was way too dark to sketch out a curse.

      Wards, elemental spells, conjuring? Those weren’t my specialty. I knew Piers and his allies would be better at them than me.

      My other specialty, the one that came to me as easy as breathing, was seduction. That was magic I avoided. It was the Sinistral magic coursing in my veins, the magic I’d been told to hide my whole life. It was manipulative.

      Seducing Piers? I shuddered at that myself. He’d be a tough nut to crack, anyway. A powerful incubus or succubus could seduce anyone, but generally it worked a million times better if your target was willing—and the incubus was willing, too.

      In this case, neither was true. So what I needed was some help. If this was a faery forest, I might luck into some forest nymphs willing to work for me…but I couldn’t get too caught up in my own magic either. I would never cheat on Charlotte, even with a nymph.

      I took a steadying breath before I released some pheromones.

      An incubus could attract prey easily. We smelled delicious. It was subtle on the nose, but it wasn’t subtle to the brain. If I really wanted to attract women, I could loop them in from twenty feet away, and even though the scent was invisible—released like an almost imperceptible sweat—I’d always known how to do it. It was one of the things that got me banned from all parties and gatherings when I was younger.

      I took off my shirt. I barely felt the cold, anyway, and clothing helped suppress my magic.

      I bet Char will be sorry she missed this, I thought, grinning. When I get back I’ll have to show her a replay…

      My cock was getting hard now.

      What I wasn’t getting was any faeries. The voices were getting closer. Piers was about to find me shirtless and horny.

      A small hand suddenly gripped my wrist and yanked me backward.

      It was Stuart’s silkie, Penny. “Shh, come with me!” she said. She pulled me through an invisible wall. I was back inside Stuart’s cave.

      “Is Stu still here?” I asked.

      “No,” she gasped, and then she grabbed the waistband of my pants, tugged me to her, and stuck her tongue in my mouth.

      Before I could even think to react, Orson shoved us apart with his muscular arms. “He’s an incubus,” he hissed at Penny.

      I wiped my mouth. “Sorry—they’re looking for me. I was trying to attract help.”

      “You got help,” she breathed, her mouth hanging open. “I never realized—you were—such a tasty man…”

      “Stuart is not here,” Orson said. “The other day, when he went poking around the campus, he found a tip as to where Ignatius might be held, so he left.”

      “Good. That’s what matters,” I said. “Charlotte was compelled to reveal his hiding place. But I’m being followed…you need to be careful too. And I need to keep her wand safe.”

      Penny and Orson looked at each other.

      “We can go to Wyrd,” Penny said, eyes shining in the shadows. “But I won’t leave you, you beautiful piece of toast.” I guess this was a silkie compliment.

      “What if we’re captured, woman?” Orson said. “They could torture us and get information. I’m not much for being tortured. I’m enjoying this posting for the food and the naps.”

      “He needs our help too…they could find him here…” Penny looked at me.

      “You only think that because he’s be-spelling you,” Orson said, giving me a judgmental side-eye.

      Now I just felt guilty. “I don’t want to get anyone tortured,” I said. “I’m a nice guy. I can’t really help being seductive. I was hoping to lure in some nymphs to distract Piers, not get you in trouble.”

      “Oh, how nice of you to use nymphs,” Orson said.

      “I’m not some seasoned warlock; I don’t have that many options.”

      We all heard voices, close now. Piers speaking to Pacetti and Stamos, their voices muffled through the rocks of the cave, but drawing closer by the moment. “Right…around…here,” he was saying.

      Orson took my hand stiffly; his hand so calloused and hairy it was almost paw-like. “Fuck it,” he said. “Let’s keep you safe.”

      The cave melted away, replaced by a dewy garden at dusk. We were surrounded by huge flowers, white and pink, some with elegant bells of petals and others fat and round with tiny petals. The sweet smell was thick in the air. But I hardly had time to take this in before several guards in light armor had spears pointed at me.

      “He’s a friend of Lord Stuart’s,” Orson said. “So back off your men, Captain Kierellan.”

      They didn’t back off more than an inch.

      My heart was pounding. I sent out a thought to my familiar, and I couldn’t feel the thread connecting me to her. So this is Wyrd.

      “Please!” Penny said. “He came to warn Lord Stuart!”

      “Stuart,” Captain Kierellan said, wrinkling a full lip under his half-helm. “We do not answer to Stuart, only to Lord Liorgan, and truthfully, we should not serve him at all if we were not commanded to do so by the queen. His allegiances are certainly not with us.”

      I had rarely seen faeries in my life. They lived in Etherium and Sinistral, but they rarely came to Earth. Earth weakened them unless they could become famous and soak up human admiration, so a normal warlock like me rarely encountered the fae. Either they were out of sight, or they were in Hollywood. I’d read that was why celebrities were so weird. A good chunk of them were just faeries and demons anyway.

      I knew we were in faery territory now because everyone around us was gorgeous. The guards all had sexy mouths and lean, muscular bodies, and their armor was not just functional but also beautiful, with silver filigree of trees or animals adorning their breast plates. The captain was the most striking, with a gold half-cloak that matched his long hair and an embroidered surcoat under his armor. I might have grown up in the magical world, but now I had some inkling of how Charlotte must have felt when she came to Merlin. This seemed too magical to be real.

      “We just need to give this man refuge for the night,” Orson said.

      “I will bring him directly to the queen and nowhere else,” the guard said. “This realm is not for human eyes; that is the rule and this hardly warrants an exception. He does not seem to bear any gift for her.”

      “No, but he is the protector of this wand,” Orson said, motioning for me to show off the Wyrd wand.

      The mood of the guards shifted as soon as they saw the wand.

      “This wand belongs to one chosen,” he said.

      “Yes…” the other guards echoed. I couldn’t tell if they were very happy about its existence.

      “But it is not this incubus.”

      “I’m protecting it for her,” I said. Ha. Charlotte really was a Chosen One. Well, I would certainly choose her any day.

      “We are trying to save this realm,” Orson said. “Why do you think Lord Liorgan’s garden is so beautiful? It’s because he engages with the Fixed Plane and is trying to keep Wyrd connected. I’ve heard the queen’s garden isn’t looking too great these days.”

      All the guards went quiet with what seemed like cold fury. I’d always heard faeries weren’t very emotional, so it was hard to tell for sure. The garden slowly chilled as every one of them slowed down, becoming a motionless statue, staring at us.

      If Orson was trying to plead my case, he was doing a lousy job. “Seize the intruder and take him to the queen,” Captain Kierellan said.

      “Oh no,” Penny said. “You shouldn’t stay here, Alec! It isn’t time! The queen will be upset!” She gave me a little shove and now I was back in the cave again, with a glowing wand nearly smacking me in the face.

      “Oh—” Piers was staring right at me. “Alec…” His eyes widened. “So this is the place…”

      I was completely jarred. One minute I was in Wyrd, the next minute I was caught, and I had no idea how to defend myself. Fuck…

      He sighed.

      We both knew there was really no way I could lie my way out of this.

      “You seem like a genuinely worthy person, Lyrman,” Piers said. “If your mother had not been a succubus, you would be on track for some truly great things, I expect. People like you are actually the reason the council has worked so long and hard to develop a method of purification.”

      “I am not interested.”

      “It’s a curse, for you,” Piers said. “Can you tell me otherwise? Truly? You don’t worry that you will never truly fall in love? Montague is your best friend, isn’t he? And isn’t he dating Charlotte? But half the time she’s looking at you. I’m impressed your friendship can stand the strain.”

      “Well…it does,” I said.

      “I know what you’re looking for,” Professor Pacetti said, stepping in. His tone was much less benevolent. “You think you’re doing a good thing, helping the faeries, trying to find a way into the third realm? But all you’re doing is giving Sinistral power, in the end. Betraying your people, succumbing to your mother’s way of living. You’re better than that, aren’t you? Your mother forced herself on your father with magic, had a baby she didn’t want to raise, and handed that baby to your dad. You can’t help your birth, only your life. Is that the kind of man you want to be?”

      It wasn’t.

      They knew this was something I was afraid of—but finding a way to reconcile the two sides of me, felt right. Changing what I was just didn’t.

      “Just because Sinistrals can be genuinely evil…doesn’t make you genuinely good,” I said. “I don’t want to be purified. I don’t want to be forced to be someone I’m not, and that’s what the council does. That’s what you did to Master Blair. To Charlotte’s grandmother. Countless others.”

      Piers frowned, his whole mouth tightening into a stiff curve, like he had just swallowed terrible medicine. “All right, then,” he said. “We have to purify him next.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Four

          

        

      

    

    
      Charlotte

      

      “Alec!” I couldn’t help screaming as I ran toward the chapel.

      When I saw Piers and Professor Pacetti standing up there on the steps, I knew we’d lost. Piers was holding my wand in one hand. Professor Stamos whipped his wand out toward me. “Wall of wind!” his ancient voice warbled, and I was slammed back by a fierce gust into Montague’s arms.

      “Don’t hurt Char!” Alec shouted.

      “Please, Miss Byrne,” Piers said. “Your behavior doesn’t befit a student of Merlin College. I have never seen a group of students so very upset that we found a cure for demonic elements. This will save Alec from ever having to go to the Haven, from being tormented by his mother’s curse, and from hurting anyone.”

      Poor Alec had his hands chained behind his back. He was shirtless, every gorgeous plane of his chest and every sinew of his arms straining against the shackles, and I was extra horrified looking at him because I didn’t just want to save him, I wanted to jump his bones. What if Piers drained the sex drive right out of him? It would be a crime against humanity.

      Montague gave Harris a cold look. “So, are we still just playing along?”

      Harris, to his credit, didn’t hesitate. He ran up the steps. Pacetti rushed down to intercept him.

      “Let him speak,” Piers said. “Harris, I know Alec is a friend of yours since grade school. And I also know that you are aware that your friends are in danger of turning to the darkness. As I’m sure you saw from the purification of Lucas the other day, it is a brief discomfort, but—”

      “I thought you were letting me speak,” Harris said. “Piers, I just have one question. Have you tested this purification spell with someone whose bloodline was half sinistral?”

      “Yes,” Piers said, with a nervous blink.

      “And how did that go?”

      “The subject is recovering nicely.”

      “The subject?”

      “I hope you trust the council,” Piers said. “We have kept Etherium in power for thousands of years so I should think we know what we’re doing.”

      “I thought we were supposed to be on the side of good,” Harris said. “This doesn’t feel like good.”

      “No,” Piers said. “It wouldn’t, from your perspective. You are still young. Younger people embrace a certain level of chaos. By the time you’re older, you will see, these temporary rules and adjustments are what keeps our society strong. I will purify your friend with respect for his dignity, and when the dust settles, and someday he is a great magical artist—that is what interests you, isn’t it, Mr. Lyrman?”

      “Yes…” Alec stood stiffly, avoiding Piers’ eyes.

      “I’m sure your incubus side has done no favors for your focus,” Piers said.

      Alec just looked at me, like it was the last time.

      “You will all be grateful,” Piers said.

      “No!” I didn’t have my wand, but maybe I could still—

      When I tried to move, Professor Stamos’ twitched his hand, threatening me with another spell. The whole school was gathered around to watch, and I couldn’t just start summoning spirits to help me. Plus, a lot of the students seemed gleeful to watch Alec stripped of his sinistral side.

      “Isn’t there something I can do?” I asked Montague, stricken.

      “I could try to compel them,” Montague said. “But everyone’s watching. It would be too easy to break my spell.”

      “Wait!” Daisy came running across the grass from the guest housing. “Piers, wait!” She skidded to a halt like an overexcited cat. “Piers—don’t do this. Don’t hurt him.” She couldn’t help looking at Alec and nearly doing a double take. I mean, I could not blame her. If Alec was hot on a normal day, shirtless, tortured, and in chains? Somebody hose me down.

      Piers, meanwhile? Well, he noticed. He definitely noticed that his wife-to-be, the one he supposedly once said he was going to ‘tame’, was looking at Alec and her mouth was sliding open. So far Piers seemed like he’d been nothing but awkward and boring with Daisy, and he looked pissed.

      “So, you’re saving me, huh?” Alec asked him sarcastically.

      Piers started speaking in ominous Latin (well, most Latin was actually pretty ominous to my ears), practically standing on his tiptoes as he lifted his wand. Professor Pacetti started joining in, while Professor Stamos was keeping a close eye on us.

      When the spell hit Alec, he screamed and collapsed to his knees. With his hands bound, he lost his balance more easily, and it was a hard fall. His red eyes glowed.

      “Please!” I cried. “Please!”

      But it was useless. Piers was getting his revenge for not being able to purify me, plus, I guess, his revenge for Alec being hotter than him.

      Alec hunched forward, in obvious agony. His skin broke into a sweat. He retched just like Lucas, though I guess there wasn’t much in him. I still caught my breath in horror, especially as dark smoke started wafting off him like it had off Lucas.

      Daisy pushed her way through the boys toward us, her eyes puffy. “I’m so sorry, Charlotte.”

      “Fight it, Alec!” Montague shouted. “You can fight it!”

      Piers chanted more loudly, trying to drown Montague’s voice out.

      “It’s better not to fight it.” I jumped as Lucas suddenly loomed behind me, a calm smile on his face. “The purification spell helped me a lot. I used to be angry. I’m not angry anymore.”

      “Yeah, now ya just creepy,” Daisy said under her breath.

      “You are not wrong,” I said. “Anyway, Alec’s not angry. Literally the only thing about Alec that isn’t easygoing is that he needs to put out.”

      “And looking at him, nothing wrong with that,” Daisy said.

      Alec screamed again, and this time it sounded like this low, primal roar like I had never heard from him before, and believe me, I’d heard a fair amount of interesting noises coming out of him by now. This was different. This sounded they were killing him.

      I made one last effort to push forward to get to him. Professor Stamos, of course, was ready with a spell that froze me in my tracks with one sharp flash of light that burned my skin, like my entire body had grabbed a hot potato. I’d managed to get closer, but the pain made me afraid to try anything more.

      “Come into the light of Etherium!” Piers said. “Any part of you that is untouched by the realms of virtue, let it be banished…”

      “Alec…!” I could see it happening. Half of his blood, half of his personality—gone. Stamped out.

      And it was the sexy half.

      But no matter how much I personally enjoyed it, it was just who he was. The person we had all known. He would never be the same again. I couldn’t believe I had to watch as they destroyed something that had never been broken.

      “Alec! No—please, stop! Stop! He’s a good person, just the way he is!”

      The professors were totally ignoring me. This was a holy mission for them.

      Alec thrashed. He wasn’t screaming now, but roaring like a dragon. The chains that cuffed his hands back snapped. “I’m sorry, Char,” Alec gasped.

      “No!”

      Alec broke away from the spell, turning his back to us, and the dark smoke that had been wafting off of him sort of…sucked back into him.

      Professor Stamos and Professor Gruben tried to rush up the stairs to help Piers and Pacetti contain him, although they were both ancient, so they were like, holding onto the handrails and moving carefully. Alec seemed to be getting bigger and all of a sudden wings sprouted from his back, horns from his head, and a tail from his…tailbone. Between the tail and his larger body, his pants were splitting and threatening to come off his body entirely. His skin was glowing from within, but with some reddish light. He whirled on Piers, his eyes glowing bright red, and roared at him again.

      “Alec unlocked Omega-Chou mode IRL,” I breathed.

      Piers took a step back and almost crashed into shaky-kneed Professor Gruben as Alec now turned to Professor Pacetti. Pacetti was chanting some new spell, and Alec grabbed his wand and broke it in half, then grabbed Pacetti by the lapels and shoved him toward the wall of the church.

      “You think I need a wand to fight a demon? Regna terrae, cantata Deo—” Professor New Jersey was in full force as he chanted back at him, managing to make his Latin spell sound like he was arguing with a cab driver.

      Alec backed off, spread his wings, and took flight, vanishing almost as soon as he did.

      The absence of Alec’s thrashing and roaring left a sudden hush in its wake.

      “That was not what I expected to happen,” Montague said, sounding stunned.

      “I am so sorry,” Daisy said. “Suddenly Piers was banging on the door, demanding I cast a spell to find this Wyrd tree. If I didn’t do it he was going to lock me in the room. He seemed so frantic. I freaked out. I didn’t know he was going to take your wand and make Alec the star of the sex demon awakening show for all the world to see although—damn, I really thought his pants were just going to full on rip off his body…”

      “Someone expected this, I think,” Harris said, locking eyes with his cousin. He walked up the steps, deftly dodging the spot where Alec had thrown up on the steps. Piers definitely looked calm for what had just happened.

      “Alec Lyrman rejected the purification,” Piers said. “This only proves our methods. His inner nature was corrupt and it seems we were not able to save him. He is lost to Sinistral now.”

      “You drove him to it,” Harris said. “Alec was about the most decent person I know!”

      “He made his choice, and he chose darkness,” Professor Pacetti said. “If he comes back I’d be happy to go a second around and obliterate him.”

      A lot of the students were murmuring nervously about this turn of events.

      “No more questions!” Piers said, throwing up his hands.

      “Hey—cousin,” Harris said. “When you’re considering what to tell the council, don’t forget to lie. Tell them Alec was always trouble, that the purification spell failed because he was the one who was tainted. Don’t mention that you forced him into a spell that wasn’t tested because you wanted to show off. Cover your own ass.”

      “Your friend,” Piers said, “was a demon. I think you just don’t want to face it.” He stormed off, cape fluttering.

      I looked at Montague. “Where did Alec go?”

      “The only place he can go, now,” Montague said. “Sinistral.”
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      Alec

      

      Where am I?

      Who am I?

      I tore away from the world I knew and landed in a world that was strange and shadowed. My wings were shaky and I hit the ground so hard that I felt bruised and broken even though my body seemed even bigger and stronger than before. I was in a forest, and glowing eyes peered out from the trees.

      I heard a scream.

      “Melanie!”

      My familiar was in her human form, and some kind of slithering dragon-y looking creature was snapping its jaws at her. I clambered to my feet, picked a huge fallen branch off the forest floor, and slammed it into the dragon’s head. Hard headed as it was, the branch cracked, but it seemed stunned and scared, and hauled ass back into the woods.

      Melanie, meanwhile, had collapsed to the ground. Her skin had turned white as a sheet.

      “Melanie?” I scooped her up in my arms.

      “Alec…” She smiled weakly. “You’ve certainly grown up nice and strong. I helped you grow up. Charlotte is waiting for you. I’m not in any pain, so don’t be sad, okay?”

      “What are you talking about? Are you hurt?”

      Melanie brushed her hand across my cheek as her body seemed to get lighter and lighter in my arms. She started fading away. Her body just…vanished.

      “Melanie! Melanie! Where are you?” I screamed, knowing it was futile. Shouldn’t she have just turned Sinistral?

      I looked at my arms, still marked with tattoos, but they were stretched a little thinner across my larger arms.

      Demons didn’t have familiars. I must have…lost what was human, instead of what was dark.

      If that was true…

      It must be true. Melanie was the proof.

      All the discipline and hard work I had put into embracing my warlock side and making my dad proud—gone. The companion who had seen me through my childhood and teenage years, the little spider on my shoulder who was shy and wise, but could also be playful and who once said, “Alec, let me…,” as she brushed a frail human hand over my shoulder, encouraging me to relieve my tensions with her…

      Melanie had never been my lover, despite the fact that we had sex. But I did love her. Every wizard loved their familiar; it was the most private and intimate relationship we would have, shared with no one else.

      Sinistral was my home now, and this was what I was.

      But I didn’t really have a home. I had no place to rest my head.

      I heard crows screeching ominously from the trees. The rustling and movement of disconcertingly large creatures in the dark brush. As my eyes adjusted, I saw that I was watched by scaled and furred creatures.

      A nymph melted from the trees, appearing to me naked, her hair to her knees. “Are you lost?” The sound she made was like a purr as she came to me boldly and trailed her fingertips over my bare chest, making me shiver with need. Her hand dropped to my pants, ripping off the remains of the half-shredded fabric, and wrapped around my cock. It had grown with the rest of me and I thought, this is too much for Charlotte now.

      In the Fixed Plane, I would still take my human form, but I would no longer be able to use my warlock powers in the Fixed Plane. The power of a demon became very limited in the human world.

      “No,” I said, trying to shove the nymph away. “I already have a girl.”

      Her laugh was like a little whispering hiss. “I see no girl here,” she said, her hand gripping me even tighter than before. She opened her mouth wide, revealing two rows of razor sharp teeth.

      “Oh fuck!” I tried to shove her back again, and her hand sprouted claws that pricked into my tender skin. I had no choice but to fight her, scraping her arm with my own claws and using the full force of my strength to throw her off. She screeched, jumping onto me and biting my shoulder, tearing out a chunk of flesh.

      I slammed my shoulder into the nearest tree, and then ran back to the clearing where I had landed, spreading my wings and taking shaky flight just to get away from her. My heart was pounding.

      The crows took off from the tree, following me, landing on me to peck at my skin. I dodged, shaking them off, grabbing a few off my head and throwing them, but lost control of my wings, crashing through the trees.

      I lay there, panting. I tried to get back to the Fixed Plane. I didn’t know how to leave this place.

      “Char! Charlotte!” I called her name. She was my anchor. “How do I get out of here…”

      I saw the crows whirling back down toward me.

      Before they could land, a blast of fire scorched them right out of the sky. A woman appeared like she came out of nowhere. For a second, I saw the long brown hair, slightly windswept, and the curve of familiar eyebrows and the particular tilt of a nose, and I thought Charlotte was there, wearing a black dress with long sleeves and a tulle skirt.

      “You stopped pretending,” she said.

      “What?”

      “You stopped pretending to be a nice little college boy,” she said. “I told you this is what you were meant to be. The Ethereals were just holding you back.”

      “You’re…Charlotte’s mom, aren’t you?”

      She nodded and crouched near me. I started to try to move into a more modest position, and she smiled. “Oh, don’t be ridiculous,” she said. “You’re an incubus. Your assets are your magic. You might as well use it.” She smoothed her skirts, looking briefly pensive. “Alec, is it…?”

      “Alec,” I confirmed.

      She made me nervous, Charlotte’s mom. What did it do to a witch to be in Sinistral for so long? I saw sadness in her eyes.

      “She was a baby once, in my arms…newborn. Evan put on music, right away, trying to make a musician out of her. And I marked her with a binding to keep her magic safe. We all try to make our children be what we wish them to be, but you become what you truly are when you are free of us…”

      “What about you?” I asked. “Is that why you’re here? Are you what you truly are?”

      “The Ethereals are like parents who never let you go,” she said. “They tell you what to do until they day you die. I don’t want Charlotte to be a part of that world. Alec…please. Tell her to come here and be with us. Montague and Firian could be here too. I am so proud of her already. I have watched her from afar, and knowing that she has gone for what she wants and ignored the voices that try to oppress her… She would be a wonderful Sinistral witch and no one will ever try to control her again.”

      “So…what about her dad?” I was chilled by the distance in her voice, the yearning in her eyes.

      A little chill passed over her. “I can’t. He’s happier without me.”

      “He wouldn’t be happy without her,” I said. “Charlotte loves her dad. I wish I was as close to my dad. And he still loves you, too, from everything I’ve heard.”

      “He doesn’t. He couldn’t.”

      “Sure he could.”

      She shook her head quickly, drawing back. I was scaring her in some way.

      “What about Wyrd?” I asked. “You were trying to get there, right? With Samuel and Ignatius?”

      She looked troubled. “The faeries are impossible,” she said. “They are too cold. They have no passion. They don’t understand humanity—or demons, either. This is the only place where you can be completely free…”

      Alec…

      I felt Charlotte, heard her call my name from some place that had been distant, and suddenly became close enough to touch. My body caught fire at the sound of her voice, and I felt power uncoiling from inside me, reaching out to make her mine. I would be stronger with every taste of her.

      Sinistral melted away, replaced by the sight of Charlotte in her bed. She opened her eyes slowly. “Alec…”

      She was dreaming, but more than dreaming, pushing off the covers to reveal the cotton shirt and underwear clinging to her fertile curves as her eyed widened with a mixture of anticipation and fear at the sight of me.

      I wondered if some of her mother’s words were right, after all.

      This is what you were meant to be.
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      Charlotte

      

      He came to me when I slept.

      Like I thought he would.

      Like I feared he would.

      Like I knew he would.

      There was still some of Alec in his eyes, but also a lot of…something that was not Alec. He stood over my bed, muscular and huge, with dark bat wings spread behind him, his black hair tousled by the newly sprouted horns on his head, and then there was the lashing length of his tail. Plus, he was naked, and he looked like he was meant to be naked. Like, I could hardly imagine dressing him in anything. The tattoos seemed like adornment enough. His cock was the size of a small arm, erect and pulsing.

      His hands were spread, his chest rising and falling with quickened breath. “I need you, Charlotte. I have so much to tell you and I can’t think of a single word.”

      He stepped closer to me and I felt legitimately a little terrified. I mean, it was Alec. But also, this was like—a legit demon. I shied back a little.

      “Don’t be afraid.”

