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            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      Charlotte

      

      “Charlotte!” Dad screamed my name from downstairs, interrupting a pretty important fight with a dragon in my favorite MMORPG.

      “Just a sec!” I screamed back.

      “Charlotte! I need an explanation right now!” He was getting that high-pitched voice he gets when the raccoons are in our trash.

      I had absolutely no clue what he could need an explanation about, seeing as I had no life and had not done anything out of the ordinary, but it sounded important.

      “Charlotte!”

      omg, I hastily wrote. i have to go. i’m so sorry. emergency unfolding in-house. brb.

      The rest of my fellow adventurers freaked out on me, but my sexy elf warrior girlfriend/boyfriend Firia said, You’d better talk to him. The rest of us can handle it.

      uhh…how did you know it was ‘him’?

      I just assumed it was your dad.

      oh yeah well you’re right. thx.

      It was a weird moment because I was pretty sure I’d never told Firia that my Mom was gone and I wondered how he guessed the emergency wasn’t burnt toast or something, but I didn’t have time to fully ponder it. I had to check on Dad. Anyway, Firia was awesome for not getting upset at me for ditching on the dragon fight, seeing as my brooding mage character Larius had the pivotal dark spells for defeating said dragon. Firia was also the closest thing I had to a boyfriend. We’d been playing Fortune’s Favor for years. I met him on Christmas when Dad gifted me a year’s subscription, and we’d stuck together through a lot of fights. Before long, we were flirting. A couple months in we figured out that we had each chosen avatars of the opposite gender, but we were having fun anyway, so I called him “my girlfriend” in the game.

      Of course, I was fully aware Firia could be lying and was not really an eighteen year old guy but was actually like…a fifty year old guy, or whatever. We’d never taken it off the game. Whenever I tried, he got cagey. Which was probably a warning sign, and his hot babe elf avatar might not be a good sign either, but maybe he was just a self-conscious nerd boy. At least he took all my hassling about sexism in the gaming industry without getting upset.

      I padded down the stairs. Dad was standing at the dining room table, staring at an envelope that sat in the middle of the wooden surface, looking at it like it was poisoned.

      “Dad? What’s wrong?” I stood on the first step, shoving my hands in my pockets. “Something came in the mail?”

      “Is there something you aren’t telling me about?” he cried.

      “Um…no? I don’t think so. I’m eighteen. I guess there might be something.” I laughed, but then I realized this was going beyond my dad’s usual level of overreaction. “Hey, what’s up? Just tell me.”

      My dad and I had a thing going. We were opposite in a lot of ways. He was fun and also had a tendency to overreact. I was stubborn but chill. He liked loud music, barbecuing, tattoos. I liked magical-sounding soundtracks, gaming, pajama pants. It wasn’t unheard of for him to freak out over nothing. I went to look at the letter. Maybe the bill from our annual checkup was more than he expected or something.

      “I don’t know how to explain all of this,” he said. “Shit. I wish y—”

      I shot him a look. It seemed like, for all the world, he was going to say that he wished my mom was here. I could hear the ghost of the “your” when he cut himself off.

      He never talked about Mom.

      I saw the return address on the envelope.

      

      Merlin College

      P. O. Box 332

      Small Hollow, NC

      

      “You’re freaking out about ‘Merlin College’? What is that? Sounds like spam.” I started opening it.

      He grabbed it from my hand and slammed it on the table. “No. It’s not spam. It’s a reckoning, that’s what it is. I thought you were safe from all this. I thought your mom—like—sealed that stuff up. Were you talking to your elf friend online?”

      “Yeah, why?”

      “Maybe I should make him explain it. Nah, you’re my daughter.”

      “Him? Firia? What does he have to do with it?”

      He took a deep breath. “Your mother had magical blood. I believe this letter is from a witches’ college. That’s why it’s so nondescript.”

      “Well, I’m already going to college, so…” I’m not sure why I said that first. Like, when you get your Hogwarts letter do you go, oh dang, but I already sent in my paperwork to the Montessori school? “Magical blood? What do you mean?”

      “Your mom’s mother was an Ethereal witch from a very old witch family. Her father was a Sinistral demon who could turn into a wolf. So a werewolf, basically. I mean—let me back up. Magic is real. You know that, right? Deep down, I’m sure you know that.”

      Admittedly, I believed in magic longer than other kids, because my dad played along with all my childhood games, built fairy houses with me and was very insistent about offerings for Santa Claus. And yet… “Did the neighbors sell you drugs or something?”

      “I wish. Your mother was supposed to protect you from this shit!” He grabbed a stuffed cat that I had seated at the dining room table because I was a dork, and threw it on the floor.

      My heart was beating pretty fast at this point. “Be nice to Jiji! Calm down.” I grabbed the letter and ripped it open.

      

      Dear Mr. Char Byrne,

      

      Your application has been accepted. You will attend Merlin College, the elite school for warlocks, with a starting date of September 12th. We were stunned by your test results and are thrilled to have you with us. Please be packed and prepared on that day, as we will send a vehicle for you. Please refer to the attached list of items that are not acceptable at Merlin College and familiarize yourself with the rules of conduct.

      

      We look forward to meeting you,

      Ignatius Blair

      Dean of Merlin College

      

      “God, the list of stuff I can’t take to Merlin College is ten times longer than the acceptance letter. What the hell? Warlocks? Why do they think I’m a boy? They think my name is ‘Char Byrne’.” I laughed. “I mean, whatever, I just won’t go.”

      “Warlocks?” He looked at the letter. “Oh—okay. This must be a mistake. They got you mixed up with someone else. We’ll write and tell them you’re a girl and that you’re not going to any magic schools.”

      “Wait. Let’s start with, why did you not tell me this sooner and why am I not going to magic school? Magic school sounds awesome.”

      “It isn’t. At least, that’s what they tell me. But I don’t want you having anything to do with that. It can get you killed. There are all these other planes, and magical creatures in conflict with each other, and…it’s bad news. It didn’t do my relationship with your mom any favors, that’s for sure. When we were growing up, she was never interested in magic. But then…when you were a baby…she got sucked in. Like a cult. Power is addictive and she’d never known what it was like. That was what we fought over. But she had bound your magic, so you wouldn’t suffer the same fate.”

      “She bound my magic so I wouldn’t be powerful?”

      “So you would be a normal girl,” he said. “Who doesn’t get killed by some demon or something.”

      “And you just figured you’d lie to me about all of this?”

      “Yeah—see—she could explain it better.”

      “I don’t know about that. This is ridiculous.”

      “It’s not ridiculous. It’s to protect you. The magical life is bad fucking news, Charlotte. Remember how you used to be afraid there was a shadow monster in the closet? And you’d scream in the middle of the night? ‘Daddy! Check the closet!’ I spent hours telling you there was no monster. But if I let you become a witch, there might really be a monster in there. And I wouldn’t be able to protect you. Witches and warlocks and all the other magical creatures in this world are battling for power, and you do not need to be in the middle of that. I want you to sleep soundly at night.”

      “Oh…”

      “So, you’re right, we’ll just write them back and tell them they’ve got you confused with someone else. It just shook me up. Sometimes I get scared that they’re going to try to suck you in, like they did to your mom.” He grabbed an envelope and some stamps from the desk, and then a legal pad with a grocery list on it.

      “Maybe you should use stationery?” I asked. “Just a thought?”

      “Like I have stationery. Who writes letters anymore?”

      “I have some! I’ve never used it! Wait right here.” I ran upstairs. My computer was still on but I’d been logged out of the game.

      I wonder why Dad mentioned Firia? That was weird.

      I logged back in while I dug around for some decorative paper I’d had since I was a kid. I was pretty sure it had like, a Sanrio dog on it or something, but that was still better than a legal pad.

      When I logged back in, I was back in the town. I’d missed out on the whole dragon thing. It looked like Firia was still on.

      I sent a private message.

      hey, Firia, have you ever spoken to my dad?

      There was a pause and then she/he said, So…did he reveal my secret identity or something?

      Hard to say if he was joking or not. no…what is it?

      Did he reveal all the secrets of the universe?

      a few…do you believe that magic is real?

      I’m coming over.

      wait, what?

      He didn’t say anything else. I dug out the stationery and then I heard the doorbell ring.

      “Charlotte!” Dad yelled. “I thought you were just grabbing paper! You went and talked to him.”

      “‘Him’?”

      “Just come downstairs. I guess it’s time you met.”
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      Charlotte

      

      Sure enough…there was a guy at the door.

      But I had never seen him before. Ever.

      Well, I didn’t think I’d seen him anyway. Admittedly, I didn’t look at the neighbors much, so if he was wearing a hat, maybe I wouldn’t notice if one of them was this attractive.

      Stupid me.

      His golden eyes froze me in place. They felt like eyes I knew, even as they had some unfathomable wild quality, but I had no idea why. I would’ve remembered him.

      “Well, well,” he said. “You finally get to lay eyes on me. What a day. Something must have happened.”

      “Yes,” Dad said. “Come in. It was a letter from a magic school. I think it’s all a big mistake, though.”

      This unfamiliar guy, whom my dad seemed to know suspiciously well, walked in and gave me a brief smile like he knew me. I was trying very hard not to stare.

      He was tall, slender, and somewhat ethereal looking, tawny hair tinged with a rusty red. His skin was pale, but not in a sickly way, or even a “too much time playing video games” way. It had an inner glow, like he had an intense and expensive skincare regimen imported from South Korea.

      Pretty sure he didn’t, though. He was just naturally gorgeous.

      He also had really good posture. So…like, no way was this the guy that spent hours playing MMORPGs with me.

      His eyes and smile had sort of a sly twinkle. He exuded confidence, even wearing a rumpled t-shirt and sweatpants. It’s like when you see mega celebrities caught by the paparazzi like, being normal, but even then you’re like, nuh-uh, no one is that hot in real life.

      “I’m Firia,” he said, offering a hand. “Or, properly, Firian. I am your familiar.”

      “Muh wut?” I asked. I mean, that was how it came out. His beauty was distracting. “I thought you’d be more of a…”

      “Female elf in armor?” he asked. “Well, then I wonder why you don’t have long white hair and an eyepatch.”

      Actually, I thought you’d be more of a slobby geek. I didn’t say that. Especially since that meant that I was now the slobby geek. My dark hair was pulled back in a ratty ponytail and I was wearing faded, pilling leggings and a shirt that said “Reach for the Stars! Read-A-Thon 2008 Central Library”. And then, a huge cardigan because Dad blasted the air conditioning. I didn’t have a skincare regimen from South Korea either, that was for sure.

      “Let me see the letter,” Firian said.

      “Here.” I gave it to him. Anything to get him to stop looking at me.

      “Hmm,” he said. “Merlin? That’s very strange. Merlin College is the crème de la crème of warlock schools. It doesn’t even accept applications. You have to be recommended and tested by an alumni of the school. Who do they think you are?”

      “I don’t know…”

      “Well, anyone can mess up paperwork, huh?” Dad said. “I’ll just—is this the stationery you wanted me to use? With this bear on it?”

      “It’s a dog. Yes. It’s better than what you were using! But I can write it, Dad. It’s girly stationery. The letter is to me so I’ll answer.”

      “I’d feel better writing it myself,” he said. “I don’t really want you having any contact with them.”

      “He’s paranoid,” Firian said.

      “Well, while he’s writing I guess you can explain yourself. My familiar? What does that mean? Did you find me in the game and get close to me on purpose?”

      “Of course I did,” he said. “It was the perfect way to keep some connection to your life without exposing you to magic. I am your bridge to the magical world. I can take the form of a human or an animal, and I can travel to the magical world freely. I am here to protect you. And so I have.”

      “You’re my age?”

      “Yes. Exactly your age. As all familiars are. I was born because you were born.”

      “You’re my brother?”

      “No, no, no. Just your familiar.”

      “What’s the difference?”

      “Well, I don’t have parents,” he said. “And I don’t need them. You can do magic, and I am magic. You’re from this plane, and I’m from Etherium. The other plane. One of them, anyway.”

      “Are we…supposed to…what are we supposed to do with each other?”

      “Magic,” he said. “But your magic was bound.” He shrugged. “I understand. The witch world is somewhat troubled in this past century.”

      “So you guys are just going to throw all this at me now, but I still can’t become a witch. What do I do with this information? I’m supposed to be going to frickin’ normal college in a few weeks. Now that just sounds…”

      “Great,” Dad said. “It sounds great. I’m so proud of you. I never went to college.”

      “And now everyone goes to college. And gets stuck with student loans and dumb degrees.”

      He looked crushed. “What is this? You were so excited when you got in.”

      “Well, times have changed.”

      He started writing. ‘Dear Mr. Blair’. “Do I address him as Dean Blair?” he said. “Never mind. He should never have sent you this letter anyway so I’m not going to get fancy.”

      “You’re deflecting.”

      “He’s protecting you,” Firian said. “As we just explained.”

      “You just blew in out of nowhere,” I said. “And you’ve been spying on me. So I don’t want to hear it.”

      “I wasn’t spying. I was just playing the game with you. I made myself sick playing that game, just so you know. Magical beings aren’t supposed to use electricity, and I got completely obsessed with that quest for the black coins—well, actually, I guess I was spying in the yard.”

      “In the yard?”

      “I’m the fox,” he said. “In your yard.”

      “The fox?”

      “You kept trying to feed me dog food when you were younger.”

      “I know about the fox. You’re the fox. In the yard.”

      He nodded.

      Maybe that was why some part of me recognized him.

      “And you knew this, Dad?”

      “Yes. I did. You’re handling this really well, by the way.” He stopped writing. “I’m actually really relieved it’s all out in the open. I think you’ll feel a lot better when we’ve all had time to really talk about it. This letter was a good thing, actually. I’d been wondering how to tell you and it just—shoved me off the fence. You and Firian can finally get to know each other.”

      Firian peered in the kitchen. “At this point, it hardly matters,” he said. “Usually, familiars retreat by the time a witch is grown. I would only appear to help Charlotte cast a spell. I’ve just been hanging around to make sure the sealing of her magic ‘took’. So…” He opened the fridge and took out one of my dad’s beers. “Once you’re in college, out in the world for good, I’ll take a step back.”

      “How often has he been over here?” I asked. “Drinking your beer while underage?”

      “I’m not the police,” Dad said. “And—he lives in the backyard. He came over sometimes while you were at school. He watched the movies you won’t watch with me.”

      “You—you—you lied to me? About all of this?”

      “I know,” Dad said. “I just didn’t know how to tell you.”

      “I used to play outside naked while the fox in our yard was actually a boy!”

      Firian took a drink and sauntered over to me, an enticing smile on his perfect lips. I was starting to feel like I probably shouldn’t think he was attractive. “Rage all you like. But your dad was trying to protect you. From things so horrifying that if you saw them once, you would wake up screaming from nightmares for the rest of your life. Your mother flirted with the darkness.” He paused. “More than flirted…”

      “Oh…?”

      “She joined the dark side,” Dad said. “Basically.”

      I was shaken. Dad always told me that Mom left. He was vague about the details, so I had assumed some country song scenario. Another man, a restless heart, that deal. “And we can’t save her?”

      “I can’t,” he said. “I’m human. And you’re a kid. Well, you’re not a kid, I know, but you’re my kid, and I don’t know what I’d do if I lost you too.” His voice was low and intense, and it made my stomach plunge. We were really close. I couldn’t deny that my dad would do absolutely anything to protect me. It must be torturous, I realized, to lose my mom to some evil force or something, and be helpless to stop it because he was human.

      “I just want you to go to college, and make friends, and enjoy yourself, and be happy. I want to help you set up a house one day. I want to come over and fix your toilet leak. I want you to come over for Thanksgiving for my fried turkey. I want normal shit for you because I love you and that’s the only reason I would ever lie to you.”

      “Okay, Dad. I understand.” I gave him a hug.

      He nodded, and got back to his letter to Merlin College.

      I looked at Firian. “What about you?”

      “I’m coming over for fried turkey this year,” he said.
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      Charlotte

      

      I tried to get back to normal after that, just like my dad wanted. I was still heading off to college soon. I had my usual hobbies. But the next time I tried to play my game, I was antsy. I’d been spending years pretending to be this badass dark mage in the game, and my little relationship between Lord Larius and Firia was like a fan fic I was writing.

      But now it was ruined. I knew Firia was really Firian, and…

      Is my mom a real life badass dark mage, then?

      “Where do you actually live?” I asked Firian. He was now invited to dinner with us. “You don’t really live in the backyard, right?”

      “I live in that cabin up on the ridge,” he said, pointing out the window.

      We lived sort of in the middle of nowhere, in the northern part of Georgia, where the Appalachian mountains begin. Dad had grown up in Atlanta, and he always seemed like a city guy, but he also had an antisocial quality that had driven him out here, to a cheap plot of land and a house he fixed up himself. We were surrounded by low, forested mountains and the cabin Firian mentioned was the only house we could see from our own windows. But it was on the next mountain over, and very small.

      “I thought that was a vacation rental,” I said.

      “Sometimes it is,” he said. “I rent out the cabin during the tourist season, and go live in the woods or in the magical realm. I don’t need a lot of money, but that’s just enough.”

      “Can I come over some time?”

      “If you insist. It’s not much.”

      “Well…I don’t insist.” Firian wasn’t that welcoming when I tried to get to know him. I wasn’t sure if I liked having him around or not. I was irritated that he and Dad knew each other already, and although he was willing to answer questions, he didn’t really let me in on his actual life.

      “I don’t know if Firian has much of a life,” Dad said, after Firian had left and he was washing the dishes while I dried. “His life is centered around you, kid. That was how your mom’s familiar was. They’re not really human, they just look human.”

      “Centered around me? Well, then, why wouldn’t he invite me over?”

      He shrugged. “I don’t really understand them.”

      “What was mom’s familiar like?”

      “I hardly ever saw her. She spent most of her time in the ethereal realm. She took the form of a falcon. Real quiet. Your mom didn’t practice magic until right at the end, so she had no reason to ever show up. Usually, when you grow up, your familiar doesn’t hang around unless you need them. So, when you’re in college you probably won’t see Firian again.”

      “Oh.” I bristled. “Why are we even bothering to have him over for dinner, then?”

      “You should get to know him a little bit,” Dad said. “Just in case any trouble ever pops up, he’ll be there for you. He can appear near you, wherever you go. Anyway, you already know him, don’t you? From your game?”

      “That’s…not the same.”

      I thought Firia was my geeky internet boyfriend, which was at least better than nothing. We had spent hours playing the game together and chatting. I didn’t know what to think.

      That weekend, Dad was off working some job—he was a handyman, and sometimes he ended up fixing stuff for people on weekends or at weird hours—and I was home alone. I was antsy, so I made some scones. I was a firm believer in baking as a meditation, but then you had to deal with the aftermath: a big pile of flour, sugar, and butter. So I decided to take a walk to Firian’s cabin.

      That was probably why I made the scones to begin with, I realized. I needed an excuse.

      Outside, the weather was gorgeous. A light breeze stirred the forest around me, and just the right amount of sun filtered through to warm me. I walked down our mountain and then realized that the cabin was farther away than I thought, and also more uphill.

      A fox face peeked out of the brush. “Charlotte?”

      “Gyaah!” I almost dropped the basket of scones. “How did you talk with a fox mouth?”

      “Well, I’m not really a fox. I’m magical.”

      “Riiight…well, I just made a huge batch of scones, so I thought…”

      He transformed, right before my eyes, into a guy again. Thankfully, he was fully dressed, because I could not handle a schlong right now.

      “All of these?” He lifted the cloth covering the scones, and grabbed one to eat now.

      “I thought I could…bring them up to you.”

      He frowned. “There is a reason why I never told you about me,” he said. “You don’t need a familiar. You have a human life ahead of you, and I would just be in the way. It’s best if you don’t have to explain me to anyone. The truth’s out. Good. But we can’t get close.”

      “Why do you and dad get to decide all of this? What if I want to get to know you?”

      “This doesn’t have anything to do with my breathtakingly good looks, does it?” he asked.

      “No!” I might have protested too vigorously. Truth be told, he was even better looking out here in the woods. The light seemed to give his skin and hair a particular glow. His eyes were off the charts gorgeous. He had appeared in a flannel shirt and jeans, which made him seem like an ethereal lumberjack. The shirt was touchably soft. His fingernails were a little pointed like claws. It was a strange combination. He wasn’t classically rugged, but I had no doubt he could chop the hell out of some wood.

      “Because…I could change up my appearance,” he was saying while I had weird fantasies about him swinging an axe into a log.

      “That’s not necessary.”

      “Do you think you could make it up this slope on foot if you tried?”

      “Sure I could. I live on a mountain. I’m in shape.” Admittedly, his mountain was more steep than my mountain.

      He grabbed the basket. “Thanks for the scones. I’ll see you later.” He leapt up the rocks, out of reach.

      “Hey! I didn’t say you could have all of those!” I threw a pinecone at him, and of course, I missed. “Fine. Jerk.”

      I was kicking things on the path as I trekked back up to my own house.

      I’d never asked to have a familiar following me around. Well, he was leaving anyway. Fine.

      I checked the mailbox on my way up. There was another letter from the school.

      

      Dear Mr. Byrne,

      

      I’m afraid that one cannot simply opt out of attendance to Merlin College. I do not quite understand what you mean by Char being a ‘girl’, but if your son is ‘transgender’, well, our current policy at Merlin College remains to consider gender assignment based on birth for the purposes of learning magic. The test has already been administered and he has been accepted to the school. We will be sending a vehicle for him, and if he refuses admittance to the school, the council will be paying him a visit, if you understand my meaning. Merlin College is one of the top three schools for warlocks in the entire world, and once an applicant has pledged to attend, there are consequences for refusal. I understand that you are a human so you may not fully appreciate what this means for your son.

      

      Char WILL attend Merlin College and it will be our pleasure to be his instructors.

      

      Sincerely,

      Ignatius Blair

      

      “What the hell?” I said to the empty room.

      This keeps getting weirder. I didn’t apply to go to this school! They think I was born a boy!?

      Also, I was getting the feeling this was not a campus with like, safe spaces.

      I was starting to feel paranoid. Was I born a boy?

      You are not going to go check. You know you’re a girl. This school is confusing you with someone else.

      An hour later I was knocking on Firian’s door.

      “Are you okay?”

      “Yeah—I—“

      “Can you breathe?”

      “Yeah…”

      “Well, I have to admit, I am mildly impressed you got here at all.” He held open the door. “Come in. Sit down. Deep breaths.” He handed me a cup of water.

      The cabin was nice inside. Very small. Very cabin-y. Like, if you like logs, you’d like the cabin. It had one room on the ground floor and a sleeping loft accessed by a ladder, a wood stove, a tiny kitchen, a couple of large chairs carved from wood with cushions, and a desk with a computer.

      “I got another letter from the Merlin College… It’s really weird.” I handed it to him.

      “Let me see…” He perused. That was definitely the right verb. “Hmm. You’re right. This is very strange.”

      “Are they going to drag me there kicking and screaming?”

      “Only if you plan to kick and scream.” He arched a brow at me.

      “Well—I can’t go.”

      “I guess we’ll see what happens. Someone wants you at this school. Someone forged your acceptance test…somehow.”

      “You think?”

      “I can’t imagine they’re just mixing up names.”

      “Who would do that?”

      “I don’t know.” He paused, folding the letter. “We could take up the matter with the council and fight it. You really had your heart set on going to the University of Georgia, didn’t you?”

      “You’re being sarcastic,” I said.

      Obviously, since I’d known him online for a while, he’d been a witness to the entire college application rigamarole. Dad nagging me about grades and extracurriculars, so I’d be competitive, trying to get scholarships, applying, getting rejected by my top two choices, threatening to go work in retail for the rest of my life, blah blah. It was a pretty familiar story. Dad wanted me to be a more exceptional child than I was. He hadn’t gone to college, he had made some screwed up choices when he was younger, so it took him a while to get this far, ‘this far’ being a small town handyman. He wanted a better life for me.

      But who cared? I loved my dad. I loved our easygoing life. I thought I would have been okay with staying here and taking care of him. I had already been sick to my stomach thinking about leaving him alone here.

      “You’re worrying about him, aren’t you?” Firian asked.

      “Yeah, I…”

      My whole mood had changed since the letter came. I had no idea what to major in at the University of Georgia, but I couldn’t stop thinking about learning magic.

      “I worry about him too. But he can take care of himself.” Firian perched in the other chair. Everything about his movements was a little more graceful and wild than other guys. It was part of the reason he seemed a lot older than me. “You’ve had a couple of days to think about this, Charlotte.” He raised an eyebrow. “What do you think? We should have told you a long time ago, shouldn’t we?”

      “Yes. You should have.”

      “At some point, it probably has crossed your mind that you would like to know more about the magical world.”

      I nodded. “Like…why am I spending hours sitting at a computer pretending to be a mage when I could be a real one?”

      “It sounds like these people from Merlin College are coming for you,” he said. “Like it or not. Witches take their hierarchy very seriously. If you applied to attend this school, it would be a scandal to refuse. I would have to help you take it up with the council, and I can’t guarantee an outcome. I have no pull in the magical world. But…I’m sure we would sort it out eventually. The other option is…you could try it out.”

      “It’s an all-boys school, right?”

      “Yes.”

      “So they’ll reject me when they find out I’m really a girl.”

      “Perhaps.” He gave me a conspiratorial look and whirled back into the kitchen. It was almost like he just teleported; just one minute he was standing and in one smooth motion he was back by the stove turning on the coffeemaker.

      “What’s that look?”

      “Well…you’re right. They might reject you. If they bother to—you know—inspect. However, you already passed the test.”

      “But I didn’t pass the test! I don’t know what they’re talking about!”

      “All I’m saying is, maybe you should just see what happens.”

      “Is that what you want, Firian?”

      “It doesn’t matter what I want,” he said, but I didn’t buy that for a second.

      “Familiars are probably happier casting magic,” I said. “That’s why you exist, right?” This whole situation was still confusing to me. “You really don’t have any family? You only exist because of me?”

      “I was born from your magic,” he said. “That isn’t to say I don’t have my own existence. You might say familiars are the avatar for magic. We take human form from magic so we can communicate with witches. You can cast magic on your own, yes, but to tap into true power, you need me.”

      “So you’re the physical embodiment of my magic.”

      He nodded.

      “Is that weird for you?”

      “Why would it be?”

      “If I die, do you die too?”

      “No,” he said. “I retire to Etherium. But it’s true that familiars don’t often outlive their witches by much. There’s not much point in going on, I guess. But I have hobbies. So I think I’ll be fine.” He sounded almost like he was joking. It was hard to tell.

      I stared at the letter while he made us some coffee; to go with the scones, I guess. I was trying to read his body language while he wasn’t looking at me. He seemed pretty laissez-faire, but he wanted me to actually use my magic. I knew it. What good was a familiar’s life if the witch he was attached to never learned any magic?

      “Firian? I—I think I should go. If they’ll have me.”

      “Ah.”

      “That’s what you wanted, right?”

      “It’s your decision.”

      “Dad won’t like it. But…I need to know more about my mom, I think.”

      He handed me the coffee. “Yes…I think you do.”

      “Anyway, I’m not going to be able to concentrate on my classes about normal stuff until I understand what I’d be missing.”

      Then again, considering I was headed to a school for elite warlocks, where I would be the only girl on campus, I might have some other issues with concentration.
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      Charlotte

      

      Whatever I decided, it seemed like I really didn’t have much choice. On September 12th, I woke up wondering if anything would happen. It seemed like just an ordinary day. The sun was shining, the birds were chirping, my phone rang at eight am and I freaked out but it was just some credit card scam. Dad was making scrambled eggs. He seemed nervous. He never stopped stirring the eggs.

      We ate over-scrambled eggs. All was well.

      And then, an old black car crawled up our driveway. We heard the engine coming. We both moved to the window in silence. It looked like it came out of a 1940s noir film. There was no question that the warlocks had arrived.

      My heart was pounding.

      “Shit,” Dad said. “Where’s Firian?”

      “Here.” Firian walked out of the bathroom and we both yelped.

      “I apologize,” he said. “I thought it might scare you even more if I just appeared in the middle of the living room.”

      “You teleported into our bathroom?”

      “I shifted into the Ethereal realm and then reappeared. That’s what familiars do. I sensed your distress.”

      “Man, where were you when Kelly was bullying me in middle school?”

      “I can’t really protect you from humans,” he said, frowning.

      The doors of the car opened and a man stepped out. He was dressed in a belted black trench coat and a hat tilted at a slightly rakish angle, some papers tucked under his arm. He was a handsome older man, and he looked like he meant business as he marched up our steep driveway. I was feeling really uncomfortable with this situation. I couldn’t imagine getting in a car with a strange, lone man. He banged on the door a second later.

      “Well, are you going to answer the door or just freeze?” Firian asked. “I shouldn’t open it. A familiar playing butler? What kind of impression would that make?”

      Dad snapped to life and threw the door open. I ran after him. We had to face whatever this was together.

      “Greetings,” the man said. “My name is Mr. Flores, of the Flores clan. I’m the head of admissions at the Merlin Academy, and I’m here for Mr. Byrne.”

      “Charlotte,” I said. “I’m a girl.”

      “You auditioned to attend our school. You were male at that time. What’s going on?”

      “I—I didn’t. I wasn’t. I’ve never been ‘male’. I’ve never auditioned for your school.”

      “I have all the notes here. You were recommended by Samuel Caruthers himself.”

      “Who is that?”

      “The renowned necromancer, Samuel Caruthers,” he said impatiently, like I was being willfully ignorant.

      “Uh…”

      Mr. Flores glanced at my familiar somewhat judgmentally, I thought. Firian gave him a cool look in response.

      “I must admit, you do look more feminine than you did at the audition.”

      “Did the boobs tip you off?” I crossed my arms.

      “I—I was not—looking at those,” Mr. Flores said.

      “Someone posing as Charlotte auditioned to attend your school?” Dad said. “Recommended by Samuel Caruthers? Her grandmother was a Caruthers, but we don’t know the rest of the family.”

      “Yes. I auditioned a young man named Char Byrne who looked just like you, except…boyish.” Mr. Flores shook his head at his paperwork. “I am not easily fooled. I don’t know why anyone would go to all the trouble of a deception like this.”

      “I don’t either!” I said.

      I still wasn’t sure what I wanted out of this encounter but I couldn’t turn away. I mean, this guy had driven right to my house in a 1940s car to pick me up. And I had a boy doppelganger?