      “I’m—I’m not sure if I can—uh…”

      “You can and you will. If I can’t have you, I will lose myself to Sinistral. I can’t undo this.”

      He pulled me up off my bed and took me onto his lap, holding me tenderly, folding his wings around me. His claws gripped the neck of my t-shirt and tore it off, and then he held my breast, pinching it as he kissed me from shoulder to ear all the way to my eyes.

      “You’re mine,” he said. “I have to have you now.”

      He took control of my body. He gripped my breasts as his powerful thighs moved beneath mine and shoved them open so he could enter me. I screamed as his demon cock drove into me, but this was still a dream.

      There was just enough dream, just enough to bridge reality, and it felt like my entire body was nothing but a place for him to enter. It seemed like I could feel him just a little deeper inside me than any man could go. He lifted my breasts, contorting me back across his arm so he could suckle them as he fucked me. Somehow it seemed like it was his dream and it worked.

      In fact, even as I considered this, I realized the room we were in was full of large mirrors with gilded frames, as if we were a Renaissance painting. I could see myself in the glow and shadow, my spine curved back, my legs spread wide as his cock split me open, my hair spilling across my shoulders, and his body—huge and dark, his wings folded over me. His tail slithered inside my ass like it belonged there, his clawed hand rubbing between my legs, and I was getting fucked so silly I think I drooled a little.

      My first orgasm didn’t even make him pause. He seemed to release some extra scent that kept me aroused, and now he took my small hands in his and lifted them into the air, guiding them behind me to tug on his hair, which I did—hard.

      He grunted like a beast as he switched position—oh god—his cock now sliding into my ass while his tail wormed its way into me.

      “It’s a dream, Charlotte,” he said. “It’s all a dream. So don’t ask me to clean you up.”

      This was one crazy dream. I started almost blacking out, as the second orgasm crashed over me, my entire body spent. I woke drenched in sweat and aching deep inside.

      “Oh god…” My heart was racing. “Oh wow…oh, Alec…”

      Emotion overwhelmed me, and I wanted to cry, but instead I just fell back asleep. When I woke up I found that I had somehow written a note in my sleep to myself from Alec.

      

      I encountered your mom in Sinistral. She still wants you to come to Sinistral with her, but she seems afraid that you might not accept her in your own world. I think there really is hope for her, Charlotte.
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      Charlotte

      

      My dad called that morning. Brandon from the room closest to the house phone came upstairs to tell me.

      I don’t want to talk him!

      That was my first thought. It was the only time I had ever not wanted to hear from my dad, and I was horrified at myself.

      “Hey, Dad,” I said, picking up the heavy old receiver which Brandon had left dangling after walking downstairs on slightly shaky legs.

      “Hey, you must be really busy at school,” he said. “I haven’t heard from you in a while. Just checking in.” I could hear concern between his lightness.

      Guilt pierced me. I clutched my head. My brain was a stew of—Alec—incubus—faeries—Mom—battling demons—

      We were all upset, but none of us knew what to do. Daisy felt like it was her fault because Piers forced her to cast a spell to find the Wyrd tree. And what had been done to Alec couldn’t be taken back.

      “I’m so sorry, Dad, it really has been just like, a heavy workload.”

      “I guess that’s how college should be,” he said.

      There was a weird pause. I think we could both read each other too well.

      “Dad—just to update you—Alec saw Mom. Like, she—uh—she appeared to him and they talked for a sec. She still thinks I should join her in Sinistral and obviously I won’t do that, but Alec said also she seemed…” I didn’t want to say ‘sad’ and worry him. “…open to the idea of…”

      “Where was she?” he asked, as I stammered.

      “Oh, like, one of the magical realms or whatever.”

      “Alec was in Sinistral?” he asked. “I know she can’t go to Etherium.”

      “Wow, you know more about this than I thought! Yeah, he was, since he’s half demon—”

      “I didn’t realize he was half demon.”

      “Yes. I thought I mentioned that! Half demon, yes, so, he can go—anywhere, I guess, so—he goes to other realms, sometimes, for like, business. Warlock business. We all can, so…”

      “Why was he in Sinistral? I thought it was dangerous there.”

      “He was—he was looking for her, so—mission accomplished!”

      “Kiddo, I hate to tell you, but you sound like that Kristen Wiig character who lies about everything.”

      “What!”

      Son of a bitch, I thought. What am I supposed to tell my dad? What? Hey, Dad, actually, we’re all going to fight a demon at the end of this year, but it’s okay, the vampires and old warlocks and faerie lord are going to do most of the work, supposedly. I’ll probably die but I’m doing it anyway, especially now, because Alec said Mom seems sad. And then what? I don’t know. Doesn’t matter because again, we’re probably going to die and you’ll be all alone.

      I cheaped out and just started crying.

      “Char, do I need to come and get you? Are those boys treating you right?”

      “Yeah, no, it’s just college, lots of stress…”

      When I hung up, I felt terrible. This was what I had turned into. Someone who lied to my dad. It felt like I had traded the person I loved the most for everything else. Professor Adams warned us about making bargains with magical beings, but I didn’t even have to get that far. Just having the magic was a bad bargain already.

      

      “Your wand, my lady.” Montague walked up to my door and held my wand out to me as I was doing yoga to calm my focus.

      “What? How did you get it back?” I clamored out of my floor twist and wrapped my hands around the wood. Immediately, I felt it hum in synch with me, and I felt centered again. “How did you get it?”

      “Firian deserves equal credit,” Montague said. “He was watching Piers.”

      “Piers took your wand into the woods to use it to find the tree,” Firian said.

      “So I followed him and used my vampire compel skills to demand the wand. It couldn’t have been easier,” Montague said, handing it to me with a flourish. “We’re not so helpless after all.”

      It was nothing compared to Alec being lost to Sinistral, but it did make me feel a teensy bit better. “But I can’t just walk around with the wand or he’ll take it back. We need to get it out of here. Maybe Professor McGuinness could keep it for me.”

      “We’ll take another road trip, then,” Montague said.

      “Before he snaps out of it,” Firian said.

      “He won’t snap out of it,” Montague said. “I’m getting better at compel.”

      “We’ll see,” Firian said.

      I smuggled my wand under my cape into Montague’s car and I sure hope Montague’s compel magic really was working, because he also had to compel the guards to let us leave. The school was operating under ‘high security protocol’ ever since the demonification of Alec.

      We had also picked up Daisy in the meantime. As we were hurriedly getting in Monty’s vehicle, she sauntered over with her overnight bag and said, “Where are you guys going?”

      “Professor McGuinness is staying in Savannah,” I said. “You want to road trip?”

      “Hell yeah. Get me out of here.” She climbed in the back seat, tugging on her miniskirt but still flashing Firian with pink underwear as he was waiting to hop in after her. She turned around. “Do you like being petted, Robin Hood?”

      I gave him a cool look. “He hates it.”

      Firian just laughed at my jealous moment and jumped up next to her.

      “Where did you get your ride, Monty? Didn’t you used to have a street racer? What happened to you?”

      Montague hunched defensively over the steering wheel. “The warlock council confiscated my car. Harris chose this…gem.”

      “I wonder if we should have invited Harris,” Daisy said, glancing at the retreating school gates.

      “No time,” Montague said. “We just need to keep the wand safe. You know, we invited you, Daisy.”

      “Right, well, I just want him to know that it wasn’t personal that I dumped him.”

      “Let’s stay friends never works anyway,” Montague said.

      “In this case it does,” Daisy said. “You know he wasn’t into me. For some reason.” She frowned out the window.

      “But you weren’t into him either, right?” I said, as I held my wand close to my chest. I hadn’t realized how much more powerful I felt with the wand until it was gone. I felt like the wand and I had already enjoyed a long relationship. I carved you with my own hands…

      “No. I need a man who can bring some fire. It isn’t Harris and it damn sure isn’t Piers. But how is it that I could be twenty-one years old and never have fallen in love when I’m so passionate and sexy? Am I not a catch? Shouldn’t I be fighting them off?”

      “It’ll happen,” I said. “You just haven’t met the right ones yet. When I was in high school I had the saddest love life. Guys just treated me like I was one of their friends.”

      “When we’re in Savannah, I need to stop in somewhere because I ran out of Chanel No. 5,” Daisy said, shaking it off. “I know that’s so basic but it’s like my thing.”

      “Well, I do need to get the next Outlander book,” I said. “Maybe we could meet Professor McGuinness at Barnes and Noble.”

      “It’s not as if we had anything important to do,” Montague said. “Savannah has a small parallel. It’s very elegant. We were going to meet at a cafe.”

      “Yeah, but we just need to shop first, though,” Daisy said. “I just need the Chanel and maybe a new bra and I also need a cute scarf. But it’ll be fast.”

      “I believe you,” Firian said dryly.

      “Actually…maybe we should meet at the mall,” Montague said. “It’s a public place, so the council will have to be very careful about getting in our business. Firian, can you pass the word to McGuinness’ familiar?”

      

      Five hours later, we were at the mall at the designated meeting place. Professor McGuinness was sitting at a table in a mall food court across from us carefully unwrapping a Chick-Fil-A chicken sandwich and spreading mayonnaise on it with a knife in an even layer.

      “Chick-Fil-A is anti-gay,” I said.

      “I am aware, but considering the state of my love life, I might choose these sandwiches over sex,” he said.

      I looked at my bourbon chicken and now wished I had also gotten the Chick-Fil-A, if I’d known he wasn’t going to judge me over it, while Daisy walked over to him with her Cinnabon.

      “This is too hilarious! Let’s get a selfie with our mall food.” She held out her phone and took a picture of Professor McGuinness who looked like he had no idea what was even happening.

      “So you have the wand safe and sound?” Professor McGuinness asked.

      “Yes.” I had the wand wrapped up in a towel poking out of a tote bag, which was sitting at my side. I knew I had to hand it over for safe keeping, but I was very reluctant. I didn’t want to let it out of my hands ever again. How did I know we could really trust Professor McGuinness to keep it safe? He wasn’t even my favorite professor. What if he broke it? What if he was working for the enemy? All I knew about him was that he was a glum old gent who wore depressing suits and once loved Samuel.

      “Let’s see, now…,” Professor McGuinness said, starting to reach.

      I held up my fork. “Wait a sec. Before I give this to you…I want to summon Samuel. He had the first Wyrd wand, and if he says I can trust you with it, then I’ll hand it over.”

      Professor McGuinness looked like he wanted to protest, but instead he gave me a reluctant nod. “I suppose you will insist. If there’s one thing I’ve learned about you, Charlotte, it’s that once you have an idea in your head…”

      “Yep. I just want to see Samuel one time and I think you should too. We’re not going to try and keep him here forever. Just once.”

      “Since it is such an act of trust to leave your wand with me, I will relent,” he said. “If you come back to my house tonight, I will help to summon him.”

      “The girls need to do some shopping,” Montague said. “I actually need to do some shopping myself, and anyway, you don’t want me around when you’re summoning the dead. It’s not my specialty. Do you mind taking them back to your place and I’ll meet you there later tonight?”

      “What do you need to shop for?” I asked.

      “My mom’s birthday present, for one, and I need new shoes.”

      “Your shoes look pretty new to me…”

      “I hold myself to a high standard. What, you really want to come with me? It’s boring. I thought I’d get it out of the way while I’m at the mall.” I got this suspicious feeling again. Montague was more present in recent weeks… Maybe I was just paranoid because I’d lost Firian to a curse, and Alec to the demon world, and I was worried over both of them, while Montague was the one that all the concerned adults seemed to think would choose his vampire life over his human life, sooner of later.

      “Just be careful,” I said.

      He lifted my hand and kissed it. “Always. I’ll see you tonight.”

      “That didn’t work out in Cancun,” Daisy said.

      “I’m wiser now,” he said, slipping gracefully out of his chair, leaving us to our food.

      That, at least, I believed.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      Montague

      

      I drove past a few of Savannah’s picturesque squares and cemeteries. Spanish moss dripped off the old oak trees, occasionally even touching the tombstones and monuments, until I reached the address.

      I drove a little further to park my hideous car out of sight and walked back. The wrought iron gate was shut but low enough for me to hop over without going full-on vampire acrobat. I walked up a flight of steps to the double doors and rapped the knocker, as tourists strolled by behind me. It was astonishing to me that vampires lived right in the city in plain view like this.

      Vampires really aren’t like other magical beings, I thought. They usually started their lives as ordinary humans, for one thing, and even though they were deemed Sinistral, they didn’t live in Sinistral like werewolves or demons. They remained in the real world, moreso even than warlocks.

      

      I know this house.

      It was new, then, the smell of the paint still faint on a warm summer night, candles blazing from every corner, silk dresses brushing each other as ladies moved through the doorways. The gowns came from every era, going back to Medieval days.

      Rayner brought Lisbeth here once, a long time ago.

      “Don’t worry, tulip, you’re always safe with me,” he said, but he still kept her close as the aroma of her made heads turn and fangs flash. “I brought you here for a reason.”

      He looked up to the grand staircase to meet the eyes of a broad man in the dark cloak, fastened with a silver pin, and robes, his face pale and somber as carved marble.

      “A sweet that none shall taste,” he said. “An impolite gift to bring to a party, Mr. Vanderberg…”

      

      The vampires left me hanging there on the stoop. I knew I was probably being observed, appraised, and discussed. I could faintly smell them, clean and cold. If humans were summer days, full of life and flowers but also likely to stink, and demons were the smoke of autumn, vampires were snowfall.

      So they certainly knew what I was.

      An old woman, walking determinedly with a cane, came down the sidewalk. She looked at me. “I’m not sure you want to be knocking on that door,” she said.

      “I’m afraid I am sure,” I said.

      She shook her head, walking as fast as she could to get away as she crossed herself, a small gesture that stung me because it made me think of being banned from the basilica where my ancestors had worshipped for hundreds of years.

      As soon as she was gone, the doors swung open at once, with no one behind them. It was enough of an invitation that I was able to walk inside, and they shut behind me, just as smoothly. I stood in the grand entrance hall, looking up at the staircase. A massive crystal chandelier, wax candles still stuck in their bases, hung down.

      Somewhere in the house above my head, I heard a woman gasping and moaning, somewhere between pleasure and pain. But she fell silent almost as soon as I walked inside. The house paused at my entrance, the flooring and walls letting out a soft groan.

      Further in the depths, an old telephone rang. I heard the clatter of a receiver and a muted female voice saying, “Allo. Oui. He just walked in.” The phone went back in the cradle heavily.

      I should have felt out of place, but Rayner’s memory had given me just enough to know that this house was always full of activity, the center of vampire life on the southeast coast. It was both the spectator and the show. This house was the home of a six-hundred-year vampire, and it would make no particular effort to accommodate itself to me.

      A girl hurried down the stairs, wearing a long silk kimono, a flash of a bandage showing beneath the sleeve. She quickly tugged it down, ignoring me. At the foot of the stairs, she paused, swaying dizzily, but before I could offer help, she opened the door without looking at me once.

      Meanwhile, Ulf came to the top of the stairs, to the same place he stood to greet Rayner.

      “Rayner’s youngest creation,” he said. “Montague Xarra. This is quite a moniker. You are a warlock, I am told?”

      “Yes, sir. I’m from the St. Augustine Xarras.”

      He nodded without the slightest interest. “You are not with your clan,” he said. “So you have not embraced this life yet. You do not obey…? Rayner, is he still looking for that little cursed girl of his?”

      “Lisbeth,” I said. “She’s cursed?”

      “Well, we call it cursed,” he said. “That is, Rayner cannot turn her. Her family put a protection upon her soul, so he loses her, over and over…” Ulf came down the stairs like it was a slow sort of dance. His accent and his movements both seemed alien. People spoke and moved in very different ways six hundred years ago, I guess.

      “I never knew that…”

      “It explains a lot, doesn’t it?” Ulf said, with the smallest spark of humor. “Why have you not joined your clan, boy?”

      “I already have a life,” I said.

      “With humans…,” he said. “Well. Yes. For now. Patience, then.”

      A woman brought out a tray with two glasses of blood for us. “Be my guest, Mr. Xarra.”

      The blood smelled so tantalizing, so fresh and sweet, that it was only after I put it to my lips that I could even think of refusing it. And by then, it was already down my throat.

      “I know that look,” Ulf said. “Not enough fresh food in your diet.”

      “It’s good blood,” I said. “But—I’ve also heard drugs aren’t bad until they fuck up your life. I imagine that’s the same deal.”

      He laughed. “I’ve only seen it a thousand times,” he said. “Every young vampire tries to resist. Not all of them argue with me, I’ll give you that. But Silvus sent you to me, he said, because you wish to know more about how to yield the power you were given. You cannot speak to Rayner, then, because he does not wish to teach you anything that isn’t in service of finding his beloved.”

      “I guess that’s it,” I said. “Silvus recommended this place, so I came.”

      “Let me see you…” Ulf clamped a hand on my shoulder and lifted his eyes to mine. He seemed to be peeling back my soul with plenty of experience. I wanted to look away.

      Six hundred years. So many years that they scared me. Who wanted to live that long, to see the world change that much? Ulf hadn’t just outlasted friends, he had outlasted forests and nations and entire ways of life, more than once. Even his face seemed to be a strange face, some idea of what was handsome from a long time ago, in some provincial place. His eyes were penetrating and blue, and I couldn’t decide if he was brawny or graceful. It was a little of both. He seemed like a rock softened by water, from a time when nearly all men knew how to ride and swing a sword or a hammer or a scythe, but now he lived in a mansion in Savannah, hosting parties for other vampires who saw him as nearly god-like.

      He finally eased off. “You are not ready for what I have to say,” he said.

      “If I’m not ready, I’ll just ignore the advice,” I said. “But if you won’t tell me what it is, how can I become ready for it?”

      He chuckled. “None of it will surprise you. Your body knows what it needs to become stronger. It’s really so simple. Vampires are not complicated like warlocks. They are like animals who can survive on their own in the wild as soon as their eyes open. You simply have not opened your eyes yet, but the time will come. Sometimes, it does not come until you see the ones you love begin to fail.”

      “I need blood…,” I said. “That’s all you’re saying.”

      “You need blood right from the vein, boy. You must be well nourished to fight.”

      “So that girl…”

      “She is one of my thralls,” Ulf said. “She takes great pleasure in giving herself to me. When she has recovered from today, she will be back. Sometimes, sooner.”

      “She’s addicted to it?” I didn’t like this.

      “As you get older, you learn control. You will not hurt anyone. Their blood is power for you, and your venom is a drug to them.”

      “I can’t imagine this is a life anyone would choose,” I said. “Getting addicted to any drug can be pretty great, I’ve heard, for a little while, and then…”

      “Not ready,” Ulf said. “I told you. Eventually, you will stop concerning yourself over it. You see the humans suffer and die, and all you think is, how nice it is to take what you need and bring them a little happiness. Or maybe you don’t even care about that very much. I can’t say I think about it anymore, but we are comfortable in our routines.”

      “So you never fall in love with them?”

      “I don’t,” Ulf said. “I choose my partners among vampire society, or I did once. These days I don’t even think about such things. But everyone is different. Your sire, yes, he is my opposite in so many ways. He lives for his thrall. So, maybe…you are more like him. But the one thing Rayner and I have in common is that we take what we need, and that is the end of it. If you want to be strong, you will take what you need.”

      “Taking blood from a living person is very…intimate,” I said.

      “Oh, yes. Your thrall will crave you, and likewise.”

      “My clan drank Harris’ blood and I don’t think he craved them.”

      “He is very cold, or he lied, this Harris,” Ulf said.

      I snorted. “Either is possible.”

      “If you don’t fuck your thralls you are not really living.”

      So, drink Charlotte’s blood, or…betray her love?

      Of course, Alec and I aren’t so different, I thought. He needs her, too. I could drink Alec’s blood, but…

      I knew that would mess everything up just as badly. Alec was a demon, he couldn’t really be my thrall, and if we started to want to have sex with each other, that would just be very awkward on multiple levels.

      Charlotte was the one I wanted, the way Rayner had Lisbeth. She was the girl I wanted to taste…and fuck. Nobody else. Rayner lives for his thrall.

      I never wanted a thrall. I wanted a wife. Kids. A home. Normal stuff.

      “You’re right,” I said. “I’m not ready to hear it.”

      “I know,” Ulf said. “It takes time. That’s all. Time and pain. But what a relief it is, when you finally let go of your human life. My doors are always open for any vampire who needs a place to get on their feet.”

      I struggled not to choke on the sickening feeling of ever losing my human life, mingled with the sense that a part of me wanted it.

      It could have been good, maybe. But only if I didn’t lose Charlotte. And Charlotte would lose Firian. So it could never be and I was just going to have to pretend I was still normal for as long as I could.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      Charlotte

      

      “I guess that’s everything,” I said, paying for some clearance socks with llamas on them while Daisy had a bag-full.

      “I do wonder if maybe I should get something to wear,” Professor McGuinness said. “Since Samuel was always so fashionable.”

      “Yeah, definitely,” Daisy said. “I mean, now that mention it you look you dress out of a haunted mansion.”

      “I’m a necromancer,” he said.

      “Does that mean if I become a necromancer I have to dress like a funeral director too?” I asked. “I mean, talking to spirits is a totally different job. I think you could use some color. You’d look younger.”

      “And a haircut!” Daisy said. “This is all just kind of shaggy.” She waved her hand around his face. “I think you have a good face for hats.” She grabbed a wool tweed cap and tip-toed to put it on his head. “See? This Professor of Necromancy just got Necro-fancy.”

      Professor McGuinness looked confused. “I just never think about these things.”

      “We need to Queer Eye for the Straight Guy him!” I said. “Or—Straight Eye for the Queer Guy…?”

      “You are speaking my language, girl,” Daisy said. “Queer Eye is my soul mate.”

      “Have you seen the Netflix one?”

      “Netflix one?” she screamed. “No!”

      “It’s really good,” I said. “It has new guys.”

      “New guys! That feels like a betrayal.”

      “Nah, the originals just have their own lives now. You’ll like this. The new guys are as good as the old guys.”

      “But where’s my Carson?”

      “You haven’t met Jonathan yet.”

      “Okay, I’m listening.”

      “I do think we’d better make it quick, though,” Professor McGuinness interrupted. “I think we can all hear about Jonathan later. Just try to find me something that when Samuel sees me he says, ‘You’re looking well.’”

      

      We ended up being at the mall until it closed. We got Professor McGuinness as ready for his date with the dead to the best of our cumulative abilities.

      Daisy seemed like she was in heaven and would have to be dragged out. “If my grandmother was here there would be so much drama,” she said to me at one point as I was looking at a clearance rack. “She’s a beast to salespeople and nothing is ever right. I love how you’re just like, ‘I like these jeans!’”

      “You secretly think I’m a simpleton, don’t you?”

      She did that ‘hmm hmm hmm!’ laugh.

      Haircut, shave, a little makeup for the dark circles under his eyes plus a tiny bit of guyliner under protest, upscale leather jacket, black shirt with blue fleur-de-lys pattern, shoes that didn’t look like they had been to a shoe repair place three times already, and Professor McGuinness…

      “You’re kind of hot,” Daisy said.

      “Oh, really,” he said skeptically, rolling his eyes.

      “No, she’s right. I bet Samuel will be impressed,” I said. We must have shaved twenty years off of dour old Professor McGuinness somehow.

      “I haven’t seen him in years. I’m not trying to impress him, anyway, he is dead.”

      “This is super depressing,” Daisy said. “We just made him look beautiful for a love that can never be.”

      He turned red. “It’s not love. It’s just that I want to look on par with Samuel; I’m sure he’ll be a very handsome ghost. Let’s get going.”

      

      Professor McGuinness had a car, that it seemed like he barely knew how to drive, but after being passed by every angry driver in Savannah, he found a parking space from which we could enter the parallel. I saw the air shimmer as we approached and waited for the right moment, trading electric lights and traffic for candlelight and carriages.

      “Adams has a little house where I’m staying,” he said. “He’s out tonight.” He said this in a tone where I knew Adams was out with a lady, maybe his demon lady, unless he was really getting busy after leaving the confines of Merlin. “Just here…”

      When we reached the house, Montague was sitting on the steps. “What the hell? I’ve been here for two hours.”

      “The door is open—oh—” Professor McGuinness’ eyes widened. “I forgot the vampire problem.”

      “Professor,” Montague said, standing up to get a better look. “I have to admit, you look fantastic. So that’s what you were doing.”

      “And we did all this without even having basic access to a Nordstroms or a Bloomingdales,” Daisy bragged.

      “Terribly sorry to leave you out in the cold,” Professor McGuinness said.

      “Well, at least I don’t really get cold either,” Montague said. “But I wouldn’t say no to a crackling fire and a cup of tea.”

      “Did you get your mom’s birthday present?” I asked him. He still had this distant, troubled look.

      “Yes. Earrings.”

      “Ooh, can I see?”

      “I had them shipped from the store.”

      I raised an eyebrow at him. “Is that a thing?”

      “Yes,” he said. “It is a thing.”

      McGuinness got a nice fire burning in the old parlor and made tea for everyone, and then it really was time to get to summoning. I think he was more nervous than I was, but I was still nervous. Samuel told me not to summon him, so I didn’t expect him to be pleased with me. But I do have a reason, I thought, clutching my wand.

      “I’ll let you begin,” Professor McGuinness said. “More practice certainly won’t harm you. You can use the fire.”

      “All right.” I looked into the flames, although this reminded me uncomfortably of summoning Alec’s pissy mom. I lifted my wand and shut my eyes, finding my concentration. It had been such a crazy week, and that made it harder to center myself, but I was getting better at the tricks. Breathe in and out…feel the magic flowing through the wand… Montague was watching me carefully, making me feel self-conscious, although he also seemed to relax by the fire. I wondered why he was lying to me, but the trouble with Montague is that a part of him was always far away from me.

      I felt kind of blocked up. I was the tiniest bit afraid to summon Samuel, maybe. I don’t know why. I guess there was a lot of hype surrounding him, and then I feared he might be mad at me.

      I also didn’t want to give my wand to Professor McGuinness. I knew I had to keep it safe, but it was mine. My wyrd wand. It was what led me here and made me special.

      I could hear Harris sneering, Is that the real reason? You’re afraid of losing your Chosen One status, eh?

      The fire started roaring high enough that Professor McGuinness had to intervene with a bit of hand waving.

      “Charlotte…?” he said. “What is troubling you?”

      I bit my lip. “Fares wyrd as she must,” I murmured. Fate didn’t leave room for a big ego. Classic fantasy novel stuff, again—power corrupts. Rings, thrones, the ‘Fortune’s Wheel’ spell in Fortune’s Fate that dealt death to your enemies but also slowly sapped your vitality stats… “I’m good,” I said. The fire calmed down.

      A moment later, a smoky form drifted out of the fire and we all took a step back as it coalesced into the slightly translucent form of Samuel Caruthers.

      Even though I had summoned the dead before, this did feel different. I had already heard Samuel’s voice in my mind, and our wands came from the same tree. Samuel was my blood. But unlike my poor mom, he wasn’t here to try and drag me into the abyss.

      He looked debonair and vaguely disappointed. “I knew you’d do it,” he said. “But I tried to tell you not to. Please, Charlotte, I am trying not to get attached. I don’t want to be a ghost.”

      “Um…sorry,” I said. “We won’t get attached. I promise. I just have a question.”

      But I had so many questions. So many!

      Samuel Caruthers looked a lot like my mom. They could have been siblings. I didn’t realize how much they looked alike from the few photos I’d seen of him. I wanted to ask him about his life, about my mom and Ina. I wanted to ask him what the heck I was supposed to do about the faeries and the Withered Lord and his friggin’ mom.

      “What is the question?” he asked.

      “Wait—uh…” Professor McGuinness stepped up now. Samuel seemed like he had just noticed him. Maybe our world was sort of translucent to him too.

      “Igor? Is that you?”

      Igor? I mean, why not.

      “Yes, it’s me. It’s been a long time.”

      “I hardly recognized you! What happened to the all-black? Are you wearing a hat?”

      “Well, the young ladies told me my look was a little musty.”

      You know what else is musty? Calling us ‘Young ladies’.

      But I behaved myself. Samuel looked happy to see an old friend.

      “I know I’ve always been a pretty…provincial warlock, compared to you, roaming the world…magazine covers… Well, what am I saying? I am very happy for you, Samuel. I just wanted to tell you how much I enjoyed our time together at Merlin. I never really—told you. I think when you invited me to that picnic, and then down by the creek, you were trying to signal something and I knew it even at the time but I was just too nervous to reciprocate.”

      “I knew you were,” Samuel said. “I was pretty disappointed anyway, but in hindsight, you wouldn’t have gotten the teaching job if…”

      “And damn all that,” Professor McGuinness said. “I could have been there when…maybe I could have…”

      “Picnic? Creek? Y’all were serious!” I said.

      Samuel looked grim. “I’m glad you weren’t there, Ig. It was—not a pretty scene. Why should you die with me?”

      “I think I was just a coward,” Professor McGuinness said. “The rest of you were trying to improve the world and I just wanted a cushy job.”

      “Fame and fortune never suited you,” Samuel said.

      “Well, the fortune part, I wouldn’t mind, but the fame? You’re right.”

      “We had different paths,” Samuel said. “At some point I realized I had to accept that…”

      “I am in the fight now,” Professor McGuinness said. “I promise you, Samuel, I will protect these children.”

      Samuel reached a hand out to Professor McGuinness and their fingers brushed, but Samuel seemed to be made of air.

      Well, this was getting sad. They both seemed like they regretted some decisions and would have liked to talk more and my brain was like, Oh shit, you’re not supposed to form attachments to the dead. I can’t let Samuel become a sad ghost.

      “So…you were killed by the Withered Lord?” I asked.

      “Yes,” he said. “The Withered Lord came in the night to assassinate me. He has a bone to pick with our family, Charlotte, ever since your grandmother freed her wolves. He brought them up from childhood, but not kindly. She gave him her magic to rescue them, but he still felt like he had lost the fight, and he doesn’t lose many fights.”

      Shoot. I was really hoping there would be a twist and it wouldn’t be the Withered Lord. Not a pretty scene? He doesn’t lose many fights?

      “But he is lashing out because he knows he’s losing,” Samuel said. “That’s the good news.”

      “Cool,” I said. “So…you really think…we have a chance?”

      “Oh, yes,” Samuel said. “It must be done. It’s our best chance to earn entry to Wyrd, and that would change the magical community as we’ve known it for thousands of years, breaking the old guard and giving us—or…you—more opportunities.”

      “But we might die though?” Daisy said.

      “Well, anything worth doing can kill you,” Samuel said.

      “Do you think we’ve trained enough?” I asked.

      “You will always feel like you haven’t trained enough,” Samuel said. “But the core of magic is your will and your heart, not your age. Fares wyrd as she must, Charlotte. Everything has fallen together, not as we anticipated, but it never does. You know what you must do.”

      “But we might die, though.” I glanced at Daisy. “And my dad…”

      “Well, I can’t force you to do it,” Samuel said. “But I gave you my magic. You are the one I chose. Ina and I never had children. You are the only Caruthers, and we’re a tough lot. You can make us all proud, and you can save Emily from that dark place. I have faith in you.”

      Do you even really know me?

      I guess I thought he would be like, You’re going to go kill the withered Lord? No way! That’s too dangerous. You need fifty years of training first!

      “Samuel?” I swallowed down my nerves. “I need to give my wand to Professor McGuinness for safekeeping. I can trust him to keep it safe, can’t I?”

      “Yes.”

      As I handed my wand to Professor McGuinness, Samuel smiled. “And you’ve passed another faery test. That wand gives you power, and surrendering that power to someone else isn’t easy to do. The faery queen will look upon this favorably. But don’t summon me again.” He bowed to me. “I will be close, but unseen. Fare well, Charlotte. Igor…”

      He drifted away, melding back into smoke, and now the fire crackled like a normal fire again. Professor McGuinness quickly rubbed his eyes. “Well…he seems at peace.”

      “He seems like he’s making the best of a sucky situation,” Daisy said. “But he shouldn’t. Like, he’s dead and that demon killed him like it was just a fun night out. I can’t wait to have his head. I mean, the demon. And if we also get to change the world?” She squeezed my shoulder. “Girl, don’t be scared, we’ve got a whole team assembling. And you’ve gotta help Alec, right?”

      “Definitely. You’re right. No one said being the Chosen One would be easy.”

      “If we can make Professor McGuinness look like a million bucks with an outfit from Stein Mart, we can do anything.”

      “Yeah, that checks out.”

      Professor McGuinness looked at the fire sadly. “I swear I will keep your wand safe and sound, Charlotte, until the time comes. I just hope you’re all right at Merlin…”

      “We’re stronger together than scattered across the country, even if we have to deal with Piers,” Montague said. “There is still nowhere else I’d rather be right now.”

      “I hope you can compel him not to notice we left for the weekend,” Daisy said. “Otherwise, this is going to suck.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty

          

        

      

    

    
      Charlotte

      

      “You are all coming with me.”

      Piers looked mad. He was surrounded by like, ten guards. They also looked mad.

      This was going to suck.

      “I won’t hurt you,” he said. “Please, get my cousin. He should see this as well,” he told one of the guards. “Daisy…you can go back to your room. This doesn’t involve you.”

      “I’ll stay,” Daisy said, crossing her arms. “If you’re going to traumatize my friends, Piers, then you might as well traumatize me too.”

      “Well…you are a loyal friend, I’ll give you that,” he said. “Fine, come along. Maybe that is a good idea, actually. You all need a better understanding of procedure.”

      Procedure. Is there any word in the English language sexier than ‘procedure’? Besides most of them? I prayed that whatever he was going to do to punish us would be boring.

      Piers took us to a small chamber in the basement of the main hall and opened a big glowy portal with one circular swish of his wand. “You must be silent,” he said. “I am bringing you here to observe. If you interfere, you will be painfully zapped and dragged from the room, which will only cause more distress, I’m sure.”

      “We’re going to Etherium?” Harris asked.

      “Where else?”

      “Why?”

      “To witness the trial of Amelia Halt.”

      Ignatius.

      Oh no.

      We were urged through the portal by Piers, who looked like he wasn’t really enjoying this either, but was doing his sworn duty or something. He tried to give Daisy a vaguely apologetic look, but she wasn’t interested.

      We stepped into a hall with soaring ceilings. Light fell through tall windows with stained glass panes at the top. The floors were marble or something marble-like, and there were a lot of people and some animals walking around, which was the big tip off that we were in Etherium.

      “Come, let’s get seated before it begins,” Piers said, waving his hand.

      We settled into this court room that smelled pleasant in the most unfeeling way and the vibe was definitely procedural. We probably only had to wait for ten minutes before stuff started happening, but it was a long, excruciating ten minutes.

      The judge entered and took his place behind the big table with the gavel. Standard court stuff. He was wearing a long white wig and everything. Then, the councils filed in, both witches and the warlocks, at the same time as Ignatius was brought to the stand, escorted by a businesslike young witch. Piers had joined them down there, and he seemed stiff, and was trying not to look at us.

      Ignatius looked like he had lost weight and sleep in considerable quantities. He had the cheekbones of a supermodel. And…he was wearing a plain black dress.

      This embarrassed him tremendously. That was obvious, even though he was holding his head high, which made me cringe. As prison uniforms went, it wasn’t even ugly. It didn’t look that different from my prom dress, which was black and very classic, bordering on boring.

      But they made him wear it to shame him, and that made me want to look away, even though he was attractively androgynous and could have worn absolutely anything.

      “So—,” Daisy started.

      “Shh.” Harris was sharp.

      Ignatius didn’t seem to notice us yet, which wasn’t a surprise, because the lights on us were dim, and more people had filed in to witness the trial. I didn’t see an obvious jury, so I assumed the councils were the jury.

      Ignatius slowly rolled his shoulders back, let out his breath, and put his hands on the stand like he was bracing himself.

      Madame Solano stood up, squinting her old eyes at a piece of paper before looking up at him. “Amelia Halt,” she said. “You will be judged this day by the council of witches, as all witches are, but as you see, in light of your situation, some of the warlock council is present as witnesses.”

      “If that is what you decided,” Ignatius said, his fingers twitching. I could see how nervous he was, but two of his fingers were the only tell.

      “Miss Halt, you say that when you were a child, your mother said, and I quote from the witness account, you wanted to be a boy, and your mother said, why not be a boy. Can you elaborate on whether or not she performed a spell on you to physically alter your gender?”

      “My mother is dead,” Ignatius said. “So am I on trial for her spell? Or is her spirit on trial?”

      Catherine said, “We need to know your charges. Did you physically alter yourself? Or are you using illusions?”

      “I am aware of the law. It has no bearing on my charges. I understand the charges. I was born a witch and therefore, attending a warlock school without explicit permission is illegal. I also understand that gender swapping spells have been illegal for hundreds of years, but in that case, the law only says that the caster is to be held accountable. The caster is dead.”

      “How could your mother have known you wanted to be a boy when you were only four or five years old? What sort of mother follows the whims and babblings of a child? When Samuel was a child he said he wanted to be a dragon and I didn’t try to find some spell to turn him into one.”

      The council members laughed.

      “What kind of mother doesn’t follow her instincts to know what is best for her own child?” Ignatius countered. “Did your son live out his entire young life as a dragon? I lived mine as a boy. She wasn’t wrong.”

      Catherine very quietly simmered for one long beat. “Miss Halt, did my daughter believe you to be a warlock when she was seeing you?”

      “Where is that law?” Ignatius said. “Lying to a girlfriend isn’t illegal and neither is one woman dating another.”

      “So she didn’t know.”

      “She did know,” he fired back.

      “She did know? She knew she was dating a woman?”

      “She was dating Ignatius Blair.”

      “Ina was a good girl.”

      “She was a wonderful girl,” Ignatius said, his voice getting a little softer. “Is…a wonderful woman.”

      “She is in the Haven and she’s not the girl I knew,” Catherine said. “My daughter died when a demon killed her. I’m sure something like that would never have happened if Samuel never met you.”

      This upset Ignatius too, clearly. He had to look away from her. “None of us knew that would happen.”

      One of the other witches cleared her throat. “You attended warlock schools throughout your entire education, all of grade school and university, correct?”

      “Yes.”

      “Did anyone at school know your secret?”

      “Yes. Samuel Caruthers and Stuart Jablonsky.”

      “No one else?”

      “No.”

      “The entire time?”

      “There was no need to tell anyone,” Ignatius said.

      “What spells did you use to maintain this lie?”

      “It wasn’t a lie,” he said.

      “Excuse me?”

      “It didn’t feel like a lie,” he said. “As you noted, I went through school including a master’s degree and then went on to teach and become the dean of a warlock university and no one ever knew or guessed, that entire time, except my two best friends, because I told them. The purpose of this law is…what? Please explain it to me.”

      “You clearly know the law.”

      “And I clearly don’t understand its purpose.”

      Montague smiled a little. “He’s good at pissing them off.”

      “The purpose? Men and women are different and have different roles in our community. This system has worked for thousands of years and the vast majority of witches and warlocks thrive within it. When wizards try to use magic that doesn’t suit their role, it becomes very dangerous,” Madame Solano said.

      “Who wrote the rules?” Ignatius said. “The official document, the laws of the Ethereal Councils?”

      “They were written, as I’m sure you know, by the councils of their day.”

      “At which point the majority was from the Holy Roman Empire. How comforting to know we have seen no need to update the document since then; clearly they had it right. When was the last time you actually tried it?” Ignatius asked.

      “Tried what?”

      “Letting women learn elementals and conjuring. Letting men practice enchantment and divination.”

      The warlocks laughed and a few of the women shuddered. “We don’t want men learning enchantment,” one of them snapped, standing up. She was slight, with a faint purple tint to her black hair. “It was wise and right that they were banned from it. They used to use it to control women. You are doing us no favors.”

      “That doesn’t make sense!” Ignatius said. “We’re all magic users here; a woman should be able to defend herself from a man with her elemental magic as easily as he could enchant her.”

      “So you want witches and warlocks to battle each other?”

      Ignatius sighed. “All I wanted was to live my life as a man, and I never tried to deceive anyone who would be affected—namely, Ina. I know you don’t want to hear it, Catherine, but Ina loved me and I loved her.”

      Catherine got a look in her eyes like she was out for blood now. “You ruined her life. You corrupted her. I lost both of my children and I blame you and I blame Emily and no one else! They were good children and you brought them in league with a demon because you were trying to open up a path to a realm that is forbidden to you! You were power-hungry, Miss Halt, and you enjoyed fooling everyone around you with your perversion.”

      “Why do you have such a problem with women’s magic?” Purple Hair asked. “It is every bit as powerful. We are proud of our magic and we don’t want to share it with them. How is it our fault that you ‘wanted to live as a man’?”

      “There is no place for questions in this world,” Ignatius said. “All the rules are set and woe to anyone who wonders why they exist. I knew many boys at my magic school who struggled with the elemental arts or were afraid of conjuring higher spirits. They might have thrived if they could learn enchantment or healing instead. Not everyone thinks the same. In the Fixed Plane, all over the free world,” Ignatius said heatedly, “they are grappling with these same issues and things are changing rapidly there. Women are gaining more power in the male sphere, and men are also gaining the ability to be softer. To be healers and nurturers. To love who they want to love, in every way.”

      A black warlock scoffed loudly. “You are going to lecture us about the Fixed Plane? When the Americans were bringing slaves from Africa and slaughtering the natives of their land, we were rescuing our own and giving them the dignity they deserved. My great-grandfather was working on a plantation when my great-grandmother rescued him, married him, helped him learned to read, and he went on to start the first magical library in the midwest.”

      “That’s a wonderful story,” Ignatius said. “But…getting some things right doesn’t mean you’re just done thinking, does it? I won’t even get into how European witches set down the rules globally.”

      “I think you already touched on that, Miss Halt,” Madame Solano said primly. “It is clear to me, your position. You think you are smarter than the rest of us and all these rules were made just to oppress you. Good heavens, usually by the time a witch is as old as you are, she is past this sort of nonsense. Let’s move on to the most troubling part of this. Your teaching career. You have spent your life guiding warlocks into adulthood and teaching them about magic under the pretense that you are also a warlock, which you are not, however you may protest. Hundreds of boys have been exposed to your views.”

      “Not really,” he said. “I learned to keep them to myself.”

      “Oh yes. Because you had a motive,” Catherine said.

      “A motive?”

      “I would like to call Charlotte Caruthers Byrne to the stand,” she said, looking back at me.

      I had actually settled my head onto Montague’s shoulder and now I jerked upward. “No one told me I was…going to be a witness,” I said.

      “Come here, Charlotte,” Catherine said. “You’re not in trouble.”

      Now Ignatius saw us seated there and I saw the look of humiliation reappear on his face. I guess he didn’t want us to see him forced into a dress and referred to as ‘Miss Halt’, but I tried to give him an encouraging look. He was holding his own.

      “Piers,” Harris said. “You lied to her.”

      Spots of faint pink shame appeared on Piers’ pale cheeks. “Well, I didn’t really know how it would unfold.”

      Shakily, I went down the stairs until I reached the spot where Catherine was pointing her wand. I was now one step below the council. There were about fifteen of them, men and women, most of them very old, not that the younger ones were any better, all of them looking down at me. Ignatius was looking down at me too, and he seemed anguished.

      She tapped her wand to the back of my hand. “Do you swear to speak nothing but the whole truth as long as you are before this council?”

      “Errr…” I was terrified, on multiple levels. I feared they might ask me about Ignatius but also Firian, Alec, Professor McGuinness and Stuart. What danger could I cause to my friends?

      “What are you hiding, Charlotte, that you are afraid to speak?” Catherine pressed.

      “I…nothing, I’m—”

      “Speak, Charlotte, or we will force you to speak.”

      “I did have a motive,” Ignatius said. “Stop. I know what you want to know. You want me to tell you that I conspired—along with Samuel—to send Charlotte to Merlin College. We planned this from the time of her birth when we sensed she had strong potentials. We bided our time, behaving ourselves. Samuel helped me fake her application and I allowed her to attend. We had long planned for Charlotte to follow in Samuel’s footsteps, and acquire a Wyrd wand, and everything was going according to plan.”

      “I see.” Catherine whirled on me. “He used you. He controlled your destiny for you. He tore you from your father and put you in great danger.”

      There is some truth to that.

      A part of me had always been suspicious of Ignatius.

      Ignatius looked at me. “I believed you could be the first Wyrd sans-pareil. Maybe I did use you. Then I tried to send you home, but you returned. I guess the question is, do you believe in my fight?”

      I gave the tiniest nod as Catherine said, “Now we can all see you trying to corrupt innocents in real time! This is the sort of thing you whispered to Ina, I bet! And you seem to be unrepentant.”

      “Oh yes. I am wholly unrepentant,” Ignatius said, gripping the stand with both hands now. “Just leave her out of it. Charlotte should not be put in this position.”

      “She confessed,” Catherine said.

      “Miss Halt, you have the right for your lawyer to speak on your behalf before we decide your sentence.”

      “I already know there is nothing he can say,” Ignatius said.

      “Charlotte, thank you, you can return to your friends.” Catherine dismissed me with a look of feigned concern and I ran back up to the balcony, but I felt just…icky. Like when you clean up an overflowed toilet and how everything just feels toilet-y for a while afterward, but emotionally. A toilet had overflowed inside my head, and that toilet was my great-aunt.

      The witch council huddled to discuss, but they seemed to decide quickly. Madame Solano stood again and said, “Amelia Halt, you and your familiar are hereby banished from Etherium. Present your hand.”

      He was breathing a little raggedly now, facing down his fate. I saw him swallow down his fear. He held out his palm and Madame Solano traced a mark upon it.

      “Ahh…” He winced, curling his fingers up, as the symbol seemed to burn, and then some invisible force shoved him out of the realm right before our eyes, leaving a weird flash in its wake before that also faded.

      Harris was almost on his feet. “It’s dangerous for him there,” he said.

      “He can’t just stay in the Fixed Plane?” I said.

      “He will be banned from all Ethereal parallels now,” Montague said. “His familiar will be in danger in Sinistral. And he won’t be able to use Ethereal magic. It’s a very precarious position for any wizard. Especially with…”

      “With what? My heart can’t take any hesitation, Montague!”

      “The Withered Lord is probably going to target him,” Harris said. “I know what we need to do.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      Charlotte

      

      We met over dinner after a really awful day of trying to keep it together, because Piers told Daisy she was forbidden from entering our dorm. Not gonna lie, I skipped my last class and called Firian to tell him what happened. I was so shaken by everything, and I wanted him with me.

      Daisy sat down at our table. She looked over her shoulder. “This is out of control. Girl, you look awful. But I do like your llama socks. I was skeptical but now that I see them I get it.”

      Harris came up to us with some books and notebooks tucked under his arm. “Make room,” he said to Daisy, who had one half of a booth to herself.

      “Is that how you talk to a princess?”

      “You aren’t a princess,” Harris said.

      “I have to do important magic for other people thanks to my bloodline and marry someone I don’t want to marry. Sounds like a princess to me.” She stirred her stew tensely. “Did you spend your whole day locked in a dark room under orders to do magic for Piers?”

      “My cousin’s actions are unconscionable,” Harris said, giving up on sitting down and leaning against the booth instead, tossing the books in front of us among our sad gray bowls of barley stew. “We need to shame him out of his position and save Alec and Master Blair.”

      “How can you possibly manage all of that?” Montague asked.

      “Piers was sent here to restore Merlin College to its old, council-run, Ethereal, patriarchal mode,” Harris said. “But he’s failing. He couldn’t purify Charlotte. Alec’s dad is surely devastated. Alec was his only son and he’s never really done anything ‘Sinistral’ before. So, where does he go from here? If he can’t purify you successfully, he’s just going to get rid of you. I’m sure Montague is next. At this point, you’re alone, and that is when your great-aunt is going to wrangle a marriage between me and you.” Harris looked at me. “Having lost everyone you cared about, my family will offer you wealth, your power back, and no doubt, a chance to redeem the people you lost. A bargain. My guess is that they will offer Alec and Monty a path back to redemption if they bring the head of the Withered Lord to the council.”

      “What? Marriage? How do you know that?”

      “Because I heard Piers and Catherine conniving a little while back about arranging a marriage between us,” Harris said. “I told you I had a plan to save Firian. The Hapsburg artifacts have great healing power. As I was puzzling over all the possibilities last night, it all started clicking. What does the council want? They want the Withered Lord dead and the Caruthers family redeemed, but they don’t want a bargain with the faeries or Wyrd to gain any power. If they claim the spoils, that takes care of that. And what do our families want, especially mine? They want me to follow in Piers’ footsteps. Catherine wants her family’s dignity restored. If you marry me, the Caruthers are back in the good graces of the council. Daisy, I’m guessing, might be offered up to Alec instead of Piers. The Lyrmans are a good family and if Alec can be credited as the hero that kills the Withered Lord, his redemption arc is complete and little diviner heirs are guaranteed. It would be a heroic act worthy of being readmitted to Etherium.”

      “Ohhh…,” Daisy said. “I mean—horrible plan. Poor Charlotte and Alec.” She pouted just a tad.

      “That is a lot of conjecture,” Montague said.

      “It sort of adds up,” I said. “Catherine did try to give me the whole ‘we’re family’ spiel.”

      “I guess I have wondered why they haven’t took us aside and told us we can’t summon the Withered Lord,” Montague said. “So in this scenario, I ride off with the vampires and never see the rest of you again…”

      “I don’t think Piers wants to give me up,” Daisy said. “But thank you for trying to give me a happy ending.”

      Harris nodded faintly. “Well, Daisy, I think Piers is already starting to realize that you are a little much.”

      “It’s my life goal to be as extra as possible,” Daisy said.

      “And I suppose I just fade out of memory,” Firian said.

      “We’re not letting that scenario happen,” Harris said, giving me a private glance that reminded me of the bet we’d made.