      “Admission to Merlin College is extremely serious,” he said. “We only admit boys who exhibit a tendency for prime or ‘sans pareil’ status. Students of Merlin College are the future leaders of the world. Attendance is, per the council, mandatory, because we do not allow students of that level of talent to simply run around unchecked, potentially tempted by dark magic.”

      “But I’m not the person who auditioned,” I said. “I’ve never even used my magic.”

      “Her mother blocked it,” Dad said.

      “One of the greatest dark witches of the last century rose under similar circumstances. Her powers were blocked in childhood, but once released, she proved to be most dangerous. And like you, Char, she also had tainted blood.”

      “Tainted blood? Are you talking about my dad?”

      “No, I’m talking about your grandparents,” he said. “A witch who was lost to us, and a Sinistral low demon—to be specific, a werewolf.”

      “No part of my kid’s blood is tainted,” Dad said. “And this makes no sense. Charlotte’s been right here all along. I never told her anything about her origins. Maybe you should talk to Samuel Caruthers.”

      “Samuel Caruthers…” He looked a little distressed. “May I use your telephone?”

      From the way he asked, I could tell he wasn’t asking because sometimes service was spotty out here. He just didn’t have any phone, period.

      Dad unlocked his cell phone and handed it over. Mr. Flores looked like he didn’t know how to use it, but he didn’t ask for help, he just swept back down the driveway toward his car. We watched him poking at it for a little while before he put it to his ear.

      “Dad, he could steal stuff off your phone,” I said.

      “I’m not worried. I know how magical people are. They can barely turn on a television.”

      Mr. Flores talked to someone softly, but urgently.

      I turned to ask Firian about this, and I realized he had vanished.

      “You’re not going with him,” Dad said. “No matter what.”

      Mr. Flores came back, locking onto me with his eyes. “Miss Byrne, I just spoke to Master Blair. You need to come to Merlin College. Yes, your technical status as a ‘witch’ will be an unusual precedent, but we need to find out what’s going on. Maybe we need to keep you safe from someone.”

      “I understand,” Dad said. “Keeping Charlotte safe is all that matters. Did you pack a bag?”

      “Dad? I thought you said—“

      Mr. Flores gave me an insistent look. “I cast a small enchantment on your father to minimize his distress. Did you pack a bag? You will not need clothes. Merlin College has a uniform.”

      “A uniform? At college? A boy’s uniform?”

      “This is not an ordinary college,” he said. “This school is attended by warlocks so potentially powerful that they must be protected. We’ll try to get you transferred to Morgana College, our sister school, but in the meantime…”

      “Go on, Charlotte,” Dad said. “It’s for the best. I could never have saved you from…all of this.”

      “Dad! You’re…not yourself right now. Turn him back right now or I’m not going anywhere.”

      Firian walked back into the room. His hair had a leaf in it. “Go pack, Charlotte,” he said. “We were naive for trying to avoid it, weren’t we…?” He looked somber as he looked at Mr. Flores.

      “Apparently so,” Mr. Flores said. “But there’s still plenty of time. Luckily…someone was looking out for you.”
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      The drive was long enough for me to go through a few stages of excitement, grief, and terror. I hadn’t really gotten to say a proper goodbye to my dad because he was enchanted, and I wasn’t sure if I was being kidnapped or not. Firian was with me, but it wasn’t like I really knew him either. Plus, he kept staring out the window with this contemplative look on his face, stroking his claws across his chin, and whenever I asked him what he was thinking about, he just said, “Lots of things.”

      “Lots of things?”

      “Lots.”

      “Are you messing with me?”

      “Now why would I do that?” He turned back to the window.

      I had already gotten the picture that I wasn’t supposed to rely too much on my familiar, like, emotionally. So maybe he was infuriating on purpose, so I wouldn’t lean on him.

      I wondered what would happen if Dad was right, and the magical world really was dangerous, and something happened to me, leaving him all alone.

      I took a lot of deep breaths. We drove down a lot of lonely and somewhat treacherous mountain roads, passing no large towns, until finally, when we seemed to be utterly in the middle of nowhere, we reached a pair of black iron gates. Mr. Flores waved his hand, and they opened for him.

      We drove down a long driveway. I saw a couple of guys wandering around in groups. It looked like orientation was going on. Thick forest surrounded the school on all sides.

      The campus buildings were dotted throughout the forest behind the tall iron fence, gorgeous old structures that had Gilded Age glamour. The classes were in stone buildings and the dorms were big Victorian houses. I felt like a more important person just being here. I also felt very exposed. As soon as I stepped out of the car, people were staring at me.

      I seemed to be the only girl in the whole place.

      “Am I the only girl in the whole place?” I asked Mr. Flores.

      “No, there’s…the—there’s a girl working in the kitchen,” he said, but even as he said it even he seemed to realize it was a dumb answer. “Oh—Master Blair’s having his office redecorated. There’s a woman doing that, too.”

      Uh-huh.

      The only. Girl. In the whole. Place.

      I followed Mr. Flores in the doors of the main hall. Inside, there was a stained glass skylight, and a floor tiled with a picture of the zodiac, and a gilded balcony, with dark wooden paneled walls. We went upstairs, passing more boys. Handsome boys. Beautiful boys. Gorgeous boys. A wide variety of different kinds of attractive boys. Mr. Flores had gotten way ahead of me.

      I must have had a look on my face that was, um, revealing. Firian reached over and shut my mouth with his finger.

      “Try not to be so obvious,” he whispered.

      “Jerk.”

      “Remember, witches and warlocks learn how to make themselves more attractive.”

      “What do you mean ‘remember’? I never knew that in the first place.”

      “Yes. I suppose we would all know that you don’t know that, just to look at you.”

      “Why are you such an ass if you’re supposed to be my magical assistant?”

      “That’s why. Because I’m your magical assistant. We’re supposed to have snarky one-liners. Like in a Disney movie.”

      “But you’re not—“

      He took a step back and transformed into a fox. “Better?”

      “No,” I said, through gritted teeth. “Now everyone’s looking at us.”

      “This is no time to mess around,” Mr. Flores said, impatient. “Familiar, it would probably be best if you returned to Etherium.”

      “I’m staying here,” Firian said. “Charlotte doesn’t know enough about this world to feel safe on her own yet.”

      “Well, then, you can at least wait outside.”

      We entered through an old wooden door that creaked, into the office of Dean Blair. It was lined with bookshelves, and a huge desk dominating the center of the room. Behind the desk, tall windows looked out over the campus green.

      I was fully expecting an old wizard with a long white beard. No reason. Just…every book ever.

      Instead, I got an ageless, elven-looking man with artfully shaggy brown hair. He was wearing a waistcoat with a fitted dress shirt and had a big black ring on one finger, which I assumed did some intense magical thing. Unless books just totally lied to me on all counts.

      “Master Blair. This is the student presumed to be Char Byrne. As I said, he is actually a she. Charlotte.”

      “You checked?” ‘Master’ Blair’s lips pursed in disapproval as he rose to greet me. “I’m not sure that is really the way for an admissions officer to behave…”

      “No one needs to check,” I said. “I’m a girl. I was born a girl, and I’ve always been a girl, with girl parts, a girl brain, and a girl identity. I don’t know Samuel Caruthers. I never took the admissions test. This entire thing is a total shock to me. I didn’t even know my mother was a witch or that I had a familiar or anything.”

      “You’re shaking.” Master Blair patted my shoulder. “Well…Mr. Flores feels that you must attend our school, until we understand what happened. We don’t know if someone is trying to hurt you, or hurt us, or…”

      “I would not guess that this is good,” Mr. Flores said. “Let’s put it that way.”

      “This is a boy’s school, though,” I said. “So that’s…going to be strange.”

      “Yes. Witches and warlocks are usually segregated all through their education because they learn different magic,” Master Blair said. “We could send you over to Morgana College…”

      “Yes, that’s what I would advise,” Mr. Flores said.

      “But if you are truly a great sans pareil…I would rather have you here,” Master Blair said softly. It made me nervous. I couldn’t tell if he was trying to help me, or he thought I was something special to make use of.

      “Will I get to see my dad?”

      “You will have holidays,” he said, in a tone that wasn’t too encouraging. “Charlotte…more than anything, you must be very curious to know more about your mother. Your mother’s clan. Who sent you here. And magic in general…”

      He had me there. “Yes, please. I’m dying to know.”

      “You’re in good hands. Merlin College is your new home.”

      Hey, that was not an answer. What a tease.

      “What about the classes?” I asked. “This is a university, right? Don’t I have to know magic already in order to attend?”

      “We can work with that,” Master Blair said dismissively. “Let’s talk business. Charlotte Byrne…let’s see…we’re putting you in Lancelot House. Do you like the Arthurian theme we have going? It’s stupid,” he said, testily. “What a pre-Raphaelite conceit that is. Anyway, we have you rooming with…Alec Lyrman.”

      “Lyrman? With a young lady?” Mr. Flores gave Master Blair a look like he was crazy.

      “Well, we’re very full,” Master Blair said. “And it will be good for him. We’ll take care of Alec. He won’t be able to hurt you. Mr. Flores, you can hand her off to Benton for some proper clothes.”

      “I hope you won’t hurt someone for my sake,” I said.

      “Heh…no. We’ll teach him self control. Very fitting, very fitting.”

      Mr. Flores was already moving me out the door, just as I was getting concerned that Master Blair was going to enchant some poor boy’s dick so it electrocuted him when he looked at me wrong or something. But I guess it wasn’t my business.
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      There was a small shop on campus where students could purchase their wardrobes out of a select number of pieces. They were all very classic. They looked handsome on guys, I must say. Dress shirts and pants, ties in a few different striped combinations, a few styles of jackets and coats, even cloaks if you really wanted to be a guy who can pull off a cloak. I guess I would find out who that was.

      I didn’t see any pajama pants, yoga pants, sweatpants, leggings, hoodies, or shirts that referenced one episode of Game of Thrones, so I wasn’t sure what I was supposed to do.

      “If your familiar is going to accompany you,” said Benton, the guy running the shop, who seemed like he might also be more comfortable in sweatpants and a shirt that referenced an episode of Game of Thrones, “he needs to be dressed properly as well.”

      Firian was back in human form at this time, although he was keeping a little distance from me. He was wearing a nondescript t-shirt and shorts and ratty Converse, which was kind of hilarious when I considered that he manifested all of his clothes.

      “I’m just a familiar,” he said.

      “Yes, but there’s a dress code here. I’m sure you’ve heard this is the premiere warlock school in America. So you can’t just bum around.”

      “I think that’s racist,” Firian said. “This dress code seeks to maintain a white male Western-dominated status quo.”

      Benton looked at him with a dull, unchanged expression. “I don’t…I don’t know. They’re the rules. Everyone wears this stuff.”

      Firian looked at me. “So, now you know that’s not going to work.”

      “Are you making fun of me? I wasn’t going to say anything. And that’s not how I talk.”

      “That’s how everyone on the internet talks,” Firian said. “I didn’t learn it from Etherium, that’s for sure.”

      “Is this because I told you that Firia’s outfit is impractical for battle?”

      “Okay, well, you still need to change,” Benton told Firian. “You can’t walk around here like that. You’re a familiar so I know you can change right now.”

      Firian looked annoyed, but he stepped into a dressing room. He came out a second later in a wrinkled untucked dress shirt with the sleeves rolled up and dress pants.

      Benton gave me a nasty look like I needed to tame my familiar.

      “You look miserable,” I told Benton.

      I don’t think I made any friends in the uniform store. I found some extra-small shirts and pants with a subtle plaid print, plus a blazer that fit me pretty well. I was not used to dressing like this, but I did look kind of cute in the mirror. More grown-up and sophisticated.

      As I was giving myself the final once-over in the mirror before asking how the heck I was supposed to pay for this anyway, because the shirts alone cost fifty dollars, the door burst open and a guy walked in.

      I mean, of course it was a guy. That was obviously a given unless a random kitchen girl or Master Blair’s decorator came looking for me.

      Actually, it was two guys. Another one came in behind the first.

      “So it’s true,” the first guy said, looking at me. “A witch at warlock school.”

      “Greetings,” the second guy said.

      The first guy was very buttoned down with his tie knotted as tight against his neck as it could go, short hair combed back like he went to the hairdresser and said ‘give me the rich douche’. He was very blonde, like his eyebrows were disappearing, with very blue eyes, and he was almost as tall as Firian. He had the look of a prick who was used to having everything his way.

      The second guy had longer black hair and had perfectly roguish facial hair. He was shorter but had just as much presence as the other guy. He was wearing like, a velvet smoking jacket that I didn’t see for sale. I could already sense it was going to be hard to tell who was gay around here and I swear none of these guys seemed like they could possibly be freshmen or even young enough to be in college at all.

      Then again, I already felt older myself, wearing a uniform. Maybe there’s something to this ‘wearing real clothes’ thing.

      “I’m not so sure we should be greeting her,” the first guy said. “This is obviously part of some sort of a plot. Where did you come from?” He came right up to me before Firian put himself between the two of us.

      “Of course,” the guy said. “You brought your familiar with you. What are you, a five year old?”

      “No. I don’t know what’s going on,” I said. “I didn’t even know I was a witch until a couple of weeks ago, and I don’t know if I want to be here either. I came from Georgia. Since you asked.”

      “Oh, you’re hiding something all right,” he said. “And I’m going to find out what it is.”

      “But…I’m not, though.”

      “There has never been a witch at a warlock school,” the guy said. “We practice the masculine arcane arts. You have your own things to do. And your very presence here, your energy, is going to disrupt our studies. I will be filing a complaint with the council, and unlike your family, my family has not been tainted by any Sinistral blood. So you’d better be careful around here and if you do anything to hurt Alec, you’re going to hear from me.”

      “I’m not—“ I tried to defend myself, but having said his piece, he was already leaving.

      “Is he friends with Alec?” I asked the other guy, who was still standing there.

      “Yes. Alec is our friend,” the guy said. “But I’m sorry Harris was kind of a dick.” He offered a hand. “I’m Montague Xarra. You’ll see us around. We’re in the same dorm.”

      I offered up my hand and was met with a strong grip. “Montague Xarra. That’s quite a name.”

      “Well, I’m quite a guy.” He flashed me a smile. He had very white, very sharp teeth. Like, very sharp. “I’d better go after him, but, I’ll see you. By the way—“ He turned at the door before shutting it. “—you wear the uniform very well.”

      “I’d stay away from him,” Firian said.

      “Why? He seemed nice.”

      “He seemed aggressive.”

      “You’re not jealous, are you?” I teased.

      “Pfffh.” He made a face of disdain. “I’m just protecting you. How are we paying for this?”

      “You have a clothing allowance,” Benton said. “Which you’re well under.”

      “Okay. I guess I’m good for now. Let’s look at the room.”
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      The dorm was a four-story house with a big porch and a tower, painted a dramatic dark red color with blue trim. Since it was still early in the fall, all the windows were open downstairs, where a guy was in the common room, reading. He glanced at me and then did a double-take.

      “Hey there,” I said.

      “Whu—huh—it’s true,” he gasped.

      “Yes. I’m a girl. Hello. I think my room is upstairs?”

      He was just staring.

      “This is deeply weird,” I whispered to Firian.

      We went up the creaky old stairs. The whole place felt very old-fashioned and it took me a second to realize why. There was almost no electricity. A few lights on the walls, yes, but I didn’t see any televisions, computers, charging phones, heaters, or anything.

      My room turned out to be on the top floor, up in the converted attic space. There was just one room here, with a low slanted ceiling and a small bathroom tucked in the corner.

      “So…it’s you…” A low, sexy voice emerged from behind an easel in one of the dim corners.

      “Oh—you must be Alec.”

      Alec stood up, crouching a little as he made his way over, or else he would knock his head on the roof. Most guys wouldn’t, but Alec was particularly tall, and his shoulders strained his white shirt. His necktie was hanging undone around his neck. His clothes were wrinkled. He was reading a book called “The World Between”, and wearing glasses with dark frames that made him look perfectly collegiate chic. He had black hair, eyes that were slightly reddish and predatory, and light brown, warmly toned skin. A line of symbols was tattooed down one of his arms from wrist to…well, wherever it ended, while the other arm had Celtic knots ringing his wrist. And his trim fitting black pants had a—um—bulge.

      This is my roommate? Holy birth control. I felt like I might conceive just from looking at him.

      “That’s my name,” he said, taking a few more steps closer to me, and then giving Firian a look. “You must be Charlotte. And this is…your familiar?”

      “Yes,” Firian said.

      They locked eyes and Firian bristled.

      “Does your familiar always follow you around?” Alec asked.

      “For now,” I said. “He’s my friend and protector.”

      “Protector? Yes. You will need it.”

      This was ridiculously awkward, but I figured the best way to diffuse that was just to act normal. “So, I’m guessing this is my side of the room?” One side was obviously less lived in. The walls were bare and the bed was made with a plain blue blanket. Alec’s side had all kinds of weird art covering the walls, paintings that seemed to portray magical creatures.

      “So, you paint?” I asked, as I started unpacking my bag.

      “Yes,” he said. “I paint the other realm.”

      “They’re very nice,” I said.

      He gave me a somewhat bemused look.

      My skin was tingling all over. Even when I tried to focus on unpacking, my eyes kept gravitating to him like a magnet. My breath grew a little more shallow, and heat coiled inside my core.

      He’s so sexy. This should be a crime. Still, I should be able to get ahold of myself. Am I sweating? Ugh. I wiped my forehead. It is a little hot up here in the attic. Look, he’s sweating too. It’s not just me.

      “Can I open the windows?”

      “Of course.” Alec went back to his painting. His hand moved. Sexy hand. Grasping brush. Red paint. I was mesmerized, my brain turning to mush, tracking the strokes.

      Windows, I reminded myself.

      I staggered over to one of them and struggled to wrench it open. It was a big, old, heavy wooden frame and the sash cords were broken.

      “Do you need help with that?” Alec easily lifted it and propped it up with a stick. “These attic windows are shit.”

      “Thanks…”

      Firian opened the other windows before Alec could get to them. They looked at each other again, tension crackling. Alec dragged a hand through his hair, looking a bit pained. “This isn’t your world,” he said to Firian.

      “I know that. But I can’t leave yet.”

      Firian sat down on a chair now, watching me unpack my laptop, phone, and cords. I found one outlet. “Hmm…I guess we’ll charge your laptop when my phone is done charging,” I told Firian. Alec kept staring at me as I plugged things in.

      “Your phone won’t work here,” he said.

      I checked. “Aw…crap. How am I supposed to call my dad?”

      “On the house phone.”

      “The house phone?”

      “You didn’t read the school rules at all, huh?”

      “I didn’t really…intend to come here.”

      “We are each allowed one electrical outlet for our use,” he said. “Cell phones don’t work at all. Electricity weakens our magic, so I would rather not use anything at all. I would request that if you’re going to use your computer, you do it when I’m not here, or in the common room or library.” Then he looked at Firian. “Him, too. How do you have a laptop, man?”

      “Everyone here has such an attitude,” I said, but even then I ended up saying it in this weirdly sexy voice.

      “Stop,” Firian said, waving his arms. “What are you doing to her?”

      “I’m not trying to do anything.”

      “But you are doing something.”

      “I’m an incubus,” Alec said.

      “I knew it,” Firian said. “He’s seeping out magic to attract you, Charlotte. You can’t have him as a roommate. Sleeping in the same room as him!?”

      “Dean Blair said they were giving him some kind of spell,” I said.

      “Yes,” Alec said. “Don’t worry. I can’t touch you. He said it would be a good control exercise. And if I want to be a warlock of note, I need to be a master of control. I’m glad you’re here. This is…excellent practice for me.” His voice sounded the way chocolate melting on a Lindt commercial looks.

      “So his father must have been an incubus,” Firian said.

      “Actually, my mother was a succubus,” Alec said. “But my dad raised me.”

      “Me too!” I said. I didn’t meet people who were raised by their dads very often.

      “I don’t trust women very much,” Alec said. “But I can’t help being drawn to them. And they can’t help being drawn to me. So…you will be attracted to me constantly. It’ll be a nuisance to both of us.”

      “We’ll see about that,” I said. Who was I kidding, but I said it anyway, just to assert myself.

      “It’s just the way it is. You can’t fight magic. Everyone in this dorm is…”

      “What?”

      “At risk,” he said. “For turning to the sinistral realm for our magic.”

      “And that’s the dark side?”

      Firian nodded. “It’s not evil, but it’s darker. And there are evil things there.”

      “Lots of kids flirt with becoming a sinistral,” Alec said. “Villains are cool. But the reality of it is, my mom used my dad. She seduced him, sucked his energy, and then dumped me off on him when I was four years old after determining I wasn’t ruthless enough to be a part of her world. Villains aren’t cool at all, and don’t let anyone tell you otherwise.”

      “Noted. At least you’re an honorable incubus, I guess.” I smiled at him. He gave me a look back like, oh, you little fool, cursed to gaze upon my beauty for the next year or four…

      Well, now that I knew what was going on, I could resist the urgent pull in my loins. Surely.

      I wondered if Firian…like…could see me when I was sleeping and knew when I was awake, and knew if I was bad or good, so…

      I might not be as popular here as I thought. So far I had a preppy jerk who hated me and an incubus who didn’t trust women. I took a few beloved possessions from my bag to spruce up my room: plushie kitty, plushie llama, plushie cloud with a face. A photo of me and Dad. A little framed painting of an octopus floating underwater; I found it meditative, and I’d also brought my yoga mat. Some incense.

      “Are you a hippie girl?” Alec asked.

      “No. Not really, but I try to stay in tune with, you know, the spiritual side I guess.”

      “That’s good,” he said. “That’s what being a powerful witch is all about.”

      “But I’m more of a gamer if I’m going to label myself.”

      “What game?”

      “Fortune’s Fate.”

      He shrugged. “On the computer?”

      “Yes. Firian plays with me.”

      “Your familiar plays computer games?”

      “He has a name. You don’t have to keep saying ‘your familiar blah blah’.”

      Firian grabbed my arm and shook his head like I shouldn’t bother defending him. “Just follow the rules, Charlotte. They’re already going to eat you alive as it is.”

      “No one’s going to eat me alive.” But I glanced back at Alec anyway. He gave me a secretive smile past his easel, his dangerous eyes lighting up a little, like he was imagining doing something to me. I guess that was how incubi lured in their prey.
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      Charlotte

      

      Before long, it was time for dinner. Alec pointed me to the dining hall. All the guys gathered from the various dorms to eat.

      “This seems more like boarding school than university,” I muttered. “Could I leave through those iron gates even if I wanted to?”

      “Of course, the magical world had to be secret. Obviously. You couldn’t just put a Starbucks on campus,” Firian said. He had put on a jacket for dinner, and also some glasses.

      “What’s with those? Are you trying to compete with Alec?”

      “No. I look more studious, don’t I?”

      Maybe a little more like how I imagined my gaming partner to look on the other end of the internet in my wildest dreams, like a geek wearing glasses, but a sexy one. “Will glasses help? Everyone talks to me like you don’t exist.”

      “It is poor etiquette to address a witch’s familiar directly,” Firian said. “It is exactly like I don’t exist. Familars only talk to their witch or warlock. Normally. Of course, you’re not normal…” After a minute, he sighed and snapped his fingers. The glasses disappeared.

      “I didn’t say they were bad,” I said.

      “It wasn’t working,” he said decisively.

      We walked into the dining hall. Well, I expected a hall, with a big long table and perhaps with Ignatius Blair presiding over everything.

      Instead, we walked inside of what seemed like a fine dining restaurant. “Good evening.” A young man greeted us with a simpering smile. “Do you have a table reserved this evening?”

      “I didn’t know I was supposed to reserve a table.”

      “It’s only if you have friends you want to dine with,” he said. “It’s not necessary. I will give you a private table.” He picked up a menu and showed me to a small table in the corner, after we had walked past larger tables of warlocks eating together, talking loudly, drinking. He was talking to me in a snobbish tone about the resident chef here at the college.

      “What about Firian?”

      “Your familiar is not on the dining plan.”

      “I’ll taste yours,” Firian said, sitting down across from me.

      “But—this seems really unfair.”

      “I’ll eat in Etherium. But…can I have a glass of wine? Maybe a merlot? I have money.”

      The young guy’s smile faltered for a moment. “Of course.”

      The sound of soft music and louder conversation filled the room. Candlelight flickered on Firian’s face. “I’m just here until you make some friends,” he said.

      “Friends?” I scoffed. “They’re not very welcoming. I’ve never seen college age boys so resistant to having a girl around…

      Firian looked at me. “Were you bullied that much in middle school?”

      The question caught me off guard. “Uh…let’s not talk about that.”

      “That bad?”

      “No, I just…”

      Firian glared at the wall as he unfolded a napkin and put it on his lap. “Is that what you were crying about in the backyard that one day?”

      “When?”

      “It was six or seven years ago. I was tempted to talk to you, but your dad really didn’t want that to happen. Of course, he was right. I couldn’t help you hex your classmates. And it would have just added to your angst, I’m sure.”

      “If only I could bring a therapy animal to school.” I laughed drily. “I probably would have been more popular if I had a pet fox.”

      The waiter brought the merlot and a coke for me.

      “So are we just not having a drinking age now?” I asked.

      “I don’t count,” Firian said. “Familiars are much more mature at birth. Witches and warlocks tend to be more mature as a result. You didn’t have that benefit, though. But culturally, this isn’t your world.”

      “That explains a lot, although not why everyone is a perfect specimen of manhood. I need to get me some of that glamour magic.” I paused. “So does that mean that if you take the magic away, everyone is dumpy and boring? Oh my god. It’s like living in a dating profile, where everyone posts the best picture ever taken of them from ten years ago. Is that it?”

      “Benton wasn’t hot,” Firian said. “You need something to work with in the first place. Harris looked weird, right?”

      “Um…I don’t know…he wasn’t ugly.”

      “You’re hopeless,” Firian said.

      “Why are we even talking about this? Everyone keeps looking at us.” Plus, the room was full of laughter and conversation. Every guy here seemed to be in a group with friends. It was somehow even worse than being the weird kid at a normal high school.

      “Good merlot, at least. You should order.”

      I looked at the specials of the day. The menu was very meaty. Good thing I didn’t have the eating habits of a girly girl. It was not vegetarian friendly at all and there was only one salad.  “Beef and barley sausage with house pickled beet root and herb dumpling,” I said, looking at the menu. “I’m not sure I want this to be my only source of food.”

      “Witch cuisine,” he said. “Upscale witch cuisine. It’s very ‘old world’. More witches live in weird places, like Eastern Europe or Finland or Mongolia. And they keep to themselves, traditionally. So you get a lot of, you know, pickled things. It’s very on trend, Charlotte.”

      “Yeah, yeah, well, when you’re raised by a single dad, no one is making a crock of house pickled beet root. It was a real surprise whenever dad broke out of the pizza, hamburger, spaghetti, grilled steak loop.”

      “His carbonara is good,” Firian said. “With the parmesan cheese out of the shaker and all.” Then he glanced up and gave me a look sharp sort of face.

      I turned. Montague was coming my way. Harris was glaring at him from behind. Montague looked like he was going to mess with me. He also had a short cloak tossed around his shoulders. No kidding. This was happening. Men with capes was happening.

      He spread one hand on the table and leaned in to me, ignoring Firian. His sleeves were rolled up now, revealing very nice forearms with an old-fashioned gold watch around one wrist. I was inexplicably kind of intrigued by this cape and watch statement. I couldn’t believe Benton ran the clothing shop. “Do you have any questions with the menu?” he asked, with a faint smile.

      I bristled. “No.”

      “I hear the chicken liver is delicious.”

      I laughed. But no. He was right. There was chicken liver on the menu. “I’m good, thanks. I don’t think Harris likes you talking to me.”

      “As if I give a damn. I just saw you sitting here alone and nothing seems more unfortunate than the sight of a young woman dining alone.”

      “I’m not alone. Firian’s here.”

      “Ah, yes, well, that doesn’t really count, does it?”

      “Firian doesn’t count? As a person?”

      “Just drop it, Charlotte,” Firian said.

      “But that’s ridiculous!”

      “Firian is not of this world,” Montague said. “If you have him hanging around, you seem like a child who needs to be protected every moment. And you don’t need to be protected every moment…do you?” He trailed a finger down my arm.

      I yanked my arm back, incredulous. “Whoa there, buddy. You can’t just touch me like that!”

      “You don’t like to be touched? I apologize. When I am out among the common folk, they seem quite pleased for me to touch them.” His voice was low, flirtatious, and as far as I could tell, genuine. I mean, I had no doubt that most of the ‘common folk’ at my high school wouldn’t mind Montague touching them. He had warm brown eyes you could melt into. But it was obvious that I needed some ground rules around here.

      I heard the sound of crackling fire and glanced over to see Firian aflame. I mean, a faint purple-blue fire effect was actually wafting off of him. “I am protecting her,” he said. “I don’t care what you think about it. She’s not here to impress you.”

      “I really hope you’re not jealous,” Montague said. “Jealous familiars get in trouble, from what I’ve heard. Bad enough when they fall for anyone, but your own witch?”

      “I’m not falling for anyone, I’m protecting my witch from a pit of horny warlocks who are trapped behind walls,” Firian sneered back.

      “I just wondered if you wanted some company,” Montague said. “But maybe your familiar does the talking for you.”

      “No,” I said. “I’m fine alone. I was just wondering what kind of man can pull off a cape, and…I’m still wondering.”

      Montague actually looked a little genuinely insulted. “In my hometown, we have a story about this.”

      “About what?”

      “Familiars who fall in love with witches. A century ago, in St. Augustine, a witch and a familiar fell in love. It tore the entire town apart and unleashed darkness on the land. Where I come from, familiars are not permitted at the table for this reason.”

      “Where you come from…are you talking about the same St. Augustine that’s the tourist town in Florida where my Grandma and Grandpa went on vacation once?”

      “I’m talking about a town that has seen some very dark events.”

      “It has a fort, right? And a Ripley’s Believe it or Not museum.”

      “Well…there is the…human side, yes.”

      Harris stood up in this really self-important way. Like, all these guys had it dialed up to eleven all the time. Shoving chairs, slamming hands on tables, wearing capes… Life as a warlock was intense.

      “Sit down,” Harris said. “We’re not going to acknowledge this travesty any more than we have to.”

      “What? Travesty? You mean me?”

      “We’re supposed to be studying magic,” Harris said. “Men’s magic. This is not a place for a witch. And lay off Montague, you don’t know what he’s been through lately.” He gave Montague a weird look.