      “All right,” Montague said. “Tell us the plan. I can see you’re bursting with it.”

      “I never ‘burst’ with anything,” Harris said.

      “What did I tell you? Nicolescus can’t bring it,” Daisy said, offering me a high-five. “Up top.”

      “And down low.”

      “I am not gracing that with a comment,” Harris said. “We need to take out the Withered Lord and give his head to the faeries as soon as possible.”

      My high-fiving session came to an abrupt end. “Like…how soon?”

      “I tell you, they don’t think we’re really going to do it. I assure you the Withered Lord isn’t expecting it either. We need to do it. We have a faery lord, two professors, a clan of vampires, and whatever Hapsburg treasure I can nab… We’ve got some fire power.”

      “Okay,” Montague said. “You’re right. Another year of training isn’t going to matter to centuries-old vampires or faery lords. I’m in.”

      “We’re—sure—we can do this?”

      “Charlotte, as I have said all along, I am happy for you to not be involved,” Harris said. “In fact, I would much prefer it if you sat this out.”

      “Reverse psychology,” I said. “Okay, fine. I can do it.”

      “It’s not reverse psychology,” Harris said. “I don’t want you girls to die.”

      “You’re still doing it,” I said. “Always with the ‘girls’. Do you want Montague to die?”

      Montague rapped a teaspoon on the table. “Order,” he said. “We have to organize better than this if we’re going to take down a demon. I will contact Rayner and tell him this is the plan.”

      “During Christmas break, I will try to get my hands on some artifacts,” Harris said.

      “I can divine Stu’s location,” Daisy said.

      “And I can find the other professors’ familiars and get in touch with them,” Firian said.

      “What do I do?” I asked.

      “You can tell Alec to find Ignatius and his familiar in Sinistral and stick together. They need to stay safe somewhere,” Harris said. “So get to dreaming.”

      “Okay,” I said. “Mission accepted.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Two

          

        

      

    

    
      Alec

      

      The good thing about Sinistral is that intention was everything. Once Charlotte told me in my latest delicious dream that Ignatius was here, I rushed down the forest path to one point.

      The crows were gathering toward the same point.

      “Ignatius!” I cried.

      “Gyah!” I heard around the bend.

      Ignatius was struggling to beat crows off with a stick while his familiar, in human form, drew a ring of fire to protect them. Then she collapsed, sweating. The crows fought past his stick, pecking at his face.

      I took flight and rushed them, growling. The crows backed down.

      “Alec?” Ignatius looked up at me, shoving his messy hair out of his eyes. “Is that you? You’ve gone full demon,” he said, as I offered him a hand.

      “It was either that or lose my demon side,” I said.

      I realized he was wearing a dress. It didn’t look right on him. The dress made him seem more feminine, like for the first time I saw how he could have been a woman, but it didn’t look right either. He quickly snapped up an illusion spell, replacing the dress with a red velvet smoking jacket.

      “I’m sorry, Alec,” he said.

      “I mean…we’re both in the same boat, I guess.”

      “Can you un-demon yourself?” Ignatius asked, as he patted his familiar’s clothes as if to check that she was all right. “You could go to the Fixed Plane.”

      “I haven’t been able to,” I said.

      “What are you afraid of?”

      “Nothing. I just—”

      “You’re afraid of something, or you’d be able to do it,” he said, with the sharpness of someone who has taught too many kids the same lesson.

      “I don’t want to have sex with someone who isn’t Charlotte,” I said. “The demons have been coming onto me, but I’m not into demons like I’m into…humans.”

      Ignatius sighed. “So you’re afraid of cheating on Charlotte.”

      “I don’t want to do that,” I said. “But I do need strength.”

      “I don’t want to go to the Fixed Plane,” his familiar said, looking at the woods nervously. “But I can’t stay here alone…and would you be any safer there either? Those warlocks might come after you. This incubus looks big and strong…maybe we should…stick with him, huh?”

      “Kim…be careful, please, you know what he is.”

      “I’m sorry.” Her eyes widened. “He’s just…um…releasing a scent.”

      “Yes, Alec is our resident sex demon. Please try not to release a scent,” Ignatius told me.

      “I don’t think I can control that,” I said. “But I won’t touch your familiar.”

      “Where is your familiar?” Then he saw my face. “Oh…”

      “Oh?” Kim said.

      “Sinistral warlocks still have familiars. Demons don’t,” Ignatius said.

      “Oh…” She petted my arm. Ignatius quickly pulled her away when she started to clutch me.

      “We need to find a safe place,” he said. “There are good demons. One of them might give us refuge.”

      “How do we find anything here?” I asked. “Are there safe places?”

      “Try to imagine safety,” Kim said. “Solid walls to protect us from the crows and a warm hearth.  People who will offer us food and a place to rest without asking for much in return, since…we don’t have much to offer.”

      “A friendly holding,” Ignatius said. “And a good bowl of stew that isn’t too strange. And some wine, or ale, or whatever they drink in Sinistral…”

      “Sounds good to me,” I said.

      The path ahead seemed to change a little. I would have thought it was my imagination, only I was starting to get used to how Sinistral worked, after surviving here for a little while. It was true, the magical world tended to give you what you wanted, if you stayed calm and asked for it. When I was hungry, I found berries and nuts. There were plenty of birds and rabbits to eat, too, but it wasn’t like I knew how to kill animals and prepare them for eating, even if I had the nerve to do it. I would kill for some meat stew by now.

      “You have seen Charlotte, haven’t you?” Ignatius asked, as he found a stick to stroll with.

      “In her dreams…yes.”

      “I should never have put her through all this…”

      “Nah. Charlotte is tough. As long as she doesn’t get killed.”

      “Well, that’s what I’m afraid of. My friends and I were both prepared to die to open up Wyrd, and I…I’ve seen Charlotte as someone who might be put in danger for the good of the realm. I didn’t know her. It was easy to detach myself and I got increasingly excited when she showed a strong potential…but she didn’t sign up for this.”

      “At least you admit it,” I said. “Nothing better happen to her when we fight the Withered Lord.”

      “I swear to you, Alec, I will take a fatal blow for any one of you kids. You are, I hope, the ones who will carry on what we started, and now it’s down to…just Stuart and me…” He stopped and looked at me, his eyes not quite focusing on mine at first, like he was seeing something in the past. “I hope you know what it will mean if we could get a foothold in Wyrd.”

      I wasn’t sure I truly did, but one look at his face and I know he really was prepared to die for it. “Take care of yourself, too,” I said. “We’re going to do this thing.”

      “Yes,” Kim said. “Please take care of yourself. I’ve been hiding out way too long.”

      

      After hours of walking, occasionally battling crows and one ornery lizard-beast about the size of a goat, we reached a small castle. There were some baby dragons playing outside in the grass.

      “Aww!” Kim said.

      Three of the dragons started growling like nervous cats, and the other one took flight back to the castle. “Papa!” it cried. “Demons!”

      It took about two seconds from there for a much bigger dragon to swoop out of the castle.

      “So much for that welcoming hearth,” Ignatius said, as two more dragons joined the first one and the baby dragons retreated into the castle.

      “I’ve never seen dragons before,” I said, and I was trying hard not to freak out. Considering I had turned into some sort of creature myself, maybe I should have taken this in stride, but the dragons were big and they had teeth as long as my arms.

      Ignatius lifted his hands. “We mean no harm, good sirs. The path led us to you.”

      “An incubus,” one of the dragons said, leaning in to sniff me and then giving a hot, disparaging snort. A little smoke came out of his nostrils. “Stay away from our mate and her kinfolk.”

      “Do you see the tattoos on his body?” Ignatius said. “Look—they’re control spells. This incubus has a mate of his own already.”

      “That’s right. I have no interest in yours.”

      “I must demand your sworn oath or I will not permit you to enter.”

      “I swear.”

      “He means a spell,” Ignatius said.

      “Yes. If your cock should so much as twitch in the presence of our mate, we will turn you to ash.”

      I bristled. “I can’t promise that! I’m still an incubus. I think I need to find somewhere else to go.”

      One of the other dragons laughed. “Guys, do we really want an incubus to not be attracted to our girl? That would be an insult to Lady Dakota.”

      “Hmm.”

      “Perhaps.”

      “But you must swear not to touch her nor anyone in our household in a purposeful way, nor to enter her dreams.”

      “I swear. If I go anywhere in my dreams, it’s back to my own girl.”

      The dragon cast a spell that made his eyes glow, and a heaviness settled through my body. “Come in, but…I will be watching you closely, incubus.”

      “I think our wife can take care of herself,” the other dragon said.

      As they turned to the castle, they shifted into human forms, which…I was trying to be cool about this, but I had to admit that just because I was a demon, didn’t mean I was used to seeing shapeshifting.

      The castle seemed like a busy, pleasant place on the inside. It was very Medieval-looking, but the furniture was abundant and comfortable, and some women were hanging out while kids played. I think the kids had been the dragons a minute ago.

      “I am Lord Hiron. These are my bond-brothers, Xado and Rafe, and this is our wife and children,” one of the dragons said. As men, Hiron and Xado were more jacked than I was, even in my demon form, while Rafe was obviously the artsy one, because he was wearing normal clothes and looked like a guy who might live in Los Angeles and drive an old fin car; his style almost had a rockabilly vibe. You really could find anything in the magical world.

      “As I said, stay away from our mate,” Xado said.

      “I mean…,” their ‘mate’ said. This had to be Lady Dakota, a cute blonde—no, damnit, don’t even go there—old enough to be my mom. Better. One of the easiest antidotes to my incubus mojo was to remind myself that my human side was really not into women old enough to be my mom. Ignore him, Lady Dakota mouthed, with a little dismissive wave.

      “We will be happy to offer you supper, as you look like you have been on a long journey,” Xado said.

      “Yes,” Ignatius said. “Long enough, certainly.”

      “What is your final destination?” Hiron asked. “Have you lost your way?”

      “I’m an Ethereal warlock,” Ignatius said. “I was banished…and Alec, here, was the same, but they attempted to purify him.”

      “Purify?” Lady Dakota asked. “What does that mean?”

      “They have some way of trying to purify demons,” I said. “We watched them try it with a Sinistral spirit and it seemed to vanquish her entirely. When they tried it with me, I turned into this and ended up here. I haven’t seen my friends or girlfriend since.”

      “You should be able to take a human form and get to the Fixed Plane,” Hiron said. “We are all able to do so.”

      “He needs to rest up, that’s all,” Ignatius said.

      “You can stay here for a few weeks,” Lady Dakota said. “This is the party pad.”

      Xado was staring us down. “You are our mate, and I desire your happiness above all else,” he said, “but they are strangers.”

      The dragons and their lady started arguing in lowered tones off in the corner while Dakota’s friends shrugged at us a little, calming down some bursts of child screaming, and one of us offered to pour us some ale. I caught some occasional words from Dakota like “never get to hang out with humans!” and “my mom would…murmur…good example for the kids…” and “test them?”

      Xado didn’t want an incubus in the house. He kept glaring at me. I got the feeling that if my cock did twitch, he would tear it off.

      “My first duty is to my kingdom and family!” Hiron hissed.

      “These pure Sinistrals get very heavy handed,” Ignatius said. “They don’t use contractions when they speak either.”

      “You don’t seem worried they might kick us out.”

      “The path led us here,” Kim said. “So it must be right. The woman is a human and she seems kind.”

      Something rumbled outside. The kids shut up abruptly, running to their parents.

      “Haxon, you must be brave,” Xado said gently to one wide-eyed little girl. “You’re a dragon. It’s just thunder.”

      Ignatius ran to the tall but narrow window. The gloomy sky crackled with eerie lightning that streaked across the sky. The wind had picked up so much that it rattled the panes. The temperature in the room plummeted. It become so cold it was painful. Now I wished I had more clothes, but clearly it didn’t matter. The cold seemed to come from inside me. The kids were shivering and crying.

      “I’m coming for you…” A dry, rattling voice seemed to swirl around us from outside, but it was also in my head.

      The kids screamed, covering their ears. “Mama…!”

      “Shh, Mara…it’s all—right!” Lady Dakota shrieked as the window glass shattered. Ignatius barely dove out of the way and he still ended up with cuts.

      “It cannot enter this castle,” Hiron said. “The protections run deep.”

      One of Dakota’s lady friends, whom I realized were actually triplets with matching sets of fanged grins, helped Ignatius up along with Kim. “Are you okay? You’re bleeding.”

      Rafe had run to the window.

      “Get back from there,” Xado said.

      Through the jagged shards of what was left of the windows, a bone-white face appeared in the window against the backdrop of lightning and swirling wind. Horns sprouted from his head, but he was so still that I wondered if what I was seeing was real. Then I saw his eyes track us and settled on Ignatius.

      “A warning, Ignatius…you know what I am capable of… Emily is mine. Ina is mad. And Samuel is dead. What shall I do to you, now that you are in my realm?”

      Ignatius buckled over into the glass, his eyes flashing blue light.

      The Withered Lord is attacking him somehow, I realized. Was I looking at his face right now? I quickly grabbed some paper and a quill that were sitting on a desk in the corner and started to sketch the face, and the demon hissed and vanished as he realized I was trying to capture his likeness.

      The raging storm died down like a summer shower and Ignatius hardly seemed to notice Kim and the demon girl as they tried to check for glass in his hands.

      I blinked and the face was gone. I let out my breath and quickly finished up the sketch from memory.

      “Are you drawing?” Haxon asked, having urgently wriggled out of her father’s arms.

      “Yes,” I said. “I’m drawing the demon so I can get power over him.”

      “Oh…” She looked at her sisters like she was considering how well that magic worked.

      “What was that?” Hiron asked. “That demon got through the wards, warlock. We can’t put our children in danger.”

      “Hold still,” Kim said. “There’s glass in your palm.”

      “That was the Withered Lord,” Ignatius said, still shivering as he slowly came back to himself. “He can hurt me through the wards because he has a strand of my hair, given to him long ago. You’re not in danger here, but I am.”

      “Why does he want you?” Hiron was still clutching a scared child. “You may be in Sinistral, but this is a peaceful region. I don’t want high demons coming around.”

      “He doesn’t want me in Sinistral because I was a good friend to someone who is in his clutches,” Ignatius said. “If I saw her, I like to think she would remember who she really is. But it’s my business. I won’t trouble you and your family. I can find a safe place in the Fixed Plane, away from demon magic…”

      “Your familiar is still in danger?” Dakota asked. “Do I understand that right? Maybe she could stay here. I’ve been learning witchcraft but I grew up human so I never had a familiar, and maybe she could help me with my spells…the kids, too.”

      “The children are dragons,” Xado said.

      “Ohmigod, come off it,” Dakota snapped at him, like this was something they’d argued about. “They can be two things at once!”

      “Well…” Kim changed into her bearded dragon form. “I would fit right in.”

      One of the other girls gasped. “Mama, I want her!”

      “She’s not a pet,” Dakota said.

      “I don’t know if it’s safe,” Hiron said. “But if we keep the children in the castle for now, it would be the honorable thing to do…if this demon is as cruel as you say.”

      “I would be deeply grateful if you give Kim a safe home for now,” Ignatius said. He looked at me. “Alec, I’ve got to go back.”

      “I’m coming with you,” I said.

      “Do you think you can?”

      “I think so. I feel a little more like myself now, after being lost out there for a few days. It was good to see someone I know. Anyway, you could use the help and I need to get back to Charlotte and…”

      “HAM without Alec is just ‘HM’,” Ignatius said. “Come on, then.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Three

          

        

      

    

    
      Charlotte

      

      “O Christmas break, O Christmas break, you’re going to be so awkward…” I shoved clothes into my bag, my goofy singing barely staving off my sadness. Oh shit. I stopped with a sinking feeling. I never even bought Dad or Grandma their Christmas presents. I never thought about it. I’m a terrible daughter. “O Christmas gifts, O Christmas gifts, I need a ride to Target…”

      “Are you singing a narrative of your life?” Montague asked behind me.

      “Stop sneaking up on me like that!”

      “I don’t sneak up on you.”

      “Yes. You do. See how quiet your footsteps are?”

      He was walking into the room. “It’s a vampire thing.” He crouched next to me as I was grabbing pairs of shoes from under the bed. “You’ll have me this year.”

      “That won’t add to the awkwardness at all. Grandma knows we’re dating. She doesn’t know I’m not just dating you. And she never will. But it’s more than that. I’ve barely called Dad this year and—”

      “Come here. Stop stressing over stuff you can’t control.” He pushed me down to the rug and kissed me. His lips held fading warmth from the thermos of hot tea he was carrying.

      “Make me forget.”

      “Challenge accepted…” He unfastened the button of my pants, tugged down the zipper, and stuck his fingers in the tight space there between my underwear and my most sensitive bits, as he unbuttoned my shirt.

      “Mm…”

      “I think we should sneak off and have sex in Firian’s cabin.”

      “I don’t know what Firian will say about that.”

      “He already told me we could.”

      “When did you talk to Firian?”

      “We were both wandering the halls the other night. I couldn’t sleep. He said you were making a lot of noise.” He lifted his brows. “Alec?”

      “Oh stop…”

      “I miss him,” Montague said. “And I miss seeing you with both of us. You miss that too, don’t you?”

      “So much,” I groaned, which was easy to do with his fingers wigging around in my underwear, teasing me. “I really need skirts with my uniform.”

      “So these other jerks get to see your legs? Nah. I don’t mind the challenge.” He yanked them off me and then he scooped me up and carried me into bed. He dropped me on my face and then stopped to stroke a hand over my backside. “I think I’d better make sure you’re still ready for Alec to come back and check on that tight ass.”

      I pushed his hand away. “Maybe you should wait to open your presents until we get to the cabin…”

      “You don’t want it?”

      I blushed. “Oh, I do. It’s just, when Alec’s around, I get so relaxed. I feel like I could do anything. It feels like the first time.”

      “My vampire mojo isn’t good enough?”

      “Your vampire mojo makes me want…other things.”

      “Oh?”

      “It makes me want to give you…my life.”

      He shut his eyes briefly, repressing a wave of desire.

      “I shouldn’t even say things like that,” I said.

      “No. Definitely not.” He put a hand on my shoulder and lowered himself close to me, taking a deep breath, drinking in my scent. His hand slid back down my pelvis again, finding my clit and rolling it between his fingers. “Lift your ass, girl.”

      I did, as he unfastened his own pants, rubbing his length between my cheeks. He nipped at my shoulder, a little hard, not quite breaking skin. I felt my wetness gush over his hand as he stuck his fingers inside me, and I shuddered, lifting my head to cry out.

      “I can only imagine how loud you get at night,” Montague whispered. “I’m not even inside you.”

      My body wanted to let go, needed to let go, and it was. I was unwinding fast, feeling his fingers digging inside me and his cock still teasing at my ass. “I need you inside me.”

      “Maybe we should wait to open our presents until the cabin.”

      “Oh, no…no. Nooo.”

      “Tell me,” he said, “that I can do what I want to you.”

      I hesitated only for a moment, because what I wanted right now was to feel his teeth break my skin. Maybe it was wrong. Maybe he would hurt me. He certainly could. His control could slip. It had already slipped once, and I had to stop him, and what if, one day, I couldn’t stop him…

      “Please,” I said.

      He took a shuddering breath and I felt him desire the same thing. His fingers brushed my neck, sliding my hair to the side. His breath brushed my ear. He licked my bared neck and I let out an involuntary moan as his cock throbbed against me.

      “How badly…I want you…to taste you while I fuck you…”

      As my adrenaline spiked, Firian suddenly appeared on the desk chair, staring at us.

      “Firian…” I gasped.

      “Firian, you son of a bitch,” Montague groaned.

      “Just chaperoning,” Firian said. “Charlotte started putting out some…signals.”

      “Then you’ll just have to watch,” Montague said in a slightly strangled tone.

      Firian looked hungry. He blinked and suddenly his male form appeared, sitting in the chair.

      “Firian…”

      “Illusions,” he said. “But I’d like you to think of me.”

      “You can do that here now?” I felt a little heartbroken to see his face and know that if I touched him, I would probably just break the illusion. To see his eyes, his slightly sarcastic smile, his long legs…to remember how it felt to have the boy who knew me best so close…

      “I’ve been working on it,” he said. “It was going to be a Christmas surprise, but maybe it’s actually cruel and I should just save it for moments like this.”

      “Don’t hurt her,” Firian said.

      “Oh, I’m definitely not hurting her…” Montague kept two of his fingers inside me, thumbing my clit. “And she told me I could do whatever I wanted.”

      “Well, don’t listen to her,” Firian said, raising an eyebrow.

      “Ungh…” I could only moan as waves of pleasure crested over me. I was so happy Firian was here, in any form at all. I didn’t care if he watched; I didn’t care if he went back to Etherium and lost his mind for wanting me and not being able to have me.

      But I would do anything to get him back.

      

      “Charlotte, this must be getting serious!” my grandmother screamed when she saw Montague. Grandma never expressed surprise at a normal volume. “I remember him from, what was it, two years ago?”

      “Yeah, it is kinda serious.”

      Montague smiled at me. “I adore Charlotte.”

      “Now what happened to that other one? The really buff one? I liked him.”

      Montague’s smile faded slightly. I snickered. “He’s still around,” I said.

      “And your friend Firian?”

      “He’s…also still around,” I said. “They just couldn’t come to Christmas this year.”

      I tried to enjoy seeing Dad and Grandma and not to worry about problems I couldn’t fix, but all it drove home to me was how much Alec and Firian were also my family now. The holidays really isn’t the same without the people you love.

      Alec would be spending his solstice in Sinistral, and I had to try not to even dream about him so I didn’t start screaming his name at night, ohmigod. I hoped he was safe.

      At least I knew Firian was safe, but his holiday would be sad too.

      I felt like I was just going through the motions as I baked some cookies and watched Christmas movies with Dad. I almost teared up watching National Lampoon’s Christmas Vacation, of all things, because it made me think of having a big family around. But technology made me feel sick more than it used to, and all the lights and TV and computers and phones was giving me a constant headache, like nothing could just be fun anymore.

      Dad fell asleep in his armchair while Grandma had already gone to bed at Old Person O’ Clock, so I took some of the leftovers outside for Firian to eat. The sky was brilliant with stars, and my breath was frosty, and I tried to enjoy the beauty of a winter night, but it just felt lonely.

      “Just put them down and go,” Firian said. “You are not going to watch me eat cold leftovers outside on Christmas Eve.”

      “Aw. Okay.”

      “You don’t want to watch that, do you?” He nudged me. “Charlotte. Is there anything I can do?”

      I plopped to the cold ground and wrapped my arms around my legs. “I knew this would be weird. I’m trying to be the old Charlotte and I don’t know how. Earlier Dad and Grandma wanted to play a board game and I usually love that, but I just didn’t care.”

      “I think we’re getting old. Holidays change. Families change. No shame in being distracted when you’ve had so many losses, and you can’t even tell your dad and grandma what’s happening.”

      “I wish I could.”

      “I know. You’re a very honest person.” He nudged me and I dug my hands deep in his fur. “I still like this better than the Christmases where you didn’t know I existed,” he said.

      “When you put it that way…me too.”

      I heard tires on pavement and then I had to fling up my hand to block out headlights. I thought the 80s luxury sedan might belong to a neighbor, but the door opened and who stepped out?

      “I must be dreaming,” I breathed.

      “Merry Christmas,” Alec said.

      “Alec!?” I ran for him before Firian intercepted me with a growl.

      He sniffed Alec. “It really is you.”

      I gripped him tight, savoring his warmth as his arms folded around me. “Alec…I was so worried. They said it wasn’t safe for you in Sinistral.”

      “It wasn’t. We saw the Withered Lord. Me and Ignatius.” He looked back at the car.

      “Ignatius is here?” I looked at the driver’s seat.

      “Joyeux Noel,” he said, waving a hand at us. “You never saw me.”

      He backed up and I swear the second the car disappeared around the bend, my dad came out of the house with his big flashlight that could probably double as a club. It was cute how he was still getting tough when I could incinerate an intruder if I wanted. Less cute was the fact that I was in Alec’s arms and Grandma was behind him.

      “Who’s there?” he said.

      “Um…” I jumped back. “Alec’s here! Surprise!”

      “There’s the fox!” Grandma said. “Right there standing next to Charlotte! I would get my camera but instead I have to wonder what is going on here when you have that nice kid Montague in there and—I’m sure it’s innocent—but…” She looked like she was not sure at all that this was innocent.

      I sputtered, “It’s innocent. Grandma, come on! Alec and Montague are bffs. We’re all close.”

      Grandma looked at my dad like she expected him to give me a talk. “I know what I saw,” she said in what she probably thought was a low voice. “I saw hands on a bum.”

      My hands, or Alec’s hands? I couldn’t even remember.

      “Look at that fox!” she exclaimed, easily distracted at least. “She’s still here!”

      “That’s a male fox,” I said. “He’s very tame, because, uh, we’ve been feeding him.”