      “‘Men’s magic.’” I narrowed my eyes, standing up as self-importantly as I could manage in order to meet him. Of course, I immediately realized they had six to eight inches of height advantage. “This is exactly what I’m talking about. Maybe you should leave your cage a little more often. Unless the magic is making your dick bigger, I don’t know why men and women should have different magic.”

      “You can’t handle our magic.”

      “Challenge accepted!”

      “It wasn’t a challenge. It’s just a fact. Women have never been able to handle the aggressive arts without messing it up. The history books are filled with those stories. You’ll see.”

      “You’re seriously telling me that women can’t be aggressive? Your history books are filled with stories of ladies trying to do cool stuff and getting the vapors? How convenient.”

      “Try summoning a demon by the end of the year without getting yourself in trouble,” he said. “Without losing control, or falling in love with the demon, or something like that.”

      “Fine! No problem! I’m not falling in love with a demon. Jeez.”

      “Harris…I just wanted to offer her some company,” Montague said. “You’ve never summoned a demon…have you?”

      “We’ll both summon a demon,” Harris said. “If she’s still even here by the end of the year.”

      Suddenly double doors burst open from the kitchens and the chef stormed out waving a knife around. He was an older guy with crazy hair that I feared had to be getting in the food now and then. But, this was getting exciting. “Sit down,” he said. “There is too much commotion out here. My restaurant is a place of contemplation. How are you to savor the flavor of my cured gravlax if you are here talking nonsense about summoning a demon?” He paused and looked at me. “Oh…you are…the girl.”

      It was clear that he wasn’t happy with my presence.

      “Yes,” I said. “I’m the girl. And I want my food to go.”

      “Don’t let them bully you,” Firian said.

      “I don’t care anymore. I have never seen a bunch of men who were so annoyed at having a girl around.”

      “I like girls very much,” Harris said. “Just, in their proper place.”

      “I like girls too,” Montague said, putting a hand on my shoulder. “Please, sit down. Cyrus, make the lady something good.”

      “There has never been a woman at Merlin College,” Cyrus said. “This is unacceptable. What will happen if other women want to attend? The food I cook is for men. What, am I to start making tea sandwiches and fruit salads?”

      So. This was what I’d be dealing with. Sexism you couldn’t usually find nowadays without a time machine. Or maybe, to be fair, hanging out at that one hardware store in my hometown where a girl couldn’t buy a screwdriver without the old man at the counter saying something about it.

      I grabbed the bread basket. “Actually, this is good. I love bread. Thank you.”

      “I love bread, thank you?” Firian said as I stormed out. “That was your parting shot after all that?”

      “Shut up,” I said. “I thought I did pretty well considering I am ganged up on everywhere I go.”

      “But you can do better. Don’t give them an inch, Charlotte. I don’t know why you’re here, but seeing how ridiculous this place is, I commend whoever enrolled you. Merlin College could use a shake up.”

      I couldn’t argue with that. But I wasn’t sure I wanted to be the one to shake it up.

      “I forgot to pay for the merlot,” Firian said with a shrug.
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      This was no place for a witch.

      That was one thing I knew. I was the one with six older sisters, after all. Men had no business with witch magic, and women had no business with warlock magic.

      “Maybe I should have worded things better,” I muttered, sliding back into my chair after tearing my eyes away from Charlotte. “I should have told her that witch magic is just as powerful and respectable as warlock magic instead of challenging her to summon a demon. Now when she gets hurt, it’s on my head. But she ought to be taught a lesson.”

      “She’s in school,” Alec said. “I think that’s the point.”

      “You know what I mean. The professors will go soft on her.”

      “Maybe she won’t get hurt,” Monty said, sipping ‘rare steak blood’. AKA, plain old cow blood, but Cyrus tried to put a good spin on it. I tried not to stare. “I didn’t need you to charge over there.”

      “Nothing good will come of you flirting with her. Anyway, I know she’s not your type. You just smell blood, isn’t that how it works?”

      “No. That’s not how it works.”

      I wasn’t used to my best friend being a vampire. We’d managed to talk on the phone exactly twice over the summer, since it happened, but he had pretty much been at the rehabilitation center—getting all spelled up and learning techniques to help him function in our world, so he could go in the sun, and not kill us. And whatever he said, he’d changed since it happened. Genuinely changed. As in, I didn’t entirely trust him with a girl, especially a girl like Charlotte who seemed clueless.

      “I can control myself,” Monty said, casual. “That’s why I take those pills. Alec’s the poor bastard you should worry about. What is Master Blair thinking?”

      “He’s not thinking,” I said.

      “Charlotte is my type,” Monty added. “She’s female. She seems nice. She looks quite adorable in the uniform.”

      “Is that your criteria?”

      “What’s yours, then?”

      “A talented witch from a good family with sophisticated manners.”

      Monty gave me a look of disdain. “Of course it is. But, that’s fine. You won’t be jealous at all if I make her mine.”

      “I won’t. She’s just a normal human, basically. I can’t believe she even has powers worthy of attendance. It’s not appealing to me. Anyway, I can’t just date anyone I like. I have centuries of great magic users, ancestors who would curse me from beyond the grave if I stooped to a lower level.”

      My mother already had a line up of girls in mind for me, and I got to see them every summer and Christmas vacation. One was the daughter of the head of the New Orleans coven, one was the daughter of the late, famous diviner of Chicago, and one was from Russia, descended from a disciple of Rasputin, although my mother was about to knock her out of the running because she liked listening to pop music. Once I got out of Merlin college, I would choose one of those three.

      Charlotte? Well, she was a disgrace. Her voice was loud and she had a faint Southern accent, and not the acceptable kind. Her movements were sort of…bouncy, and she had a computer user’s slump. She still had her familiar hanging around like a little kid. And, word was she had no experience with magic. So, I didn’t care if her full lips were rather sexy spouting off insults. Unlike my two best friends, I didn’t think with my dick.

      Plus, if I wanted a loud wife, I could choose Daisy.

      “Listen to yourself,” Monty said.

      “It’s true,” I said.

      My family was the most famous of all magical lines in the western world. Yes, there were many, but my ancestors came from a marriage of a Hapsburg witch and a vampire hunter who was renowned for having twenty kills, Florin Nicolescu. The family home on the Hudson River in New York was full of old world paintings of my illustrious ancestors and treasures of the Hapsburgs, and the library was full of journals detailing their exploits. Whenever we met anyone new at a party or gathering, my mother would look them up in the records as soon as we got home to see where they fit into the tapestry of witch bloodlines. As soon as she heard that Monty had been turned, she got out the book, found his entry, and wrote, “Turned” in her fine cursive.

      Then she clapped the book shut. “You won’t be hanging out with him anymore,” she said.

      Yes, my parents were a lot of fun. But they had a point. I was furious at Monty for being such a dumbass.

      “She’s going to be sleeping in Alec’s room,” I said. “We won’t have a chance with her anyway.”

      “Maybe that was true,” Monty said. “But I’m a vampire now. I have my own seductive powers. Incubus versus vampire. We shall see.”

      “I’m focused on my studies,” Alec said. “You know that. You can have her.”

      “We shall see how long that lasts,” Monty said. “She’s already checking you out. You’re going to lay awake at night listening to her breathe.”

      “I am not,” Alec said. “I’m not just some mindlessly sexed up demon. I’m a warlock and I’m going to make my dad proud, and when college is over, then and only then, I’ll find a wife who can keep up with me.” He lifted his coffee cup and grinned in his understated way.

      “No complaints from me, my friend,” Monty said. “Then, she’s all mine.”

      I was irritated at him for reasons I couldn’t quite pinpoint. “Are you sure you should kick off your first year of college with pursuing the most controversial student? Don’t you think you caused enough trouble last year?”

      “I wondered when the judgments would begin,” Monty said. “I lived for the moments. I have no regrets.”

      “No regrets about being turned into a vampire?” I asked, incredulous.

      Whenever Monty, Alec and I got into a little trouble in high school, my family always knew Monty was the ringleader. My family had agreed that a little fun on weekends was all right—in high school. Before things get too serious.

      But he’ll pay for it someday, my mother always said. That Monty. Either he will get his head on straight, or he’ll regret it forever when he falls afoul of the council.

      My mother was usually, infuriatingly, right. Monty had been irresponsible and stupid, and now he was a vampire, his prospects ruined.

      Except that Monty didn’t seem repentant at all.

      But when she struck his name out of the book with that fateful word and told me he was no longer my friend, she also said, “Well, he probably only has a few years now, before the curse of all vampires catches up with him, so I suppose I won’t have to worry much longer.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Ten

          

        

      

    

    
      Charlotte

      

      I slogged back up the stairs with my basket of bread. Alec was in the shower. The door was shut, I heard the water running, and that meant he was naked in there. Just…right on the other side of the wall from my bed. Soaping up his Greek-god-hued muscular shoulders and his…

      I shoved a mini baguette in my mouth and took the opportunity to plug in my laptop, since he had implied that if I used it in his presence, it was going to be A Thing.

      “Want to kill a few kobolds real quick?” Firian asked. “I’ll use his plug.”

      “Okay! If the internet works.” My laptop fired up and I saw an open network for MerlinStudent. It seemed pretty fast too. “Yesss…I’m in.”

      We both got in the game and went to Kir Forest to try and grab some quick Kobold Hides we needed for our current quest. Kir Forest was dangerous because the kobolds here were undead and they always came in packs. It only took a second for a band of them to pop out of the bushes. I cast a ghostfire spell and incinerated one with blue flames while Firian swung his oversized sword.

      I glanced over at Firian, his face lit by the glow of his laptop. I opened the chat window. we’ve never played in the same room before.

      yeah. now I can’t imagine you as a broody mage anymore.

      well, you’re definitely not a scantily clad elf babe.

      i wasn’t trying to make her scantily clad. they don’t have many options.

      i’m not stupid! they have a full armor option.

      …but it’s ugly

      I shook my head at him.

      you’re the one deep throating a baguette right now while casting furtive glances toward the shower, he typed.

      “Oh my god.” I threw down my laptop and shoved him.

      don’t get mad at the truth

      “He might hear you!”

      “I said that in the chat.”

      “Oh. Right. I forgot.” Sheepishly, I went back to my computer and hastily tried to cast Doomshadow to make up for it.

      gamer girl has forgotten the difference between chat dialogue and real speech, he said. i think it’s good you’re getting out in the world.

      well, i think it’s good you’re wearing pants.

      Doomshadow spells were tricky to cast because I quickly had to mix two ingredients, but I pulled it off. The kobolds went down and two of them dropped a hide.

      “Nice.” Firian grabbed them.

      “Two in one go! Dude! Even if that’s all we get done, that’s a successful outing.”

      “How many do we need?”

      “Um…six more.”

      The door opened and Alec came out in black pajama pants and nothing else.

      “Speaking of pants,” Firian said.

      “I thought I sensed computers. Doesn’t that make you feel nauseous?” Alec asked.

      “I guess I’m used to it…,” I said, as my eyes raked over his abs and chest and arms and then his abs again because why not. He was mostly dry but there was one spot in the hollow around his collarbone down to his ripped left pectoral muscle where droplets of water still clung to his skin.

      I could lick those off you, I thought, and then my skin temperature rose a hundred degrees. Why was I having these thoughts? They just appeared, completely unbidden.

      He’s talking to you. Brain? Brain, hello? He’s talking to you like a normal person. Pay attention.

      “You should probably try to break the habit,” he was saying. “You won’t be able to perform magic up to school standards if you use computers often. Sorry, I’m going to need my outlet back.”

      Firia left the game, the chat window said, as Firian’s character abruptly vanished.

      This place really was no fun, shirtless gods aside. I was pumped to get six more undead kobold hides. If I was home, we would have been up until two in the morning working on it. I yanked the plug out of the wall and dumped everything on the chair, and grabbed Outlander out of my bag instead. Firian turned into a fox and curled up at the foot of my bed.

      “He doesn’t need to stay,” Alec said. “I can’t hurt you.”

      Firian’s ears flattened. “I don’t trust you.”

      “I’m serious. Here…” He plucked up one of my hands from the paperback and kissed the back of it. Or tried to, anyway. Immediately, he got jolted back as if I’d slapped him.

      “Rest assured,” Alec said. “I can’t touch her for more than a moment without that happening. Not that I want to, anyway. But if I should lose control because of my magic, well, that’s not a concern. Do you want word to get out that you still sleep with your familiar?”

      “I really don’t care what everyone thinks.”

      Firian slowly stood up. “I am bad for your reputation, it’s true. I belong in Etherium.”

      “I don’t care about my reputation, Firian!”

      “You will.”

      He melted away before I could convince him otherwise. Now I was more dejected than ever. I’d been run out of the restaurant and now I wondered if I would ever spend the night questing with Firian again. Plus, I couldn’t even call my dad without finding the “house phone”, and I couldn’t drive home to see him on weekends. It felt like everything I really cared about, everything that defined me, had been taken away.

      Alec walked over to the small dresser, yanked open a drawer, and pulled out a shirt. I tried very hard to stare at the pages of my book instead of him. A slow fierce blush burned its way up from the lacy jabot…

      This was not a good part to be reading.

      “What were you so excited about?” Alec asked.

      “I’m not excited! Oh…you mean…in the game. We got two uncommon drops at once, which is…good.”

      “You and Firian are close, huh?”

      “We’re—we actually didn’t know each other until recently, except he’s been watching over me, I guess. Through the game, and as the backyard fox.”

      “So he’s been stalking you.”

      “No.” I brushed breadcrumbs off the bed onto the floor. “Do you have a familiar?”

      “Yes. Everyone here has a familiar. If I had been born without one, I would be considered an incubus, not a warlock. But since I do have a familiar, I take after my dad.”

      “So I guess I take after my mom… Did you know your mom?”

      “No. She dropped me off and she was out. Really screwed my dad over. He wasn’t prepared to have an incubus son. That’s why…you don’t have to worry around me.” He came over to my bed and sat down next to me, sort of putting one arm behind me. “Yes…my body does want you. That’s a fact, the same way a hungry person wants a meal. But…like I said…I’m glad to be tested like this. I’m not going to be ruled by my nature.” His eyes roamed from my lips down to my legs. My eyes moved similarly, except they roamed even more places.

      I think a slow fierce blush might have burned its way up from the breadcrumbs on my shirt.

      ‘My body wants you’? Like I was supposed to have no reaction to that?

      “Well…I’m glad I was here to test you,” I said, a little sarcastically.

      “Yes,” he said. “Me too. We’ll both be stronger for it, I’m sure. If my presence bothers you, remember, it’s only my inherent magic trying to lure you in. It’s not real.”

      “It doesn’t bother me,” I said.

      “Good. We should probably get some sleep. Big day tomorrow.” He went back to his own bed and threw back the covers.

      It’s very hard to sleep when you can hear someone else breathing and you know it’s a very sexy man whose body wants you. Just so you know.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eleven

          

        

      

    

    
      Charlotte

      

      In the morning, I had an orientation class. I knew this because Firian told me he had read over the packet of information I was given when I signed up, and he appeared in the morning and told me I’d better get ready for orientation class. Alec was already gone. First, I was starving for anything that wasn’t bread. I went downstairs and found a spread of fruit, cheese and pastries in the common room. A few boys were in the room, and they stared at my every move.

      “Hey, guys,” I said, as I grabbed almost all the fruit.

      They all glared back like they didn’t know what to make of me.

      “You don’t belong here,” one of them said in a low voice. He was a tall guy with spiky dark hair and a glower, and I thought again about how everyone in this dorm was at risk of turning to dark magic.

      “Yes. I know. I have cooties and get periods. It’s been made abundantly clear to me that I am in the wrong place.”

      “Your familiar definitely doesn’t belong here.”

      Firian looked a little twitchy, like he would love to punch the guy, but instead he just crossed his arms and looked impatient for me to fill my plate.

      Montague came down the stairs. “Good morning,” he said, whisking the last clump of grapes out from under my hand. He glanced at the rest of them and then raised an eyebrow at me. “How was your night with Alec?” he asked. “Poor Alec. An incubus who hates sex is a sad life.”

      “Good morning to you too,” I said. “This is an interesting choice of morning conversation.”

      “Do you know where to go?” Montague asked. “I imagine you have some kind of orientation.”

      “I have the map,” Firian said. “No problem.”

      “Well, I am trying to make some amends for last night, if that’s not obvious,” Montague said.

      “Then why did you take my grapes?”

      He looked at my plate, which was already heaped with grapes, and put them down. “I heard you’re a Caruthers,” he said. “I heard you were recommended to this school by Samuel Caruthers himself.”

      There was a murmuring around the room.

      “Samuel Caruthers?” said the glowering guy. “Are you freaking serious? But why did he want her to go to a warlock school?”

      “I don’t know, but I bet he had a reason.”

      “Why does Samuel Caruthers matter?” I asked. “I’m not even sure how we’re related.”

      “Wait right there,” said the nervous guy I’d seen on a laptop yesterday. He dashed up the stairs and came back with a magazine called CAST. On the cover was a guy who looked like a celebrity, around forty or so, ruggedly handsome, wearing black on black. Samuel Caruthers: Reinventing Necromancy, it said, right over How to Cast Date Night Glamours and Drinking + Magic: Hottest Speakeasies.

      “I heard that he’s your mom’s cousin,” Montague said.

      “Huh,” Glowering Guy said.

      “Respect,” Nervous Guy said.

      “Can I borrow this magazine?”

      “Sure.”

      “Have you ever met Samuel Caruthers?”

      “I haven’t even met my own mom,” I said. “Not really. But…hopefully he’ll turn up and explain all of this to me someday.” I opened the magazine to see photos of Samuel Caruthers holding a skull like he was in Hamlet while wearing some sort of pirate-y looking outfit. A quote popped out: “I’m here to shake up the status quo.”

      No kidding. He sent me to this school.

      There was some relief in putting a face and—style, I guess—to the person responsible for all this. I just had to wait for Samuel Caruthers to show up and explain why I was here.

      Harris came down the stairs. “Hey, why are there no grapes left?” he said.

      “Let’s go,” Montague said, steering me to the door.

      “You still have forty minutes until the orientation,” Firian said.

      “That’s okay. We can take a little tour,” Montague said. “The school extends along the whole mountain ridge here. It was all built by wealthy warlocks in the 1890s. Blah blah.”

      “Where do y’all hang out?” I asked, then paused. “So I know what area to avoid since everyone hates me.”

      “Don’t say that. You have to give them a chance,” Montague said. “As word gets around that you’re related to a celebrity warlock who sort of sponsored you, and it occurs to everyone that you are a genuine woman…” He gave me a cocky grin. “Well, I hope you’ll remember that I was good to you from day one. I would never shun a woman’s company.”

      “Blech,” Firian said behind us.

      “You know, there is a reason familiars disappear as you hit puberty,” Montague said, giving him a glare.

      I wasn’t ready for Firian to ‘disappear’. To me, it was disturbing to think that all of them had familiars who had already vanished into Etherium or whatever. But I didn’t want either of them getting in each other’s business. “So what stick is up Harris’ ass?” I asked.

      “A stick full of family history,” Montague said.

      “That sounds painful.”

      “Very. He’s practically a prince in the warlock world, and his parents have high expectations of him. He’s the only boy after six girls.”

      “And I guess they wanted a boy.”

      “It’s not that boys are more valued, it’s just…well, with different types of magic being practiced by both sexes, every parent hopes for one of each, at least.”

      “Is that why Harris is at risk of turning to the darkness?”

      “Who said he was?”

      “Alec said everyone in the dorm was.”

      “Not true,” Montague said, a little defensively. “I will never practice dark magic. And I’m sure Harris won’t either. I was placed there because I became a vampire, just as a rule. But I’m not any risk to you or anyone else. We have so many ways of suppressing the vampire instinct.”

      “That doesn’t explain why Harris is in the dark magic dorm.”

      “Well, like I said, it’s not a big deal. It’s just that Harris is powerful.”

      “My dad said my mom became a dark witch…”

      Montague looked at me. “You won’t,” he said, putting a hand on my shoulder. “Whether you are an ethereal witch or a sinistral one, that is for you to decide, and not anyone else. Understand?” I must have hit a nerve. I could feel Firian tensing behind me, but he stayed out of it.

      Montague’s hand was very strong. I could just tell, even though he wasn’t gripping me hard. I just sensed this potent force inside him. His skin was cold, too, and I flinched ever so slightly before something in his eyes caught me and held me.

      He was a vampire.

      Like, I just felt that fact sink down inside me. And even though I knew that he was a college freshman and the other guys’ friend, in the moment, I hardly believed it, because something in his eyes seemed ancient and predatory. His youthful face was both handsome and beautiful, from the black hair that brushed the back of his neck and framed his high cheekbones to his mesmerizing lips. But he seemed like something else, wearing a young man’s skin.

      “I’m not a sinistral and I’ll never ever be one.” He backed off, mastering himself with a quick breath. “Didn’t mean to scare you.”

      “You didn’t.”

      “Good.” He seemed light-hearted again, but I wouldn’t forget the way he looked just then. It was only a second, but it was a second of this pure vicious and dark hunger that set every one of my nerves on edge. And I knew Firian wouldn’t forget that either. I had no hope of ever being left alone with Montague. Well, maybe I didn’t want to be left alone with him, anyway. This was all getting a little too intense.

      “Did you hear something?” Montague asked, looking toward the woods.

      “No…”

      “I was asking the fox.”

      “Maybe,” Firian said. “But I have to get a little more familiar with the landscape before I judge.”

      “Doesn’t matter. Anyway.” Montague waved a hand as I glanced at both of them curiously. “This building is the ‘hang out’,” Montague said, pointing across a green space to a building with two towers on the ends. It had a grand entrance with statues of two Victorian-esque nymph girls clad only in their swirls of long hair. Inside was a wide promenade-type central hall and on either side of this was a roller skating rink, a bowling alley, a dance floor, and a movie theater. The rooms were silent and empty now.

      “Whoa. This is where you guys hang out? Down at the roller rink?” I giggled.

      He opened the door of the roller rink and looked back at me with a raised eyebrow. “So you don’t want to skate with me?”

      “Now?”

      “Ever. Because you are too cool for such things, clearly.” His eyes were a warm brown and he smelled really good. I don’t know if it was cologne or like, vampire musk, but it was this sexy, vaguely exotic but distinctly male aroma that was somehow very subtle and very hard to ignore at the same time. It made me think about how his skin would feel under his shirt. How it would feel if he grabbed my hand while I tried to learn to roller skate. “It might be quaint, but that doesn’t mean it won’t be fun.”

      “I’ve never been, actually. I didn’t say it was uncool… I mean, roller derby is cool. It just seems funny for an all-guys school.”

      “You’re right,” he said. “It’s…strange, isn’t it? I remember…” His eyes seemed far away for a moment, and then he stopped and looked troubled. “I remember.”

      “What?”

      “Nothing. I just—yes. We’ll go skating sometime. You know how, right?”

      I did not. I kept that to myself. I could tell something was wrong, but I couldn’t imagine what could have struck him. If he had been a normal person back home, I would have pressed him, but I realized there was this tiny part of me that was terrified of Montague. It was a pure instinct. Don’t push a vampire.

      “Shouldn’t you be getting to your orientation class?” Firian drolled behind me. I’d almost forgotten he was there, which was strange, because I was pretty aware of him since he’d appeared. “I mean, as delightful as it would be to spend our afternoon in an abandoned roller rink with a vampire…”

      “You’re right,” I said, the spell broken.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twelve

          

        

      

    

    
      Montague

      

      There are things they always warn you about becoming a vampire. The need for blood, obviously, being the main reason you want to avoid becoming a vampire. The non-aging thing is complicated too. And the sun. We had spells to get around it, but I had to get them reinforced every year for the rest of my life, and I’d still been getting sunburned. I wasn’t supposed to sunburn like this. My Spanish ancestors had settled magical Florida; they must be laughing from beyond the grave.

      The most pressing thing on my mind when I woke up covered in blood in a hotel room in Cancun was that I was going to be socially shamed, and Harris would have to pretend he didn’t know me. We were still navigating that one. He did avoid me when I came back, but he looked miserable. The guy wasn’t exactly the type for making a bunch of new friends. Plus, Alec would still hang out with me, so Harris was the odd man out. Over the summer it was easy enough to skirt the issue, though, because he went back to his parents’ summer mansion, and I went to…rehab.

      If you get turned into a vampire, you gain memories from the entire vampire line. This is, apparently, how vampires have survived and formed networks and royal families of their own. As soon as I got turned, the guy who had just ruined my life tried to tell me that I was supposed to serve his ‘lord’.

      Immediately, the guy’s face flashed into my mind and this sinking feeling flooded through me, which is when I whipped out more magic than I thought I was capable of and escaped.

      The only thing that protected me was my status as a warlock. I rushed to the nearest magical council office in Mexico and they helped me get home to the States, where I spent six weeks at the Haven.

      The Haven. Now there’s a place to drum fear into a warlock’s heart. It was supposedly a place where witches and warlocks could go for safety and rehabilitation from the darker forces of the world. A place where an unlucky guy like myself who’s been turned into a vampire can get the spells he needs to stay with his family and friends and go to a normal college.

      I got all that. I also got an epic amount of lecturing and attempts to program me to be a good little warlock, and in the end I got slapped with a bargain: if I wanted to leave the Haven, I had to hand over my car.

      I wasn’t even allowed to sell it to someone who would love it. I had to give it to them.

      My car was my pride and joy. My parents hated it. Every old witch and warlock who saw it hated it, and the more they hated it, the more satisfaction I took in trying to make it the most obnoxiously tricked out street racer I could. It was a 1996 Mitsubishi Eclipse with a performance chip for the engine and a free-flowing exhaust that made it sound like a hive of angry bees and amped up the performance, a spoiler and an electric blue paint job that faded to a darker color in the back.

      I didn’t really care about becoming a vampire half as much as I cared about losing the car. I’d been telling everyone that I just had to sell it to help pay for school. I couldn’t stand talking about it.

      But I’d also been having some weird thoughts. They warned me this might happen. I was supposed to cast a ‘memory banish’ spell every time one hit me.

      When I looked at Charlotte I suddenly saw Lisbeth.

      I knew the girl’s name, because she was his girl. My vampire ‘lord’. The oldest vampire in my line. I saw her skating on iron skates on a frozen body of water, smothering a laugh in her glove, her fair face surrounded by a starched ruff.

      Shit. This was really scaring me sometimes, and I didn’t want to admit that to anyone.

      I was used to fitting in, not being different. Before this, I was as normal as a warlock can get. Just a promising, middle-class warlock, making my parents proud, except for the cell phone and the car and the fact that I snuck off to party in Cancun for spring break. I had some idea I would hook up with some human girls and get drunk, that now seemed very quaint and immature.

      Young Monty, such dreams you had.

      Well, a guy’s gotta let go sometimes when he studies hard the rest of the year.

      

      I cut the tour short so I could go off by myself and banish ‘Lisbeth’ from my mind before my own class started. I didn’t even show Charlotte the gardens or the swimming pool, all of them still with gilded age beauty that I thought a girl would appreciate. Sometimes it seemed pretty wasted on this lot. Warlocks were pretty attached to views that sometimes seemed not just Victorian, but more like Medieval.

      I saw Charlotte to her class, but as soon as I stepped out of the building smelled something kind of musky in the air.

      I didn’t think it was the fox. He was a little too human to stink like that. This was a raw, beastly scent.

      I knew I saw something earlier…

      Movement flickered in the woods through the old iron fencing. It looked like a large dark animal in the brush. I might not have caught it if it wasn’t for my enhanced senses.

      “Hey!” I ran toward the fence, grabbed the bar and vaulted over it.

      Yeah, this was definitely the source of the musk. But by the time I got there, I didn’t see any sign of anything. I kept sniffing, even though I felt stupid, like the drug sniffing dog I saw at the airport during my fateful trip.

      “Who are you?” I growled. “Were you watching me?”

      My vampire senses were churning and impatient. This monster inside me wanted to find whatever it was and kill it. This feeling was the opposite of how I was taught to conduct myself as a warlock—measured, gentlemanly, remembering one’s training.

      It seemed like it was gone, whatever it was, but the scent lingered.

      Something had been out here. Not just an ordinary animal. Well, quite possibly not an animal at all. Something magical. A sinistral?

      I wanted to ask my familiar what she thought, but she was gone.

      When I died, my familiar had died with me, perhaps in an attempt to save me. When I came back from the dead…she didn’t return. My mistake had killed her. That was something I had barely even talked about with anyone. The relationship between a warlock and his familiar was supposed to be a private matter. Even in death.

      Of course, Charlotte and Firian didn’t have that. I knew it would get them in trouble, and Charlotte didn’t even seem aware of what a taboo she was breaking.

      I huffed, kicking the autumn leaves, shoving back the pain of losing my familiar. Rosa had been a good familiar, who took the form of a badger.

      I’d lost a lot this summer, but I was determined not to show it to anyone. I wasn’t the richest or the most powerful warlock at Merlin College by a long shot. I didn’t have room to mess up twice.

      “Whoever you are,” I declared, “if you’re here to mess with Charlotte, you’ll have to get through me first.”

      No answer.

      It was gone, whatever it was, but it would be back. I’d bet money on that. There was something strange afoot. As far as I knew, Charlotte was the only witch to ever be admitted to a warlock university, and I had a feeling there was more to that story.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Charlotte

      

      I walked into the classroom for my orientation. Master Blair was waiting for me, along with a nondescript middle aged warlock in a wrinkled shirt and tie with glasses and a mustache. And by mustache, I don’t mean like a rugged mustache or a steampunk mustache or anything like that. This was like a middle management mustache circa 1985.

      “Hello, Charlotte. Thank you for being a mere fifteen minutes late,” Master Blair said.

      “Oh…sorry. Montague was giving me a tour.”

      “We’re going to give you some tests today, ask some questions. This is Professor Jablonsky, he’ll be supervising with me today.”

      “Hello, Charlotte.” Professor Jablonsky shook my head. “You can just call me Stuart. Just so you know, there are no wrong answers. Just the facts.”

      He seemed nice, but…very out of place. “Oh good, I guess not all witches and warlocks are cool.”

      Dean Blair looked up from a clipboard with a severely raised eyebrow. “What are you saying, Charlotte? Stu is the coolest warlock I know.”

      I laughed. His face turned from incredulous to angry.

      “I mean—you’re—oh—you’re serious?”

      “Of course I’m serious. Nobody tears up the dance floor like Stu, I tell ya,” Master Blair muttered. He wrote something down, still frowning at me. I wasn’t off to a great start, but at least Professor Stuart Jablonsky didn’t look very offended.

      “I guess I’m too old to be cool at this point,” he said with a shrug.

      “But we’re the same age. Am I not cool? Stu, you are extremely cool. Don’t listen to her.”

      “Well, you’re from the New York magical community,” Stuart said. “I’m from Kansas.”

      Master Blair scoffed.

      “Does it matter where you come from?” I asked.

      “You know why the midwest has a reputation for being nice? It’s because the demons don’t hang out there,” Stuart said. “So not that many witches or warlocks either. Not much to do. Demons like the southeast. That’s why Floridians have a reputation for being crazy. Florida has a lot of hot spots. ‘Florida man’ is often a demon.”

      “Ohh. That explains so much,” I said, although it also sounded optimistic. Pretty sure Florida man was just a normal weirdo, in most cases.

      “Let’s see. We’re going to give you some tests to see where to place you, Charlotte. Obviously, I know you haven’t had any training, so it might take you time to get up to snuff, but our training is very specialized here. Lots of personal attention is lavished on our students.” He paused. “I hope that didn’t sound like sexual harassment. I am not used to female students.”

      “Only if you meant it that way,” I said. “I mean, not that I want you to mean it that way. I don’t.”

      “If you were getting a tour from Montague Xarra, you probably have been harassed enough already,” Stuart said. “Maybe I should submit a report to the council.”

      Firian cleared his throat. “Let’s just get started.”

      “Yes. We’re going to start with a simple elemental test,” Master Blair said. “Not insultingly simple, I hope. I’m sure you have lit plenty of candles in your day, at least.”

      “I’ve never done any magic,” I said. “I didn’t know about any of this.”

      “You’ve never just lit a candle with your mind by accident?” Stuart asked. “Maybe you forgot.”

      “If I had accidentally lit a candle, I would have freaked out and never forgotten. I thought I was a normal human.”

      “Right,” Stuart said. “You’re going to have a very exciting year. I, for one, am excited for you.”

      Master Blair produced a candle and snapped his fingers. “Well, now you know, Charlotte, and I am sure you can light this candle. It is the simplest test of wills.”

      “Sure thing,” I said. I was not at all sure. Lighting a candle with my mind? It seemed like if I was able to do that, I would have done it as a kid during a pretend game or something. I glanced at Firian.

      “He’s right,” Firian said. “This is easy. If you have trouble, just imagine you’re in the game.”

      I looked at the candle and mustered all my determination. I didn’t know what to do, really. It felt like I should say some spell words or wave my hands. But no one had given me instructions like that, so I guess it was just a brain to candle kind of thing. Just me and an unlit candle. And three guys watching me intently. No pressure or anything. Just a very human-y witch at warlock school, gritting her teeth and tensing her muscles…

      “Relax,” Master Blair said. “You have to let go.”

      “What am I letting go of?”

      “Your fear that you won’t be able to light the candle,” Stuart said.

      Yeah, okay, that was obvious.

      “Your fear that you’ll disappoint us,” he continued.

      Oh, we’re still going.

      “Your fear that you won’t fit in here at warlock school,” he said. He paused. “But, then, sometimes you have to go deeper still. What are you the most afraid of?”

      “Wasps.”

      “Wrong!” Master Blair said. “No one’s worst fear is wasps. Or spiders or public speaking or anything so simple. Your worst fears are demons that lurk in your mind and whisper of the things that have haunted mortals since the dawn of time. Death, loss, sorrow, humiliation…these emotions are what leave us prey to actual demons.”

      I shivered. “I mean…I—I don’t know.”

      Firian looked at the ground. He was no help.

      “I’m afraid of hurting my dad,” I said. “Disappointing him. Losing him. I—I guess I always knew something bad happened with him and my mom, and it wasn’t just the usual. I know—he didn’t want this for me. If anything happens to me, it’ll wreck him. I want my dad to be happy.”

      “And yet…,” Master Blair said.

      I swallowed. “And yet, I wanted to come here. I want to know more about magic, and my mother, and Samuel Caruthers, and witches… I want to know what it feels like to have some real power.”

      “Light the candle,” Master Blair said.

      I threw that feeling at the candle. That was how it felt. I pushed at it with my hands. I felt a strong force of heat leave my skin as I shut my eyes. Light, candle! Light! When I open my eyes, you will be—

      I was thrown back. Firian caught me. My eyes flew open and everything was on fire. The candle had exploded into wax all over the desk. My face sort of hurt. Curtains were on fire. Papers on fire on the desk. Master Blair’s jacket. Everything that could catch fire was on fire and it was spreading fast. Flames licked up wallpaper and smoldered in the chair. “Damn!” Master Blair exclaimed. “Charlotte, get out of here!”

      Firian grabbed my hand and tried to tug me toward the door. I heard Master Blair and shouting spell words behind me.

      “The books, the books!” Master Blair said in a panic. “And we were almost done with the redecorating!”

      Stuart started throwing antique books out the window, three stories down, cringing the whole time.

      I wouldn’t let Firian drag me out. “Firian, no! This is my fault, isn’t it! I have to stop it somehow!” I tried to focus my will on the fire. I tried to draw it down, to bring it back inside me since it had come from, apparently, my repressed emotions.

      It wasn’t working. The smoke was getting thicker and that terrifying smell of paper and fabric charring and turning to ash was getting worse despite Master Blair’s efforts. I heard shouts outside as other people noticed.

      “Charlotte, we can’t do anything about this,” Firian said. “It’s easier to start a fire than it is to stop one. Just get to safety.”

      I made one final effort, spreading my hands. I created this fire. I own this fire. I can control it. I can end it. I’m not afraid.

      “Stop!” I shouted.

      All the force of the magic came at me in a rush that punched me like a hurricane force wind back at Firian. I slammed into him and we both were blown halfway up the wall, and then I fell. I saw stars, my body hit the ground hard, and…

      Next thing I knew, I was waking up in an infirmary with bandages on my arm and head. It was an airy room that looked like a World War 1 hospital in a movie: my bed was an iron frame with white sheets and a tall old window was behind me, while curtains gave us some privacy. Firian was sitting in a chair next to me with some scratches and bruises.

      “What happened? Is everyone okay?” I asked.

      “Yeah, everyone’s okay,” Firian said. “Does your arm hurt?”

      “I feel pretty bruised, but…”

      “Good. They don’t think you broke anything.” His brows furrowed. “Where did you get that kind of power?”

      “You tell me!”

      “I don’t understand it,” he said. “That wasn’t normal.”

      “And you don’t know anything about it? Aren’t you supposed to be my support in all this?”

      “I don’t know everything!” he said. “Not if someone made a bargain, or— Well, I don’t know.” He cut himself off quickly.

      “What do you mean, a bargain? Like a deal with the devil? Does this have something to do with my mom turning bad?”

      “I don’t like to say ‘bad’,” Master Blair said, walking past the privacy curtains. So much for privacy curtains. He could have knocked first. When he looked at me, I saw a little glimmer of excitement in his eyes that made me nervous.

      “But it is a little bit bad,” Stuart added. “Not your mother, that is, but the situation. We’ve just gotten a message—”

      Master Blair waved his pessimism off. “Charlotte,” he interrupted, sweeping over to me in his fresh, un-burnt, freshly pressed black suit. “That power you displayed was simply amazing. You are destined for great things. I know it. As long as we keep you on the right side of history, that is. I’m glad you’re here with me and not the witches. You have the sort of power that is not meant for a witch’s subtlety, but for raw force.” He spoke with such excitement that I was afraid he’d get saliva on me while I was trapped in bed.

      “But also, Samuel Caruthers is dead,” Stuart said.

      I sat up straight so fast that my arm throbbed with pain. “What?”

      “It’s true,” Master Blair said, immediately sobering. “He died during his trip to Australia. We just heard.”

      “Ohh—I—I hoped I would get to meet him and ask him why I’m here…” I turned away from Master Blair, who had a vaguely manic gleam in his eyes. “Am I in danger? How did he die?”

      “We’ll let you know when we know,” Stuart said.

      “I put in an immediate request to the council for his personal affects to be sent to the school when they’re returned to the country,” Master Blair said. “Charlotte, I think these two events may be connected. I think that your esteemed relative set up a channel to you. When he died, it is possible that you inherited his powers. He was powerful enough to do that. The effort to do so might have weakened him and led to his death. Maybe he wanted it that way. We need to see if he left anything behind for you.”

      “I’ve never even met him!”

      “It doesn’t matter. The great Caruthers family is in danger of dying out. You’re his blood. He saw something in you. That’s my theory, but we shall see. Maybe you are meant to be a sans pareil, and if so, you’re in the right place.”

      I saw my dad’s worried face when I left for Merlin College instead of a normal university. My arm throbbed. But I think what scared me most was the look in Master Blair’s eyes.

      “I think that Charlotte needs to be alone right now,” Firian said, in a low, serious voice. “She’s hurt. She’s inhaled a lot of smoke. And all of this is new to her. Come back later.”

      Master Blair looked at him. “It isn’t your place.”

      “If you rush her, what will that drive her to?” Firian said, not backing down.

      “Ignatius, I’m going to start cleaning the office,” Stuart said, opening a closet and taking out a mop bucket.

      A male nurse walked over and opened the curtains wide. He had a cart with some medicines and stuff. “You can check on Charlotte later,” he said. “She is still a female. She needs her rest.”

      Master Blair nodded and rose, although I wasn’t sure I liked the turn this had taken. As they were leaving, Montague came striding in with some flowers in a vase. Wow, word spread fast and I couldn’t help but feel excited that a guy was bringing me flowers already. He ran into Master Blair and Stuart in the middle of the room.

      “Good afternoon, Mr. Xarra,” Master Blair said. “Charlotte needs her rest, I think.”

      “Good afternoon to you, sir. I hope she’ll rest well, and that’s why I brought her some flowers to soothe her sleep,” Montague said, smooth on the surface but with underlying tension.

      “Oh, she won’t be staying in the infirmary,” Stuart said. “She’s fine. Nothing broken, just a little sprain.”

      “Then, she can bring the flowers to her room,” Montague said. Hmm. He didn’t like Master Blair. I was starting to wonder if I could trust the head of the school.

      Montague nodded at Firian in the most cursory way, probably because Firian was glaring at him, and put the flowers on my bedside table while the nurse was mixing some medicine into a cup. The nurse kept an eye on Montague the entire time. Montague looked at my forehead. The nurse immediately wiped my forehead off with a cloth. “You shouldn’t be in this place, vampire.”

      Ohhh. Right. Blood. No wonder everyone seemed upset that he’d come here.

      “I am a warlock, not a monster,” Montague said, but his mouth suddenly had these very glaring fangs. “Charlotte, I came as soon as I heard.”

      “Thanks. It sounds like everything’s okay except the books Professor Jablonsky threw out the window.” I tried to make light of it, because as it turns out, setting things on fire in real life is not as much fun as it is in Fortune’s Favor.

      The nurse gave me some nasty smelling medicine. “Drink this and you can go,” he said. He steered the cart away toward the hall, still looking back at Montague. I suddenly considered just how many beds this infirmary had. I felt like there might be more down the hall. Half the population of the school could sleep here. Hmm.

      “I think someone’s watching you,” Montague whispered. “From the woods.”

      “Watching me? Oh, of course…pile it on. Did you hear that Samuel Caruthers is dead?”

      “No.”

      “You’ve only been here for twenty-four hours. This doesn’t bode well,” Firian said. “Why do you think someone’s watching her?”

      “I caught a rustle and a scent in the woods. Right after I sent you off to orientation,” Montague said. “It could be a demon. And here I thought you were here just to drive us to madness with your charm, Charlotte.” He gave me a wicked twist of a smile.

      I wasn’t sure I should take Montague seriously, but he was the only person looking out for me right now, besides my familiar. It sounded like I needed all the help I could get. He was also undeniably attractive, even with fangs. Especially with fangs, even. And I didn’t think I was that kind of girl. But I guess there was something primal in the idea of a guy wanting to drink the life out of me. No one had ever looked at me the way he did, and even if I knew it wasn’t personal, it wasn’t without a certain charm either. My eyes trailed down to his sleeve, rolled up to show his forearms, his skin a light warm brown that seemed too healthy to belong to a vampire.

      Still, I knew how cold his skin was.

      “So who is this demon?” I asked.

      “If I knew, I would tell you. But—I’ll find out. I just want you and your familiar on your guard. Don’t leave her side,” he told Firian.

      “I was definitely not planning on leaving her side. I hear there are vampires at this school,” Firian shot back.

      “Still…am I right to be nervous?” I looked at them both. “Master Blair looked way too excited that I set his office on fire. He said Samuel might have left his powers to me. Like maybe he planned his death? But what if…he didn’t, and whoever killed him is coming for me next?”

      No one had a chance to reassure me. Harris suddenly stormed through the doorway. “Monty, what the hell?” he said, giving me a look of disgust.

      “She was hurt!”

      “She hurt herself. Look at her face.”

      My face? I touched my cheeks. I had no idea there was anything wrong with my face. My fingers came away with green ointment on them. “Gah!”

      “Oh, by the way, hot candle wax exploded on your face and there are dabs of green ointment all over it,” Firian said. “Luckily, it wasn’t too bad and it’s already healing up. Unfortunately, it didn’t stop vampires from flirting with you.” He handed me a handkerchief.

      “We’re leaving,” Harris said. “I hope those flowers didn’t come from you.”

      “So much for gentlemanly conduct,” Montague said. “I am the only person in this school who brought flowers or asked concern for the welfare of the only lady here.”

      “You’re already enough of a pariah,” Harris said. “No one is going to associate with you this year if you support the attendance of a witch.”

      “Too late.” Montague stood up. “I’m a vampire now. I’ve already ruined my reputation. And as soon as your parents find out we’re still friends, I know you’ll drop me too. I might as well cast my lot in with a fellow outcast; at least she looks good in the uniform.”

      “She’s a nice piece of ass, but she’s a witch. We should be meeting her at a ball.” He looked at my appalled face. “It’s what everyone’s thinking, okay? You just proved that you can’t handle warlock magic, but you are a nice piece of ass.”

      I threw off the blankets and lunged at him. Montague barely held me back.

      “Master Blair doesn’t think I can’t handle warlock magic. He thinks I could be a sans pareil. I’m going to show you.”

      “A sans pareil? Yeah? I’m really looking forward to our demon summoning contest now.”

      I forgot about that whole thing. “Yeah, me too,” I said. “My demon is going to take a piece of your ass, carve it up, and eat it for dinner.”

      “You are going to botch this and get banned from performing magic by the council,” he said smugly, which showed me that realistic threats were actually much more effective than trash talk. Aw, damnit.

      “You two are not going through with this,” Montague said. “It’s too dangerous. There’s already something afoot. You’re my best friend, and Charlotte is a lady I’ve been developing a considerable affection for considering the length of our acquaintance.”

      “You’ve been getting really pretentious since you became a vampire,” Harris said. “And if summoning a demon wrecks your developing affection for Charlotte, I’ll consider that a bonus. Come on, we have classes.”

      “I was always pretentious.” Montague kissed my hand. “Take care of yourself.”

      Once they left, Firian crossed his arms. “I’m glad you’ve learned to stand up for yourself. I was this close to scorching him with some flames of my own. You also have class, by the way, if you want to attend. Dean Blair suggested you just sit and observe the first week. Professor Jablonsky said you can just rest today if you want. We could get in some Fortune’s Favor uninterrupted…”

      “I can’t look like I’m a poor weak girl who can’t handle class on my very first day,” I said. “Though I do need a change of clothes and…I definitely need to get this ointment off my face!”

      “Whatever you wish,” Firian said, but I think my familiar had definitely been enjoying the life of a slacker.

      I had until the end of the year to learn how to control my magic, to hopefully figure out why I was here and what happened to Samuel Caruthers, and most especially, to summon a demon. I wasn’t going to spend time doing magic in a game until I got my real life magic straightened out.
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      Firian

      

      The thing about losing someone is that it doesn’t always come with a big tearful goodbye. Sometimes the person is right there in front of you, unaware of what’s even happened.

      I was so afraid of losing Charlotte.

      She didn’t even realize, of course. I’d been in the background all this time. I was the fox who sat in the bushes. When I was a kit, I watched her play in her kiddie pool. (Well, maybe that wasn’t the best memory to bring up first. We were the same age, but it still sounds creepy. She played in it a lot when she was little, that’s all.) I watched her dad grill steaks, and toss me one when she wasn’t looking. I watched her sit on the back deck reading. I watched her take walks where she admired spring flowers and walks where she moped and stared at her phone.

      Usually, she had no idea I was around, but if she spotted me, I was just a regular old fox, wary of humans. Her dad kept me updated on her life.

      It was a really strange way for a familiar to live, so I didn’t talk to the other familiars in Etherium much. I wasn’t ashamed of Charlotte, of course. She was a good person. Kind-hearted, with inner reserves of strength that kids who lost a parent often had, but also very fun. I knew the other familiars and their witches would judge her for various reasons. She slouched, she dressed like a slob, she used words like “fuck” and “mansplaining” that witches were too ladylike and old-fashioned to say, she sometimes crammed an entire muffin in her face. She spent way too much time on the computer, which was where I really got to know her. By the sickly blue light of a computer screen at three o’ clock in the morning when we were fighting dragons with a dwarven healer from Singapore, I thought, Doesn’t she need to go to high school tomorrow?

      Familiars, they say, grow and adapt alongside their humans, the way trees grow low and bent by a steady ocean breeze or twisted around a rock face. I existed because of Charlotte, and in a large sense it was my job to be what she needed me to be. Even though we weren’t close like other witches and familiars, I still grew around her. I couldn’t fight my nature. Not that I’d really tried. I also liked shoving an entire muffin in my face.

      The tragedy, in my mind, is that she didn’t fully appreciate what I meant to her. She had never needed protection before, or help casting spells. I could already tell she was used to doing things on her own and it wasn’t in her nature to seek my help, the way other witches would. A good instinct on her part, because she was too old for a familiar anyway.

      But I couldn’t stand the idea of being shunted aside.

      And on the flip side, she didn’t understand that I was supposed to be shunted aside. She saw me as a person, not a familiar. I could see why some familiars urged their witches to turn dark, addicted to the heady power of being human.

      I would go rogue politely. I wasn’t going to let Charlotte turn into a sinistral. Job number one was keeping her safe for her dad, who was as important to me as she was, the way it had worked out.

      Still, being a familiar in the real world at this age wasn’t easy. Everywhere we went, guys were staring me down. And now, Charlotte was stepping into her first class.

      We had to walk a ways down the tree-lined paths of the campus. I kept track of her schedule for her. “Your first class is Necromancy and Dark Arts,” I said.

      “Ooh. I should be good at that, if I really got magical powers from Samuel Caruthers, right? When is Potions class?”

      “There is no potions class.”

      “There isn’t? Damn.”

      “You know Alan Rickman won’t be teaching the class, right?”

      “May he rest in peace, Firian.” She rolled her eyes. “I just think the idea of making a potion sounds fun. What are the classes?”

      “Literature.”

      “Literature?”

      “Well, warlocks and witches learn normal stuff as well, and they have their own canon of great works. Then you have a break in there for lunch. Then Magical History, then Enchantment and Illusion, then Theurgy. That’s it.”

      “What’s theurgy?”

      “Summoning and communicating with higher spirits.”

      “There are a lot of types of magic left out.”

      “Oh, you think? And what do you know about real magic?”

      “Well, what about divination? Surely that’s a thing.”

      “Mostly, the other forms are for women. Women specialize in healing, divination, and enchantment. Both sexes learn theurgy and glamours. Later, you might learn alchemy and conjuring and more elemental skills. The dark arts and enchantment classes are going to have a heavy focus on defense. They won’t teach you any dark magic, obviously, but they will teach you to speak to the dead.”

      She paused. I could see her pondering the entire scope of life and death and afterlife and the mysteries of the universe in the space of a moment. Her dad wasn’t religious and she’d never lost anyone really close to her. She’d never confronted existential questions.

      “Hey,” I said. “Don’t freak out. It’ll be okay. They’ll take it slow.”

      “I’m not freaking out.”

      “You have your freaking out face.”

      “You don’t know my faces.”

      I do, though, I thought. Charlotte was my witch. She didn’t know just how well I knew her. It wasn’t just from watching her. It was woven through my entire being. I knew when she was sad and when she was scared.

      She took a deep breath. “I want to curl up with a blanket and watch baking shows all day.”

      “Fortune favors the bold,” I said. “Not just in video games.”

      Her face took on a more determined look.

      We headed for the class. It was inside a stately brick building, of course, and up steep stairs. If anyone in a wheelchair had ever attended this school, I don’t know how they managed. But I thought I already knew the answer to that. Merlin College was not for anyone with any perceived weaknesses, unless that weakness was a desire to blow stuff up or summon demons. I didn’t trust any of these privileged little assholes, and even I was shocked by how stuck in the past this place was. My protective instincts were bristled at all times. I knew I should go to Etherium for Charlotte’s own good, but I wasn’t sure I could ever relax there again. She needed me.

      We were slightly late. The door was shut. A gold plaque marked it as the Necromancy and Dark Arts room. I opened the door for her, and stepped back. Dread rose in me at the thought of walking in there with about twenty unknown dudes. The second Charlotte walked in, every head shifted to watch her.

      Charlotte was cute. I’d noticed that, even if I shouldn’t. She was of average size, neither short nor tall, with appealing curves, a little stomach pudge, and…very flexible. Sometimes she did yoga on the back deck. She didn’t usually mess with her appearance much, which any familiar would prefer. I spent too much time in the woods living life as a fox to care about human appearances. Charlotte would have made a really cute fox. Ponytail, brown eyes, explosive little laugh, healthy appetite: that was my Charlotte.

      I shouldn’t be thinking about her like that. It was only because all these other guys were around suddenly, making me possessive.

      Being attracted to your witch was a huge taboo. In the magical community, it was one hundred percent normal to date your cousin but akin to a first-degree offense to notice that your witch had a really adorable smile. So I would keep that thought to myself. Maybe it was because I’d had to keep so much of a distance from her. We didn’t have that brother-sister relationship familiars and witches usually did. Instead, I’d watched over her from afar, and she seemed a little untouchable.

      Yeah, and also, I probably shouldn’t have agreed to become her girlfriend/boyfriend in an online RPG.

      Stupid.

      The guys, despite being well-dressed warlocks, were still acting like guys everywhere. They were checking her out, giving each other looks, snickering a little in a private way. Then they noticed me behind her and the ogling turned more nasty. I heard some whispers, and a couple of not-so-much-whispers. “A familiar…” “She brought her familiar…” “Weird looking dude.”

      Alec and Harris were both in the class, sitting together, and I found myself actually missing Montague. At least he treated her decently, even if a little too decently. Harris, at least, didn’t leer or whisper, but he looked disdainful. Alec, well, he was an incubus. Whatever he said, dangling a single woman in front of an incubus was a bad idea. He looked at her like he wanted to do things to her, as he always did, and she glanced back at him and tucked a strand of hair behind her ear.

      Ugh.

      There was one empty seat at the back of the room. It was obviously for her. She sat down, and I stood in the back against the wall. I fully expected what came next.

      The teacher was your classic dark arts/necromancy guy. He was tall, a little skeletal, in a funereal suit complete with waistcoat and watch chain, disheveled black hair. He looked about forty, which meant he was probably sixty. He had a sort of pained look on his face. “Familiar,” he said, waving a thin, pale hand. “I think you had best go.”

      “I won’t say anything,” I said. “But Charlotte is untrained, so I’m watching over her for this first week or so.” I knew setting a time limit on my presence might help calm everyone down, but I already had no intention of leaving.

      A few guys laughed again. They were going to drive her to send me away in no time.

      “Shouldn’t you be resting?” Harris hissed at her.

      “I’ll get to bed early tonight,” she said. “Where’s Montague?”

      “He takes alchemy in this period,” Alec said in his low voice. “Vampires can’t take the necromancy class.”

      “I am Professor McGuinness, and…I have just been informed about the death of one of our most…distinguished alumni…Samuel Caruthers.” He sounded breathless with agony. “Mr. Caruthers and I were students together. It was a brief, but treasured time in my life. He was the most talented young man at school at that time. And so charismatic, our Samuel. I remember those days like a Merchant Ivory film…like a dream. Excuse me, gentlemen.” He left the room.

      There was a general grumbling. Some guys looked back at Charlotte again.

      “Man, I didn’t know Samuel Caruthers was gay,” said one boy with a buzz cut—the only such severe hairstyle in the room—and the look of someone who stirred trouble just for fun.

      Charlotte hesitated only a second before saying, “Do you have a problem with that?”

      “Nah. Just saying.”

      “‘Just saying’, why? Do you know if he was gay?”

      “Well—“

      “You think Professor McGuinness is gay because he’s sad his friend died? And it matters, for some reason?”

      “I—I dunno—“

      “Then that whole comment was pointless, wasn’t it?” She tossed her head away from the boy. “Samuel Caruthers was my family.”

      I could practically smell the bristling of a room of boys who had never had their world challenged before.

      “You didn’t know him, did you?” Harris said. “I thought you didn’t even know about magic.”

      “No, but maybe I would have liked to have known him.”

      Left unattended, the guys started leaving their chairs and getting closer to her like a circling pack. “So how did you get in here? Doesn’t make any sense.”

      “They’re going to let a girl do warlock spells?”

      “I heard you and Harris got into it at the restaurant.”

      “We didn’t get into it,” Harris said. “We just made a little bet.”

      “Oh yeah?”

      “I don’t think she can handle summoning a demon.”

      “Ohhh.” “Definitely not.” “She’ll probably fall in love with the demon.” Someone shoved Alec. “Here’s a demon for you right here.”

      Alec ignored the shove except for his eyes, which took a hard turn toward the shover. “Too late,” he said. “I have already been summoned.”

      “Don’t make this about Alec,” Harris said. “He’s one of us. But this girl, on the other hand…needs to go to Morgana like a good little witch. I don’t think we should be bending the rules for her.”

      I could see Charlotte’s shoulders shiver just a little. They were making her nervous. She was bullied in middle school, so I was afraid she knew this feeling. Charlotte had an inner strength that kept her steady through a lifetime of her dad’s anxiety, and that allowed her to cast a hell of an impressive fire spell—which she’d get much better at containing with a little practice. In fact, I’d bet part of their cruelty to her stemmed from jealousy. They knew she was going to be a force to reckon with. And witches didn’t play with fire.

      But right now, she was just one girl thrown into a strange world, surrounded by unfriendly faces. The one family member who might have answered her questions had just died. Hints of future danger had already surfaced.

      How was I just supposed to sit back and observe?

      “She’s here to stay,” I said. “Like it or not. And I’ll be watching every moment. If any of you hurt Charlotte, I won’t hesitate to involve myself. You can snicker all you like. It won’t protect you from our magic. Or my jaws.”

      “Oh yeah?”

      “Yes,” I said. “I must say, the way you’re all jeering at her is so…revealing.”

      “I don’t like the way you talk, familiar,” one of them said.

      Harris scoffed. “No, the fox is right. Fighting with them is stupid. I maintain that Charlotte doesn’t belong here. But I will go through the proper channels.”

      It was probably a good thing that Professor McGuinness returned just then, looking more composed. If I got into a fight with warlocks on my own initiative, the council would probably be having a word with me.
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      Charlotte

      

      “I’m sorry. I was very shocked by that news. The truth is, Samuel Caruthers was one of the greats. In the history of magic, he was the only white necromancer we’ve seen in a century. To be a white necromancer is to maintain an impossible balance. To deal with the dead, without succumbing to the temptations of darker forces…well, that is something special. But…I hear you are related, Miss Byrne?”

      “I never met him,” I said. “I’ve never met any of the Caruthers. I really wish I had, but…I don’t even remember my mom. But Master Blair suggested that maybe Samuel wanted his power to go to me when he died.”

      “Yes…I have reviewed your file,” Professor McGuinness said. “The strange thing is, I remember when you came here to take your test. Or—a boy who looked just like you, anyway. You were recommended by Samuel…”

      “Are we so sure that Samuel Caruthers was a white necromancer?” Harris asked.

      “What?” Professor McGuinness looked offended. “You, of all people, should know his reputation!”

      “I know he’s a famous student of Merlin,” Harris said. “But he was considered at risk of turning dark. He was drawn to necromancy. And why is no one asking why Charlotte is a girl, recommended to this school by Samuel, who then immediately dies?”

      “We are looking into it,” Professor McGuinness said. “We’re not idiots. But in the meantime, Master Blair wants to keep Charlotte under our protection. We could send her to the witches, but then her power would be in their hands.”

      “That’s fine by me,” Harris said. “She’s a witch. She already proved that she can’t handle our magic. She burned down a building!”

      “It was just one room,” I said.

      “Enough,” Alec said, looking at me. “You’ve made your point, Harris.”

      Okay, so we had thoroughly established that I didn’t belong here. Finally, we started moving on.

      “In honor of Samuel, today’s lesson will be about a spell that he always found particularly fascinating,” Professor McGuinness said. “And, as it so happens, we might even have evidence of his fascination with us today in the form of Charlotte. It has to do with magical trades. When it comes to dealing with darker forces, especially demons or the undead, you will undoubtedly encounter a trade. This occurs when a demon asks you to give them something in exchange for a favor. The first rule of trades is like the first rule of drugs: Just. Say. No.” He wrote that on the board and underlined it.

      One boy raised his hand in a very measured sort of way.

      “Yes, Irving?”

      “I don’t think that’s the rule anymore. I just read an article in Four Elements magazine about how warlocks in Europe are using ecstasy—“

      “Thank you, Irving, but you know what I’m trying to get at. Please remember, your professors are old. We can’t keep up. Someday you’ll be old too and you won’t be able to keep up either. And I hope you’re not taking ecstasy. That is not allowed on campus, no matter what they’re doing in Europe. Anyway, my point: do not make a trade with a demon or a dead spirit. Not unless you are experienced enough to teach this class and even then, maybe not.”

      “What if an ethereal spirit wants to make a trade?” Irving asked. I guess he was the facts and questions kid.

      “They rarely do. Because trades are tricks. Remember that. Trades…are…tricks.” He waved a pencil like a baton.

      I raised my hand. “Why was Samuel so interested in trades, then?”

      “Well…Samuel was very skilled, of course. But he also just died, so…I would take his life course as a warning.”