      “How did Alec get here? I don’t see your car, Alec. And we don’t even have any food left. I don’t even know where the macaroni and cheese pan went. If I’m being honest, there is something about this Christmas that just seems wrong. Charlotte, are you in trouble at school? I really hope…I hope you aren’t P-R-E-G-N-A-N-T.”

      “Why are you spelling? Everyone here can spell!” Dad was starting to sound really upset. “I need to tell you something.”

      “Dad!” I gestured wildly. “She’s eighty years old!”

      “I am never too old to be told anything!” Grandma snapped back.

      “I can’t keep lying to her! I already felt bad about lying when it was Emily and now it’s you! You’re here flesh and blood too, you know!”

      Montague was walking up behind us. “I could break the news.”

      “Why would you?” I asked.

      “My magic helps to soften things,” he said, taking my grandmother’s hand. “Madam, can I tell you a story about when my family came to Florida to escape persecution in Spain?”

      “When was this?” Grandma asked, calming down. Somehow this seemed to work. Montague was getting that little accent he got when he was trying to use Latin romantic stereotypes to his advantage, and Alec shook his head as Dad went with them into the house.

      “We actually get a moment alone, I guess,” I said. “I’m not dreaming?”

      “No. I was trying to get back to you, but I needed to calm down to become human again and get back to the Fixed Plane, and I couldn’t do it at first. Ignatius and I found each other in Sinistral and we came upon a safe place there, some Sinistral dragons who were mostly decent people. His familiar is there. Mine…passed away.”

      “Oh…no! Because you became a full incubus?”

      “Yes.” He got a look of guilt that turned into pain, taking off his glasses to wipe his eyes. I took them from him.

      “Shh,” I said. “Let me kiss those tears away. I’m just so glad you’re okay.”

      “Sinistral isn’t a good place,” he said. “Etherium really is better, no matter how strict the council is. We’ve got to get to Wyrd. Ignatius is staying with Professor Adams and McGuinness right now. I hope I didn’t ruin your Christmas. I just thought…I’d be the best present you could get.”

      “Oh, is that what you thought?” Firian asked.

      “Besides both of us, of course. C’mere, man.” Alec crouched and gave Firian his preferred ear scratch.

      “Damnit, Charlotte, he’s doing it again,” Firian said.

      “But I’m not responsible for anything Montague tells your grandmother,” Alec said.

      “Oh god.”

      

      What happened in the house? I would never know for sure. I never wanted to know. But somehow my grandma came out of it knowing everything, including the fact that the tame fox was also Firian and that I was theoretically in a relationship with him, once he got de-cursed, as well as with Alec and Montague.

      She also knew I was a witch, but that wasn’t half as embarrassing.

      “You’ve done so well for yourself, Charlotte, and I’m proud of you. I know your mother would be too. Three handsome boys and a talented witch! I sure hope I live to see the grandkids.”

      “What did you do to her?” I hissed at Montague once they went back to bed and we were alone again. “You compelled my grandma!”

      “Trust me,” he said. “It was better this way. Do you really want to go through all the stages of confusion, disbelief, pain and horror? Like you said—she’s too old for that. Now she’s just excited to see the grandkids.”

      “Okay. I guess you did good.”

      “Do I get my Christmas gift yet?”

      “Mm…maybe. I got you both the same thing.”

      “You didn’t even know I was coming,” Alec said. “How did you know to get me a gift?”

      “The gift was you coming.” I snorted. “And Firian’s gift is letting us use his cabin.”

      “It’s unlocked,” Firian said. “If you need me I’ll be outside chewing on an old barbecue rib.”

      “What if we try something else?” Alec said. “We could just go to sleep together. I  can arrange for a meeting in another realm.”

      “A dream isn’t the same,” Montague said.

      “But Firian could be there.”

      “You could do that?” I clutched their hands. “Oh, come on, we have to! Poor Firian! It’s Christmas.”

      “The cabin is cold,” Firian said. “You’ll want me there.”

      “We just have to get back in the house super early before Grandma wakes up,” I said.

      Firian’s bed would never fit all of us, so we made a pile of pillows and quilts on the floor and the guys snuggled close around me. Alec was almost too hot, and Montague was too cold, but Firian was just right, and there was still nowhere else I’d rather be. I fell asleep quickly, only to step into a dream version of the cabin, where for some reason I was naked on a bed of furs.

      Some part of my brain wondered whose brain came up the furs, but I guess it was okay in a dream. No animal had to die for these pelts. They looked like polar bear fur or something and they felt so soft on my skin. Where were the guys?

      No sooner had I realized I was alone than the door opened and Firian walked in, wearing a nice dark red suit, collar loosened. He leaned over me with a soft smile. “How long have you been waiting?”

      “For you? For a long time.”

      “The others will be here soon. But no one gets you warmed up like me, do they?” He bit his lip hungrily as he slowly ran a finger down my slit. Heat rose to the surface of my skin as I immediately grew wet. Then he started unfastening his buttons.

      “Let me help you,” I said.

      We worked his shirt loose together, button by button. He let me take his cock out of his pants but not to take them off. “Wait. I don’t want them looking at my pale ass instead of yours,” he said.

      “You’re so shy sometimes.”

      “Not shy, just…considered,” he said. “You deserve every eye on you, beautiful girl.” He climbed over me and started working his tongue over my folds, the way only Firian could do very well. The way he leaned over me, I could see his cock right above my face, and I gave it a little tug.

      “Oh, shit,” he said. “You haven’t touched me in so long.”

      “We haven’t tried 69ing yet,” I said. “I’m an equal opportunity girl.” I ran my tongue down his cock and was rewarded with his tongue tasting me deep and the most gratifying sound coming from deep in his chest.

      I was making some very gratified sounds myself as he stroked in and out and circled around spots that made me squeal and then remember I had offered my own part in this, and I wrapped my mouth around his cock and sucked and licked up the length.

      Just as were really getting into it, the door opened and Alec and Montague walked in. Alec was already totally naked while Montague was, of course, wearing what looked like some fine Italian suit but he started stripping out of it while he made eye contact with me.

      “No need to greet us,” Alec said. “When your mouth is already full.” He bent down and took my breast in his mouth and now I was practically spasming with overstimulation as Firian was sliding his tongue from my clit to my entrance and back again with side explorations of every fold, and Alec sucked and bit my nipple, and I was watching Montague while I was sucking on Firian like he was an oversized lollipop.

      Montague dropped his shirt on my eyes and then he bent down and put his fangs around my other nipple.

      “Ohfuck,” I tried to say. I writhed and arched as they played with my breasts, my core pulsing hot. Alec and Montague reached for my knees and they each wrapped an elbow around them, spreading me out so Firian’s tongue seemed to his even more sensitive spots, and I felt like I belonged to them completely.

      “You’re so flexible,” Alec said.

      “Yoga,” I panted. “I’m in better shape than I look.”

      “I’d say you’re in excellent shape,” Montague said, as I started seeing stars. “Good thing.”

      “Oh, I know,” I cried. “I want to make all of you happy tonight!”

      “You always make us happy,” Firian said.

      “We’ll build you back up slowly…,” Alec said, now gently grazing my skin with his fingertips. “And then claim you…one at a time?”

      “Ohh…”

      “Two at a time?” he purred. “Three?”

      I flushed. “I don’t know.”

      “It’s a dream.”

      “Is it?”

      Alec shifted position so my head was in his lap. He stroked my hair and my face, as Montague and Firian just as gently explored the rest of my body with their hands. Firian started giving me a foot rub that made me wonder if I could fall asleep inside a dream, but paired with Montague caressing my breasts it was also arousing. Before long I was craving them as urgently as if the first interlude had never happened.

      “I want to feel you here,” Firian said, moving up to stroke my bottom.

      “I want to feel you everywhere, Firian…”

      “Stay nice and relaxed…”

      “You too,” I said, as Montague and Firian were getting a little tense with the close proximity, but I soothed them with my best sexy expressions and needy caresses and tugs of their arms, their hair, anything I could get my hands on, as Firian’s stiff cock slid inside me and I knew Montague was hungry for me.

      “Three,” I said. “Let’s try three.”

      It took some awkward shuffling around but in another minute Montague was almost in Alec’s arms, as close as they were, while he steadied me to claim my pussy. Firian waited patiently, throbbing inside me, while I sucked Alec’s cock, clutching his hips, hardly able to process what Firian and Montague were doing to me except that it became a blur of ravishing pleasure. I was only in control of Alec, who groaned for me, letting me know I was doing my job well despite exhaustion. In fact, he came quickly and let me go so Montague and Firian could catch me between them and sate themselves.

      When they let go, I let go again with them, and I felt like I was melting—or exploding—but then I woke up.

      “Ohh…Alec…dang. That was nuts.”

      “Just a dream,” he said.

      “Tell that to my aching loins.”

      “Heh…” He kissed me. “All right. I’ll have a talk with your loins later.”

      “Just a dream,” Montague confirmed. “I wouldn’t have wild sex on Christmas Eve.”

      “Oh yeah. If anyone asks you were at midnight mass,” I said.

      Alec and Montague seemed to fall back asleep within seconds.

      Firian was still a fox again, warming my feet. He blinked at me.

      I blinked back.

      “I love you, Charlotte,” he said. “I love your hot ass but I’d love you just as much if you turned into a possum forever tomorrow.”

      “Same.”

      “You’d be a hot ass possum, anyway, I’m sure. Just like I’m an especially foxy fox.”

      “True,” I said. “Merry Christmas, Firian. Wake me up at four am.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Four

          

        

      

    

    
      Harris

      

      “Hello, Harrison,” my father said coolly. “I’m glad you decided to join us.”

      Behind him, my mother’s ice blue eyes bored into me. She looked a little scared, I thought, like she thought something terrible had happened to me, but when my father looked at her, she smothered it with a tightened mouth.

      I was going to have to put on the Perfect Son Show. I bowed my head. “I want to make amends.”

      “We were worried sick,” Mother said. “You still haven’t given us a sufficient explanation for where you went this summer. To stay with ‘friends’? What friends are you keeping these days?”

      You think I don’t have friends? You think I have new friends you disapprove of even more than Monty and Alec?

      Well, that’s probably true. A faery lord of Wyrd is probably worse, considering it could destroy your carefully constructed hierarchy.

      But, I bit my tongue.

      “I just want to say that I’m sorry,” I said, even as I heard the voices of my parents and teachers ringing in my head, telling me that one of the worst things a magic user can do is to tell a lie, because magic thrives on truth. “I made a mistake. I realize this. I needed to get away from home to work through some thoughts. I’ve had some personal issues at college that I’ve had a hard time talking about.”

      “You don’t have to hide those things from us,” my mother said, which was as much a lie as anything I’d ever said. “I am very happy to have you home. How are things going with Piers as the new dean? I would think that structurally he would run a tight ship.”

      A tight ship? He forced Alec into exile and he almost did the same thing to Charlotte.

      “I’m sure you heard about Alec,” I said, in a neutral tone. “I suppose…it was inevitable.” That was the best I could say in Piers’ favor.

      “It is truly a shame,” Father said. “Dr. Lyrman must be distraught. He really paid the price for sleeping with a succubus. But it is a cautionary tale. One mistake can ruin your life. Same with your friend Montague. So…your mother and I have been talking with members of the council…”

      “Yes,” she said, as they started to walk down the main hall of Ladyswald, past the somber posthumous Medieval portrait of my ancestor Rudolf II, which guarded over the treasure vault, and to my right, the Lady Elena Alexandra Nicolescu, famous for killing a vampire while heavily pregnant. A couple of my sisters popped their heads out of doors to listen in, and Mother shooed them away with a wave of her hand.

      “Harris, my dear son,” Mother said. “Is one of those personal things you don’t want to talk about…Charlotte Byrne?”

      I frowned, probably revealing too much.

      “I have heard,” she said. “And it would explain a lot about your mood these days. Look, your father and I are actually very happy about this. I’m sure you thought we wouldn’t approve of Charlotte, but the Caruthers bloodline is worth redeeming, and Councilwoman Caruthers wants Charlotte to be safe. Since things didn’t work out with Daisy, we would like to consider a betrothal between you and Charlotte.”

      I knew this was coming, because of what I’d heard, and yet, hearing these words actually escape my mother’s mouth…

      “This would keep her safe,” my father urged. “She would come here to Ladyswald right after graduation, and we would find you a newlywed home right here along the Hudson, so we can all help to show her through wizard society.”

      Charlotte…

      Daisy would have fit in here, in the long run. She would have found her place, lost her edges. Charlotte was like another species.

      What sort of expression would a dutiful son have? My acting ability was smothered by the thought of Charlotte, holding hands with my two best friends, as intimate with them as I once was (well, actually, way more) while I held back. Out of necessity? I wondered if I could ever let my guard down.

      “What do you think?” Mother asked.

      “I…I don’t know.”

      “You’re blushing,” she said, wagging a finger and then giving my father a knowing little pat on the arm. “I can never hide my feelings as well as I’d like either. Now, Harris, I think you realize that Charlotte is in a lot of trouble. She was accused of consorting with her familiar, which is troubling enough. She has a Wyrd wand, and I heard about the incident in the chapel. Something happened in there, didn’t it? And what about Stuart Jablonsky? Anyway—do you know how close she is to being put away in the Haven for not just her safety, but everyone else’s?”

      “What’s stopping them from just going ahead with it, anyway?”

      “Councilwoman Caruthers is heartbroken at the thought of losing her last family member.”

      Councilwoman Caruthers doesn’t give a shit about Charlotte. Not who Charlotte is. She’s just a symbol to her.

      “Harris,” my father said. “When I was young, I had a moment just like you did, where I did some rebellious things, and I know that you are a trustworthy kid, and you’re going to do us proud. You’ll be on the council someday with your cousin. And Charlotte can be at your side. She’s cute, isn’t she? It’s true, you and your mother can never hide a blush. So shall we go along with the plan?”

      It’s true. They want me to forget about Monty and Alec…

      If I didn’t need the holy treasures of the Hapsburgs that were in that room, I might have told them just how it felt to watch my two best friends getting closer, to Charlotte and each other. Now Daisy was even starting to enter their orbit. I would tell them that Firian wasn’t just a ‘familiar’, he was a person and he followed me through the woods in the rain to help Charlotte. I would tell them that was what love looked like, and I hardly even knew how to share it.

      I would tell them I never intended to be on the council. I wanted to get to Wyrd.

      “Sure,” I said, sounding idiotic.

      They walked into the dining room, where Councilman de Brigue was sitting in one of the substantial wooden chairs. He looked up at our entry as if waking up from a nap, pausing to wipe his glasses. “Good day, young Mr. Nicolescu,” he said in a craggy voice that could barely hit a standard volume.

      I had the immediate sense I’d been tricked. My parents had this shift, suddenly, like they were taking a little kid to get shots instead of ice cream, which I knew well because they had actually done that to me.

      “Harris, dear, the councilman wants to ask you a few questions,” my mother said.

      “Yes…yes. I am going to need the truth, young man,” Councilman de Brigue said, coughing. “Is he amenable to the marriage arrangement?”

      “Yes.”

      “You will be doing her a great favor, young Miss Byrne,” Councilman de Brigue said. “She would be at the Haven as we speak if not for a few of us standing up for her, on account of the Caruthers legacy…ahem-hem…” He looked at some papers. “Yes, well, sit down.”

      What if I refuse?

      The question was on the tip of my tongue. I had to calculate the risks quickly.

      We needed the Hapsburg treasures to fight the Withered Lord, especially so soon. That was pretty much a fact. The holy relics were devastating to demons. If my parents didn’t trust me, I would not get the relics.

      But what will he ask?

      I walked up to the table, trying to catch what he had written down. I saw Stuart’s name.

      They really want Stuart, I thought. Piers keeps trying to find him. But Stuart is a frickin’ faery lord. He can take care of himself.

      “All right,” I said, plastering on a slightly aggravated smile now. “Seems like a lot of fuss…”

      Councilman de Brigue gave me his hand. “You must swear to tell the truth, a promise that is binding, a lie shall burn upon your lips and set your mind unwinding.”

      “Why would I lie?”

      “Your hand, please.”

      I slipped my fingers in his withered claws. Councilman de Brigue was over a century old.

      “Do you swear?”

      “I swear to tell the truth.”

      I couldn’t help a little cringe as I felt the spell settle on my lips. I hope this isn’t a huge mistake.

      “Is Stuart Jablonsky one of the fae race?”

      “Yes.”

      “Does he come from Wyrd?”

      “As…far as I know.” My attempts to mince words made my lips tingle. “Yes.”

      “Do you know his whereabouts?”

      “Not right now.”

      “But you did.”

      “He had a cave in the forest near Merlin College.”

      “Who else was with him there?”

      “Professor McGuinness and two servants…”

      “Did you stay with Professor Jablonsky when you ran away from home?”

      “I—I—yes.” Damn, for being so old and doddering, de Brigue was a very focused interrogator.

      “Oh, Harrison!” My mother looked both distraught and angry.

      “I’m sorry,” I said. “I needed somewhere to go and I was trying to figure out his deal. But to be honest, I’m not sure Stuart is that important. He doesn’t seem close to the faeries either.”

      “Did you see any other faeries while you were there?”

      “As I said, just his two servants.”

      “Two servants? Faeries? Did they have any power?”

      “Orson is just a gruagach who makes a lot of trips to Publix, and Penny is a house silkie who cleans up after you if you so much as drop a crumb on the floor. You don’t have to worry about any of them.”

      “I see, I see. And you don’t know where Stuart and his servants have gone?”

      “I’m sure they are hiding from you,” I said.

      “Reasonable of them,” he said. “Thank you, Harrison. That’s all I needed.”

      That’s it? It wasn’t nearly as bad as I thought it might be. They didn’t ask about any of Charlotte’s business, at least.

      “Would you like to stay for dinner, Councilman?”

      “No, madam, I will be going,” he said, with a look in his rheumy eyes like he had Things To Do.

      “I’ll see you out,” Father said.

      “You might as well have a seat,” my mother said. “Dinner will be starting soon. Let me just inform Marius and then I’ll call your sisters.”

      “You did very well,” Father said. “I’m glad you’ve realized what must be done.”

      Crap. I had a bad feeling about this, but I had to just go with it. Any attempt to dig deeper would alert my family that I wasn’t a dutiful son after all, and then I wouldn’t be able to steal from them, which was the whole reason I’d come for Christmas in the first place.

      I endured days of holiday festivities. I used to enjoy our holidays, with the ten foot tree that was cut from our own woods on Christmas Eve and lit with real candles, the long table heaped with food, and all my older sisters getting along for just one night when they usually fought like a house full of rescue cats. This time, I suffered through every second of it, knowing what I had to do on my last night here. I would only have one chance and then I had to get the hell out of here before any noticed.

      Anyone with direct Hapsburg blood in the house could just walk into the treasure room. It was unthinkable that anyone in the family would steal anything. Because of the nature of the wards, the family legend was that my father had to drink three drops of my mother’s blood to be allowed to enter. The treasures had been in the family for centuries, carefully kept. If our home was ever attacked, we were to flee to the treasure room and defend ourselves there. We might not be royalty anymore, but my parents had taught us royal paranoia that we might be attacked or poisoned.

      On the last night, once everyone had gone to bed, I crept down the stairs around three am, after everyone was sleeping but before any maids got up to work. I opened the door beneath old Rudolf. A steep stairway led straight down to a windowless room that was permanently lit like a museum, with that dim, soft lighting that places all the emphasis on objects. Necklaces, rings, bottles, knives, rosaries, books…there was even a snuffer for putting out sacred candle flames, and baby shoes that were said to have belonged to Princess Julia of the shadow Hapsburgs (the magical line which had been born in secret and hidden away while witch hunters were particularly active in Europe).

      This was, certainly, the creepiest room at Ladyswald besides maybe the private chapel which had more remains of dead family members. My sisters used to tell me that ghosts lived down here.

      Initially, I was terrified of the treasure room. Then, I realized all my sisters were equally afraid of the treasure room. That was when I started spending time there. I could actually get some alone time away from the chatter of six older sisters (often doubled, when they had friends over). It was an early lesson in steeling myself against instinctive fears, and I knew every object in the room like it belonged to me personally. No one in the family had looked at them so often.

      My target was a simple reliquary ring. It was a powerful charm, and my mother even used to wear it on her finger sometimes when I was young, but as she got older and more sensitive about her beauty fading, she was no longer satisfied with an odd ring. It was very simple and had a little glass capsule on top that contained a shard of bone surrounded by tiny carvings of vines and flowers. Legend was that the shard was from the bones of St. Columba, patron saint of witches, and could also break curses. I carefully opened the back of the case and took the ring from its perch, holding my breath.

      The house remained quiet as I slipped it in my pocket.

      The most sacred relic was the water of the holy grail. This vial had its own story, as it was poured from the agate bowl of the holy grail that was still held in a museum in Vienna, to my mother’s chagrin. Only a magical person could glean water from the grail, so it was useless in a Fixed Plane museum, but there it was. This water would do a number on the Withered Lord.

      I had done what any sensible person would do and brought a decoy vial. How often did my parents actually take out the relics and test their magic? Never. I knew that much. The old grail water was swapped out for an old bottle of healing potion, and the sacred waters went in my pocket as well.

      I was moving slowly and carefully so I wouldn’t make any noises, and it was going without a hitch.

      And then…the doorbell rang. In the middle of the damn night? Oh, shit. That could not be anything good.

      I hunched behind one of the cases as I heard someone rush to the door. Then more commotion.

      “What is it?” I heard Father say. “Come in, sir!”

      “It’s de Brigue. He—he was killed by the faeries. I thought you should know.” I didn’t recognize the voice, but the young man was probably a courier for the council.

      I was edging closer to the door to hear.

      “What?” Mother cried. “Killed? How? How could he be killed?”

      “The gruagach killed him.”

      Well, that wasn’t good. How long had it been since a faery killed a member of the council? And if I remembered my history, the last time, it didn’t go that well.

      My stomach was turning, wondering what we might have unleashed. My family had been fighting for the Ethereal realms for centuries and I was the first one to toss it all aside and align myself with faeries. They always said you couldn’t trust faeries. What if Stuart had actually infiltrated warlock society and used Ignatius? Maybe I was about to wreck the world. I imagined the burly gruagach killing frail old Councilman de Brigue.

      But weirdly, no matter how I tried, I felt more sorry for Orson than the old man. De Brigue would have done something terrible to Stuart.

      And I wondered why my family never told me about Wyrd, if all of this was so important and faeries were so dangerous.

      “What is a gruagach, anyway?” one of my sisters asked sleepily.

      “They’re Scottish fae who work on farms,” my mother said. “How could one of them kill a member of the warlock council?”

      “Protecting his master. They’re strong,” Father said.

      “They are not as strong as a high warlock. This is absurd,” Mother said. “This gruagach must feel the wrath of our order.”

      “Oh, we’ll have trouble with the faeries now,” Father said. “They don’t forget things like this.”

      “No, they’ll have trouble with us,” Mother said, sounding annoyed at my father. Sometimes she felt he was a little too weak for a Nicolescu because he didn’t go around slaughtering vampires, or anyone else for that matter.

      “Maybe you shouldn’t have been so quick to try and kill a faery, then,” my sister Helena said. She would be the one to defend me, if anyone did. What would happen if anyone started looking for me?

      “We weren’t going to kill him, we were going to capture him.”

      “Oh, well then!” I could imagine Helena, her hair disheveled with sleep but her eyes alert, throwing up the sleeve of a silk kimono as she expressed exasperation.

      “Go to bed, girls,” Mother said.

      “Like we can sleep now.”

      “Well, go be quiet, then. Your father and I will talk about this.”

      They all started to leave the room. I listened for the various footsteps, my sisters pattering up the stairs, hitting the one that creaked. My parents went into the library; the heavy door shut.

      It was still a while before I dared to open the door.

      The door almost hit one of the oldest maids, a Austrian hedge witch whose ancestors had served my family for five generations. “Master Harris?”

      “Yes—” I had managed not to make any sounds of surprise, but I was briefly frozen.

      “Aren’t you a little old to be hiding in the treasure room?” She smiled, and seemed to interpret the expression on my face as fear of a war with the faeries instead of anything more insidious. “Well, I won’t tell anyone.”

      “Thank you, Heike.”

      “The family will be fine,” she said. “The council will take care of this. You’ll be safe at school. You’re going back tomorrow, aren’t you?”

      “Yes. Thank you. I’m sure I will be very safe there.”

      The next day, I left with the relics, and so far, no one was the wiser for it.
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      Charlotte

      

      Judging by the smug look on Harris’ face when he came strolling up to me the evening after I returned from the holiday break, I knew two things right away.

      One, I was getting Firian back.

      Two…

      “You owe me now, Chosen One,” he whispered as he passed me a ring. When I tried to take it from him, he snatched his hand back. “No. You have to earn it. Remember the deal?”

      I blushed hard. I blushed like someone had smacked me. “You’re not going to hold me to that,” I said.

      “You bet your boots I am.”

      My eyes darted back and forth, but he had caught me alone walking back from the library. “You…want me to…”

      “I know what the rings on your fingers mean,” he said huskily, his blue eyes just as intense as they were in our first year. Harris was part of the group, but a part of him remained aloof—a maddening mystery. “Let me put one on your finger.”