      “What sort of trades?” Alec asked.

      “Demons and the dead aren’t just going to ask for some extra garden mulch or old children’s books,” Professor McGuinness said, indicating to me that warlocks totally had freecycle groups. “They will ask for things that are supremely precious to you, or they’ll ask for things that are crucially important to them.”

      “Are all dead people dangerous?” I asked.

      “All the ones that ask for things,” he said.

      “What if the thing they’re offering you is worth it?” Alec asked.

      “It’s not worth it,” the professor said, in a very honest voice that made Alec nod soberly.

      He had us run through some potential scenarios, like a demon asking for your first child. The boy he called on suggested he just wouldn’t have any children. Professor McGuinness suggested several ways this could turn out to be a trick, from a child you didn’t know you had to an accidental pregnancy later on to a beloved pet that you refer to as “your child”.

      “It sounds like something out of a fairy tale,” I said. “You have to be careful of how you use your words.”

      “That’s exactly right,” he said. “Even with ethereal spirits, you need to be careful. They will have good intentions, but they don’t always take things the way you intend them. They expect you to keep bargains. Speak clearly and mindfully with all magical beings.”

      I waited until after the class was over but lingered in my chair, pretending to look at my schedule and dig in my backpack until the guys all filed out—with a few more nasty or lusty looks.

      “Charlotte, did you want to talk to me about something?” Prof. McGuinness asked, shutting the door behind them.

      “Yes.” I shrugged. I didn’t really know who I could or should talk to in this place, but I felt like it definitely wasn’t Master Blair. “I was just curious. How does a warlock give their powers to someone else? Is that a type of trade?”

      “You mean, why did Samuel give his powers to you? That’s not a trade, Charlotte. It’s a gift.”

      “But why? And why would he have been killed right now?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Is there a way to ask him, even after he’s dead?”

      “You’ll have to keep attending class,” he said. “But I’ll say this. Summoning the dead isn’t something you just do casually. Even white necromancy is very draining on the caster. It will cause you pain and weakness. It might hurt him, too.”

      Firian glanced at me nervously. “You’d better get to your next class.”

      “Ahem. I need to know this stuff.” Sometimes Firian was a little too bossy.

      Still, I was really glad he was there.
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      So I ate lunch with Firian. Then Magical History, where I was completely lost, as they were talking about stuff that happened in the 1600s and I had never heard of any of these events, like the “Savannah Pirate Raid” (in 1925! I wrote down “Jazz Pirates”) or some alliance between French warlocks in Quebec and Native American warlocks and the Good Witches of the Colonies. I couldn’t even remember who was with or against who. I perked up whenever Salem was mentioned because my brain went, I know what that is!

      Otherwise it was a blur.

      Then we had Enchantment and Illusion, where everyone was learning the finer points of making enchanted clothes appear on their bodies, and Theurgy, which I needed to be good at so I could show up Harris and his stupid demon summoning.

      Since the year was just getting started, all the classes were mostly talk and overview, but I could tell it was going to take a lot of hard work and deep concentration. By the end of the day, I was utterly spent. There was so much to absorb in a magic class.

      Luckily, I was good at those things. I was awesome at yoga. I mean, not to brag, but you know how people are usually like, oh, I need to do more yoga? Well, I really do it. Every day. For an hour. All alone, no classes or anything, just me and a very old yoga VCR tape. It used to be my mom’s.

      I guess that might have something to do with my yoga discipline. Dad said that Mom used to do baby yoga with me and it was possible the yoga tape became some sort of surrogate for my mom. If I put it that way, it didn’t sound worth bragging about at all…

      But if yoga was sort of like magical training, maybe that was why she did it with me. She bound my powers, but I wonder if some part of her actually wanted me to be a witch someday.

      Thinking about Mom hurt. I always wondered why she left, and Dad’s explanations were vague. I probably should have been more upset at him for lying to me, but instead I just felt angry at her for abandoning him.

      And me.

      For dark magic? What a stupid reason. The more I thought about it, the more I felt insulted that they had even put me in the dorm for potential dark warlocks. I wasn’t interested.

      I actually had trouble concentrating on yoga that night, even though Alec was out. Probably because I didn’t have my VCR tape. I knew every move by heart, obviously, but it was part of my ritual to hear the voice of the instructor say, “Be where you are, because you’re already there…”

      The rest of the week passed without too much incident, as these things go. I went to class. I felt constantly confused and was assigned twenty tons of books to read to help me catch up. Alec was hot enough to leave me eternally flustered but he was a quiet sleeper. And also, quiet while he was awake, which is more than I could say for a lot of the other guys. They made sexual jokes about me in the dining hall, until Firian snapped, turned into a fox, and bit one of them on the arm.

      I called Dad and didn’t cry. Well, I didn’t cry much.

      Okay, I didn’t ugly cry. I just cried in a normal way.

      I just felt very out of place, almost like I was attending school with aliens. They weren’t just boys, they were culturally in another world. They had completely different concerns than the kids at my high school. They were rude to me, but also very formal. They knew very little about pop culture. Some were devoted to the ‘old ways’, which seemed Wiccan. They had their own little rituals and rules. Others went to the campus chapel on Sunday. Montague told me most warlocks in St. Augustine were Catholic.

      “Just think about the Vatican,” he said. “Doesn’t it seem kind of warlocky with all the mysteries and gold and rituals?”

      The school also had a handful of Jewish and Hindu students, plus two brothers who followed the Nordic gods. It was all kept very private. This was very different from my high school where we had a lot of devout Evangelical kids who were always battling with Kayleigh Patterson the loud atheist girl, plus a tight contingent of hippies who lived in the dome house community on one of the mountains. My high school was full of opinions, whereas Merlin College had this upper-crust boarding school feel where ‘opinions’ were not very polite, unless they were old-fashioned.

      The warlocks were surprisingly multicultural, as a whole. Firian said that power had always been divided up differently in the magical world, and interracial marriage had never been taboo. But they were as classist as the cast of Downton Abbey; any naive hope in my mind that a utopian world was possible if people from all around the world joined hands was dashed by one week at Merlin College.

      Over the weekend, where I was totally trapped there, the history teacher pulled me aside into his empty classroom and told me that he’d heard my familiar had bitten Guillame de Brigue, who I guess was somebody from the de Brigue witch family.

      “De Brigue blah blah,” I snapped. “He told me I should wear skirts more often.”

      The history teacher Professor Gruben, a white-haired man who always wore a hat outside but removed it when he entered a room, said, “Well, you are a young lady, so he’s probably right about that.”

      “This is the uniform!”

      “Oh.” He sniffed. “We can’t get you anything more feminine?”

      “How old are you, anyway!?”

      “One hundred and ten, my dear, not that it’s any of your business.”

      There was no use arguing with him, that seemed obvious. One hundred and ten? I hadn’t even been able to get my Grandma to acknowledge that my short haircut in seventh grade was pretty adorable because she thought girls should have long hair.

      Firian made a low growling sound. “I’m this close to taking you out of this school,” he said, in a voice that made the old man’s sagging eyes snap open.

      “Young lady, you need to be careful about this familiar you have staying so close to your side. I will not have a repeat of the scandals that have plagued other communities. If familiars should have sexual relations with the witches, we have trouble,” he said, waving a bony finger at me.

      My cheeks must have caught fire. Especially the way he said it, which conjured up an image of Firian…doing things to me. “We’re not.” I laughed nervously. “We play computer games together. We’re nerds. Friends. Friends without any benefits ever.”

      “Friends is almost as bad!”

      “Sir, she understands,” Firian said. He gave me a hard look. He wanted me to just take the advice and go, I think. I nodded nervously and left the room. We stepped outside into the sun, a brisk mountain wind making me quickly button my sweater.

      “I’ve heard the story of your grandmother’s familiar,” he said. “When your grandmother was stricken from the record, her familiar married a human. She became a human, basically. Sometimes, when witches leave the community, their familiars join them, and then all the other familiars stop saying their name. But even that’s not as bad as when a familiar and a witch…”

      “I get the picture, Firian. One hundred percent. And it’s fine. We’re not like that anyway. We had a little thing going on in the game, but it was really tame.”

      “Definitely.” He cast me a furtive look. “I shouldn’t have even done that. Just needed to get to know you. That was my job.”

      “Right. My fox stalker.”

      He had a weird look on his face.

      I wondered if that was really all. If he really had no feelings for me. Because, on my end…

      I wasn’t sure. It was pretty strange to think he’d been watching me since I was a kid, and that he was born from my magic. I could see why the witch community frowned on that. That had to be either incestuous or maybe even narcissistic, like falling in love with a piece of your own self.

      Still, Firian was definitely his own person. I was comfortable around him as if I’d known him forever, but he was also extremely mysterious to me. My stomach squirmed.

      “Charlotte.” Montague came strolling by while I was standing on the path, feeling scolded and unsure what to do.

      “Oh…hey.”

      “You look distressed. I expect weekends can be difficult, being so far from your father…” He gave me a rather gallant expression, and I was charmed. Then I realized Alec was standing behind him on the path, keeping his distance.

      He took a deep breath and Montague turned toward him. “You can’t avoid her forever. She’s your roommate.”

      “I didn’t know you were actually avoiding me,” I said.

      “I can’t…harm you. But I definitely want to…” He said the last bit under his breath, but I heard it. I also got the feeling that by ‘harm’, he actually meant ‘send into a stratosphere of carnal delight that we might regret later’.

      I mean, every time I walked away from Alec, I forgot just how hot he was. Then when he re-entered my vision, my brain was practically locked down by the mere sight of his gorgeous mouth. He looked smart with his sophisticated glasses, but also…like some sort of beautiful demon prince with eyes like low flames and arms corded with muscle.

      “Alec,” Montague said, sweeping an arm around my shoulders. “You know you want to gaze upon her beauty. You know it will be the most delicious torture you can imagine. Let’s teach her to roller skate.”

      “Uggh, Monty, you’re killing me…” He rubbed his forehead just above his sexy glasses. “You’re not the one who has been cursed to need sex.”

      “You’re right. I have no idea what it’s like to be cursed to need anything that I will never really have,” Montague said dryly. “If I can handle day-old blood from a pouch, you can handle getting to know your roommate. It’s what Master Blair wanted. You’re half human. Just focus on the half of you that is a nineteen-year-old human boy and therefore, entirely capable of chastity and reserve.” He smirked.

      “This seems like a bad idea to me,” Firian said.

      “I am not surprised you’d say that, Firian,” I said. “But…I’m up for anything that gets my mind off my troubles right now. Let’s go.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seventeen

          

        

      

    

    
      Alec

      

      Damn Monty. I knew he was into this girl. He was obvious about it, too. I was trying very hard not to be.

      Two years ago, Montague was just a normal guy, with an uneventful life. Harris and Montague and I all attended the same academy, one of the top schools for students to move on to the most exclusive universities. He was the fun-loving friend who knitted me and Harris together, the guy who owned an over-the-top car and dragged us out to do something wild like going into town to go to the human mall and order fast food.

      I know, the definition of “wild” among warlock high school students was a little strange. Going to the mall was about on par with summoning a low level demon.

      Harris would pretend to hate it, and I would be exploding with my incubus instincts at the sight of all the human girls. I mean, I fucking loved it, deep down. I was never satisfied, but it was something, even though I had to jack off in the bathroom and take an extra “tonic”, the one that was supposed to calm all that down.

      Montague was different now. I’d realized that the day we all reunited in our new dorm. He’d become more serious. We all knew what happened to vampires, in the end. They started remembering things that had happened to their sire. Eventually their memories traced back to their sire’s sire, until they found an end: the oldest living vampire in the line. That vampire is their master, their lord.

      It was hard to tell, because he was acting more like a model warlock and the teachers all seemed to think he was just growing up, but Harris and I knew better. Monty was supposed to be our party friend.

      Something was going on in that head of his. His eyes grew so distant at times that he hardly seemed to hear what I was saying. I was afraid to know.

      I was hoping Charlotte would be good for him. He needed something else to focus on.

      That’s good, I thought. I’m definitely not dating her or anyone else. I don’t have time to get distracted by that shit. And Harris already has his parents lining up prospects for him. So Monty might as well go for it.

      Her familiar was giving me the side-eye and I realized that as I thought about all this, my eyes were taking in every delicious curve of Charlotte’s body, even through the men’s dress shirt that didn’t reveal too much. It was just enough. I didn’t need much. Just the sight of her ponytail flicking across her back as she turned to look at Monty was enough to get me thinking about what I could do to her.

      “So you’re planning on hanging around forever?” I asked Firian.

      He narrowed his eyes slightly and then faced forward, looking at her.

      If I wasn’t mistaken, he was looking at her the same way I was.

      Monty led the way to the skating rink. Usually we just treated it like a spot to exercise in the winter. I tried to hit the gym most mornings but sometimes it was more fun to speed around a track. It was left unattended with music playing. Since the school was behind gates and everyone knew everyone else, we could just grab skates in our size and do what we wanted. The bowling alley was the same way.

      “Why are there ice skates?” Charlotte asked.

      “In winter if it gets cold enough we ice the lake,” Monty said. “We just keep everything here.”

      “It’s so quiet.”

      “Just us,” Monty said. “But that’s better, isn’t it? I know some of these guys have been jerks to you. Charlotte, what size do you wear?”

      “Eight and a half. In men’s it’s a six and a half, if that exists.”

      “Will seven work?” He held up a pair and knelt to put it on her.

      “You don’t have to do that,” she said, flustered.

      “But I want to.” He lifted her leg with one hand, shoving the pants leg up. He made it look accidental but I doubted it was. The sight of her skin was probably making his mouth water.

      Or maybe that was just me. He pulled off her shoe and slipped the skate on, tugging the laces. Firian was watching this too, and it had to be killing him. He couldn’t protest too much over male attention on his witch, but I think he wanted to tear us both to pieces.

      Charlotte seemed to be enjoying the attention. “I wish I had some french fries or nachos or something, but this is cool, having the place to ourselves.”

      “I always wish I had some french fries,” I said. “I get really sick of the gourmet stuff. Monty used to take us to Checkers in his car.”

      “You have a car?”

      “I sold it,” Monty said quickly. “To pay for expenses.”

      He told me that over the phone during the summer, but I wasn’t buying it. “But there are no expenses at Merlin,” I said.

      “Well, not school expenses, but life expenses. Just—stuff.” He looked at Charlotte. “Alec’s family is loaded, just like Harris—“

      “Not quite like Harris,” I grumbled.

      “I’ve seen your house, man,” Monty said.

      “So we’re like the scholarship kids,” Charlotte said. “That explains why you’ll stoop to my level.” Her laugh was light and teasing and made my cock twitch a little. I shut my eyes and imagined the faces of the five oldest U. S. senators to dispel my unwanted thoughts. My dad came up with that trick. He had a good sense of humor about his incubus son, at least.

      “No. It just so happens that I’m not afraid that a woman will corrupt me and ruin my reputation,” Monty said.

      “That’s already happened,” I said. “In Cancun.”

      “Well, then, it can’t happen twice,” Monty said, narrowing his eyes at me. “Come on, Charlotte. Let’s hit the rink.”

      She put a skate on the surface and then the other. Monty gave one of his feet a faint push and she shrieked, “No! …I mean…um. Ignore that. I’m fine. Let’s just go slow, though.”

      “I’m sorry. I like speed. But I’m here for you this afternoon.”

      Keeping a firm grip on her arm, he supported her while she got a feel for the skates. Meanwhile, I skated in front of them.

      While Charlotte was looking at her feet, I shot him a hard look. I know something’s up.

      Monty frowned. I knew what it meant. He’d been able to hide it from us over the summer, and now that we were together, it was obvious. Whatever happened to him at the Haven, he wasn’t just a normal warlock anymore. He was having memories. I could just tell. My stomach dropped. Before long, his sire would call him close.

      “You sold your car,” I repeated.

      “Yes.”

      “If you did have memories, would you tell me?” I barely whispered, as I remembered that vampires had fantastic hearing.

      “Nothing to tell,” he murmured.

      “Would you tell her?” I whispered.

      He gave me the finger before skating off.

      “Damnit,” I hissed, as I got up enough speed to let my skates roll down the long side of the rink. “Shit.” We were going to lose him. That was—

      That was just a fact. Hardly anyone had the power to stand up to a vampire, and no one who did was going to fight for a guy like Monty.

      Maybe Charlotte would keep him tethered here for just a little longer.

      He seemed happy with her. For now.

      But then, suppose she fell for him? What would happen to her when he was gone?

      “Like that,” he said, showing her how to brake.

      She messed it up and ended up almost crashing into the wall before he caught her again. “Or I could just stand here and do this, that would probably be less dangerous,” she said, doing a goofy little ass shake and chicken-wing-flap to ‘Brick House’. Rumor was that locked away somewhere in the bowels of the roller rink, its workings hidden like the Wizard of Oz, was a very old iPod that belonged to Master Blair which had been playing a playlist called “Get Down Tonight” for the past ten years, day and night.

      I stared. Maybe I liked the playlist after all if it made Charlotte wiggle like that.

      She was so…

      Cute, I insisted to myself, as much dirtier words flitted across my mind.

      I wasn’t sure if I could handle her being Monty’s girlfriend. It wasn’t fair to her. And none of this was fair to me, was it? I was under the impression that I was going to an all-male university, the safest place for an incubus to be. Master Blair put a girl in my room. Test? Test, my ass, that wasn’t what I signed up for.

      We had to put a stop to this.

      I skated over to Charlotte and Monty.

      “You know, this place is making me crave nachos,” Charlotte said. “Which is weird, because I’ve never actually ordered nachos before.”

      “Hey, Charlotte? We need to tell you something,” I said.

      Monty turned on me. He used to be pretty easygoing, but now his eyes were not just pissed off. They were…a little scary. My powers weren’t that strong, due to the fact that I wasn’t sleeping with anyone. “Yes. We need to tell you that we can easily go back to Lancelot and make some nachos,” he said, in the most sinister tone anyone had ever said the word ‘nachos’. I was sure of that.

      This wasn’t a great time for the lights to shut off, replaced by a giant tear of sinister bluish light that slashed across the roller rink like the fabric of hell was being ripped open.

      “Yeah—let’s do that!” Charlotte tried to run for her life, clearly forgetting she was wearing roller skates, and wiped out face first.

      I looked at Monty. He was looking at the light. He was ready for—something.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eighteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Charlotte

      

      I picked my face up off the rink and turned in time to see a twisted dark creature lunging out of the gate and toward me.

      It could best be described as Extremely Terrifying.

      I didn’t register much more than that. Huge shadowy dirty fanged growling lunging thing…versus me.

      Considering my feet were trapped in roller skates that I didn’t know how to use, my options were limited.

      Firian turned into a fox and planted himself between me and the wolf. He bared his cute lil’ teeth. I mean, next to this creature, Firian was nothing. This went about as well as expected. The demon was about one second from slamming into Firian when Montague jumped on him and grabbed the demon’s neck. When he touched it, the demon seemed to solidify a little more. It was sort of halfway between beast, human, and liquid shadow. The air around it had a distinct chill.

      “You…I smelled you…the other day…,” Montague said.

      Alec lifted his hands and generated a little square of sizzling blue lightning. “Get off him, Monty, I don’t want to electrocute you.”

      “No, Alec, you stay back, I’ve…got this,” Montague said, still trying to wrestle the wolf creature to the ground. “Who are you? How’d you get past the school—erggh!” The wolf suddenly reared up onto his hind legs, throwing Montague off, and then it whirled, its eyes glowing red, and ice shot out of its mouth. Montague was frozen where he fell.

      “What the hell is this?” Firian sounded nervous, which I guessed was a bad sign since his reason for existing was to aid and protect me.

      Alec attacked with his lightning magic. The demon shrugged that off like it was nothing and laughed at Alec. It spoke in an otherworldly voice that almost sounded like male and female voices layered, both of them low and musical. “A celibate incubus… Not likely to scratch the likes of me.”

      “I think it’s a pretty strong demon,” Alec panted. “Why? What do you want with us? We’re just students.”

      “Some of you are not ‘just’…students…” The demon turned toward me and lunged. It all happened so fast. Clearly I had two choices. I could shout ‘Flyiiing roller skate kick!’ or…I could burn everything down again.

      Maybe once I got better on skates, I could try the first, but I ended up going with the fire option.

      The demon burst into flames, head to toe. It screamed in this horrible way like an anguished creature and vanished back into the dark portal, which closed behind it. I slumped onto the hard, cold rink, breathing hard.

      “I’m sorry. Did I get you guys?”

      Alec checked his clothes and hair. “Just a little on the sleeve.” He offered me a hand. ”Let’s get you up, you dangerous girl.” He hauled me to my feet, but then whipped his hand back. Right. We couldn’t touch for long. Meanwhile, Montague was just shaking off the spell that froze him, slowly getting to his feet and rubbing a stiff neck.

      “I should’ve just torn his throat out,” Montague said.

      “No,” Alec said warningly. “You said you smelled it the other day?”

      “Yeah. It was in the woods. I felt as if it was watching Charlotte. But that time, it was behind the gate.”

      “There are wards on this school,” Alec said. “A demon shouldn’t be able to get in unless they were summoned.”

      I was feeling kind of done with the whole thing. I carefully hobbled off the rink back to the bench to get my regular shoes on. I tore off the laces. Pretty sure I was never going skating again.

      Firian sat down beside me and handed me a paper carton with nachos in it. “Here,” he said. “It’s time for Elemental Warlock Char to enjoy the Direwolf’s item drop.”

      “Where did those come from?”

      “Etherium. They’re not real. They won’t fill you up, I mean. They taste good, though.” He popped one in his mouth.

      I ate one, and shoved on my shoes. “So they taste good and they can’t possibly give me heartburn? You could have told me that before.”

      “Oh, you don’t want to eat too much Ethereal food,” he said. “Believe me. It’s not quite fae food, but it’ll still mess you up.”

      Alec and Montague were speaking in low, tense voices.

      “Hey.” I stood up. “You said you had something to tell me before that happened.”

      “Yes.” Alec rolled toward me and lifted a foot to take off one skate while balancing on the other foot. I definitely noticed that he had excellent balance, his arm reaching back easily to take off the skate. With a moment, he had them both in his hand and walked over to me in socks. Montague was right behind him, still in skates, which made me snicker because he looked really serious. But there is only so far you can go with looking serious on an old pair of roller skates.

      “Alec,” he said.

      “She needs to know.”

      “You are not going to mess this up for me. I’m fine.”

      “What is it?”

      “Monty—“

      Montague grabbed Alec by his collar and lifted him up. “You’re jealous and you’re ruining this for me. I said I’m fine. I invited you today because we’re friends. But you don’t want a girlfriend, so back off. It’s my business to talk to people about what happened to me when I want to talk about it.” He threw Alec back a little.

      “She’s already alone here,” Alec said. “I’m not going to let you hurt her. But you’re also one of my best friends. So if you want to talk about anything—”

      “Hey, guys. Time out.” I waved my arms. “I think the demon made you a little crazy. We’re just hanging out and having fun. You don’t need to fight over me—although that is…kind of…enjoyable to watch.”

      “Montague is different since he was turned,” Alec said. He took a step closer to me. I put down the nachos as he stood, his broad-shouldered frame haloed by the strings of tiny lights that were laced back and forth on the ceiling. “That’s…all.”

      “I’m not different,” Montague said. He huffed and walked over to block Alec from my view a little. “Charlotte…” He knelt on one knee before me, his dark hair falling over his brow. “All it is…”

      He was struggling with something. “Yes? Montague, it’s okay. You can tell me.”

      “Vampires obtain the memories of other vampires,” he said. “That’s all. It’s nothing. A small moment might trigger a memory from the vampire who sired me, or the vampire who sired him…and so on, through the memories of every vampire in the line still living. Alec is concerned because it has changed me a little. There are brief moments when I forget myself.”

      I thought I had seen one of those moments before. And I understood why Alec was concerned.

      “I see…”

      “You’ll like me better this way,” Montague said. “Becoming a vampire has tamed my immaturity and made a gentleman out of me. Stuart even commented on how adult I seemed after class the other day. You probably wouldn’t like the old me as much in the first place.”

      Behind him, Alec still looked unsure. I was skeptical myself. Montague sounded like he was trying to convince himself.

      Maybe Alec just missed whoever Montague used to be. Or maybe that wasn’t the end of it.

      I’d better be careful around him. It’s hard when he’s the only one willing to spend time with me, but I’ve been getting myself in enough trouble already.
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      Charlotte

      

      Since it was the weekend, the teachers were all gathered in their lounge playing what seemed like a rousing game of poker, although it seemed like they were missing their top hats.

      “Stuart, you devil,” chuckled Mr. Gruben. “That’s the third of these you’ve won from me, isn’t it?” He shoved a jar of eyeballs toward Stuart, who quietly pocketed them and shrugged.

      “I just don’t know where my luck comes from,” Stuart said. “When I was a kid I never won anything. I even enchanted my car in the soapbox derby, and I still lost.”

      “I think I’m going to do it,” Professor Gruben said. “I’m betting my cufflinks.”

      “Ho!” said Professor Das, who taught Enchantment and Illusions. “Now we’re talking.”

      Alec looked incredulous and cleared his throat. They all turned around to the doorway.

      “What is it, boys?” Master Blair said. “Oh—yes—and girl. My apologies. I keep messing that up.”

      “They look kind of messed up,” Stuart said.

      “A demon attacked us,” Alec said. “I have no idea what kind, but the feeling was much more than a normal sinistral. It felt to me like a high demon.”

      Montague and Firian nodded, so I also nodded.

      “That’s impossible,” Master Blair said. “We have put so many wards on this place, no high demon could break through in a thousand years, unless they were summoned.”

      “We certainly didn’t summon anything,” Alec said. “We were trapped in the world of your playlist and I’m pretty sure it’s impossible to summon a demon while listening to disco.”

      “If you insult the music of my glory days at Club Owl, I’ll expel you,” Master Blair said. “Well…tell me every detail of this encounter.”

      We did our best, under the skeptical expressions of eight men whom I was starting to realize were all much older than they looked.

      “I’ll check and double-check the wards,” Master Blair said. “This makes no sense.”

      “It has something to do with Samuel’s death!” Professor McGuinness said.

      “And her being here,” said Professor Das. “She is bringing trouble with her wherever she goes. She lost control of her fire magic again?” I was especially hurt by this because Professor Das seemed like the most mellow guy here and he had never brought up this stuff in enchantment class.

      “Thank you,” I said, in a tight voice. “You forced me to come here, and I was just attacked by a demon when you swore I’d be safe, and now you’re blaming me for causing trouble? I could just go home to my dad. That would be fine with me.”

      “She’s right. We aren’t being very nice,” said Professor Adams.

      Master Blair got up, walked over to me, and gave me a gallant bow. “Charlotte, I’m so sorry. You’re very right. The last thing I want is for you to feel unsafe here. I’m going to give you an extra warding charm to wear, and we’re going to look into it. If we can get Samuel’s belongings, that might give us a better idea.”

      “We should bring this up to the council,” Professor McGuinness said.

      “Hsst!” Master Blair waved a hand. “Give me a chance to figure it out before the bureaucracy descends! Charlotte…try to stay in public areas and crowds as much as possible, just in case, until we figure out how this thing got in here.”

      “Hmm,” Professor McGuinness said. “There is one way to get past the wards that I can think of. That would be through a blood tie. A blood tie,” he repeated, like he was angry at me, his rather grim face growing more drawn and his tone more ominous.

      “You’re saying this in a tone like I should know what you’re talking about, and I don’t,” I said.

      “Your grandfather was a werewolf,” he said. “Isn’t that right? You are the child of the witch who married a werewolf.”

      “That thing wasn’t a werewolf,” Alec said. “Well…not exactly.”

      “It is a bit wolf-like,” Monty admitted.

      “‘That thing’ better not have been my grandfather,” I said.

      “Let’s put a pin in that,” Master Blair said. “I’ll let you know what I find out.”
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      Charlotte

      

      “You can use my outlet,” Alec said, when we got back to the room. “Just for today. Since you look like you need to relax and I know you enjoy your game.”

      We’d parted ways with Montague downstairs. He seemed like he was simmering at Alec for talking about the vampire thing. I hadn’t even had a chance to think about that. Maybe I didn’t need to. It’s not like we’re dating…yet.

      I wasn’t sure I actually planned on dating a vampire. Even normal human girls get a pretty thorough fictional education on how well that turns out.

      (I mean, hot. It turns out hot. But someone usually dies, or kidnaps you, etcetera. I felt like I was already on track for that sort of outcome without dating a vampire.)

      Still, maybe it was just some sort of vampire hunger or teenage boy lust, but I got the feeling Montague was a genuinely fun guy. Whatever happened to him this summer, it must have been pretty traumatic to be turned into a vampire. I felt like I could trust him a little more than anyone else here. Maybe it wasn’t much, but what else did I have?

      I kept thinking of him lacing my skates and holding my hand, just having a good time. It felt like a date, despite Firian and Alec being there, but a relaxed kind of date. I shouldn’t have teased him about the roller rink, I thought. That was actually way more fun than just seeing a movie.

      But Alec was giving me this deeply concerned look, like he couldn’t take his eyes off me. “You’ll be okay,” he said, in a voice that turned slightly husky. He had beautiful eyes. The slightly reddish color of his pupils didn’t seem strange anymore. It looked natural. And his dark eyebrows framed them so well. If he was half-demon, he looked the part, but it came across more as strength than danger. The sound of his voice and the presence of his tall, solid body in my room—our room—made me feel safe.

      “Yeah. I will,” I said. “I should probably call my dad…”

      “I wouldn’t,” Firian said, putting a hand on my shoulder. He raised an eyebrow at me. “Let’s forget about this for a night.”

      “Firian…are we ever going to tell Dad?”

      He paused, and then gave me a twisted, humorless smile. “When it’s all over, we’ll tell him.” He opened my laptop and handed it to me.

      I fired up the game. Alec put a fresh canvas on his easel and I realized, despite the detrimental effect of electricity, he was sticking around. That eased my mind, even if he wasn’t as powerful as the demon.

      “Okay, kobold hides,” I said.

      “Yup.”

      “Oh…but did you get the message from Simon about fighting the witch queen?”

      He clicked a few times. “Yeah. Oh. That is tonight. We still have time to do this first.”

      Pretty soon I was distracted and having a good time on the hunt. It was so nice to do magic with a few clicks of a button and have it all turn out as expected. I cast ‘Magefire’ and didn’t burn down anyone’s office or singe anyone’s uniform. My dark mage dude, with his handsome alabaster face and eyepatch, longbow and bare, muscular arms—oh yeah. He knew what he was doing. He’d never had to fight anyone while wearing roller skates.