      “I—”

      His fingers reached for my chin, pinning me in the air, his fingers cool against my hot skin. “Do you know what I risked to get this ring? All for you. All to make you happy, so you could have Firian back. But not just Firian…”

      I squirmed. “Harris, you’re the one who is always acting like you don’t care. If you wanted me so badly, you should have just said so.”

      “Unlike my friends, I’m not a horny moron,” he said.

      “Oh yeah?”

      “I bide my time because I know the cost. I’ve finally decided that you’re worth paying the cost.”

      My mouth flapped open and closed stupidly before I said, “Why?”

      “You’re not like other witches. You’re not like other humans either. You’re somewhere in between, and you’re—” His hand still gripped my face, but now the other hand joined the first, cupping my face. “You’re mine.”

      I mean, really, I had barely unpacked my travel bag and I had all this to process, but was any of it really news to me? I had known long ago that I wasn’t like other witches, and that Harris was drawn to me. He was competitive with me, and attracted to me, and he held back because that was how he was. Cautious. Proud. Ruled by his head.

      And it wasn’t like I needed another man interested in me. Four? How greedy was I? How many ingredients did that HAM sandwich need?

      I mean… was he really talking about having sex with me tonight? I ought to tell him to take a hike, but instead my heart was pounding and I couldn’t breathe as he pressed his lips to mine. He might be cold in personality, but his lips were warm and pliable and I found myself responding like I had been craving him for years. Our last kiss wasn’t bad either, but this one was better yet. When I reciprocated, his breath quickened and he put a hand around my waist, holding me closer.

      “Can’t help yourself, can you?” he said. “Alec and Monty still aren’t enough for you…?”

      “Um, speak for yourself. I’m not the one bribing you. That’s the only reason I’m doing this, you know.”

      His thumb ran across my lower lip, the sensitive skin tingling with the memory of his kiss. “Don’t lie,” he said. “Not if you want to impress the fae.”

      “You can’t hold a candle to Alec anyway,” I said.

      His eyes flashed. He took my arm, dragged me into the stacks, and tore open the button of my pants. “Oh yeah?” His hand went right to work on me, thrusting down my panties, fingers fucking me while the knuckle of his thumb brutishly rubbed against my clit.

      My temperature rose by like a thousand degrees. “Harris—no—not—not here.”

      “No one is on this floor but us.” He said, “I can give you something no one else can.”

      I clenched his arm, feeling the tension in his muscles as he worked me hard and relentlessly. “Is this—how you treat Daisy?”

      “Hell no,” he said. “I’m not interested in doing this to Daisy. Only you.”

      My wetness soaked his hand.

      “Putty in my hands,” he whispered. “That’s what I’ve dreamed of.”

      “You’re still an ass, even now!” I snapped.

      “I know. So why haven’t you fought me off? Haven’t heard the word ‘stop’ escape your lips once. Alec’s nice. Monty is charming. Firian is your best friend. What are you missing? An ass.”

      “Oh yeah?”

      “Yeah? You’re my asshole?”

      “I’m certainly going to get to know yours. And every other bit of you. First—tonight.” He rubbed my clit hard until I started coming on his hand, and I was coming so hard and messily that my brain was like, oh great, I’m flattering him. I couldn’t help myself. He was infuriatingly right. I was missing an asshole. Well, not really an asshole, but a guy who would just live out my dirtiest fantasies without hesitating. It wasn’t like the other guys didn’t hit some of those buttons, Alec could certainly get into it, but they were gentlemen. Harris’ hand was fucking me like he was channeling rage into lust. I don’t know why it was so exciting. I guess I knew he would never hurt me, but I also didn’t know what he would do.

      Anyway, I couldn’t help it. I was in the throes of it and he was the one who sent me there, gasping, mindlessly yanking a few library books off the shelf in an attempt to get a grip on something.

      He drew back his hand. “Go to my room and wait for me,” he said. “I made sure Monty is occupied.”

      I went back to the dorm with the most awkward post-orgasm glow, because as soon as I walked away I wanted to be annoyed. Okay, I was a little annoyed. Like, how dare he. I should just go to my own room and shut the door!

      Well, I’m doing it for Firian, I thought.

      Riiight. For Firian. Aside from the fluttering inside me that just unabashedly, inexplicably, was ready to check if Daisy was right and he had a small penis.

      Spoiler alert: He didn’t.

      I went to his room and sat on Montague’s bed, and I crossed my arms, ready to bring some attitude. I looked at his side of the room and saw that he had taken down every photo of his family and Daisy that used to be there. The only thing left was a picture of him with Alec and Montague when they were younger—8th or 9th grade maybe. Figured, that Harris had actual photos. They were all so cute.

      He was really taking this seriously. It was us—and me. Or them. His family. His old life. His destiny.

      The door opened and he immediately tore the photo of HAM from my hand.

      “Harris—”

      “I don’t want to get all touchy feely about this shit,” he said. “I just want you. And you want this ring.”

      “Yeah, but—”

      “Hush.” He pressed me back on the bed by the shoulder. “You’re beautiful,” he said, like it almost surprised him. “You’re not a bad reward.”

      I wanted to say something sarcastic, but the way he said it was weighted with the loyalty he had shown his friends, and the risks he had taken to help me.

      He cared about us. He didn’t know how to say it.

      He really thinks I’m beautiful…more beautiful than Daisy…or any of those other wealthy witches?

      Uhhh…like I care.

      I was just fooling myself. Harris was…not so bad, himself. He was my prince. Maybe he was more like the jerk prince from Frozen than the nice princes, but…I would certainly never be bored with him around. He was a real life prince. Flawed, arrogant…

      Mine.

      Something in me just felt like…we fit. I fit with him, and he fit with all of us. Even when I was with Alec and Montague in the most intimate way, Harris’ absence was with us somehow. As he started to kiss me again, it felt so right. I really had been waiting for this forever.

      He stripped off my shirt, and there was real tenderness in the way he cupped his hand around my breast, letting out the smallest ragged sigh. How long had he been dreaming of me? Of this? How many nights had he stared at the ceiling above this very bed and told himself that he should stay away from that Charlotte? Just that sigh said it all.

      I reached for his buttons and he stiffened briefly before allowing me to unfasten them. I’m not sure anyone ever touched Harris with love. I’m not sure he even had much experience with girls.

      There was still an exciting authority to the way he stripped me down and took out his cock, taking out a condom without even asking if I was on birth control, which I appreciated. Assuming responsibility is hot. “Now you earn that ring,” he said.

      I glanced at his junk. “I guess that’s not bad,” I said, with a little sniff.

      He took my hands and smacked them down into the bed covers. “Well, I’m not as gentle as Alec.”

      “You think Alec is gentle?” My eyes flew open as he went for it. He forced himself inside me. I mean, maybe forced isn’t the right word considering I was laying under him with my legs spread and a few saucy remarks flying off my tongue, but I didn’t expect him to actually just take what he wanted. “Ungh…”

      “Big enough for you?”

      My skin heated. “No,” I managed. “Not a contest though.”

      “Hmph. You sure look flushed.”

      “Is any of this supposed to be romantic?”

      He gave me a half-cocked grin. “You get enough of that elsewhere.”

      “I think you’re a virgin.”

      “I guess you wouldn’t be a bad first, but do you really think so?”

      “Judging by the way you’re blushing, maybe. On the other hand, you do know where to stick it, which isn’t nothing.”

      He scoffed as he rocked his shaft deep into me, and I was kinda hot for the fact he wasn’t shy about it. There was no need to beat around the bush (a particularly apt metaphor in this case—ohmigod, is that where the phrase ‘beat around the bush’ actually came from?).

      “I’ll leave you to wonder,” he said.

      “So you think you don’t have to be romantic because your friends are romantic already?” I panted, trying to pretend that he was barely doing anything for me, just to troll him. Although, in fact—

      “I guess you won’t be doing the dishes either?” I continued, trying not to enjoy his beautiful eyes or his perfect, faintly sneering mouth.

      “Nope.”

      “What’s the point of having you around?”

      “Magic,” he said softly. “I brought you this holy spell. It will break Firian’s curse. Moreover, I brought something that will do serious damage to the Withered Lord. We will bring the faeries their head, Charlotte. My ancestors might have been famous for staking vampires…but I…will be the first Nicolescu to behead a demon.”

      “Every girl’s dream.”

      “Not every girl’s. But maybe…yours.”

      “I could pass on the beheading.”

      “You can handle…whatever this magical world throws at you,” he whispered, drawing his lips close to mine. “Chosen One…my chosen one.”

      “Mm…”

      “That’s what I’ve been waiting to hear.”

      “Shush.”

      We kissed again and I let myself melt into the feel of him. Every one of my boys was so different, and with Harris…it was the edges that I craved. I arched my back as he took me like he needed me, like he’d been waiting for me, and for some reason I felt more vulnerable than I had felt with anyone else. This moment felt fragile like it was no more real that when I saw Alec in my dreams, which is to say…sort of real, and sort of not.

      When Harris hit his peak, he started driving even deeper, groaning low with satisfaction. He was breathing hard, taking a minute before he pulled out.

      “What about me?” I asked.

      “I already took care of you.”

      “That didn’t count.”

      “Well, it’s all you get. The bargain was that I get you and you get this.”

      “Bargain,” I snorted. “Well, now that you’ve had one taste of me you’re going to have to find some more rings because you’ll be back.”

      “Maybe.”

      He slid a ring on my finger. It looked ancient, and a little creepy. It was the kind of thing a goth girl would sell at a craft fair booth called something like ‘Poe’s Raven’. “What is the little white thing?”

      “A shard of a saint’s bone,” he said. Then he added, “You know, my parents really wanted me to marry you, so they could watch over you.”

      “Oh…uh…so you said no, I assume?”

      “Of course I did.”

      “You were quick with that answer.”

      “Because…” He turned to me. “I wouldn’t send anyone I care about to live under the gaze of my family. Things are…getting more dangerous. You probably haven’t heard…Stuart’s butler Orson has been accused of murdering councilman de Brigue.”

      My eyes widened. “Your post sex talk could use some work too.”

      He shrugged. “I figured I should tell you. They’re seriously hunting for Stuart. We need to work quickly, but I need you to stay safe, Charlotte. I will always save Firian for you, or anyone else who loves you, because the more people who will shield you, the better.”

      That was the first thing that for realsies pissed me off. I grabbed my shirt and started reconstructing my now-rumpled uniform. “I don’t need to be shielded. Y’all think it’s romantic to protect me? It’s condescending. How about I shield you?”

      “Just…don’t take off the ring,” he said. “It’s very special.”

      “And I can use this ring to break Firian’s curse?”

      “Yes. Just cast a simple curse breaking spell and this ring will super charge it.”

      “Then I guess I have work to do.” I buttoned my shirt up quickly. Harris leaned back on the bed and looked me over like he enjoyed the sight of me. He had slipped his boxers back on but I was struck by the gorgeous vulnerability of his lean, strong limbs, fair skin without even a single weird mole or spot. He wasn’t as muscular as Alec or even Montague; but I knew that Harris was more of a warlock than the two of them put together, and there was a sense of power laced under the surface of his skin.

      “You have the skin of a princess,” I said.

      “Thank you,” he said, sarcastically.

      “I thought Hapsburgs were supposed to be in-bred.”

      “Sorry to disappoint you. Maybe you should stop ogling me and get to work on that curse.”

      “Ugh.” I flounced toward the door and flung it open, more than a little frustrated—only to bump into Montague, who looked at me with a little flare of anger in his eyes.

      “Charlotte,” he said. “We have a problem.”
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      Montague stopped, his nostrils flaring slightly. I felt…judged.

      “What have you been up to anyway?” he demanded.

      I crossed my arms. “Saving Firian.”

      Montague looked at my hands and saw the reliquary ring. “What is this?” He shoved past me into his room where Harris had managed to get all his clothes back on in no time. Montague grabbed his shirt and rattled him. “Are you fucking around with Charlotte?”

      Harris lifted his wand and a flash of light threw Montague back.

      “I can smell you on her,” Montague said, baring his fangs. “We have some serious shit going on and you took the time out to treat my lady like a plaything?”

      “Excuse me!” I waved my hands between them. “No one is treating anyone’s lady like anything. Harris and I had an arrangement, and—”

      “You’re mine,” Montague said. “I won’t share you with anyone who doesn’t cherish you.”

      “I’m not your property. Harris does cherish me, don’t you, Harris?”

      “I suppose.”

      “He totally does,” I said. “He’s just being difficult. I know y’all are friends so don’t fight, okay? It’s a waste of time.”

      “He’s the only who just told me we have a crisis on our hands,” Montague said. “He told me to go check on Daisy, and now I find out that while I was checking on Daisy, he was…” He grabbed Harris again and shoved him into the wall.

      “You know, I’ll let you have that one,” Harris said, with a crooked smile. “I didn’t want to miss my chance. Now that I’ve stolen the reliquary of St. Columba and the grail water, I have effectively left my family for good. They haven’t noticed yet, but they will. I know that some of us won’t make it out of this alive. Before I started dumping all the bad news on Charlotte, I was taking my moment of joy.”

      “What bad news?” I asked.

      “You know how Daisy was supposed to go back to Chicago for Christmas?” Harris said. “Well, Irving was one of the few students to stay here this year. He said her car left in the afternoon and then in the middle of the night, it returned, and Piers escorted her into his house, and she hasn’t been seen since.”

      “What? When were you going to tell me?”

      “After you saved Firian,” Harris said. “You can’t break curses when you’re all worked up.”

      “You are the worst.”

      “How am I the worst? I’m trying to help you save your familiar. As for our interlude, tell me with a straight face that you didn’t enjoy that.”

      Ohmigod, he was so infuriating, but to be fair, I couldn’t think of how to argue that he was the worst. He actually said what I kept trying to forget—some of us might die fighting the Withered Lord. “Let’s—focus,” I stammered. “So is Daisy still trapped there?”

      “She was just transferred to the infirmary,” Montague said. “She’s passed out. The guy there said she caught the flu.”

      “So Piers used winter break to overwork her magic,” Harris said. “I would bet you anything they are using her to find Stuart and his cohorts, and that was how Councilman de Brigue was killed by Orson. They actually found Stuart, and he thought he would go in there, but Orson defended Stuart successfully. Now, the council will really be out for blood.”

      “Will Stuart be able to help us fight the Withered Lord if he’s hiding from the council?” Montague asked.

      “Probably not,” Harris said.

      “We need Stuart,” Montague said. “He’s our link to the fae.”

      I had this tingling sense of terror, like everything was going to collapse. If it collapsed, everything Ignatius fought for and Samuel died for would be lost. Mom would stay in the clutches of a demon. Alec would be stuck in Sinistral forever. The guys looked hesitant, and I huffed. “I’m…I’m gonna go see Daisy.”

      I ran out of Lancelot House, hugging my jacket around me, shivering because it was really coat weather and not jacket weather. I don’t want to die. I don’t want to fight a demon. If Stuart’s gone…and we can’t even try…

      The infirmary always felt eerily quiet because it was such a large building for what it was. More like a hospital than the small clinic you might expect a college campus to have.

      “You can see her,” the nurse said. “But she needs her sleep. This is a nasty strain of the flu this year.”

      “The flu, huh?”

      “Have you heard of it? The flu?” he asked sarcastically. He wasn’t here last year. One of Piers’ cronies.

      Daisy was the only patient, and she was tucked in bed up to her chin, fast asleep—or comatose. I had never seen her without makeup, her skin a washed-out olive color instead of the usual healthy golden-tan.

      “Daisy?” I whispered. “Girl, you look rough. I wish I knew how to apply makeup like you do. Not that you need it. You’re still gorgeous, actually. I just know that you’re the type who would apply a red lip if you were dying. I’m rambling, I realize.”

      A lump rose to my throat when she remained unconscious. I gave her shoulder a little nudge. “Daisy, please wake up. Did he hurt you?”

      I shut my eyes and clasped her hand in mine, casting a quick energy spell to help with her spell exhaustion, since Harris said that was the real cause. “Light from your hand to mine, light from your eyes to mine…I give power to Daisy Pendleton.”

      Her eyes fluttered open briefly. She gripped my hand weakly. “Charlotte…”

      “Daisy?”

      Her eyes welled. “He made me find Stuart…”

      “Councilman de Brigue was killed by Orson,” I said. “I think Stuart got away.”

      “I don’t want this anymore…” Her voice was barely a wheeze. She sounded so weak. “I don’t want this magic. Take it from me.”

      “I can’t take it from you,” I said. “And I don’t want to. You’ll do good things with your magic someday.”

      “He…used me.”

      I paused. “I mean…did he…touch you?”

      “No. No. You keep thinking that’s worse. It’s not. I’d rather he take my body than my magic if he has to take something. Maybe I could at least…detach from that. But no. He just wants my magic. He locked me up all alone for all of winter break… All alone. For two weeks.” She started sobbing. “Fuck him. I hope he rots and dies. I hope a demon spider catches him in a huge web and sucks the magic from him really slowly.”

      “It’s all going to be okay,” I said.

      “I think your grandma had it right,” she said. “I wanna give up. I don’t want my magic. I hate it.”

      “You’re just tired. You have to avenge your parents, right? Your mom and your dad…they’re looking down on you, giving you strength. I’m sure of it.”

      She looked off into the distance. “It’s been a long time,” she said quietly. “Sometimes…I don’t remember them as well as I used to.”

      I grabbed a tissue from a nearby box and handed it to her as her eyes welled. “Memories fade. Love doesn’t. And you only get stronger all the time.”

      She managed a smile. “Yeah, I guess I’d be tougher too if I had three hot boyfriends.”

      “Well, you need to live if you want three hot boyfriends of your own,” I said. “Three or four.”

      “Four?” She tried to sit up. “Did Harris finally—”

      “Maybe… Sorry. I don’t rub it in but for the sake of transparency I should probably tell you we just had like, argument sex.”

      “You can have him. He’s not good in bed. I just know.”

      “Mm…”

      “Yeah, right.”

      “No, I’m serious. He’s not bad. I kinda liked argument sex.”

      “Did he worship you like a queen?”

      I snorted. “I wouldn’t want him to.”

      Daisy threw out a hand. “Not for me. I accept nothing less than goddess status.”

      “Okay, single girl, good luck with that.”

      She dabbed her eyes. “You really do amuse me. Thank you.”

      “I amuse you?”

      “Yeah.”

      “That’s usually an insult,” I said.

      “No, no,” she said. “My grandmother would always say that my cousin amused—” She paused. “Okay, maybe it is an insult. But I mean it.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      Charlotte

      

      Classes had an air of tension, and the professors seemed to be keeping a close eye on us. Daisy was still weak, but the plan was progressing anyway. The vampires were on their way. I was having a hard time focusing.

      “You can’t break the curse like this,” Firian said, when I tried to set aside an evening to restore his human form. “You’re jittery. Remember your meditations? You have to calm down.”

      “I’m—I’m sorry. I’m not doing it on purpose. I just keep thinking about…”

      “I know you’re scared, but you have to keep your focus no matter what. Sit and take a deep breath.”

      “I want to at least try.”

      “Practice your focus first. I don’t want to get turned into a two-headed wombat instead of a human.”

      “Random.”

      His eyes narrowed. “I wish that was random. It’s a real story I heard one time.”

      I tried to meditate and calm down, but I couldn’t seem to cast the spell. “I think Piers gave me a broken relic!”

      “I think you are just panicking about fighting a demon,” Firian said.

      “Ya think?”

      The next day, as I was leaving my necromancy class, Piers caught me outside the door and said, “Charlotte, please see me in my office.”

      “Now?”

      “Yes.” He smiled. “Now.”

      I wasn’t comfortable with this at all. When I hesitated, he just kept looking at me. “Are you afraid of me, Charlotte?”

      “No.”

      “Good. Then, come. I just want to show you something.”

      I followed him to the room that used to be Ignatius’ office. He’d had it recently redesigned, and then I set it on fire, so it was renovated again. Well, Piers had put his own stamp on it, and that stamp was gloomy clutter, which did fit a warlock well, at least. The walls were lined with photos and paintings of relatives that all looked creepily similar.

      As soon as I sat down, Piers sat down as well, and opened a drawer. He took a little doll from the drawer. The doll had a crude face and a simple body, but it had a head of what looked like coarse dark hair. It was also wrapped in bands of iron. Piers stood the doll up on the desk between us with another tight smile.

      “Most faeries suffer in the real world,” Piers said. “But there are two types that still fare pretty well. Gruagach and house silkies. We’ve long heard that a lord of the gruagach and the princess of the house silkies serve the queen as spies in this world. Sound familiar? They worked for Stuart.”

      Orson and Penny were royalty? Sheesh.

      “I’m not sure what you’re talking about.”

      “Sure. Sure you don’t. Well, Lord Orson killed a man from our council. I’m sure you realize this can’t stand. Professor de Brigue, before he was killed, managed to rip hair from the prince’s head. With this doll, we can make him sick until he dies. De Brigue will be avenged, but that isn’t enough. We must have Stuart. We have given the faery queen one week to decide if she wants to go to war with us or not.”

      “War with…the faeries? What would that mean?”

      “Well, I don’t think they will look kindly on you,” he said. “Fickle humans. This is just what they fear about us. Your Wyrd wand can be used to break into their world.”

      “I won’t let you use my wand. Plus, I lost it.”

      “You ‘lost’ it.”

      “Yes.”

      He smacked his hands on the desk. “You’ve been distracted in class. You’re scared. You have your whole life ahead of you. A father who loves you. You don’t want to die, Miss Byrne. The fear is written all over your face. The weakness. But I don’t enjoy using innocents, so I am giving you one last chance. Leave this place. Go back to your human life and never return. Otherwise, I can’t promise anything.”

      “You don’t enjoy using innocents? What about Daisy?”

      “Daisy was born into this life.”

      “She doesn’t want it. Just so you know, you are not the good guys. You aren’t ‘ethereal’. When you make creepy dolls out of real hair and use them to kill people, that’s your first tip off.”

      “Then, you had better run from us,” he said. “Go back to your father. At the end of this week, the faery queen’s time is up. These bands of iron will tighten.” He held up the doll. “Lord Orson dies, and Professor Jablonsky is next. You and Daisy will help the council. Like it or not.”

      I swallowed. The voice that came out of me hardly even felt like my own. “No way will I help you. You are not going to touch my wand. You already tried once and it didn’t go well.”

      He slowly stood up. “Choose your next words carefully, dear.”

      “I am not your ‘dear’.”

      “You’re just a young woman and we have been lenient with you because we don’t hurt young women. But your grace period is up. Go home. I beg you to go home.”

      The council is going to war with the faeries.

      I wondered what that meant, exactly. The faeries could just stay hidden away in Wyrd, but Piers had the ability to kill Orson, and it seemed feasible that Stuart might step forward to rescue him, so it would keep getting messier.

      “I’ll go,” I said, in a low voice.

      “I knew you would make the right choice,” Piers said. “Stick to it. Forget all of this.”

      I left his room in a blur and ran back to Lancelot House. Montague was sitting at his desk writing and Harris was taking a nap, but he woke up quick when I stormed in the door.

      “We have to defeat the Withered Lord and get to Wyrd,” I said. “Now—or never.”
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      “So you know where we’re going?” I asked Montague, puzzling over the road map of Savannah.

      “Rayner is waiting for us,” he said. “You can put that down. I’ve been there before. Then we’ll get Professor McGuinness, Master Blair and Alec. Then…” He grimaced, his knuckles white gripping the steering wheel even though we were on a straight highway.

      “Then we fight a demon,” Harris said.

      “This is going so well,” Firian said.

      I had to break the news to Firian that I didn’t have time to meditate and focus and lift the curse. Breaking curses requires a totally different mindset than the aggressive magic we would cast to defeat the Withered Lord, and I just couldn’t seem to get my head in the game, so I was feeling like a failure. So much for my yoga practice, my meditation training, ‘Fares wyrd as she must’ and everything else. I was letting Firian down when he needed me.

      And we were missing part of the crew. Daisy was still drained of magic and it was too dangerous to sneak her out and we didn’t know where Stuart was hiding.

      The danger was real, but running away wouldn’t fix anything either. I didn’t even believe Piers when he said the council would leave me alone if I went home. If my wand had power, they would want that power.

      “Just leave this to me,” Harris said. “I have the grail water.”

      Montague raised an eyebrow. “I can’t wait to see how you plan on getting the grail water into the demon.”

      “He doesn’t have to drink it, Monty. Just the touch of it burns. We just need enough distractions to get close to him.”

      “It’s that easy,” Montague said. “Why didn’t your family kill this demon a million years ago?”

      “Because there is only one vial,” Harris said. “That’s why using it will make me an enemy of the Hapsburgs. I just want to make it crystal clear that the two of you should stay back. The vampires can weaken a demon and I’ll deal the finishing blow.”

      “‘The vampires’,” Montague said. “What am I, then?”

      “You’re my best friend,” Harris growled. “I don’t give a shit about the other vampires. After all, if Rayner and his clan get taken out you don’t even have to worry about having a sire anymore.”

      Montague got quiet for a long moment. “Don’t ever say that again.”

      “Monty, if you start to care about your sire, you’ll become beholden to him,” Harris said. “You’re stronger than that. There is no reason to protect him. They are real vampires but you’re not that far gone yet. I’ve seen you waking up from nightmares about how they murdered Lisbeth’s family.”

      “Lisbeth might be in trouble, though,” Montague said. “And he protects her.”

      “You don’t even know Lisbeth.”

      “I sort of do,” Montague said. “At this point…I know all of them.”

      Harris made a sound of frustration. “It’s happening.”

      “What?”

      “We’re losing you. I knew we would lose you. We can’t fight vampirism.”

      “You’re not fucking losing me. I just don’t want Rayner to die.”

      “No good warlock would care if a murderous vampire gets killed fighting a demon.”

      “Guys!” I shouted, clapping my hands like I was breaking up a cat fight. “It’s so awesome to be in-fighting right before a big battle!”

      Ohmigod.

      For the rest of the drive I took charge by force. I turned on the radio and I wouldn’t let Montague keep “Welcome to the Jungle” on either. “We are listening to the bubbliest damn pop music I can find until y’all mellow out and if you don’t behave I am putting on those morning show guys who were talking about NASCAR!”

      By late afternoon we reached Savannah. Montague drove us to a truly impressive mansion right in the heart of the city, and in the real world—not the parallel.

      “This is where the vampires are?” I asked.

      “Yes. They’re staying with Ulf.” He put the car in park. “This is where I went the last time. I wasn’t getting my mom a birthday present. I went to visit one of the oldest vampires in America.”

      “Why? And why did you lie about it?”

      He stroked a hand over the top of my head, his brown eyes tender but a little distant. He didn’t seem to know what to say.

      But I got it. He was…becoming a vampire. When I first met him, he was trying to disregard the idea that he had a sire, but now…

      Eventually, would he come to love Lisbeth? Instead of me? Would he consider Rayner, Silvus, Jie and Thom his brothers instead of Alec and Harris?

      I wrapped my hand around his.

      “I’m all yours,” he said.

      Then he threw open the door. “Wait here,” he said. “I don’t know that this is a safe place for humans.”

      I watched him walk into the grand house. The door opened for him, and he stepped inside. I knew he’d be back in a minute, but I was disconcerted.

      “He can’t help it,” Harris said gently.

      In a few moments, Montague did return with the rest of his clan. He could fit in with them now. I saw it. He was changing, becoming more graceful and assured with every year. He seemed sexier than he ever had, when I saw him with the others, the predatory beauty that they shared. They fit together, but I wasn’t going to let them have him.

      Rayner walked up to Harris’ window. “Good day, little spawn of the vampire hunters,” he said. “This is truly a day for the history books. We would rather not step into your parallel, but we’ve rented two rooms at the Econ Lodge off of the I-95 highway, and we will prepare the gateway into Sinistral for you while you collect your friends.”

      “The Econ Lodge?” Harris said. “Did you blow all your budget on those suits?”

      “No one cares if you open the gates of hell at the Econ Lodge,” Jie said. “Yelp said ‘it was so bad I slept in my car’ ‘reeks of marijuana’ and ‘so many cockroaches’. That’s where we go for shenanigans, and a good meal.”

      “Good lord, what a poor choice of words,” Silvus said. “Just to be clear, we are feeding on the humans, not the cockroaches.”

      Okay, so they looked sexy, but they still didn’t quite have a monopoly on suave.

      “I have given Montague the key. We’ll see you this evening,” Rayner said. “I hope you’re all ready for what you’re about to take on. I expect we’ll do most of the work, but we will need distractions.”

      “We’re ready,” Harris said. “And I was thinking the same thing about you. I have plans for this fight.”

      Rayner looked unimpressed, in the way that probably only a multi-centuries old being can look. “Well, we’ll discuss it at the hotel.”

      From there, we entered the parallel. I was nervous because I half-expected the council to have spies or to have murdered Professor McGuinness or something, but he answered the door right away, and this time Professor Adams was there too.

      “Come in,” he said. “I’m glad you made it here safely. Are you ready for this?”

      “You look great!” I said. “Like…I barely recognized you! Is this your demon battling outfit?”

      Professor McGuinness had gotten a tan and he was wearing linen pants and a pink shirt with the sleeves rolled up. “Oh—well,” he said. “I’ve been getting out, dear. After all that stuff you were saying about humans and that very enlightening trip to the mall…I thought, maybe I need to get away from the magical world now and then. In the Fixed Plane Savannah has this thing called a Pride Parade.”

      “They have those in a lot of places,” Firian said.

      “Don’t burst his bubble, Firian,” I said. “That’s great! So you went?”

      “Yes. It was very eye-opening. Now I really see what Samuel meant when he always wanted to get out and about with the humans. I was always more of a stickler for the rules. I thought warlocks were obvious superior. So I’ve been sprucing things up around here. No more black.”

      “It’s been good with me,” Professor Adams said. “I don’t know anything about decorating, but my lady has been appreciating the upgrade.”

      “Have you been to this place called World Market?” McGuinness asked.

      “Ohh…you redecorated too.”

      “I got this rattan set on clearance for the porch but they wouldn’t give me a credit card. Apparently I don’t exist in the computer.”

      “Are we killing a demon at a shitty motel or are we just talking about rattan?” Harris snapped. “This is our moment. Professor, I’m glad you’ve been enjoying life, but put on a cloak and let’s go.”

      “Are you with us, Professor Adams?” I asked.

      “Oh no no. I’m not fighting a demon,” he said. “I’m dating a demoness and I don’t want to tangle her up in any trouble with a high demon.”

      “Well, we are going to kill said demon,” Harris said. “But, do what you have to do.”

      Professor Adams shook his head. “You kids, I don’t know about this.”

      McGuinness grabbed his cloak off the coat hanger. “None of us do, but we have to try.”

      It was cloak time, baby. We’re talking wands out, fluttering velvet, smoke machine wizard action. We’re talking fashion for walking out of a building just before it blows up. This was the calm before the storm where we could show off, and nobody brought it like Master Blair.

      We arrived at the motel and he showed up giving us Howl’s Moving Castle. Perfect hair, almost too much collar, some killer lace-up boots, and his wand. And then there was my demon stud in t-shirt and jeans. I ran into Alec’s arms.

      “So no one has heard from Stu?” Ignatius said. “The vampires said Daisy couldn’t come either. And I thought you were turning Firian back into a human.”

      “We ran out of time,” I said, shivering. “But…it’s enough, right? Harris has some holy magic from the Hapsburgs.”

      “Water of the Holy Grail,” he said. “Stuart has to hide. The council is looking for him. Did you hear what happened with Orson?”

      I could hear the girl at the check-in desk whispering on the phone to a manager about whether foxes were allowed inside, but the vampires were right. It seemed like anything could somehow blend in at a cheap roadside motel.

      “I see,” Ignatius said, as Harris told him the story.

      “I have something to show you,” Alec said, his arms around me.

      “Oh yeah? I feel that,” I said, grinding against him.

      “Not that. Well—maybe that too. We have a minute, right?”

      “Yeah,” I said. “What we don’t have is a clean surface, but…”

      “That’s okay,” he whispered in my ear.

      Rayner and the rest of the clan had shown up, and it seemed like the adults were talking, so Alec pulled me aside into his motel room and picked me up by the legs. One thrust of his cock inside me and I almost forgot how much it really did smell like both pot smoke and cigarette smoke and also Raid, but he was strong enough to hold me so that I barely touched anything. The sex could have seemed as routine as needing to pee, but Alec always made me feel like I was the center of the universe. He made sure I was as satisfied as he was; half the time his incubus length could get right at my G spot, and luckily this was one of those times because I didn’t want to linger too long here.

      He grinned at me as I panted. “It hasn’t really been that long,” he said.

      “Yeah, right, don’t play cool,” I said. “What are you going to show me?”

      He handed me a locket. “I made this for you…”

      I opened it, and inside I found a miniature portrait of my mom. Like all of Alec’s art, it wasn’t an exact likeness, nor was it trying to be. He captured her essence.

      “I saw her in Sinistral,” he said. “I wanted to see if I could paint her. So I’ve been trying, and trying, but I think I finally got it. So take this, and…it will help you.”

      “Alec…”

      “You helped me find out what happened to my mom,” he said.

      “Yeah, and that didn’t work out very well…”

      “It did,” he said. “I needed to know that side of me. And even if she had a terrible way of showing it, her motherly advice wasn’t wrong. I needed to embrace my incubus side and stop trying to just be a warlock. Things will work out better with your mom, Char. I promise.”

      I wrapped my arms around him. I felt like we could go for a second round, so I forced myself to keep the kiss quick. “Thank you so much, Alec.” I tucked my hair behind my ears. “I should also tell you…”

      “You slept with Harris?”

      I rolled my eyes. “Of course you would know somehow.”

      “I feel like I smell him on you…”

      “Don’t say it that way. God, it just sounds skeevy.”

      “Was it good?”

      “It was…Harris. Like—we couldn’t stop bickering. But it was hot.”

      “That’s how Harris shows affection,” he said. “I’m really looking forward to it…”

      “To…”

      “Seeing all of us inside you at once…” He brushed a hand under my skirt, teasing me through my panties with his fingertips.

      I clamped my thighs around his hand, trying to shut him out. “If we make it out alive!”

      “Spread those legs, princess…”

      Aw, crap, okay, second round in a crappy motel.

      Might as well live while I can.
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      “The moment is at hand,” Ignatius said. “We will open the gate and summon the Withered Lord. We will be drawn into Sinistral to wage the battle. It will be a dangerous place for Ethereal wizards, so you’ll have to be strong.”

      “The Withered Lord has an unknown number of Sinistrals enslaved to him, willing to fight for him. We have to get through them quickly. They won’t stay loyal to him if he’s killed. They are prisoners,” Silvus said.

      “Harris has the water from the holy grail,” Ignatius said. “All we really need to do is make contact.”

      Anyway, I can sum this strategy meeting:

      1. They talked for two hours.

      2. They went around in circles.

      3. No one knew for sure how to battle a high demon, but they sure had a lot of confidence anyway. You want egos? Throw a bunch of old vampires in with warlocks who are competitive with the vampires.

      There was talk of tricks, battle formations, etcetera, but basically everyone was just going to do what they did best. The warlocks would cast spells while the vampires were going to do vampire stuff with this cache of weapons they had unfolded from a big wool blanket, swords and daggers for the older vampires and pistols for Thom.

      My job was to save Mom.

      I kept looking at Alec’s painting, and wondering how it would be enough this time if it wasn’t enough last time. What was I missing? Why wasn’t I good enough? Why didn’t the mere mention of Dad and me and how much we loved her make her want to come back?

      “Enough,” Rayner said. “I’m tired of talk. I’ve walked this earth for five hundred years. I won’t die today. Let’s meet this demon today and tomorrow I’ll have Lisbeth in my arms, God willing.”

      “I’m ready,” Ignatius said. “Ready to plead my case to the faery queen. I’ve always lived between worlds. Wyrd is where I belong.”

      “Let’s do this,” Harris said.

      “Join hands,” Silvus said.

      “I’m opening the gate,” Rayner said. “We don’t need to join hands.”

      “If you won’t do this my way, at least indulge me,” Silvus said. “Love and connection is anathema to demons. We might be unlikely allies, but we are allies all the same. Some of us love each other, and we all can find something to respect.” He held out a hand to Rayner. “Come on, my old adversary. You know it’s true.”

      Rayner slowly held out a hand to Silvus, grumbling. He took Ignatius’ hand in his other, while Harris held out a hand to me readily, surprising me with the purpose of his touch. Montague gripped my other hand, and Montague and Alec took Firian’s paws, a subtle show of solidarity. Firian wasn’t just mine anymore. He was a part of what had become Us.

      “I summon to me the demon of winter’s chill, the demon who snaps hearts like brittle twigs. I summon to me the demon who collects children like butterflies on pins, to suck the magic from their bones. I summon the high demon known as the Withered Lord,” Rayner said.

      Personally, I could have done without all that. Maybe it was part of the process.

      A crack appeared in the fabric of space ahead of us, and then it tore open, and darkness seeped out. The room turned cold, and the crack kept opening wider, becoming a portal that started tugging us in with suction.

      Oh, shit. This was happening. I managed not to pee myself during this part, and that was worth bragging about.

      The portals opened to what must have been Sinistral. We dropped into a frigid forest, bare trees dusted in a bleak, dry snow—and as soon as we landed, a bunch of demonic creatures raced out to attack us. Like, no talk, no preamble. Pretty rude. The vampires got to work without blinking. Rayner’s sword slashed outward as he grunted angrily, blood splaying on the snow. Thom shot some ravens out of the sky, crumpled black feathers falling.

      Almost immediately, I could feel the forest turning colder. It was angry. I could just feel it. I hadn’t dressed properly for cold weather but I could tell it wouldn’t even matter. This cold wouldn’t be held back by clothes.

      Ignatius threw up a protective bubble around us. It shimmered briefly and then a voice spoke as if from the trees in some dark tongue, maybe that language they speak in Mordor. Whatever it was, it ate away the protective bubble. One minute we held onto a fragile safety, and the next minute I felt completely exposed again.

      Ignatius was driven back a step, nearly crashing into me before he switched to a fire spell. I was, at this point, huddled around Firian while fire leapt around me, driving back the wolves enough to keep us safe.

      “Kili Forest, Charlotte,” he said. “You’re good at fire spells.”

      That was the region of Fortune’s Favor where you were always getting attacked by wolves and if you stayed there too long, your charisma would drop out of sadness, but everything in the forest was weak against fire.

      “Right.” I cast a quick fire spell, the flames bursting around my wand. The vampires had killed a couple of wolves already. It wasn’t a pretty scene and the battle had hardly begun.

      “Aren’t these wolves captives of the Withered Lord like my grandfathers?” I cried.

      “Probably. Doesn’t matter,” Rayner said. “They have to work for him, so we have to kill them.”

      “Careful—” Harris yanked me out of the way just in time before an arrow landed at my feet.

      Archers? Yeah, now we had archers. Professor McGuinness let out a sudden yell of pain and I thought he was hit, but instead a snake was biting his ankle.

      The vampires charged the trees to bring down the archers, who were these pale, wiry, dark elf looking girls. We turned our magic toward the trees, flushing a few more out to be dispatched by the vampires, but the vampires were killing them too. Like, without even blinking. Pointy-eared girls with dark hair and blue-hued skin collapsed around us with lifeless eyes.

      We really could die too.

      It was hard not to feel completely rattled.

      “Behind us!” Montague said, pulling my attention in other directions—too many directions. While the vampires were duking it out with the girls, the temperature seemed to get even colder. The forest was misty behind us, and as I was watching, the mist half-formed into phantoms. Every phantom had the same face, white skin stretched against the bones of their faces, their eyes glowing blue in a hollow way. They drifted toward us.

      “They all have his face,” Alec said.

      “Welcome to my forest,” the phantoms said, almost—but not quite—in unison. “There are only eleven of you. And infinite numbers of me. I thought there would be more of you. I thought there would be thirteen, thirteen…”

      Firian growled in a low, worried way. “It would be really stupid,” he said, “if we failed because we needed thirteen. Stuart is the thirteenth child. There were supposed to be thirteen of us. The magical realms love numbers.”

      “I’m not going to accept losing over that,” Alec said. But his hot demon ass was shivering. Since he was in his full on Sinistral demon form, even his tail was shivering.

      It would be really stupid, I thought, if we died of hypothermia and not even fighting demons, but that started to feel possible on top of everything else. I was shivering so much I thought I might break my teeth. I tried to cast a warming spell but my brain seemed stuck in a reeling loop of fear as the phantoms came closer and closer.

      “Come on, everyone,” Ignatius said. “Holy ward!”

      We all chanted together, generating a new barrier of warm light, and this one seemed a little stronger than the one Ignatius made by himself. Life slowly bled back into my frigid—

      Aaand nevermind. The phantoms came toward the ward. The moment their bodies struck the shimmering bubble, they melted it instantly. And they kept coming. I scrambled back. The vampires moved to the forefront to protect us. Well, maybe not to protect us, really, because I don’t think they cared, but let a girl dream. I wanted someone to save me, but maybe there was no one. The vampires couldn’t touch the phantoms with their blades or their strength.

      “Speak to me, demon,” Rayner said.

      All the phantoms opened their creaking mouths and spoke, still not quite in synch, in the brittle voice of the Withered Lord. Your compel magic means nothing to me. You cannot touch me.

      “Speak to me! Where is Lisbeth?” Rayner swept his blade toward the phantoms, meeting no resistance, but he swiped it again anyway. “What have you done with her?”

      I am shielding her from you.

      “Why?”

      Because you vampires and your arrogance and your insistent affection for one stupid girl is annoying. Because I can. Because I feed off of your misery, and there is nothing more delicious than toying with all of your affections…

      “At least come out here and fight me with your corporeal form!” Rayner growled.

      The Withered Lord’s phantoms lifted their hands and shot cold fire at Rayner, his clothes burning away and then the flesh of his chest singeing as he screamed.

      Silvus threw up shielding spells while Montague moved away from me and toward them to help. I saw Harris’ brow furrow.

      Rayner collapsed to his knees, hissing with pain. “Don’t touch me.”

      Harris moved forward a step, but then hesitated.

      “What is it?” Firian asked.

      “He hasn’t shown his true form yet. Would it work?”

      I knew he meant the grail water. “But he can hurt us with these ghost creatures, so why would he ever show his true form?” I whispered.

      “This really is a boss battle,” Firian said. “Charlotte, you’ve been training for this all your life.”

      Meanwhile, the Withered Lord wasted no time swooping around Ignatius with the cold phantom fingers of his three illusionary forms. You know, Ignatius, the more time I spent with you, the more I like you. You smell like ambition. Like Emily.

      “I am not joining you,” Ignatius said. “I would rather die.”

      I could arrange that.

      “Wait—no,” I said.

      “Ignatius? Charlotte?”

      I heard my mom’s voice emerging from behind the phantoms, and I felt faintly dizzy as I saw their ghostly forms part. She walked toward me. She looked…normal. Human. She was gorgeous, too. I could see why Dad idolized her. I never looked that put together and sophisticated, but…I saw the family resemblance. It was so weird, seeing so much of me in another woman. She had on a black trench and, no kidding, skintight gold pants. Mom showed up to the battle in skintight gold pants. Fucking rock star. Her hair was past her shoulders, thick auburn, with some light curl mine didn’t have.

      “Mom?” I felt choked. “Mom…”

      She held out her hands. “I want you here, little goblin. You and Firian.”

      She seemed more mellow than when I summoned her. Kind of sad. I didn’t know what to say at first. I wanted to hug her and talk to her like she was normal, but she was working for a demon who took pleasure in killing people.

      “I can’t be here, Mom,” I said. “I already told you that.”

      “But now you have friends here,” she said. “I would teach you everything I know. No one would ever hurt you or control you again.”

      “Do you realize this demon killed your cousin?”

      “Y—yes.” Some tears formed in her eyes although her face was resolute.

      “Emily,” the Withered Lord said, speaking from just one phantom now, instead of the multi-voice-stereo-effect thing he had going on before. He was more gentle with her, but it was just as terrifying, especially since the voice was coming from this dead-eyed ghost. “You know the bargain.”

      “Charlotte will join us,” she said sharply. “She will. Just let me talk to her.” She looked at me again, a spark in her eyes that said, Bad things will happen.

      I took a step back. “No. I won’t join you.”

      She swallowed. “Charlotte, I’ll protect you here. Do you think the council is so innocent?”

      “No.”

      “The faeries of Wyrd? The ones who won’t even see you? Evil is everywhere.”

      “Love is everywhere too!” I said. “No matter what world you live in, you can choose that instead, but you didn’t do that! You chose a demon who kills people and I keep waiting for some…catch, some explanation, and all I can see is that you chose this. Mom, please…come home.”

      “Your family will no longer accept you, Emily,” the Withered Lord said. “Did your parents ever come to rescue you? Would Evan understand you at all? Your marriage is ruined. Your family doesn’t want anything to do with you. I am all you have.”

      “That is not true,” I said. “My grandfather Rhys came to me in a vision and told me that he wanted to save you. That they had been trying all this time.”

      “Well, they never came for me,” she said. “And they didn’t bother to see you in the US. They’re still in bloody Australia, aren’t they?”

      I frowned. “Maybe there is a reason. Maybe he is keeping them away!”

      “They are afraid I might kill them,” the Withered Lord said. “Because I might. However, the fact is, you are far too broken to ever belong with your family again.”

      “He’s right,” she said. “I can’t go home. But you could come to me and be with me. If you don’t—”

      I felt like I was standing on a wobbly rock at the edge of a gorge. One wrong move… “I am willing to meet the Withered Lord,” I said.

      “You have,” the demon replied, a hint of annoyance in his fragile, ragged voice.

      “I mean, you know, formally,” I said. “These are just your illusions.”

      “Ah, you want to shake hands, little witchling? You want to see me in the flesh? Follow me and I’ll show you the power I can offer you.”

      I glanced at my guys. “I need to meet with him.”

      They exchanged very tense expressions, and Montague put an arm around me and kissed my head, followed by Alec, giving Harris cover to slip the grail water in my pocket. The Withered Lord’s phantoms turned to a path that appeared between the snowy trees. Mom gave me a pained look as she started to follow him. I glanced at Firian and he came with me. The phantoms whipped back, their ghostly wisps trailing around them like rags, and created a gate of ice that separated me from my guys.

      Your familiar may come. No one else.

      Mom was next to me. “It’s okay,” she whispered. “It’s okay.”

      “Is it, though?” I whispered back. “Mom, are you sure you know what you’re doing?”

      I don’t know why I was asking. Her body language answered for me. She was scared. She didn’t know what she was doing at all.

      I started to get even more nervous. When would I reach max nervousness? Was it actually infinite?

      The Withered Lord’s path dead-ended at a rocky cave. On the exterior the huge doorway, which must have been nine feet wide and tall, was shaped from massive grey rocks. Inside, ice sparkled from the interior walls, lit by a few blue flickering witch lights.  A few sad looking animals were around, sleeping or staring at us. I thought a high demon might have a castle, but no, this wasn’t even as nice as Stuart’s cave. Cave living was trendy in the magical world, I guess. The phantoms gathered around the wide entrance, watching us as we entered.

      I brushed my fingers along Firian’s head, thankful that at least he was with me, because the sense of dread and despair that swept over me as we neared the cave was almost overwhelming. Firian was shivering too.

      “Oh…” I was feeling near tears without being sure of why.

      You feel a dying world, the Withered Lord said. The magical world. I have taken in these creatures of Sinistral, children without homes, desperate souls too weak to survive without my protection, and I give them a home.

      “They still look desperate,” I said.

      “These do not work hard enough, so they will always be desperate!” The voice came from inside the rooms of the cavern. My mother bowed as I heard soft footsteps approach from the depths of the cave. Everything went silent.

      The Withered Lord had arrived. He was bony and white, with admittedly terrific cheekbones, black claws and horns, and glowing blue eyes that I couldn’t meet without immediately shying away. The sight of him had definitely ruined some fan art for me, and I felt like something terrible would happen if our eyes met.

      “Here I am, Charlotte,” he said. “A demon in the flesh. I know you find me terrifying now. Repulsive, perhaps. But I can give you so much. I can give you the ability to forge your own destiny. You will have all the power you need. You can take your lovers as you choose, live as you choose, protect the people you love.”

      “As long as we obey you,” I said.

      “You must give me strength from the Fixed Plane,” he said. “That is necessary. It’s the bargain I offer, as I once offered your grandfathers a home when they were orphaned, and all I asked for them to do is play the music they enjoyed and send the power of the crowds back home to their master.”

      A part of my brain was like, I cannot even believe you’re standing here in a cave in a parallel world talking to an early rejected design for the Night King, or maybe cocaine-era David Bowie playing an ice demon. I tried to keep holding onto that thought because otherwise I really would pee myself, because there was this permeating sense of despair and futility that surrounded the demon, and my mom was right there next to me, close enough to hug, but a million miles away.

      I was so scared of losing her, and so scared of getting her back. She was broken. If I brought her home, would…it all be okay?

      You know it wouldn’t all be okay.

      But I had to try anyway.

      When you love someone, you don’t really care.

      I decided that I had one moment, and everything I tried before already failed, so I was just going to be honest.

      “Mom, I can’t follow a demon,” I said. “I won’t hurt people to gain power. I came here to bring you home, and—and I’m scared. You haven’t been in the real world for twenty years and I don’t know how you’ll fit in. I don’t know if you and Dad will still know how to love each other. I don’t know what you’ll do at our house. I’m sure you’ll have PTSD. Maybe you’re not even a good person anymore. I don’t actually know. Dad realizes all this too. We talked about it. We know it’s going to be hard. But he still loves you, and so do I, and no matter how hard it is…we want you back with us.”