      At first, I felt a little awkward with Alec around, but pretty soon I was getting into it. “Yes! Get him, get him, get him—yes!”

      “In your face, Cerberu,” Firian said.

      “Cerberus?” Alec asked.

      “Nah, these are like, roaming mini-Cerberuses, so they’re called Cerberu. For whatever random reason.”

      “Ah.”

      “We need to head over to Pyra Forest preeetty soon,” Firian said.

      “Just one more hide…”

      “Yeah, I’m going to use Lucian’s Bell.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “We don’t get to play that often anymore, so might as well go all in.”

      Alec added a few dabs of something to his canvas. It was turned away from us, so I didn’t know what he was painting. After a minute, he murmured, “What’s Lucian’s Bell?”

      “It’s a rare item that guarantees a rare drop,” Firian said in a monotone as he was getting into the zone.

      I was having a little more trouble getting into the zone because of Alec’s presence. His sleeves were rolled up and he had put on a canvas apron to protect his uniform from paint. I was going to put ‘man painting’ right up there with ‘man baking’ as a turn on activity for me. Something about taking a big muscular guy like Alec and placing him in a context where he was slowed down, contemplating a creation…

      “Charlotte!” Firian snapped. “I used the bell, so don’t blow it.”

      “Yes! On it!”

      Alec put down his paintbrush and walked over to watch this unfold.

      “I don’t know how you do this and still manage to cast spells,” he said. “I can feel the disruptive energy of these computers filling the room.”

      I had no time for that right now. I fought off distraction as I cast one of the better spells in my current arsenal. Firian finished the kobold off. It collapsed and vanished, leaving behind a little icon of a brown hide.

      “Of course, Monty used to have a cell phone,” Alec said. “That was worse.”

      “That’s it!” I said, grabbing the hide.

      “All in a day’s work.” Firian high-fived me. “I think we have time to turn it in before we head over to the forest.”

      Alec was still watching as my guy ran around and went to Madame Beale’s Apothecarium.

      “So who is this guy?” he asked.

      “You mean my character?”

      “Is he a character in a novel that you get to enact?”

      “Oh, no, you create whatever character you want,” I said. “So Firian’s is the elf girl with the side boob, and this is me. I’m very brooding.”

      “I didn’t design the side boob,” Firian said. “There’s a limited number of costumes.”

      “Yeah. There is a practical suit of armor, as we’ve discussed,” I said in a you’re-not-fooling-me voice. I glanced at Alec. “You want to make a character? There’s a 30 day free trial. The combinations are endless. When I started out I was a pirate, before I settled on this guy.”

      “A pirate?” He paused. “No, no.”

      “Are you sure? You sound a little intrigued… I bet you need a break too. It’s the weekend.”

      He stood up. “I’m already weaker than the other guys on account of my…tainted blood.” He shrugged. “Not that it’s a problem. I work hard to be stronger.”

      “I see that,” I said, trying not to ogle the gorgeous arm that was leaning on the bed beside me after I’d just harassed Firian about side boob.

      He drew back with a faint smile. “Sorry. That’s my magic working on you again. Anyway, my dad expects a lot of me. I intend to live up to that expectation. I’m not getting distracted.” He turned his easel around. “How’d I do?”

      He had painted the monster, caught in stylized motion like it was leaping at us, teeth bared. He perfectly captured the way its body seemed caught between wolf and man, and the way it seemed to be a part of the shadows, not quite a part of the real world. “Badass!” I said. “It looks like video game concept art. Although…why?”

      “I wanted a scene-of-the-crime shot for the professors,” he said. “I won’t put it on the wall if it scares you.”

      “A painting doesn’t scare me,” I said. “Maybe it’ll help prepare me for…life here.” I glanced at Firian. I still wasn’t sure about not telling dad, but I realized there was nothing he could do.

      It’s still not a great day when you realize that monsters are real, they’re after you, and your own parent can’t do anything about it. But I guess I still slept pretty well that night…sort of…

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      Charlotte

      

      I stepped into the shower and turned on the hot water. Since I’d started sharing my room with Alec, I always felt a little embarrassed when I was in there, because I was surrounded by his preferred shampoo and body wash and stuff. It smelled like his clean body.

      The hot water sluiced off me, and I lathered up a wash rag. I thought about Alec standing in this same shower. He was already gorgeous with clothes on. Clothes off, he had to be especially tasty. I knew he worked out. He probably had the abs of a celebrity. And I already knew he was pretty…endowed. His pants could hardly contain him.

      Oof. I really shouldn’t be getting so hot for my roommate.

      I’d never seen a man naked before—in real life. But man, was I ready for it, and if he was the first…it would be like cracking open a hundred dollar bottle of champagne the first time you ever had a drink.

      Why couldn’t I get my head out of this dangerous vision?

      I reached for the shower head. Kind of weird that this bathroom even had a shower wand, right? Hotels never did.

      Oh, girl, you should not go there.

      He was out there studying. Right out there, on the other side of the door. He might even hear me if I spent too much time…blasting a focused area. And if I moaned, well—I’d never be able to look him in the eye again.

      I drew my hand back and grabbed the shampoo instead.

      As I was lathering my hair, the door creaked open.

      “Charlotte…,” a husky voice said. I saw him silhouetted against the curtain.

      “Alec?”

      “I can’t stand it anymore,” he said. “Just thinking about you—in here—those gorgeous curves of yours—“

      “I can’t—stand it either,” I said. “I was just thinking—“

      He threw open the shower curtain. I gasped, covering myself with my hands.

      He was already undressed.

      It was just as good as I dreamed. How did he seem even taller without clothes on? Maybe it was just the way his muscles formed lean, strong lines along his arms and legs. He looked god-like, from pectoral muscles to six pack, hairless until you got to a thin line of black hair leading to a tidy thatch that framed a thick, erect cock. Despite having no experience, I wanted to stroke it. I wanted to stroke every inch of him. And then lick every inch of him. And then feel every inch of him.

      “You look like…you were…born from Zeus or something. Zeus? Is that the right god? I’m—not making sense right now.”

      “I can’t help it,” he said. “Incubi are a little different from humans. That is…it’s part of our nature to be appealing. This is your lucky day.” He scoffed. “But I think I’m as lucky as you are.”

      He stepped into the shower with me. My skin was tingling all over anticipating his touch.

      He looked at me like I was the most beautiful thing he’d ever seen. I knew it was probably just from being deprived of girls, but I drank it up. He was definitely the most beautiful thing I had ever seen. When he was standing in the shower I felt so small next to him. I imagined he could easily lift me up. I could wrap my legs around him and he would hold me there…

      “I can’t touch you,” he said.

      “Wha—I mean—even if I want you to touch me? Can I touch you?”

      “No. The spells works both ways. I need to learn control.”

      “You said this was our lucky day.”

      “Just being near you like this is pretty damn good,” he said. He reached for the shower head. “I can still satisfy you. Safely. Incubi always find a way to make their women happy…”

      His woman? Is that what I was? Should I protest?

      I didn’t really want to. He turned the little dial on the shower so it was a tighter stream. Then one of his arms was spread on the tile behind my head, while the other hand twisted around the wand so it was pointed between my legs.

      “Spread those legs for me,” he commanded.

      I was already so sensitive that the feeling seemed ten times more intense than when I went DIY at home. My legs were all shaky and I had to force them apart. “Ohh…ahh…”

      “We’ve been waiting so long,” he said. “Don’t be afraid to let go.”

      He shifted the blasting water a little, back and forth, so it was hitting my sweet spot. The intensity built quickly. I grabbed the shower bar. It felt like it was pretty sturdy, thank goodness. “Ahh…! Am I—making you stronger—?”

      “You’re making me feel like I could slay a hundred werewolves for you.”

      “Am I—getting weaker?”

      “You don’t need to be the strongest, because I’ll protect you…” His breath was in my ear.

      I paused. “I mean, I can protect myself though.”

      “You want me to stop?”

      If a friend asked me, “Should I give my magical powers to an incubus just because he can do things to me in the shower?”, I would have said, “Sounds like he’s using you and also wasting water.”

      But what was I supposed to do, tell this beautiful man to stop? I was too far gone. The pussycat was hungry and the cat food can was already open.

      “Damnit…,” I groaned.

      “Almost there,” he purred. “I want to see your face when you come.”

      “Alec, I—“

      

      I woke up.

      I woke up very, very sweaty. I could already tell my underwear was soaked.

      Across the room, Alec sat up. His eyes darted to me. My eyes darted to him.

      He covered his head with his hands. “Fuuuck.”

      I screamed. “That wasn’t just a dream, was it!?”

      “Charlotte—I am—so sorry about that. Don’t tell Master Blair, oh fuuuck.”

      “So—that was—I mean—”

      Firian the sleeping fox had almost instantly turned into Firian the very pissed looking human. He grabbed my hand. “Tell me what he did to you.”

      “I think you can guess. You don’t need details, Firian. Come on. I’m already—dying…” I slammed the pillow over my face. Also…still so turned on.

      “Did he defile you in your sleep?” Firian demanded. “I thought you were enchanted not to lay a hand on her. We need to pull you out of this room right this second. This was a terrible idea. Incubi and succubi can feed on you in your dreams just as easily as in real life.”

      Alec took a deep breath. As I slowly lowered the pillow I saw him leaning forward, head in hand, a worn old t-shirt clinging to his arms. Now I knew how the rest of him looked. The entire rest of him. I wondered if he was still hard under the blankets.

      Firian smacked my cheek with the back of his hand. “It’s an enchantment,” he said.

      I smacked him back. “He didn’t touch me, okay? And we didn’t even—nothing really happened. I started to realize what he was doing and I woke up.”

      “That’s right,” Alec said. “She did.”

      Firian lifted an eyebrow at me. “You actually had that much self awareness in the middle of…”

      “Yes. Is that hard to believe?”

      “You’re very flushed.”

      “Well, he’s hot, okay? I’m only human! Or whatever I am!”

      “You’re a quarter werewolf, which isn’t good for your self-restraint,” Firian said. “But…good work on resistance, I suppose.” His voice was a snarl.

      “That’s not me,” Alec said. “In the dream. It’s not me.”

      I still remembered how completely excited I was when he walked into the shower. Now, in the waking world, I realized that it didn’t quite make sense. I would freak out if anyone walked in the bathroom while I was showering without even asking, not to mention no established relationship. But in the dream, it all felt normal and right. In the dream, I had no inhibitions or concerns. I just wanted what I wanted. And he wanted it too. I felt so safe. It never crossed my mind that he would assault me, not even for a second. I knew deep down that he would devote himself to me entirely; that even if he could touch me, he would go slow when I needed him to go slow, and by the time it was over he would blow my mind.

      “Firian…um…would you mind going to Etherium for like two seconds?”

      Firian’s eyes widened into a look of aggravation. A little spot on his forehead twitched. “If you command it.”

      “I don’t command—“

      He disappeared so abruptly it was like a door slamming.

      “He’s like my angry genie or something,” I muttered. “But without any wish granting.”

      I knew how this must look to Firian, though. What if he does have feelings for me? And he can never, ever act on them? This must seem so cruel to him.

      “Alec…” I picked at a loose thread on the blanket. “Nothing happened. It’s okay, right? You were just worrying last night that your powers aren’t strong enough to fight off the demon. It probably happened because you fell asleep worrying. Right?”

      He nodded slowly. “It won’t happen again.”

      I bit my lip. “It wasn’t a bad dream.”

      He stood up. The hard on was definitely still…with us. He glanced at it and sighed. “Sorry. My dick really…responds to you. It’s not personal or anything. It’s the incubus half. Not that you aren’t worth responding to, that is—I want to focus on my studies.”

      “Yes. Me too.”

      He laughed dryly. “We’ll both feel better if we— You want the shower?”

      I nodded, my face heating again.

      “We cleared the air,” he said. “And now we know you’re strong enough to resist me. That’s good. It won’t happen again.”

      “No,” I said. “It’s cool.”

      “Monty really likes you,” he added. “If you like him back, I hope I didn’t screw things up.”

      No comment. Nope, nothing in my life is screwed up, LOL. I grabbed the clean clothes I’d left on the chair, and went into the shower.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Two

          

        

      

    

    
      Montague

      

      “So, come to your senses, have you?” Harris sank into the booth beside me when I was eating lunch alone, out of view from Charlotte and Firian.

      “It’s not that.”

      “Where’s Alec?”

      I didn’t want to see Alec, after he called me out in front of Charlotte. My situation was starting to become difficult to hide from my closest friends. They knew I wasn’t the same as I used to be, even if the professors didn’t notice.

      The memories were starting to hit me more often, and they were getting more intense.

      “Did the werewolf attack really shake you up or something?” Harris asked, with a faint scoff. “You can handle a werewolf, right? Or did she scare you off? I heard she started shooting fire everywhere again.”

      Alec joined us at the table. “Hey, sorry I’m late.” He picked up the day’s menu, glanced it over, dropped it. “I think we need to have a real talk about this before we lose you, Monty.”

      “Alec, don’t fucking start. I’m fine.”

      “Is Monty getting worse?” Harris asked.

      “I think he is. Monty, I know you’re hiding it because you don’t want to get kicked out of school or worse, to get sent to the Haven for good.”

      My stomach clenched at those words coming out of my friend’s mouth. This really was serious. Ethereals who turned dangerous could spend their lives under the careful eye of the council.

      “They will have to drag me out of here,” I said. “It’s not a big deal. I just have some weird memories. That happens to all vampires. I’m completely in control. The spells are working. If either of you tell Master Blair or anyone else that you’re worried about me, you will ruin my life. You know how hard I’ve worked to attend this school. I’m not a Hapsburg.”

      “I’m not going to report you,” Harris said. “That wouldn’t be any fun. As long as you don’t bother with Charlotte anymore. We’re just looking out for you.”

      “Oh, you forbid me from talking to Charlotte?”

      Harris leaned a little closer to me. “Monty, you know my parents forbade me from talking to you once you turned. My mother wrote you out of the book. I know we’re going to have a reckoning about it at some point, and if I can demonstrate that our friendship with you is keeping you safe, well…that makes me look a lot better.”

      It was no surprise that Harris thought like this. I knew he was as self-centered as it gets. The old Monty used to really get off on being best friends with the richest, most prominent warlock at boarding school, especially when I knew Harris loved all the stuff we used to do. The new Monty…well, I still realized that I needed this alliance more than ever.

      Alec, of course, wanted to dig into the situation, and I knew he wasn’t going to let this go. “So you do have memories,” he said. “What kind of memories are they? How far back do they go?”

      “I’m not sure. I have memories of a girl in an Elizabethan ruff. A simple one. Not a very fancy one.” I cringed as Harris was giving me a withering look and Alec looked upset.

      “So…suddenly you know all about Elizabethan ruffs,” Harris said.

      “It’s because I went roller skating with Charlotte,” I said. “And it made me think about him—the—older vampire—“ I wasn’t going to start saying ‘my sire’. “—ice skating with a girl he liked. But they’re just little memories like that. Meaningless.”

      “Ice skating,” Alec said. “In an Elizabethan ruff? So what are we talking, 1600s? 1500s even? That means you have at least a five century old sire. You would only get his memories if he was still around.”

      “I am aware.”

      “Five century vampires…,” Alec repeated. “Powerful.”

      Most vampires just didn’t live that long. “I know,” I said. “I am aware.”

      “I didn’t know they were ice skating back then,” Alec said. “Where was that invented? Is it Dutch, maybe?”

      Lisbeth…come with me to London. It’s safe for us there. There are others like me, and no one will know us. I suddenly heard the vampire in my head, and saw the girl’s face, caught in uncertainty. She was quite pretty, even in such a dowdy old-fashioned outfit with the ruff and her hair under a cap. By candlelight, her skin glowed.

      Rayner…I’m scared. I’m betrothed to Mr. die Raet… I would be defying my father and my God, turning my back on everything I know…

      Great, in my memories I knew Dutch now.

      “He’s getting that look again,” Alec said.

      “It doesn’t matter,” I said. “Whoever he is. I have the memories, yes, but they taught me a spell to cast them out.”

      I’d been slacking on that spell, though. The memories were intriguing.

      “You need to be very careful,” Harris said. “A vampire’s downfall is always some girl. If Charlotte is giving you memories of your sire’s lady love, that sounds like a terrible idea.”

      “He’s not my sire. I don’t have a sire. I’m a warlock. That shit is for stupid humans to deal with.”

      “Anyway, we’re only a month out from the autumn ball, and we’ll see the witches then,” Harris said. “You only want Charlotte because she’s the only girl here.”

      “Yeah…” He was right. Plenty of girls at the autumn ball. Witches from good families, not that any of the best ones would look twice at me now. I had already trashed my chances at a good marriage to raise my family’s standing, but that was fine. I wasn’t Harris. I could fall in love. And Charlotte wasn’t the one I would fall in love with.

      Probably.

      She had her overly protective familiar, for one thing. Who would want to get into a relationship with that situation?

      I tried to eat my pork blood with parsley, paprika, and house wine vinegar (chef’s special). That was when I heard Charlotte scream, “Hey!”

      I stood up and looked over the back of the booth.

      All I could see were the Locke brothers, hovering over her table. One of them grabbed Firian by his wrinkled shirt and threw him out of his chair, claiming it for himself, while the other had his hands planted on the table, hovering over her. I heard him saying something to her in a low voice.

      “Get away from me,” she said.

      Harris grabbed the edge of my jacket and pulled me down. “Not your job. Her familiar will protect her until a professor breaks it up.”

      “What if no professors are here?”

      “Not your job,” he repeated. “She needs to learn to defend herself.”

      “So she can set stuff on fire?” Alec looked restless too. “I share a room with her. How am I suppose to explain why I couldn’t even bother to stand up for her?”

      He likes her too. I knew it. The thought made me feel a little competitive, but at the same time, strangely closer to him.

      “Give it a minute,” Harris said.

      We could hear Charlotte talking back to the Locke brothers, and then Firian growled. It sounded like a fight broke out. Alec and I could have broken that up in no time.

      “I thought we were supposed to be gentlemen,” I said to Harris. “Chivalrous.”

      “Well, she wants to be treated like an equal, so let’s allow her to handle it!” Harris said. “She can cut it. If the Lockes get set on fire, I don’t give a shit. Alec, you need to keep your distance from women so you can truly live up to your potential as a warlock, and not succumb to your dark side, right?”

      “Yes…,” Alec said.

      “Montague, you know, deep down, that you’re going to hurt her if you pursue her, don’t you?”

      I growled.

      “You need to swear to me that you’ll stop flirting with Charlotte. It’s not just for your own good, it’s also for hers, but mainly, it’s just the only choice you can make that isn’t stupid.”

      The doors burst open and Chef Cyrus stormed out. “What is this? No fighting in my restaurant! Get out! Out, out!”

      “They—“ Charlotte said something.

      “Woman, you make so much trouble!” Cyrus bellowed.

      A second later, Charlotte stormed past our table, her brown ponytail bouncing like it was nagging me. Firian was behind her, but he shot us a look of disgust.

      A familiar was actually trying to make me feel ashamed of myself? That really was going too far. Charlotte needed to get him under control. I leaned back in my chair and crossed my arms.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Three

          

        

      

    

    
      Charlotte

      

      Firian had a black eye. He’d gone straight for a punch to Ronan Locke, the bigger of the two Locke brothers.

      “Touch me again, fox, and I’ll hit you so hard it’ll blow you back to Etherium and you won’t be able to return.”

      “And if I see a rat there, I’ll know it’s your familiar, and I’ll tell him you said hello,” Firian said.

      That was when he got the black eye.

      “Firian…you should be more careful,” I said, coming upstairs with a bag of french fries I found in the dorm freezer. It was the best I could do.

      “I can heal myself,” he said. “You don’t have to take care of me.”

      “Oh…” I sat down next to him. “Why don’t you, then?”

      He gave me a squint-eyed grin. “In a minute. I want to feel it first.”

      “No need to do that!”

      “I feel very…human. You know. Sometimes one needs to live in one’s skin for a second.”

      I shook my head. “That sounds unpleasant.” I put the fries on his eye anyway. “It’s not peas, but they’re crinkle cut, so they do mold to your skin better than shoestring.” I groaned. “This place sucks more by the day. Even Montague and Alec didn’t defend me.”

      “I’m glad he didn’t. You don’t need a vampire in your life. You don’t need any of these jerks. There’s something about you, and they’re jealous of it.”

      I groaned. “Setting things on fire doesn’t make me special. It makes me hazardous.”

      “Wait and see, Charlotte,” he said.

      “Do you know something I don’t?”

      “I’m not keeping any secrets,” he said. “But I do see that beneath the normal girl you think you are, there’s a core of strength. You stand up to your enemies. You could have begged to go home. You could have told your dad what’s going on here. But deep down, you want to see what happens…and you can fight back. I’m here to remind you of that. My job is to remind you how much power you can wield.” His voice had a rough quality, his green-gold eyes unblinking as they met mine. He was close enough that I could see just how very nice his skin was. His fae quality seemed even more intense. He looked rather foxy even as a human—his nose and chin were rather pointed, his gaze patient and slightly feral.

      “Sometimes witches break the rules,” he said. “And sometimes familiars do. But do you know what all those stories have in common?”

      “No.”

      “No witch has ever turned bad without her familiar turning bad with her. And no familiar has ever fallen in love with a human without the blessing of his witch. I will always protect you. So you never have to be afraid. And you never have to depend on a vampire or an incubus.”

      “Firian…” I swallowed. My throat was suddenly tight, a ticklish feeling crawling over my arms and legs, as I thought about the fox watching me from the forest.

      He handed me the french fries and wiped his fingers over his eye, whispering a spell. The bruising faded and the swelling went down, although a little bit remained.

      For some reason, he seemed proud of it.

      

      I was living an Academy-Award nominated movie. “The First Female Something Important”. But only the first half, before the triumphant rise.

      “I can’t believe I thought I would have my pick of boyfriends,” I said, slamming my backpack down. “I am never dating a warlock.”

      The last week, things had gotten a lot worse. Alec seemed very embarrassed about the dream, and so was I, so we barely spoke. He told me flat out that he needed to avoid me so he wouldn’t step into my dreams again. Montague also seemed wary of me now, and I almost never saw the two of them without Harris close by. I already knew he thought I was nothing more than a “nice piece of ass”.

      Spoken like a full head-to-toe ass.

      Seeing how those three were always hanging out, I got this feeling that Harris had forbidden Montague and Alec from getting too friendly with me. I wasn’t stupid. By now it was obvious that Harris was the “It” student. The professors all fawned over him and his illustrious blood line.

      Master Blair was looking into the demon situation, but he hadn’t made any announcements. Everyone clearly thought I was trouble. Whenever I tried to do any magic in class, guys pretended to duck or made jokes about my out of control fire spells, although it was just self defense.

      Everywhere I went, I was ogled and isolated. Firian never left my side, as promised. I knew he was the only thing standing between me and spells that lifted my skirt or something.

      But since Montague stopped trying to be nice to me…now I had these guys freely targeting me.

      The Locke brothers.

      I was the first one in theurgy class. Professor Adams, an older black guy who was quick with a chuckle but also with a punishment, was working at his desk. He glanced up. Professor Adams had one eye that was slightly off. I felt like it was maybe glass, but I wasn’t going to ask, the same way I didn’t want to know why the infirmary had so many beds. His stare was disconcerting. “Miss Byrne,” he said. “Will your familiar be here for every class? First it was a week and I said to myself, well, all right, she’s new to all this. Now it’s been thirty days.”

      “It isn’t against the rules. I looked it up,” Firian said.

      “It isn’t against the rules because no one’s ever tried it,” Professor Adams said. He also had a deep, distinguished voice. “Any boy of mine would be far too ashamed to bring his familiar to class. We might just have to make ourselves a rule. But—back of the room, at least.”

      As the boys filed in, Professor Adams turned to the class with his most wild-eyed look still in place. “Today,” he said. “We are going to summon a demon.”

      “Are you sure—“ one boy tried before getting cut off.

      “Don’t worry, boys, I have all of this under control; this demon happens to be a friend of mine—a practice demon, if you will. We’ve had our differences, of course, ethereal to sinistral, in the tradition of fine debate. But this will not be a dangerous, fire and brimstone affair—“

      “Damn,” muttered Royce Locke. Under his breath, he said, “I thought maybe we were going to see Roller Slut versus Werewolf with our own eyes.”

      Everyone had gotten some idea of how the fight had gone because weird scuff and burn marks were left behind on the roller rink. Master Blair had hired someone to clean and polish or whatever you did with a roller rink. Plus it was now under renovation by his designer, because he was insulted that we’d made fun of his playlist. Everyone was mad that they couldn’t skate with the girls during the upcoming winter ball. And I was now referred to as Roller Slut. Because of course, I had been alone in the roller rink with a vampire and an incubus, and rumor was…ehh, you can guess.

      “No. Summoning high demons is not something you should ever practice,” Professor Adams said. “Even summoning low demons is not advised. But, this is Merlin College, and you are the best of the best. There may be times in your life when you need a demon—for the greater good. To gain information. To prevent a tragedy. If you summon a demon for your own selfish purposes, you have taken a huge step toward the path of Sinistral. Remember—we are Ethereal warlocks. Honor, duty, community, benevolence, for we are the servants of the highest order. Now, I need a volunteer.”

      Put up your hand, my gut said.

      Everyone will make fun of me.

      (I had officially reached the “my own private voiceover” stage of loneliness.)

      Who cares? No professor has let you actually practice magic yet. Show them all. Especially—

      I glanced at Harris. He had his hand up, just a little, because he knew every professor would look at him so he barely had to lift a finger. I quickly threw mine up too.

      I heard soft laughter around me as soon as I put my arm up.

      “Pick the girl!” a boy crowed from the back. “Pick—the—girl! Pick—the—girl!”

      Luckily his effort to get a chant going was dead on arrival. Unfortunately, it was because Professor Adams snapped his fingers at Harris. “Nicolescu,” he said. Of course he did. Because Harris got whatever he asked for.

      Harris slid out of his seat. “Can’t wait.”

      “When am I going to get to practice any magic?” I asked. “Respectfully, Professor Adams, I have been taking classes for a month now and no teacher has called on me for one single thing.”

      “You can learn by watching like the rest of this class. You are untrained. You are not ready to be summoning demons, even friendly ones.”

      “Yes, watch and learn,” Harris said, smacking my desk.

      “Clear your mind of wicked thoughts,” Professor Adams said. “Your mental state can leave you open to a demon’s influence.”

      “I thought this demon was your friend.”

      “She is. But you still have to take the lesson seriously. Now, this is ash you will use to form a pentagram. There are other ways to summon demons, as most of you probably know already. For instance, if you have an object that belonged to the demon, that can serve. You can draw the pentagram in the dirt, particularly in places where the energy is already strong. You can also use magical objects such as crystal balls, mirrors, or fire. Eastern traditions of magic will often use symbols instead of pentagrams. Using a pentagram or symbols to form a circle or gate will control the demon. It also usually makes the demon rather pissed off. Elise has consented to this method today just for learning purposes.”

      “‘Elise’?” Ronan said. “Is she hot?”

      “Well, she’s a demoness, so she’s gotta be hotter than Charlotte.” I wasn’t even sure who said that.

      Bullying, I thought, was really dumb. Like, now that I was a target, they never let up. It was just a game, so why did I still get so upset? Firian was right. I could fight back…although I had no control over my magic, so I didn’t really want to fight back.

      “I need silence in the room,” Professor Adams said.

      Harris formed the pentagram on the old wooden floors. “Let me do that again,” he said, frowning. “It turned out smaller than I wanted.”

      I rolled my eyes. “You know what they say about pentagram size…,” I hissed under my breath.

      “That’s fine,” Professor Adams said. “It doesn’t actually have to be to scale. You don’t want to waste too many materials in this case. Now, part two of this is that you must have something to offer the demon for your request.” He reached under his desk and handed Harris a plate of cinnamon buns covered in plastic.

      “Cinnamon buns?”

      “She won’t say no to that,” Professor Adams said, with a little chuckle to himself.

      I think at this point we all knew that Professor Adams was just summoning an old girlfriend. Well, whatever worked, I guess. They were probably lonely too. None of them had wives; maybe that was a rule. Sinistral wives had to be especially off-limits.

      I was also getting very hungry. My grandmother made an awesome cinnamon-nut roll thing, and this smelled the same.

      “I know you don’t know Elise. Normally you will either have a demon in mind, or you will simply have a favor you need, and you’ll try to summon the best demon you can for the task. In this case, invoke her name.”

      “What favor am I requesting?” Harris asked.

      “You’re asking her to show up in a room full of bored-ass teenage boys just for the purposes of this lesson. That’s more than enough.”

      “I’m not bored,” Harris said. “All right. Here we go.” He took the plate of cinnamon buns. “Elise! I summon thee from Sinistral to appear before me. Elise…!” He said some stuff in Latin and then in French, lifting the buns above his head. Harris was doing an admirable job of making this look significant, I had to say. He had a lot of presence, and he said the words so forcefully. He wasn’t just treating this like a joke.

      He might be an ass, but I think he is actually a good student, I thought begrudgingly. If I want to do a better job summoning a demon, I’ll have to really get control of myself…

      A wisp of smoke rose from the center of the pentagram.

      “Elise? Are you there?” Professor Adams asked, when the wisp just hung there for a long moment, putting off little tendrils of shadow. “Elise?” He sounded a little concerned.

      “Elise, I command thee to appear before me!” Harris demanded.

      Still just a wisp. The class started to snicker. Harris shot them a look and they shut up.

      “I think something’s wrong with the demon,” Harris said. “It’s obviously not my fault. I can summon a common demon.”

      “Elise is no common demon,” Professor Adams said.

      Harris’ eyes crossed mine for a moment and I smirked.

      He gave me his most insolent, superior, rich blonde snot look in exchange. “You want to get up here and try?”

      I mean, it probably wasn’t the best idea, but no one ever called on me. At some point, it seemed I would have to insist.

      “Sure!” I said, coming up to the pentagram.

      “You can’t actually do this,” Harris hissed at me.

      “How do I know if I don’t try?” I knew he wouldn’t give me the cinnamon buns. So I just clapped my hands together. “Elise, I summon thee! Come forth and show yourself!” Nothing was happening, so I tried to remember some high school Spanish. “Um…usted…por favor…”

      Hopefully what happened next had nothing to do with my poor memory for foreign languages.

      A dark face formed from the wisps and spoke in a voice that made me cold just to hear it. “Oh…little goblin…Charlotte…I know what you want…”

      I screamed and backed up—into Harris’ arms. He grabbed me and kicked his foot through the ash over and over. In that brief second, where I was obviously too shaken to be sensible, I was actually glad to have his strong arm around me. It felt like everything was going to be okay.

      “I expel thee, demon!” he shouted.

      “You’re no Elise,” Professor Adams said, before chanting something in French. The dark face vanished back into the ether, the floor now scattered with a mess of ash.

      “It’s over…it’s over,” Professor Adams said in a low, comforting voice. I jerked back from Harris and clung to his suit jacket in a moment of shock before I realized the Locke brothers and some sub-bullies were snickering again. I stepped away from him too and brushed off my jacket like evil demon smoke was clinging to me.

      “All right, all right, boys—shut up,” Professor Adams shouted at them. “Charlotte, I want you to go see Master Blair and tell him what happened. I want some answers. You aren’t practicing any magic in my class until we know it’s safe. Seems like you’ve been marked by something pretty wicked.”

      “Is—is Elise okay?” I asked.

      “Oh, I bet Elise is fine. She can take care of herself. That thing probably just blocked her from getting through the channel because it had something to say to you.”

      I nodded. I was all shaky now. “Is—is she going to eat the cinnamon buns?”

      He grabbed the plate from Harris. “There you go.”

      Well, the day wasn’t a total wash.
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      Charlotte

      

      “Yeah…everything’s going pretty well. I mean, not perfect. Some of the guys kinda bust my balls, but they’re still not as mean as middle school girls, so…”

      Dad laughed as I lied through my teeth to the person I loved more than anything. “Well, that’s good to hear. I can’t wait to see you for Christmas. I got those ribs you like for lunch today and they didn’t even taste that great without you.”

      “Aww…well, the food here is super gourmet, and let me tell you, I miss your dad cooking.”

      “I’m sure. Sounds terrible. Gourmet food.”

      “I mean it.”

      “Well, I was just blasting my Genesis records un-harassed, so it’s not all bad, being a bachelor.”

      “Dad. Genesis insists upon itself.”

      “You’re a bonehead.”

      “What album?”

      “A Trick of the Tail. You don’t actually care.”

      “So it’s just a fancy way of saying you were listening to Phil Collins.”

      I almost started crying really hard. You know when you love someone so much, and you’ve been around them so much, that you can speak entirely in a language of in-jokes, quotes from TV shows, and insults? It hurt. I’m glad he started talking about how he was doing some work on the house so I could get ahold of myself.

      “Hey…just wondering…have you heard anything about your mom?” He said it so casually, but I could hear desperation and pain in his voice. He couldn’t hide from me. I probably wasn’t fooling him either. But I guess we both had to dance around this stuff.

      “Not…really,” I said. “All I’ve heard about the family is that she had a cousin named Samuel who was a famous necromancer. Do you know anything about him?”

      “Samuel—yeah. They were super close when they were younger. In your mother’s wilder days. When we got together and your mom settled permanently in with me, they didn’t talk as much. Sam and your mom used to travel together. They were like siblings. But she always seemed glad to settle down. I think it tired her out after awhile, you know… We all grow up. At least, I thought so, until…”

      Until she was gone. I knew Dad had a hard time talking about Mom, so I tried to change the subject fast. “Anyway, I’ll tell you if I hear anything but mostly I’m focused on meeting…people.” I swallowed down my loneliness.

      “Your grandma’s coming for Christmas, by the way, so I’ve gotta get the lights down from the attic soon… you okay, kiddo?”

      “Yeah. Yeah, I’m good—uh—“ Firian was motioning to me frantically, let me talk to him. “Firian wants to say hello.”

      “Sure.”

      I thrust the phone at him. “Hey. Yeah, yeah—she’s doing great…”

      He took care of it for me. “Charlotte has a ton of studying, so she’s…she’d better get to it. But she’ll call again in a few days, she says. Yeah. Looking forward to Christmas too, hey…thanks.”

      Tears were starting to flow. I really tried not to let that start, but I missed Dad so much. The house phone was inside a tiny, booth-size room that two people barely fit in, so I stepped outside.

      Harris was in the hall.

      When he saw my tears, he immediately backed up. “I’ll come back. Didn’t realize it was occupied.”

      In a panic, I shot back in the booth. Firian gave me a wry look and produced a handkerchief for me. In another minute, he hung up the heavy receiver of the house phone. “I’m invited to Christmas with your grandmother this year. How’s he going to explain that one?”

      “Well, she will definitely think you’re my boyfriend, no matter what we say.”

      “Ah…yes. So we’ll just have to…dance around that.” He tilted his head slightly as he looked at me.

      I dried my eyes. “This is so hard. I feel like I should tell him, but…he would be scared, and he doesn’t know anything about it.”

      Firian nodded. “I know. But maybe we’ll have a few more answers by Christmas.”

      “Hopefully we’ll get some answers now.” I put on a smidge of makeup to try and hide my sadness from Master Blair. He wanted to meet with me about the ‘incident’.

      Unfortunately, I got nothing, except a ruling that I couldn’t practice any magic that touched upon other worlds until he knew more. He mentioned again how he didn’t want to stir trouble with the council. Sometimes I felt like he was more concerned with the council than my safety.

      “Am I in serious danger?” I asked. “That thing seemed to expect that I would call it.”

      “You are in the safest place you could be,” he said.

      So I left feeling, if anything, worse than before. “None of the adults know anything!” I cried.

      “You’re eighteen, Char. Welcome to it. Your guess is as good as anyone’s.”

      “Oh great, so what’s even the point of going to college?”

      I didn’t feel like going back to the dorm just yet, because Alec was there, and before I even got that far, I’d have to pass through the common room, where I might see Harris and Montague. So I was just wandering with my hands in my pockets when Firian suddenly said, “We should go back.”

      “What? Why?”

      “The Locke boys are shadowing you.”

      My stomach clenched. “Oh.”

      “It’s okay. I’m here. But no need to tempt fate.”

      “Aren’t ‘ethereal’ witches supposed to be the good guys?” I hissed. “How are they not ‘sinistral’?”

      “It’s not that simple.”

      I was currently on the tree-lined path that looped around the entire campus, passing by the side of the gymnasium, which was a boring tan building with a colonnade front, and the small conservatory, which was shaped like a birdhouse made of glass. I veered back toward Lancelot dorm.

      I felt like the Locke brothers could smell my fear. I heard them coming up behind me with long strides. I glanced around for potential help, and saw a few other boys wandering around campus in the distance. None of them looked familiar.

      “Hey, Roller Slut,” Ronan said. “Are you gonna turn around?”

      I kept ignoring them, walking faster.

      “Do you want to see our familiars? Since you showed us yours…,” he leered.

      “No.”

      Suddenly a snake appeared out of thin air around my neck. I screamed, flinging it off me. The snake slithered back to my feet, but it looked at Firian. “Are you a familiar…or a babysitter?”

      Firian stomped on the snake—well, almost. It vanished in the nick of time. But as soon as his foot hit the ground, Ronan lunged at him, knocking him to the ground.

      “Thanks for giving me an excuse,” Ronan said, punching Firian.

      “Nobody messes with our familiars,” Royce said. “Especially not another familiar.”

      Firian vanished out of sight and Ronan’s arms hit the pavement as it knocked him off balance. He got to his feet and turned to me. “Well, while he’s busy…”

      Royce grabbed my arm. “Are you gonna burn me?” he asked. “I heard it’s the only move you know.”

      “We’ve considered reporting you to the council, but you’ve been a lot of fun to have around.”

      “We never know what you’ll do.”

      “…except that it’ll be so fucking inept that it’ll make us laugh.”

      “So much for having the powers of Samuel Caruthers! I guess you take after your grandmother. Such a bad witch that they wrote her right out of the Caruthers family…”

      “Let me go,” I said. “I don’t want to burn you.”

      I wondered what happened to Firian.

      “If you’re looking for your fox, our familiars were just waiting for him to go to Etherium so they could…hold him up.”

      Ronan grabbed a fistful of my uniform shirt. “Do you get the picture? You’re going to leave this school in shame. You’re going to beg for it. But they won’t send you home to your family. You’re too dangerous now. They’ll put you away with the vampires and the other fuckups where the council can keep a close eye on you.”

      I knew they might be lying just to scare me. But…what if they weren’t? Shit. They were getting in my head. I needed to fight them off but I was afraid that if I did try and summon fire, and I really hurt them, the council would do something bad to me.

      Suddenly I heard a familiar voice murmuring in Latin behind me. Royce and Ronan both lifted their hands as if compelled and backed away from me. They started holding their hands like they were marionettes and doing a stupid little dance.

      Harris walked up to me, laughing with satisfaction. Once he stopped chanting, the spell on them broke and they stumbled on their own feet.

      “You can’t use compel,” Ronan growled. “That’s dark magic.”

      “It’s not dark if I’m defending a lady,” Harris said. “You two gorilla turds should listen in class more often. Or—let me guess—your inferior high school didn’t teach you compel to begin with.”

      I felt absurdly relieved. A warm, melty feeling settled in my stomach as I remembered Harris putting a protective arm around me when the demon came at me.

      But I came to my senses very quickly, as Harris said, “You’re right about one thing. Charlotte doesn’t belong here. However, I made a bet with her, and we’re seeing it through. Until then, she’s under my protection…such as it is.” He shot me a sideways look with a grin that was only slightly better than the look the snake gave me.

      “Stuff it. I don’t need your protection,” I said. “I was two seconds away from setting their hair on fire.”

      “Ha ha ha…sure. I would save face too, if I were you.” (He really laughed in ‘ha’ sounds.)

      The Locke brothers shuffled off, cursing under their breath and muttering stuff like, “You can have her.”

      And Firian suddenly appeared, looking like he’d been in a bar fight, with his hair and clothes apparently tugged every which way, dirt on his face, and a fresh bruise on his other eye. When he saw Harris, his eyes glowed with rage. “What are you doing here?”

      “Your job, I guess,” Harris said. “Are you a fox or a faithful dog?” He turned away. “I think you owe me one,” he said. “You should make me some pastry.”

      “If you like pastry with my spit in it, sure!”

      He strolled off.

      Jerk, I thought. Long-legged, strolling, over-confident jerk.

      Firian spun me around so I couldn’t look at him anymore. “Let’s head home.”
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      Montague

      

      Harris shoved open the door of our room. “Hey,” he said, in a distracted tone. He moved some books on his desk and threw one open, sitting down, yanking the cap off a fountain pen like he was going to write that paper for magical history class. But then he turned around.

      “You know what the Lockes had the gall to do, Monty?”

      I lowered my own book. “What is that?”

      “They went after my quarry.”

      “Your ‘quarry’?”

      “I made a bet with Charlotte about summoning a demon, remember?”

      “Charlotte,” I said. “The girl you told me to forget about.”

      “Don’t get me wrong. The last girl I would ever be interested in is some commoner human who doesn’t know shit. But—I did make a bet with her, and the Lockes are trying to run her out of the school. Besides that, they’re doing it in the most hamhanded way you can think of. Anyway—I showed ‘em.”

      “How?”

      “Just a touch of compel magic.”

      “You’re not supposed to use that.”

      “I can use it for purposes of chivalry.”

      “You can use it because you’re you,” I retorted.

      “Well, I’d better work on this paper.”

      “Me too.”

      I put my book back in front of my face, but I was feeling extremely pissed that Harris was acting like Charlotte belonged to him, even in a rival sense. Harris looked at his book for a second, but I could practically feel his restless energy. He glanced up at the photographs on his wall of his three prospective fiancees.

      None of them looked very Harris-y, I thought privately. There was Camille, who looked very snobby, as New Orleans witches usually were, as the first great witch to come to America happened to be French (which was why the French language had clung to magic practice in the States); she had some of the most famous voodoo practitioners in her line as well. Daisy was a party girl with a huge grin on her face in every picture. And Ekaterina looked like she would eat Harris for dinner and then go clubbing, which was how most Russian witches looked these days.

      “Did I tell you Daisy is coming to the ball this year?” Harris said in a very neutral tone.

      “Oh really?”

      “Yes.” He reached over, took down the photo of Ekaterina, and tossed it in the trash. “I think my mother has decided against that one.”

      I lifted up my book again. “Sounds like you have some issues to work out.”

      “No, I don’t. Daisy’s the hottest.”

      “True. Very well. Congratulations.”

      “It’s hardly a done deal.”

      “Mrs. Daisy Nicolescu…”

      “Quit it, Monty.” He threw down his pen and gave me a furious glare.

      I think in that moment I knew that he really liked Charlotte, and he knew that I knew. The temperature in the room seemed to drop to about thirty degrees.

      “You don’t have the slightest idea about what you’re going to do with your life,” I said.

      “Well, at least I haven’t destroyed mine yet.”

      “You were always a bit of an ass, Harris, but you used to be a good friend. Ever since this happened to me—and I’m not sure you have ever appreciated that it was a traumatizing experience for me—”

      “You used to be the guy who pulled me away from all this!” Harris interrupted. “You sold your car. We used to go out, talk to other girls…escape into another world for a night. Now—there’s nothing—but this.”

      I couldn’t stand it anymore. “I didn’t sell it! They took it from me.”

      “They took…your car?” Harris snapped out of his own head. “What did they do with it?”

      “They just took it! I don’t know! They said I couldn’t leave the Haven unless I left the car. The whole thing was basically a big brainwashing camp. They said I never should have been driving around, I never should have been hanging out with human girls, never should have gone to Cancun. Now I’m a vampire and it’s permanent and I have to take all these spells just to stave off the inevitable and it’s my fault. That’s what my summer was all about.”

      “Oh.” Harris frowned. “I mean, I suppose I could buy you another one on the sly. How expensive could a twenty year old car be?”

      “You can’t just buy me out of this problem,” I said. “And I don’t want another car. I spent the past three years scrounging every penny to make that one what it was.”

      “So now none of us get to go anywhere on the weekends.”

      “So that’s why you like Charlotte. She’s an escape in her own way.”

      “I don’t like Charlotte. I just don’t want anyone else to like her. There’s a big difference.”

      “All right. I get it. You aren’t concerned about me being a vampire and Charlotte’s safety or happiness.” I stood and grabbed my jacket off the bed post.

      “Where are you going?”

      “Asking her if she wants to get dinner.”

      As I stepped into the hallway, my mind started to wander to the way Charlotte’s uniform hugged her curves, and how nice it would be to see her big green eyes and sexy full lips across the dinner table, but instead…

      My brain crowded with memories of other girls. Girls across the centuries, the women my sire had wooed, only to see them die or be killed. Memories flashed across my mind of a girl slipping away from a vampire bite…mauled by some unknown creature…and an old woman crossing paths on the street and halting in shock before giving him a sad smile of realization. “It’s you, Rayner… At last…,” she whispered, and I actually knocked my head into the wall to get rid of the memory.

      If anything else, I needed to see her just to root me in my own life.

      I knocked on Charlotte’s door. Alec answered. “Hey.”

      “Hey…I just wanted to see if Charlotte wanted company for dinner. Because I’ve decided I don’t particularly care what Harris thinks.”

      She peered out behind him.

      “Just as friends?” she asked.

      “As you wish,” I said.

      “Uh…okay. I do need dinner.” She grabbed a coat. “Firian—it’s okay. Maybe it’s better if everyone sees me without you once in a while.”

      Firian and Alec both looked wary and a little annoyed.

      Are we really all interested in the same girl?

      Even the fox?

      Even Harris?

      But then, it didn’t seem that strange. I had met so many witch girls, and Charlotte was a breath of fresh air. She wasn’t caught up in all of that stuff. She seemed like a perfect balance of all the things I would want a girl to be. Cute and down to earth, sweet but willing to stand up for herself. I wondered if that was why Rayner wanted to take Lisbeth with him to London, even after he became a vampire and their worlds were far apart.

      Somehow I knew it was. Five hundred years might pass by, but love was the same.

      Charlotte stepped out into the brisk autumn evening with me, shivering a little, breathing into her cupped hands. “Princess Bride?” she said.

      “What?”

      “You said ‘as you wish’. I thought it was a Princess Bride reference.”

      “That’s the movie with…Andre the Giant?”

      “Well…yeah. That too, I guess. Like, ‘My name is Inigo Montoya. You killed my father. Prepare to die.’” She waved an imaginary sword around. I didn’t really know what she was talking about, but I approved in a general sense.

      “I’ve never seen it,” I said. “But maybe I should. Inigo Montoya sounds like my people.”

      “Do you ever watch movies at home? I think it was on Netflix. But maybe not. It was a few years ago that I watched it.”

      “We didn’t keep a television in the home,” I said. “Most magical families don’t. But I used to go to a friends house. Every magical kid has that one normal friend who hooks them up with the good stuff like a drug dealer. Mostly we just watched wrestling, though.”

      “It’s no wonder no one knows what I’m talking about half the time.”

      “I used to take the guys to the Regal in town. And when I was a kid, my parents took me to the movies for a special treat. That was exciting. You can imagine, when you don’t own a television at all…”

      “I’ll bet! What’s the first movie you saw?”

      “It was the great cinematic masterpiece, the Santa Clause 3: The Escape Clause.”

      “It could be worse…”

      “My mother had to take me out of the theater because I was afraid of Martin Short and crying.”

      She started laughing hard enough that I knew she was enjoying herself. “Oh, to be young again, when your greatest fear was a comedic actor.”

      “Tell me about it.”

      She looked at me with concern in her beautiful green eyes. Her face was like an open book, no deception, no pretense. And her skin smelled…quite delicious. “Is…any of what Alec said true? Do you have the memories of other vampires?”

      “Sometimes.”

      “Is that strange? It seems like it would be…”

      I felt like she deserved an honest answer. Was I ready to give one? Man, I don’t know…

      “To be honest…the worst part isn’t the memories. It’s that when I was turned, I had to go to this…therapy to learn how to keep functioning as a human. So I can go out in the sun and stuff. They gave me some helpful spells, but I had to be there for eight weeks, and most of it was just getting berated by old warlocks.”

      “Sounds like my life here,” she said.

      “A lot of vampires end up being forced to stay there forever,” I said. “In order to be allowed to leave, I had to give up my car. I never thought about all these rules too much before that. Like the story about the St. Augustine witch and her familiar. I was always told that like it was a horror story, but I wonder if the witches who broke the rules were the smart ones. Then again, magic is pretty dangerous. I could hurt someone. So could Alec. Because of…Sinistrals. Corrupting us and our families.” I shrugged. “I didn’t mean to say so much. It’s a lovely night. The moon is full. I said I’d take you to dinner and we just walked past the dining hall…”

      She smiled. “Actually, it helps a lot to hear that. Sometimes I feel like I’m just…confused, and I don’t fit in. Maybe there’s a reason for it all. Or maybe not, and I need to just not care. I’m sorry about your car.”

      “Me too. It was a pretty sweet ride. I would drive us all to Asheville or Knoxville for the weekend.”

      Her mouth opened. “Really? Can you do that? I feel like we’re in another world.”

      Suddenly we heard screams. A moment later, I caught this scent on the mountain breeze.

      Blood.

      Fresh…

      My teeth immediately turned to fangs. I staggered, trying to resist the urge to bolt toward it.

      “Montague? What’s happening?”

      “It’s so…strong… Blood…” My vampire senses wanted the blood. My human brain knew I had to keep control. Something terrible was happening.

      Charlotte started running toward the screams.

      “Wait—let me go first,” I said.

      “Why, to be chivalrous or something? No one has to go first. Let’s both go!”

      Chivalrous? More like, to keep her from seeing me hurt someone with my blood lust. But my resistance failed me. I went running toward the scent. It was coming from behind the conservatory, in a lonely and unlit part of campus. The screams were getting louder.

      I turned the corner, and that was when the alluring smell of fresh human blood hit me hard, but even then, the sight terrified me more.

      That demon beast was back, and it was ripping into Royce and Ronan Locke as they screamed and tried to cast some sort of defensive spells. It was hard to concentrate when a demon was trying its best to maul you to death. It was also hard to concentrate when you wanted to taste the tantalizing smell of fresh human blood that filled the air.

      They never let me have the good stuff…

      My mind went blank. All I could think about was the taste of blood. It was just being wasted spilling on the ground.

      Charlotte grabbed me. “What the fuck are you doing?” she snapped, and then she ran toward Royce and Ronan and did what she does.

      She spread her hands and set everyone on fire.
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      Charlotte

      

      The beast screamed at me and then it hissed, “They hurt you!”

      “Yeah—but—don’t kill them!” I said. Was this the same demon from the roller rink?

      Royce and Ronan were running around with their clothes on fire.

      “Stop, drop and roll, morons!” I screamed. “Please! I don’t want anyone dead!”

      “Hurt her again and I will finish the job!” the beast screeched, and then it vanished into a shadowy rift in the universe, leaving the smell of burnt fur behind.

      Montague had taken off his jacket and was beating the flames off Royce.

      “Get off me, vampire!” Royce shoved him. “I’m fine.”

      “Yeah, now you are.”

      Nothing kills a date or date-type moment like a good demon attack and saving the lives of some pissy bullies.

      Montague grabbed Royce with an iron grip. Royce looked awful. There was a huge scratch on his arm, and another on his face. His clothes were torn and charred. Blood was everywhere.

      “What the fuck was that?” Ronan shouted at me. “Is that demon working for you? And could you not burn us to death?”

      “I saved you from the demon! I’m not working with it! My magic isn’t perfect but you’re alive, aren’t you?”

      “Crazy bitch.”

      Montague bared his fangs and, I’m not kidding, he bit Royce’s arm and took a drink of his blood.

      “Stop!” I grabbed his hair and pulled him back.

      He gave Royce a shameless grin. “I’m not sorry.”

      “You’re both crazy,” Ronan said, while Royce was trying to staunch the bleeding with his shirt. They both started trying to escape the scene, and Montague, moving with unnatural speed and strength, grabbed them both by their bloody shirts.

      “The demon attack was random,” he said. “The demon didn’t say anything. I didn’t drink your blood. Charlotte saved your lives.”

      He let them go.

      “I hope that worked,” Montague said.

      

      Chaos broke loose from there. (I hesitated to say ‘all hell’ broke loose, because by now I felt like there was still a bottom we hadn’t reached.) As the Lockes fled to the professors, we went to Lancelot dorm to hide the blood on Montague’s clothes. Since he shared a room with Harris, there was no way to hide it from him.

      Harris grabbed me. “Don’t tell anyone the Lockes attacked you the other day.”

      “Why?”

      “Because—if they think that demon is attacking other students to protect you, you’re gone.”

      “Why would a demon protect me?”

      “I don’t know.”

      I had to admit, the demon made it sound like it was protecting me from the Lockes. What if its appearance in the roller rink had been to protect me from Montague and Alec? I wondered if I should tell someone. The Lockes could have been killed.

      Before long, every student was being questioned. No one had seen anything. Of course, they knew I had already caused a lot of weird stuff to happen, and that I had a tendency to burn things. Master Blair wasn’t stupid. I expected him to challenge me about this incident, maybe even expel me just to end all this trouble. Instead, he said,

      “Charlotte. Don’t tell the council that the Locke brothers were hassling you.”

      “But what if that thing kills someone else?” I was shocked that he was trying to protect me, and it only reinforced my disconcerting sense that he was using me. “Something is really wrong. I mean, Samuel got me into this school with some…male impersonation of me, then he gets killed, now I keep getting attacked by a demon, and the Lockes almost died!”

      He came up close to me. “Do you really think they are fit to be ethereal warlocks?”

      I had wondered that same thing, of course, but was he suggesting they deserved to be mauled by demons?

      “Charlotte,” he said. “Nothing is wrong.”

      “If you know some master plan, I’d appreciate you telling me.”

      He gave me a smile I didn’t quite trust. “No master plan. I’m just not sorry to see certain institutions…rattled.”

      “I want to know what’s going on.”

      “What’s going on,” he said, “is that no one was hurt.”

      I could tell I wouldn’t be getting anything more out of him.

      By the next day, members of the council had arrived to investigate the incident. If Master Blair didn’t want the council in his business, this had definitely ruined things for him. The campus was suddenly crawling with ancient-looking warlocks in cloaks and a variety of hats that no one except the most pretentious hipsters—or a warlock council member, I guess—would dare to wear. All night, the lights in the main hall stayed on, and warlocks were poking around the scene of the crime.

      In the morning, the entire school was gathered for an assembly inside the grandeur of the campus theater, complete with paintings of the Knights of the Round Table on the ceiling, for a talk about campus safety.

      The Lockes didn’t seem to have learned anything from the incident. Seriously. They walked in, looking worse than they did yesterday. Royce had one arm in a sling. Ronan had stitches all over his face and was limping. They didn’t even look like they should be getting out of bed.

      As they walked in, Ronan gave me a look of death and said, “If you somehow think that casting your little fire magic everywhere means you belong here, you’re dead wrong. You brought this on us.”

      “You brought it on yourselves!” I snapped.

      You know the phrase “I wouldn’t wish that on my worst enemy?”

      Obviously, I really would not wish ‘mauled by demons’ on anyone, ever. But the fact that anyone has to say that phrase to begin with does imply that you may have considered it for a second. I can’t say I had not imagined, in some dark part of my brain, something terrible happening to my tormentors, who had never seemed hard-working or sweet or funny to me. More like the kind of guys who would enjoy beating up a familiar and making a girl cry.

      Despite all that, this seemed like way too close a call. Master Blair was covering something up. Maybe I should say something. But I hardly knew where to begin.

      I went back to my room, clutched my stomach, and hunched over.

      “Are you okay?” Firian asked. “Stomach ache? Maybe you need some peppermint tea.”

      “It’s not the kind of stomach ache that tea will solve. I hate those guys…but I’m not being honest. The demon was going to kill them because they were bullying me! And they’re still bullying me! What if that thing comes back?” I started crying myself, thinking of how my dad would feel if something happened to me.

      “Maybe—in the end—“ He stopped himself, and went to the window, leaning his arms on the frame, his lean and graceful form silhouetted in the bright light of the setting sun.

      “What?”

      “Forget I said anything.”

      “Don’t do that evasive thing,” I said. “Please, Firian. I’m already feeling very scared.”

      “You could have your magic taken away. Then you would be fully human, and the entire magical world would shut its doors to you. Maybe you’d be happier that way. You’d damn sure be safer.”

      “You mean…you too? I’d lose you, right?”

      “I…could become human too. I’d lose my magic as well. And my ability to transform, or travel to Etherium.”

      “You would hate that.”

      “Charlotte…I told you. I live for you.” He prowled back over to me, his face still in the shadows, but looking at me. “It’s never been and it never will be…” He swiped the back of his hand across my cheek, getting rid of my tears. “…about what I want.”

      “Firian…”

      All of a sudden, I was breathless with a need for him to put his arms around me. To hold me and dry all my tears. There was no human in the world like Firian—so graceful, practically glowing from the inside with some magical fire, even when his clothes were always rumpled and untucked. I knew I was in enough trouble already, but I so wished his hand would linger.

      I wondered how I had spent all this time without knowing he existed. He was weaving himself into my life so quickly that I felt a little naked when he wasn’t with me.

      The door burst open and Alec walked in.

      “Charlotte…are you okay?” he asked.

      “Don’t I look it?” I sniffed. My face just felt like a mess.

      “Monty was pretty…shaken.” he said. He paused. “I’m sure it took a lot of effort for him not to eat Ronan and Royce.”

      “Gah…”

      “Well, let me know if you need anything, huh?” He walked over to his easel and picked up a red paint tube.

      “You’re not going to paint the demon attack, are you?”

      “Oh…no. Of course not.” He put the paint down and pondered the canvas.

      He was totally going to paint the demon attack.

      Firian was still looking at me like…well, I don’t know what. Charlotte. I live for you. I’m not sure I could handle this on top of everything else, but I still felt the brush of his thumb on my cheek.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      Charlotte

      

      I was braced for the fall out of the attack. The council spent a couple of days investigating Merlin Academy, a row of dour-looking old men making everyone uncomfortable, entering class rooms and social spaces. I could just tell they hated that I was here, but then they left and Master Blair said he had “smoothed it over”. In the end, the attitude seemed to be ‘these things happen’, which freaked me out even more. Everyone suspected the Locke brothers might have been flirting with the dark side of magic and had brought it on themselves.

      Well, that was pretty believable. Maybe it wasn’t my fault after all.

      However, it was clear that I was not actually going to learn any theurgy or necromancy. The professors were terrified to let me have contact with other worlds. In fact, Professor McGuinness had a whole class about ‘feminine wiles’.

      “Sometimes women have an easier time contacting the ‘other world’,” he said. “The more…mysterious arts. A man’s magic is a straightforward thing, like a man’s heart. A great male necromancer can take a fresh corpse and bring it back with the force of his will connecting with the flesh and bone and crying as if to the heavens, ‘arise!’, but a woman, well, she is more likely to pause to hear his whisper from beyond the grave. What else might she hear? A woman does not control the elements. A woman lets the spirits control her.”

      I raised my hand. Repeatedly. He just kept giving me this little nod like, ‘Yes, I see you.’

      “Man, I thought he had at least a little respect for me on account of being related to Samuel Caruthers,” I groused to Firian as we walked to the next class. “If I can’t learn theurgy, and I can’t learn necromancy, what am I here for?”

      “Start with enchantment and illusion,” Firian said.

      “Yawn. The class about how to look fake?” So far that class was about two things: seeing through other people’s illusions, and creating them.

      “Illusion can be a close cousin to conjuring,” Firian said. “You liked these, right?” He reached a hand behind his back and pulled out another paper container of nachos.

      “Yeah! Only the best nachos I’ve ever tasted…” I reached for them.

      He held them over his head out of my reach. “Like I told you, they’re dangerous to eat.”

      “Because there’s nothing there?”

      “Or is there?” He snapped his fingers and he was holding a plate of cockroaches.

      “Firian! I hate cockroaches.”

      “They’re just an illusion.”

      “You could have proved your point with a plate of something slightly less offensive.”

      “So try to change my illusion into something you prefer. Before they start crawling off the plate and down my arms.”

      “Nachos!” I commanded the plate. It was easy to put some magic into it, because the sight was so disturbing. The crawling pile of cockroaches turned back into a harmless plate of corn chips and melted cheese. He handed the plate to me.