      I took out the painting of her Alec gave me and offered it to her. And then I tugged off my ring that was actually her ring and held that out too. “We never stop thinking about you. Never.”

      Her eyes widened slightly. “Charlotte, I—I can’t believe he’d say that if he really knew me as I am now.”

      “He said it. You can believe him or not. And it’s how I feel too. There is nothing harder than growing up without you. What do you even have to lose?”

      The Withered Lord looked at my mother and beckoned his claws. “Come to me, Emily.”

      Mom hesitated, and I could tell he wasn’t used to this, so that even the slightest hesitation made him suddenly straighten his long, bony limbs and dig his claws into her. “You know what you have to do,” he whispered.

      Mom’s face.

      I would never forget the way she looked when she suddenly cried, “Charlotte, run!” and I saw the demon’s teeth bare, the look of fury in his eyes when he realized she would betray him for me. He’s going to kill her, I thought.

      I didn’t run. I tore the bottle of grail water from my pocket and tossed it at him. Instantly, it started eating at his flesh, leaving black burns behind, and he let out a roar of pain.

      “Mom!” I grabbed her hand and we both started running.

      “What was that?” she gasped.

      “Holy grail water!” We ran down the passage out of the cave, but we were immediately confronted by a Hitchcockian level of ravens swarming at us, aiming for our eyes. I screamed, quickly casting fire spells and swinging my wand around like a club. The various beasts who had been bound to the Withered Lord were edging away.

      “Hey spectators, I just killed your captor, you want to give me a hand?” I cried.

      Is that what you think just happened? You think some holy water can kill me? The voice seemed to penetrate my brain.

      “Bloody hell!” Mom screamed. “He’s still alive! Just run, run!”

      I whirled. “Where’s Firian! Oh—there you are. Oh—!”

      My hesitation almost cost me; I heard a skittering behind me although what came out was not the if-Nosferatu-was-almost-good-looking white bony demon, but a huge white spider, and it still had these black horns.

      I wish I had not even seen that in my whole life. I let out a scream that was like ten cats getting their tails stepped on. The spider was limping and kind of charred looking on its entire right side, which was the only thing that kept it from advancing toward us with completely terrifying speed.

      The guys had already been battling more creatures while we were gone; I could see that my group was exhausted and bloodied. Rayner had been injured before I left; Thom was also on the ground collapsed. And then I saw Montague, collapsed in the snow while Alec and Harris were doing their best to fend off a snarling bear-like beast with glowing red eyes.

      “Is he okay? Is anyone helping him?”

      I ran for Montague. Ignatius was leaning over him, trying to cast a healing spell. He frowned at me. “No one here has studied advanced healing!”

      Right. That was women’s magic.

      “I have,” Mom said.

      Ignatius and Mom exchanged the briefest complicated look, two old friends meeting, and then he saw the Withered Lord just behind me and immediately shoved me down to Montague and took up a fighting stance. “Just stay with him.”

      Mom put a hand on Montague’s forehead. “He’s a vampire…he needs blood.”

      The Withered Lord spider was gathering speed as it locked its multiple eyes on Harris. The demon let out a crackling roar of agony as it cried, “You, boy! The holy water came from you!”

      He launched at Harris, lifted him up, and flew into the air with a crazy spider jump that carried him well out of our reach before landing. Harris barely kept hold of his wand, and I heard him shout the French words of a spell, trying to land a final blow on the Withered Lord, but he was cut off by the demon goring him with his horns.

      Blood.

      It happened so fast.

      Harris’ body, flung upward, pinned on the horns. They drove through him, coming out of his back. He screamed and I knew he…

      After that one scream, Harris went limp.

      He wouldn’t live through that. No. I didn’t know what an advanced healer could do, but I knew they could not heal that.

      I stood in shock. Paralyzed. The demons could have killed me in that moment, if I didn’t have my friends to protect me. I shook my head, quickly forcing myself back into action, casting a paralysis spell at a boar that advanced on Montague.

      The Withered Lord shook off Harris’ body so he was thrown into a snowdrift like trash to the curb, and then the demon turned back to us.

      Montague clutched my arm and pulled me close to him. “Charlotte,” he said, his eyes wide. “Trust me. Let me taste you.”
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      I only paused a moment.

      “I do trust you,” I said.

      “Good.”

      “I’ve…I’ve wanted this.”

      “I know.”

      He pulled me to him and bit my neck. The pain was a sweet sting as I felt my life force flooding into him and his arms around me, his vitality returning. It felt even better than I expected as his venom was drug-like. Not that I’d done drugs, but if drugs were like this, no wonder they were a problem. There was a brief wave of lust and euphoria, although it didn’t last long because too many terrible things were happening around me.

      Still, we both felt better for it.

      The other vampires perked up. After a moment, Montague lifted his head, wiping my blood off his mouth, and held me. “No,” he said. “You’ll get your Lisbeth. She’s all mine.”

      “Oh…” I was just a little dizzy. Montague handed me to Professor McGuinness for support, because Alec and Ignatius and my mom were already hurrying to fight the Withered Lord and check on Harris. Check on? More like…confirm the worst.

      “I feel ready to deal this bastard a death blow,” Montague said. He picked up a sword abandoned in the fight, maybe Rayner’s. “I’m going to be your Wesley today, Char.”

      “If you’re going to drink my blood, you’d better!” Then I added, “I love you, Montague.”

      I was so afraid he would die too. Right before my eyes. Just like that. I couldn’t even process.

      I clutched Firian, who formed a protective bubble just for the two of us, but Professor McGuinness was still struggling to keep up a wider defense, and I knew I couldn’t dwell on what had happened. I had to help my friends.

      Dead.

      Ina was dead, too.

      She’s in the Haven now, but she is alive. She came back.

      Alec picked up Harris’ body, my tall arrogant strolling boy now seeming so limp and fragile, and he brought him to me. His blue eyes were still open. I couldn’t handle it. Well, I thought I couldn’t, but somehow I did. I just silently shut his eyes with my hand. “Watch over him,” Alec said, his Adam’s apple lifting as he swallowed back his own sadness. “So we can bring him back home.”

      “Oh no…”

      It was too real.

      He was so, so pale.

      “Charlotte,” Firian said. “I’m so sorry.”

      In this moment, Firian didn’t make any jokes, he just quietly acknowledged that I had feelings for Harris, that he had finally started to really become a part of us, and now he was gone…so quickly and stupidly…

      The Withered Lord was still fighting ferociously, despite many injuries. Plus, Jie didn’t seem to like spiders, which I could not blame him for at all, so Silvus was the only vampire in the clan still fighting in earnest. Jie picked up one of the bows from the fallen dark elf girls and tried to shoot the spider demon from a distance.

      “The holy grail water really did it,” Firian said.

      That was generous, maybe. It wasn’t looking that good. He was making me feel better, like Harris’ efforts had some reward. Like we would make it out of this.

      “Yeah. Yeah. We never would have had any chance without it. But—” I wiped my eyes. “I have to help them.”

      “No. Just stay here. Alec told you to watch Harris. And Monty just drank your blood. You’re weak.”

      “What good is any of this if Alec dies?” I got to my feet, just in time to see the Withered Lord grab Alec by a wing and tear at it. The thin skin of his demon wings split and his back arched in what I could tell was some serious pain.

      “Alec!” I tried to run but a wave of serious dizziness overtook me from giving Montague my blood.

      “Just hold me, Charlotte,” Firian said. “He’s too strong for us. Sometimes you can’t fight anymore. Just hold me like you used to hold your stuffed cat in bed when you were sad.”

      I knew he was telling me this for my own benefit. He didn’t need to be held; familiars would accept death for their witch. But he always knew what I needed. I shut my eyes but I could hear Montague scream as he was struck and Alec still groaning in pain and when I opened them again, I saw the Withered Lord aim for my mom.

      “I told you what would happen,” he said. “Your life or hers, Emily.” He shifted back into demon form and grabbed the sword that Montague had dropped.

      “Kill me and let her go,” Mom begged, leaving herself open.

      “No!” I staggered toward the fray, shooting fire that fizzled in the snow.

      Sometimes you die fighting the boss, I thought. The whole party, wiped out.

      “Don’t give up, Mom, please! Dad—Dad needs to see you!”
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      A portal opened, ripping into the fabric of Sinistral with sparks of light.

      I stopped in my tracks. This could be bad. Maybe the demon had backup.

      Stuart and Daisy appeared.

      Stuart. Daisy. Like fricking ANGELS.

      “Daisy and Stu in the house and we’re going to destroy—!” Daisy began, before seeing Harris and tripping over her own feet. “Oh—oh no no no…”

      “I’m so sorry,” Stuart said. “The council is looking for me, and I was trying to get to Daisy.” He said that and then he immediately turned to the Withered Lord. “Ignatius!”

      “It’s bad, Stu!” Ignatius cried. “Very bad!”

      “My magic is fresh,” Stuart said, and now the Withered Lord did start to back down as Stuart waved his wand, his fae robes flowing, his hair whipping around, and warm light surrounded the Withered Lord and made him glow.

      The demon seemed to be bound by the faery magic. In his already weakened state, he finally seemed deflated by this last strong burst of magic.

      “Get the sword!” he said. “While I have him held down. We need to get his head.”

      Who’s going for it? I looked around. Silvus was the only vampire still standing, and he didn’t look like the beheading type. Oh wait, there was Jie, now that the Withered Lord had gotten out of the spider thing, but he still had sort of a ‘hell no’ face. Ignatius?

      It was Mom who reached for the sword.

      “Emily, do you know what you’re doing?” Ignatius asked.

      “Yes.” She picked up the sword. “Master, you showed me the power I craved,” she said, and even now, her words were not entirely reassuring. “But you never could offer me the family I needed. I can’t follow you anymore. I am releasing all of your children.”

      “You will miss me, Emily,” he said, as she swung the blade.

      I cringed. I wanted to look away. I’m not sure why I didn’t, because the sight of my own mother striking the head off a demon with what must have been a really sharp sword would be seared on my brain forever.

      The body of the Withered Lord crumpled into dust, while Stuart picked up the head and tossed it in a sack. He hoisted it up. “It is done.”

      Daisy was dry heaving a little. When we looked at her, she quickly tried to look nonchalant. “I’m glad he’s dead. Revenge at last. Although I didn’t really do much.”

      “You did plenty,” Stuart said. “You got me here. Charlotte, now you and I are going to bring this to the faery queen.”

      “Me? Just me? What about Harris?”

      “We will, of course, give him a proper burial when we return,” he said gently.

      “No, seriously,” Montague said. “I can’t think about the faeries right now. Our best friend just got killed.”

      “We’re injured,” Alec said, through gritted teeth. “But Harris—”

      “Professor?” I asked. “Is there a way to…I mean…necromancers can bring back the dead, right? Ina was brought back.”

      “No.” I knew he was going to give me a look. “There is a price to pay for that, Charlotte. You have to pay a price.”

      “What price?”

      “I had to offer my power to…him…for Ina,” my mother said.

      “I—I know. I know that. But you had to give yourself up to the Withered Lord, and now he’s dead anyway,” I said.

      “Something very precious to you,” Professor McGuinness said.

      “Like my magic.”

      “Charlotte, you can’t give up your magic,” Stuart said. “You have the Wyrd wand. You’re the only one the faery queen will want to deal with.”

      “I don’t care about that. I know all you care about is making this deal, but I need to protect my friends first. Harris never even got to enjoy his life. He had just disowned himself from his family and—and he got the grail water that let us weaken the Withered Lord long enough for you to get here, and now you’re just going to let him die?”

      “If we don’t get the power of Wyrd, you are all in danger anyway!” Ignatius said.

      “You too,” I said. “You are both willing to let terrible things happen to us. I was with you until now. But I can’t…I can’t…just let him die.”

      I wrapped my hand around Harris’ cold one. “Come back to us, Harrison Nicolescu. We still have so many things to argue about. I give you my magic… all of my magic!”

      My hands glowed and I felt woozy, but nothing really happened.

      “Damn it!” I was freaking out. Ignatius and Stuart looked about two seconds away from pulling me off of his body.

      Professor McGuinness knelt beside me. “You will need help.” He took my hand, elegantly voicing a spell in French, but speaking slowly, prompting me to join in.

      “Igor!” Ignatius said. “You can’t let this girl give up her magic.”

      “I’ll do it,” Daisy said, walking forward. “I’ll give up my magic to save his stupid ass.” I knew Daisy felt her magic was a terrible burden anyway, and I knew she must have some affection for Harris even if they didn’t match well as a couple, so I wasn’t going to complain. I was very touched that both Professor McGuinness and Daisy were so willing to help.

      But Rayner, despite his serious injuries, managed to get to his feet awfully fast when he heard that. “No way,” he said. “We helped you take out the demon. Now, I need your power as the diviner to find Lisbeth. That was part of the bargain.”

      “Get my grandma to do it!” she snapped.

      “No,” he said. “We had a deal. You said you would do anything to take this bastard out, and we fought ourselves to injury protecting your friends, whom we honestly have no reason to give a damn about.”

      “It’s okay,” I said. “Daisy, he’s right. I’ll give up my magic. You need to divine the fate of Lisbeth. Just one last divination and then you can stop.”

      “Oh, I can stop? I can just ‘stop’?” Her hands clenched into fists. “Fine. Whatever.”

      I turned back to Harris and the professor and I took up the threads of the spell again. Now I could feel magic beginning to flow through our hands.

      “You are making a huge mistake,” Ignatius said. “The fate of the entire magical world depended on you.”

      “There must be another way!” I said. “I’m sure you can find someone else with a Wyrd wand, or maybe try just talking to the faery queen anyway!”

      I was already weak from Montague draining my blood, and now I could feel the magic draining out of me and into Harris. It wasn’t the best feeling, but I could see it working. I could feel the warmth flowing out of me and into him, see color returning to his face.

      I exhaled, a small laugh-sob, as I felt his body twitch.

      Mom rushed close to us. “I need to heal his wounds now.”

      All three of us had our hands on him, and he groaned with pain as his eyes fluttered open.

      “Harris!” “Harris!” Montague, Alec and me all descended on him now.

      “Ugh…ow.”

      “You’re alive.”

      “What the hell happened?”

      “Well, the Withered Lord just straight up killed you in like two seconds,” I said, through a wave of extreme weariness. “And I gave up my magic to bring you back. So, basically, you owe me big time forever and ever.”

      “I owe you? You owe me. The grail water worked, didn’t it?” He coughed and winced. “I was dead?”

      “Yes, you were very dead, and now you’re undead, so I will need to prescribe you a vitality regimen,” Professor McGuinness said. “Post-revival care is crucial.”

      “Oh god,” he groaned. “I’m fucking undead.”

      “How about ‘thank you’?” But I couldn’t stop smiling. “I just wasn’t ready to stop arguing with you this soon,” I said. “I saved your life. You owe everything to me.”

      “You already said that.”

      “I’m gonna say it a lot.”

      “Charlotte…,” Firian said behind me, and then suddenly his arms were around me.

      “Firian!? Are you human again? Or is this just an illusion hug?”

      “I felt your magic drain away and just like Adia lost her ability to turn into a bird, I guess…I also am losing my foxiness.”

      “Oh.” That wasn’t the outcome I intended. It started to hit me that I had done something drastic.

      “I’d rather be a human than a fox,” he said.

      “But you’d rather be both.” He wasn’t fooling me.

      “You did the right thing,” he said softly. “Magic has consequences. Painful ones. It doesn’t mean it isn’t worth doing.”

      Harris looked at my mom. “So this is…”

      “Emily,” she said, offering a hand. “I’m Charlotte’s mum. Mom, I mean, I—yes, we were going with Mom.” She looked troubled.

      “And that’s the head?” He looked at Stuart and his conspicuously head-shaped, bloody bag. “That actually happened?”

      “Yes,” Stuart said. “But we do have a problem now.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty-Two

          

        

      

    

    
      Charlotte

      

      So, this is how I, Charlotte Byrne, went from being the Chosen One with the rarest and special-est of wands, the inherited magic of my great-uncle Samuel, and all the hopes of a band of dedicated band of rebels, gave it all up to save the exiled son of former royalty.

      When you put it that way, I felt a little bit awful. I had the chance to make a whole community a better place, and I botched it.

      But at the same time…

      Ignatius and Stuart still chose power over love, right? They let bad things happen to their friends and they knew some of us might die fighting the demon.

      Love meant more to me.

      Keeping my own clan together? That was more important. Did it really matter if we used our magic? If we lived in a parallel? We could just be normal, and we’d be together, and that was better. I think Professor McGuinness saw that, and that was why he helped me. What’s really a better way to spend your weekend, learning to raise the dead, or going to a pride parade in Savannah? Shooting fire out of your hands, or watching Netflix with your dad and the boys you love?

      I couldn’t control what the witches and warlocks wanted to do with their lives. I had to protect my own.

      Stuart and Ignatius could handle this. They still had a demon head. Maybe that would count for something.

      They weren’t that happy with me. They opened the portal back to the Fixed Plane and warned us that none of us would be welcome at Merlin College anymore.

      “We haven’t been welcome there ourselves,” Montague said. “Good riddance.”

      “And since I’m a Sinistral now, I don’t want to deal with magic,” Alec said. “I’d rather just become an artist for the sake of art.”

      “Even in high school, we were always sneaking out to the real world and getting in trouble for it,” Harris said.

      “Emily, are you going home, then?” Ignatius asked.

      “Er…yes,” she said. “Yes. Charlotte and I are going home.”

      “I wonder if Dad will let us have some tenants…,” I said.

      “I have a cabin that sleeps three, and no current bookings on Airbnb,” Firian said. “So his opinion doesn’t matter. Although two of you will have to double up and then we’ll get an air mattress.”

      “This could be fun,” Alec said.

      “Indoor plumbing?” Harris asked.

      “Yes,” Firian said. “And wifi.”

      “This is such a waste,” Ignatius stormed, pointing a finger at me after a dramatic whirl of his jacket. “We fought for fifty years to get women admitted to warlock schools and vice versa and you threw it away.”

      “Lay off her,” Professor McGuinness said. “She’s young and they are all so close to each other. Closer than I ever let myself get to anyone. The magical world has hardly begun to eat them alive, so just let them enjoy themselves. All you’re doing is starting a war that will wage for generations.”

      “It’s a war that needs to happen and you’ve always been with me on that in theory! A war that would bring so much opportunity to so many!” Ignatius shook his head. “You’ve always been a coward, Igor. I’ve never been so disappointed. But it’s done. Go home.”

      Daisy left with the vampires, after giving me a hug, and then giving all my boys a hug. “Goodbye, Robin Hood. Goodbye, Undead Boy. Goodbye, Sexy Demon. Goodbye, Montague.”

      “I don’t get a nickname?”

      She squeezed me tight. “Bye, girl. I’ll see you around someday.”

      “You’ll see me soon, right? You can come visit.”

      “I’m not leaving the magical world,” she said. “I wish I could. But I’m a realist.” She whispered, “Maybe they’ll never find Lisbeth and be in the market for a new thrall.”

      I hoped she was joking. Man, it was hard to tell with Daisy. “Be careful,” I said.

      “Hmm hmm! Of course. I can handle myself. Think of me when you watch Queer Eye.”

      We had lunch with Professor McGuinness and Adams, Montague had to stop off and beg for blood from the vampires of Savannah, and we jammed into his SUV. Alec was still injured although his injured wing luckily vanished in the real world, and Harris still looked sickly, while I was still dizzy and craving steak, so we were all a bit lethargic.

      “Where are we?” Mom asked.

      “Savannah.”

      “So we’re still in Georgia,” she said, looking out the window. “I forgot how green it is here. It smells so good even in the winter!” After a moment, as we pulled out of the city, she turned to me—as we were crammed next to each other in the back seat—she said, “You did the right thing, Charlotte. I’m not sure what we set out to do is really possible, and none of us were happy for the fight.”

      “Yeah…thanks,” I said.

      A part of me was still uncertain. I remembered Ignatius at the trial. How they treated him, humiliated him, and insulted him. What battle for a better world had ever been easy? I was the person who just gave up.

      But look what Mom did to save Ina. If you have the chance to fight with death…who could resist?

      I shivered, knowing that I had failed to be the sort of necromancer Samuel was. I let my own desire get in the way.

      And my magic…

      Mom saw the look on my face. “You might not be a witch anymore, but you’re still a werewolf.”

      “A quarter werewolf. What does that do?”

      “Well, have you ever tried?”

      “Tried to turn into a wolf? No. Wouldn’t that just happen?”

      “Well, let’s see,” she said.

      “Where will Monty get his blood now?” Alec asked. “Is he going to have to become one of those deer hunting vampires?”

      “My dad knows some deer hunters. I’m sure we can figure it out. ‘Mom’s back, and they eat blood sausage in the UK, got any?’ See, problem solved.”

      Montague looked at me like he had no intention on surviving with deer blood alone.

      “I can’t believe I’m going to see him again…,” Mom said, sounding nervous, but then she tossed her hair a little, running her fingers through it, trying to pretend she could handle anything. “Well, I suppose whatever happens, I’ll find a way. And you said Adia and Richard are still in the states? I do miss them… I forgot how much I missed them.”

      Dad had no idea what was coming.

      When we pulled up the driveway to our house, it was late in the afternoon and considerably colder in this part of the state. Mom’s fingernails scratched the window glass as she started tearing up. “Fuck me,” she said. “It’s all coming back now.”

      “So the Withered Lord makes you forget?” I asked.

      “Not forget, exactly. Fade. All of this seemed so dim. I’ve wasted so, so much time. I’m going to make it up to you, Charlotte. I’m going to be a proper mother to you now. I’ll take you shopping and show you how to become a wolf, maybe…”

      “Oh, yeah, proper mother stuff like that.” I laughed a tad nervously. No doubt, Mom was gorgeous and classy and worldly and boy, did she not seem like she belonged in Appalachian Georgia. “Let me warn Dad you’re here.” He was already stepping out of the front door.

      She completely ignored me and opened her door. “Evan?”

      “Emily?” He started running.

      She flung herself into his arms and held him tight and they were both crying and then I started crying too, but Montague and Firian grabbed me and Alec and Harris piled onto them. It was major hugging time all around and then we scrambled—or limped—out of the car.

      “I—I can’t believe it,” Dad said. “You haven’t even aged a day! Holy shit, you must think I look ancient.”

      “Oh no, you’re a silver fox, my love. I’m just so happy to see your face. I have so much to apologize for—to attempt to explain…”

      “Well, I just picked up some beers, come on in! I have no idea how this happened. I’m sure it’s a story. And—you brought—everyone. Come in.”

      “I appreciate your hospitality,” said Montague, always a gentleman, shaking his hand.

      “I’m sorry it’s not much. We’re not fancy around here.” Dad noticed Harris. “I haven’t met you, have I?”

      “Hey, Dad, um…this is Harris. They’re all, like, a clan. Bond brothers or whatever you call it.”

      “Like my fathers,” Mom said.

      “Oh, a…fourth…”

      “Yeah,” I said. “But that’s it. Just these four. Which I realize is a lot of boyfriends, all here at once, but, um, yeah. They’ll stay in Firian’s cabin.”

      “And you’ll stay in your own bed.”

      “Of course she’s not going to stay in her own bed, look at them, they’re bloody gorgeous,” Mom said. “Good job, my little goblin! My own mother, well, she wasn’t always the most attentive mother but she did seem like the happiest woman I ever knew.”

      Wow. Okay then. My own mom just knocked me speechless and possibly ruined my relationship with my dad forever.

      “She’s kidding, she’s kidding,” I said.

      “Do you want to just get back in the SUV and peel out?” Firian whispered.

      “Shh. It’s—it’s fine.”

      I had a vague sense of loss, that weird unsettled feeling you get when you feel like you’ve made a mistake but you’re not exactly sure what could have been different. I guess it was just how major changes felt, and I’d get used to them. We would all find a way to live a normal life in the Fixed Plane.

      I walked into my room and dumped my bag on my bed, amidst the stuffed animals. “Hmm?” I said, noticing a note addressed to me in very florid cursive on my computer desk.

      

      Charlotte,

      

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

      

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

      

      I shoved the letter in a drawer. Life was complicated enough…for now.

      

      Thank you reading! If you enjoyed this series, I hope you will consider leaving a review for your favorite installment. Even it’s just one sentence, reviews give authors a boost and help us to keep writing our hands off and our backs out of whack all to entertain you, not that there is anything I’d rather be doing!

      While writing this book I bought a house, got my old house ready to move, packed two moving trucks full of boxes (boooooooks), moved 450 miles, did a major renovation, and basically…it was chaos. Honestly, I hope this book is good. I’ve had no time to think about it. I haven’t been this exhausted in YEARS. But it’s over now, and there is one book to go—Battle of the Hexes, up for preorder now— before Charlotte’s story concludes and then…well, I have some more stories to tell in this paranormal world for sure!

      Also…this series is coming in audio soon! Stay tuned and thank you, as always, for being the best readers, especially those of you who supported me during this book when I was so stressed and tired. I <3 you guys!!!
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