      “Great job. Here you go.”

      I gave him a look and made the plate disappear with a snap of my fingers, which was improvisational on my part but made me feel super cool when it worked.

      “Attitude,” Firian said. “Yes. You should definitely keep with that.”

      “That was a better magic lesson than my classes. Illusions class has been working on stubble and beards for the past two weeks. I’m starting to think Professor Das has a beard fetish.”

      “Well, I’m a good teacher,” he said. “I know what motivates you. I know what stirs your subconscious. When your emotions are provoked, your powers are very strong. It’s true…learning how to hide five o’ clock shadow probably isn’t going to get your magic flowing.” He swung ahead of me on the path, walking backwards as easily as forwards. “If you prove that you have concentration and control in your least harmless class, maybe they’ll give you more respect. You don’t lack the sheer power. So find the things that drive your power. Emotions.”

      “That makes a lot of sense. You are a good teacher.”

      “When you’re too young to go to school, a familiar is your first teacher,” he said. “I have some lost time to make up for.”

      “You wished you’d been able to get closer, didn’t you?” I asked, feeling weird and shy all of a sudden.

      “Of course. It’s in my nature.”

      Yeah, I was starting to feel so strange around him. The more bizarre and terrifying Merlin College seemed, the more I wanted to cling to him, and it was abundantly clear that I wasn’t supposed to. I was supposed to be learning to survive without him.

      Sometimes I wondered what went on inside his mind. He sounded like any other guy, until he said something that reminded me that he was bound to me. Utterly devoted to me. He couldn’t have lived apart from me if he tried.

      Isn’t that a little creepy?

      So why do I feel so…tingly?

      Why does it make me so happy when he tells me he was always watching over me?

      I wondered what it would feel like to be kissed by someone who was born to protect you.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      Charlotte

      

      The autumn ball was coming up fast now. The guys seemed very excited. Girls were coming from witch universities. It would be my first sight of witches. Many of the guys had girlfriends or fiancees attending different schools that they kept up correspondence with.

      I’ll admit, it wasn’t a terrible thing to work on my illusion skills at a time like this. I didn’t know how to give myself gorgeous hair in real life, but I realized I could make my hair look gorgeous with illusions.

      Illusions weren’t a total lie. You couldn’t suddenly give yourself a different face—at least, not for more than a few minutes. I learned that quickly. But you could take your true appearance and give it a little bit of a glow. I practiced this in the mirror until I was ready to debut my new ‘glow’ at the Christmas ball.

      But there was the dilemma of the dress.

      When I went to high school prom Dad drove me to every thrift store and consignment shop in the Georgia mountains. For the gas he spent, I probably could have gotten something from Target, at least.

      Still, Dad wanted me to have something ‘special’. At the same time, I knew we were more poor than he let on. He was really good at making me feel like we weren’t poor. He handmade a lot of stuff, and did a lot of work on the house, so it had this modernist cabin charm. He liked garage sales and junk shops, and we were both good at sniffing out good stuff for cheap. And we always had plenty of groceries.

      But when you needed a dress for a warlock ball, suddenly none of that was enough.

      “Dad, can you send up my prom dress?” I asked on the phone.

      “Will that still fit?”

      “Of course,” I said, although it was a good point. “If anything else, it’ll be too big. Like I said, the food here is a little weird.”

      “But you don’t want something new?”

      “No one’s seen me in that dress. It’s fine.”

      Mainly I just didn’t want to cause Dad undue stress. I knew everyone else would probably have fancier dresses, but the one I had was a classic little black dress, kinda Audrey Hepburn. It would work well with the plain black dress flats I had brought here with me.

      Five days later the package arrived. I opened it to find my black prom dress—and an explosion of pink lace under it.

      

      Have kept this all this time. It was your mom’s. Seemed too much for prom, and…well, I wasn’t ready to share it with you then, but I feel differently now. Maybe you’ll like it, maybe not, but good to have options. Take pictures either way. Can’t wait to see you for Christmas. Love, Dad.

      

      This dress was the opposite of the basic dress I had chosen for prom. That dress was cheap and didn’t look too dated and I could wear it again later.

      The pink dress was a “look at me” dress. It was a 1980s punk pink, bright and sassy, sleeveless, fitted bodice, full skirt. All made of this crazy pink lace. There was a Betsey Johnson label on it.

      Whaaat?

      My mom was a pink Betsey Johnson dress type person?

      I didn’t show anyone, but just tried it on when Alec was out and it fit me perfectly. It was a little wild, but it was adorable. I couldn’t believe it. I must be exactly the same size as my mom.

      Mom…this is the first time I feel close to you.

      I shoved it under my bed. I didn’t even show it to Firian. I was super excited. Between my illusion-enhanced hair, and my glow, and a real dress, I knew I was going to turn some heads.

      Whose head did I actually want to turn…? Well. That was a much more confusing question.

      When the morning of the ball actually arrived, I woke up with a fluttering in my stomach like a kid on Christmas morning. First, I’d get to be at a real ball, with a string quartet and dancing and such. I didn’t know how to dance, but that was fine. Should the moment arise, my partner could guide me through the steps until I gained confidence and he twirled me into his arms and said, “Hey, you’re getting it!”

      That was just Romance Movie 101.

      And shortly after the ball, it would be time for winter break and I could go home and see my dad. Things were looking up.

      I heard an engine outside. A car? I hadn’t heard many cars since I got here. The professors had like, one car between them, and the staff had a couple, and I knew the sound of all of them by now, plus the mailman, who never came through the gates.

      Alec threw off his covers and looked out the window. “Cars,” he said. “I think that’s Anastacia and Demetria Lemaire. I’m gonna go check in on Monty. He knows who drives what.”

      I peered out behind him and saw a silver Jaguar pulling up to the main building. The door opened and a chauffeur got out of the front and opened the back doors for two red-headed girls who were dressed like they were going to a royal wedding.

      This was my first inkling that maybe I wasn’t hot shit after all. I could already hear them. “Betsey Johnson? Who? Oh…that’s cute.”

      Oh, but it was gonna get worse by like, a factor of two thousand.

      Downstairs, I heard the house phone ring. A moment later, a quiet guy named Ellis who was sort of the unofficial rule-keeper of Lancelot House, mainly known for leaving passive aggressive notes about keeping the kitchen and dining areas clean, knocked on the door. “Master Blair wants to see you in his office.”

      “Why?”

      “He didn’t say.”

      Now I felt embarrassed just putting on my uniform. I really wished I had a fascinator and a tasteful day dress, and also a small dog, a silver Jaguar, and a chauffeur. And a name like ‘Demetria Lemaire’.

      “Good morning, Charlotte. Are you looking forward to the ball this evening?” Master Blair wouldn’t look me in the eye.

      “Yes…”

      “Well, as you know, the council has been monitoring the ongoing situation with the demon.”

      “I actually didn’t know.”

      “Oh. Well. You know I didn’t want to get them involved, but they just love to monitor. Anyway—they are worried about your safety.”

      “I—I can’t go to the ball?” From his body language, I could just feel the build up to disappointment. Maybe the council didn’t want the witches to see me.

      He looked up sharply and then sighed. “God, I wish. No, it’s—uh—you can’t go home for Christmas.”

      “What!?”

      “To be out there…in your home, without protection…you are left completely open to whatever that thing is. Here we have guards and some of the professors and students will still be staying over winter break.”

      “No way. No. I have to see my dad and my grandma. If I don’t come home, they will know something is horribly wrong. And I need to see them. It’s Christmas! I can’t just be stuck here with a handful of students and professors moping around on a mountain top. This isn’t what I signed up for! I mean—could they come here or something? Anything?”

      He looked pretty sad himself. “Humans are not allowed through the gates. We need to keep you safe. We can put an enchantment on your father. He won’t worry.”

      “I want to give up my magic. I’m done.”

      He just kept looking at his desk sadly.

      “I mean it! I’m done! At least just don’t sit there looking sad. Master Blair, please…it’s my dad. He’s already so worried!”

      “Take a deep breath,” he said. “Don’t lose control.”

      “I’m not losing control! I do yoga! I’m the calm one!” I cried, as angry tears blurred my vision.

      It was possible this was what losing control looked like.

      “This was an order from the council,” he said. “If you were killed, your father would be even more upset, I’m sure. We will get this straightened out, and as soon as we do, I promise you can take a weekend home.”

      “But…when?”

      “I just don’t know yet. I’m sorry. Please try to enjoy the ball tonight.”

      I stepped outside his office. Firian was waiting for me in the hall. I could tell he’d been listening. His hearing was probably good. He took one look at my face, which was contorted in one of those silent crying messes where you look like an infant about to let loose, and he threw his arms around me. His shoulder was just the right height to smother my tears.

      “Firian…!”

      “I know.” He just held me.

      The way he said ‘I know’ was so understanding, yet laced with strength and assurance that I would never be alone. Never. Everyone is afraid of being alone. In high school I was always worrying over the fact that I didn’t have a super close best friend, or a boyfriend, or a mom, or siblings or cousins. The only person in my life I could always depend on was Dad. And he could depend on me. Now I was letting him down in the worst way.

      I let myself sink into Firian’s embrace. He supported me as I slumped, a pillar of strength.

      But now I have you, Firian.

      I calmed down. Enough to compose my face anyway.

      No sooner had I stepped out of the main hall than I heard a bubbly female voice call behind me, “Are you the girl?”

      “What girl?” I took a deep breath and saw the first fellow female I had witnessed in months. Months? It was true. I had never even seen Master Blair’s mythical decorator. I was almost relieved, except that she was the most gorgeous person I had ever seen in my life. She had a brilliant smile and huge eyes and a truly impressive set of boobs peeking out from a slightly—but not too—flirtatious neckline. Her black hair was perfect, lightly curled under a little red hat, and she wore a cherry red coat over a cream colored dress and leather boots. While her skin and hair indicated some sort of diversity, she didn’t actually look like any particular ethnic background except globally acknowledged perfection. Like, imagine Vanessa Hudgens, and then imagine that next to this girl, Vanessa Hudgens might as well mutilate her face while sobbing.

      “The girl at Merlin College!” she said. “Harris told me!”

      “Harris?”

      “Mmhm! Harris is my fiancee! Well—“ She touched my arm and gave me a mischievous look. “Nearly so.”

      I felt something in the pit of my stomach let out a cry of unbidden rage. For some reason. “Oh…I didn’t know he was engaged.”

      “I’ll bet he doesn’t talk about me. Hmm hmm! Well, he can’t avoid me now, no sir!”

      I think that was her laugh. Mr. Ha Ha Ha, will you take Miss Hmm Hmm! to be your lawfully wedded wife?

      “Anyway,” she said. “I’m so excited to meet you! You’re the only witch who has ever been allowed here and no one knows why! You must have some crazy powers, girl! We’ll have to talk. You have to tell me all the secrets. Is that your familiar?”

      “Yes. I’ll bet Harris told you about him too.”

      “A little bit! What! You are tasty! You’re a fox, right? Heyyy, Disney Robin Hood, am I right?” She elbowed me.

      The something inside my stomach—maybe I was possessed by some sort of gut demon?—let out a cry of unholy fury.

      Firian accepted the handshake she offered. Noooo!

      “What is your name?” he asked.

      “Daisy.”

      “Ah. The girl Gatsby couldn’t have,” Firian said.

      “Oh, you!” She laughed.

      “Charlotte needs a nap before the ball,” said Firian, to his credit. “She was up very early studying.”

      “Of course. I bet you’re a really wonderful student. I’ll see you tonight, Charlotte!”

      As we walked away, Firian gave me an amused look.

      “What are you smirking at, Robin Hood? You didn’t have to be so nice to her! When did you read the Great Gatsby?”

      “I don’t have a TV.” His expression changed to incredulous. “You’re not feeling…jealous, are you?”

      “I feel deeply inadequate and self-conscious and plain. If you must know. I didn’t know it was possible to be that gorgeous. I feel like I’m going blind. I can’t even be jealous. It’s like asking a normal girl schlepping around a community college campus with acne and a ponytail if she’s jealous of like, Megan Markle for marrying a prince. They don’t even connect.”

      “Come on. She wasn’t that amazing. She’s not a princess.”

      “You come on.”

      “She had weird hands.”

      “You didn’t even look at her hands.”

      “Of course I did,” he said. “Her fingers were too feeble looking.”

      “You’re saying her hands are delicate.”

      “No. They were like baby hands. Like how babies have weird tiny fingers. Now look at your hands.” He lifted one of my hands and traced one of his fingers between two of my fingers. “Your fingers are tapered and graceful. She has a little glamour on. Makes her hair look good, her eyes look bigger, all of that stuff—but no one ever glamours their hands.”

      I shivered at the touch. I started to feel a little better. I would look better too when I gave myself a little glamour. But what seemed to matter in that moment wasn’t how Daisy looked, but the fact that Firian moved right on from thinking about her.

      “This sounds like a nice line of bullshit, Firian,” I said, but I was smiling now.

      “I’ll do it for you anytime.”

      But as I got back to my room, I remembered the real problem: I couldn’t go home for Christmas. I couldn’t see Dad. The ball hardly seemed to matter when put up against a whole break where I wouldn’t see the person I loved the most.

      “Take a deep breath,” Firian said. “Do you want to be a powerful witch? Who can truly cast impressive magic and control it and doesn’t have to be intimidated by anyone, whether it’s Daisy or a demon?”

      “Yes.”

      “Then, take your sadness and channel it into energy. This feeling is temporary. The love you share with your father is permanent. It can’t be shaken by distance, or time, or even death. You believe that, right?”

      “Yeah…”

      “Deep breaths. Feel it.”

      I knew Firian was right. I shut my eyes and took several long, deep inhalations and exhalations. I knew the sadness would hit me again later, just as hard as before. I just need to make it through the ball. Let me just live in this moment.

      When I opened my eyes, Firian was giving me a private smile that helped me stay in the moment. “You’re going to the ball with me, right?” I asked.

      “I—“ He started, a little furrow between his brows. “If you’re asking, I will. Fuck everything else.”

      I bit my lip. “It’s going to be an interesting night, huh?”
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      Charlotte

      

      “Just to warn you, in a few minutes I’m going in that bathroom and I’m not coming out for a while. I’m about to get super girly tonight.”

      Alec looked up from his studying—yeah, he was actually studying—and gave me a silent acknowledgement. As usual, he wasn’t a big talker, but his eyes had some—ahem—interesting things to say.

      “Any girls coming tonight that you like?” I asked, plucking my dress out of the old wardrobe.

      “No,” he said. “You know…it’s a slippery slope for me. Degree first.”

      “Well, I wasn’t sure. I met Harris’ lady earlier.”

      “Which one?”

      “How many does he have?”

      “Three.” He put his book down and fell back on the bed, looking toward the window.

      “It was Daisy.”

      “Daisy. Right, right.” He shut his eyes. “I shouldn’t even go to this thing.”

      “Is it that…difficult for you?”

      He shot me a piercing look that instantly brought back memories of that…dream. Since it was a dream, I had managed to partition it off as not being real, but when Alec looked at me a certain way, I was reminded just how real it seemed. He was so real in the dream, and he was even more real now. Firian had gone to Etherium while I got ready, so my eyes couldn’t help but indulge in a brief graze of Alec’s long legs, one arm slung over his slightly rumpled uniform shirt, the tattoos on his arms.

      “His parents chose them,” he said. “Those girls.”

      “Oh.”

      I felt a pang of relief. I had been excited to be surrounded by attractive boys before I attended school, but now I wondered what was wrong with me. I was pretty sure Firian was my date to the dance, but he was also my familiar and I knew I had to be discreet.

      It wasn’t just that, though. I didn’t like the thought of Harris with Daisy. I also liked the idea of seeing Alec all dressed up tonight way too much. And then there was Montague, who seemed to be trying his best not to hurt me, but clearly liked me.

      “Charlotte, no one’s been bullying you again, have they?” Alec asked, sliding out of bed.

      “No.”

      “My incubus side…it picks up on some emotional things. I can’t help it. But it seems like you were crying. I understand that you probably have private feelings you don’t want to share with me, but I do want you to know that nobody harms my roommate. We might have our…internal conflicts. But we protect each other in this dorm.”

      “Master Blair just said I can’t go home for Christmas because of the safety issues…”

      “I see. I was wondering about that myself. You don’t have a magical community to keep you safe from Sinistrals.”

      “Yeah. I understand. I’m fine.”

      “I understand too,” he said. “My dad tried to break away from his family. That was how a succubus got a hold of him. The magical world can be stifling. Lots of teens and twenty-somethings get into trouble before they accept it. There’s a reason for the rules, but it doesn’t make it easy sometimes.”

      I bit my lip. My loins stirred as he walked closer to me and I was trying very hard not to stare at his tattooed forearms. I’d never been so close to a guy who worked out. I thought that wasn’t my thing; I wasn’t into jocks. But when you paired his muscles with studying and painting—? Plus he had a vaguely smoky smell I hadn’t noticed before. Like autumn woods with a tinge of some mysterious scent. If I tried to look down, I saw the suggestion of a bulge in his pants again and I started thinking about him climbing into the shower with me.

      Alec was like Man Concentrate. He needed some diluting because clearly I couldn’t handle him straight.

      “Don’t let them intimidate you,” he said.

      “Who?”

      “Anyone.” He raised his eyebrows at me, grazing over my rumpled shirt. Right now, we were basically dressed the same. He had never seen me in a dress before. “I’m looking forward to it.”

      

      By the time I walked out of the bathroom, I felt amazing.

      I mean, not to get too full of myself, but whenever I put on makeup or tried to do my hair in the past, it always looked a little off. The mountains of Georgia aren’t a hotbed of style anyway, but I never had a mom or anyone to show me the ways of girliness.

      Mom clearly had some idea, I thought, as I put on the dress. You didn’t buy a dress like this if you didn’t know how to rock a look. I felt like I knew more about her from the dress than all the little vague things Dad ever told me.

      I’d been working on my magic, and now I could give everything a little tweak so it looked like I wanted it to look in my head.

      My skin looked so clear! My hair looked so shiny! My dress was so gorgeous!

      Poor, naive little Charlotte.

      Firian was waiting for me in the hall. He looked really sharp with a forest green jacket that brought out the warm red and gold colors in his hair and eyes. A black bow tie, black pants and brown designer-looking shoes finished the ensemble. I wasn’t sure it matched, but he looked handsome, who cared.

      Most of all, I noticed his eyes. His beautiful golden eyes, with a hint of mystery—and a hint of something else that smacked of desire. I tried to look away only to meet his hands, reaching for me. He brushed my hair off my shoulders. I don’t know why he did that, and I didn’t ask. The brief touch of his deft fingers sent a ripple of yearning through me.

      What is this?

      I was probably staring too much. “Firian—uh—wow.”

      “Is it okay?” he asked. “Sometimes my clothes turn out strange. I just think of something and then I’m wearing it, and I’m not always sure my ideas—“

      “You look…good.” I was getting flushed.

      “You look amazing,” he said.

      “The dress isn’t too much?”

      “I love that it is verging on too much.”

      I twitched, wanting with all of my being to take his hand. Or better yet, for him to take mine.

      But I knew that was forbidden.

      “I’m sure you’ll have plenty of attention tonight,” he said, in a low voice that was slightly possessive. “And any man that asks you to dance, I’ll be keeping a close eye on.”

      “The night air is really…potent, huh?” I said, trying to ruin the mood. I mean, someone needed to ruin the mood.

      “It’s just my job,” he said, a little more lightly.

      The energy between me and Firian had been building quietly for these past few months. We never admitted it, but we both felt it. It was getting harder to ignore. I started walking a step ahead, trying not to succumb.

      As soon as I stepped out the door, I hesitated.

      The parking lots of Merlin College were usually so empty that come to think of it, I hadn’t even realized we had any parking lots. Now I noticed, because cars were driving by Guinevere Hall and chauffeurs were stepping out to open doors for beautiful girls that even from afar, seemed to practically sparkle with a combination of charm and—I had to assume—capital G-Glamour. Magic. They could not be that perfect, right?

      Once the girls started walking up the steps, picking up their skirts, the chauffeurs drove on and parked in the lot. Some of them were milling around talking to each other and others were asleep in their cars.

      “Maybe I should hang out with those guys,” I said.

      “The chauffeurs?”

      “They look more like my kind than the students. Holy shit. These cars. That looks like a Transformer…that one looks like it belongs to Scrooge McDuck…and BMW. I recognize BMW. Why do I get the feeling that’s the junk car?” A few were modern luxury cars, but most of the cars looked very old but impeccably maintained, and I just somehow knew they had been in these families for years, and had never been considered cheap.

      “Don’t think about the cars,” Firian said. “These are rich warlocks. We know this.”

      “But…I never realized they were that rich.”

      “Money doesn’t mean anything,” Firian said. “I live in a cabin and run around in the woods. I’m happy.”

      “Oh god. You know who never says that? Rich people.”

      “I bet they say it all the time.” He extended a hand. “Let’s go tackle this.”

      “You know who doesn’t say we should ‘tackle’ something? A confident person.” I looked at the hand. I probably shouldn’t take the hand. But I wanted to touch him so badly. He must have felt the same.

      So we walked into the ballroom together, hand in hand, holding our breath.

      Yes, Merlin College had a ballroom, Guinevere Hall. I guess I shouldn’t have been surprised that a place built in the 1890s had a ballroom, but I was charmed that it was still being used just as it had been back then. Even the lighting looked like it hadn’t changed in a century. Early electric fixtures hung from the ceiling on chains, and the wall was lined in shaded lights, all of them low so it gave the room a candlelight effect. Floor to ceiling windows were hung with heavy ivory curtains in multiple layers of draping. Above my head was a very tall ceiling that arched up with paintings of knights and ladies and horses forming a border and then above that was fancy molding in big circular shapes around the chandeliers.

      It was a lot to take in.

      And then there were the witches and warlocks. The girls were even more sparkly up close. Everywhere I looked I saw what I would have assumed were the crown jewels of different nations if they were in glass cases, sweeping gowns with lace and beadwork or simple but elegant lines, perfectly styled waves of hair or buns with feathers in them.

      I expected that attending the dance with my familiar would raise some eyebrows, but when I walked in, I swear I heard all the string instruments of the quartet in the corner screech like a record player stopping before they got back to the music.

      A couple hundred gorgeous faces turned to look at me, and then they looked away and tried to pretend they hadn’t seen anything.

      My teeth actually started chattering with nerves.

      “Are we doing this or not?” Firian asked me through his teeth. His cheeks had acquired a faint rose hue. I couldn’t even call it a blush, it was too subtle, but it was there. His eyes urged me to hold fast.

      “We’re doing this.”

      Master Blair spotted us across the room. “That—dress.” His eyes widened.

      “Um…”

      He looked like the sight of me had rendered him speechless.

      “It’s—I mean, it’s a very striking garment,” he said. “One would not forget it.”

      I tried to not die before I’d even danced to one song. “Th—thank you. Do I need to know anything that would be different from all the other balls I’ve attended?”

      He smiled. “Not really. Since magical schools are segregated by gender all through university, witches and warlocks must do all their courting at these balls and during summer vacations. So for most of the students, this is a thrilling opportunity to mingle. But they have also been unchanged since the dawn of time. The balls—ah, Harris, you know all about it, don’t you?” Master Blair waved at Harris as he walked by with Daisy.

      “Balls?” Harris asked.

      “Yes. They originated with the Hapsburgs in Austria.”

      “Yes, they did,” Harris said, clearly uninterested.

      Daisy waved at me. “Hey girl! You are so adorable!”

      “Daisy,” Harris said warningly.

      Daisy weirded me out a little. She was like…friendly? Why?

      “Yeah, adorable. I try,” I said. “I saw that everyone else was going for empress of the universe so I went for ‘crazy lady’.”

      Daisy laughed. “I wish I could pull off something like this. You are too cute for words, you and Mr. Fox over here. How scandalous. Stuart!” she bellowed across the room. “Stuuu. Get over here. Professor Jablonsky in the house!”

      “Oh, hello,” Stuart said, wandering over. “I was—making sure the punch was—I think someone really got in there and spiked it. How are you, Daisy?“

      “Forget about the punch! You want to dance?”

      “Well, sure. Why not? Ignatius, you might want to look at that punch, though.”

      My brow furrowed. “Wait—why is this happening?” I asked no one in particular as gorgeous eighteen-ish year old Daisy wanted to dance with a middle aged man wearing a rust-colored 1970s suit with huge lapels with the widest, polyesteriest tie that had ever been created. He clearly knew how to waltz on a technical level but it was also clear he had no sense of rhythm at all. I dimly remembered Master Blair telling me he was a great dancer.

      “You even brought your familiar to the ball?” Harris asked, interrupting my confusion. “Then again, why am I even asking?” He waved a dismissive hand at me. “We all know the drill with you by now.”

      “And I know the drill with you, too. So we’re all on the same page.”

      The Locke brothers, at least, had the good sense to leave me alone after the demon attack, but I was getting a lot of stares and hearing whispers behind me.

      “Harris—why don’t you enjoy the festivities instead of getting hung up on a girl you don’t actually like? Drusilla West looks like she could use a dance partner,” Master Blair said.

      “All right. I see. If you want to protect her from the truth, Blair.” Harris gave me an icy look and strode off. He did ask Drusilla West to dance, immediately, and a hot spike of annoyance went through me.

      I should have felt reassured that Master Blair was defending me, but I didn’t.

      “No boy invited you to the ball, m’dear?” Master Blair asked.

      “Look—I just want to relax and mind my own business. I’m going to go have some of the spiked punch.”

      Master Blair grimaced. “Soon, I really will need you to start demonstrating your best side. I know you hold Samuel Caruthers’ power and a repeat of the St. Augustine incident isn’t what he had in mind.”

      “Oh, you need me? Well, maybe you should clue in the other professors to actually teach me something and then I wouldn’t need Firian all the time. But Firian also happens to be my best and only friend here. Whatever—I don’t know what to tell any of you. And I’m not your ‘dear’.”

      I went to the refreshments table and poured myself a glass of the punch, from the cut glass punch bowl into a perfect matching glass. As soon as I picked up the glass, my name appeared in gold on the side. No big red cups and Sharpies at a witch ball. Another girl was standing there spreading caviar on a cracker. She gave me a weird look and quickly moved away.

      “I guess the caviar is all ours,” Firian said, as the partygoers formed a wide berth around the refreshments table.

      “Yay,” I said feebly.

      I watched the other girls in the arms of handsome men, swirling around the floor. They knew their place in the world. They were welcome. They weren’t wearing their lost, now Sinistral, mother’s pink party dress and standing out like a quirky Molly Ringwald character wandered into a serious period film. And they got to go home for Christmas too, I’m sure.

      “Clearly, this isn’t getting better,” Firian said. “So you might as well stop caring.”

      “I’m not sure how long I can be tough. Doesn’t it bother you how people treat you? Or does that not affect familiars the same way?”

      “I suppose it does affect me differently,” he said. “All I care about is you. I don’t give a crap about the rest of these people.”

      “Oh.”

      He gave me a crooked smile. “Too weird?” He paused. “If I thought me leaving would make everything fall into place for you, I would leave. Familiars also know when their witch is ready to live without them.”

      “Does that mean you’ll leave me someday?”

      “Only if you’re ever ready,” he said. “If—we’re ever…” He trailed off and it was obvious that he wasn’t hoping for me to be ready.

      I wonder where Alec and Montague are. Not that it matters. But it is odd that I haven’t even seen them…

      Daisy twirled away from Stuart and came over my way. She helped herself to the food. “Man. Crazy, right?”

      I wasn’t sure what part of this was crazy, but it seemed a fair assessment. “So you know Stuart?”

      “Yeah, yeah, we see him at the Midwestern Magical Conference every year. He knows my parents. He’s pretty cool for a seventy-year-old man, right?”

      “Well, if you put it like that, I guess he’s…okay.”

      She grinned. “So…tell me all about it.”

      “School?”

      “Learning warlock magic.”

      Another girl walked up to us, although she still kept a little distance. “Daisy? Are you friends with her?”

      “Yeah we’re friends! C’mere, c’mere. I’m asking her about going to Merlin College.”

      “Uh…I don’t think so… Shouldn’t you be with Harris?”

      “He was dancing with Dru and now I don’t know where he went. Plenty of time for us to get busy later.”

      “Well, we’re all hanging out over there,” the other witch said.

      “Okay, whatever, Kathleen. Blah,” Daisy said, making a shoo-shoo gesture at her.

      “Why are you being nice to me?” I asked, increasingly baffled. “I can’t imagine Harris said anything good about me, and if you haven’t noticed, everyone hates me.”

      “That’s impossible because I don’t hate anyone,” Daisy said. “I can be a catty-ass bitch but only if you deserve it. I don’t hate anyone. Anyway, I’m richer than her.”

      “Fair reasoning,” Firian said.

      “I’m selfish,” Daisy said. “I want to be the most powerful witch. But no one’s letting me learn warlock magic. So here you are, learning fire magic and necromancy, while I’m stuck with the usual girly woo-woo. You’re a threat to me. So naturally I want to be your friend.”

      I finally relaxed. “I’m going to disappoint you, then. I haven’t been learning much of anything.”

      “You haven’t been learning anything? At Merlin College?”

      “I don’t know how much Harris told you…”

      “He doesn’t tell me nearly enough. Real quiet, that one. I heard you set the main hall on fire or something.”

      “Yeah, I tend to start fires and attract demons. I scare people. I’m not so much a student as a prisoner.”

      “How disappointing,” she said. “I thought you were going to be the girl to break the fourth wall.”

      “The fourth—do you mean the glass ceiling?”

      “Oh. Yeah, maybe that one.” Daisy checked her face in a compact and snapped it shut just as quickly. Maybe she was just admiring herself. “All us girls are super jealous—I mean, not the ones here, obviously, but my cooler friends back in Chicago. I guess I can go back home and tell them not to be.”

      “Wait…” I didn’t like the idea of Daisy telling her cool Chicago friends that I was a huge disappointment. “I’m trying to keep it on the down low, but I might take matters into my own hands.”

      “That’s true,” Firian said, jumping right in. “I’m going to teach her magic personally. If the professors won’t teach her, we’ll do it after hours. We have the resources of Merlin College and she has inherited the powers of Samuel Caruthers.”

      “Ohhh, I gotcha, girl. I gotcha.” She winked. “I won’t tell. Samuel Caruthers? You know him? He’s hot as fire.” She started making a sort of triple decker sandwich of caviar and crackers.

      “He’s my uncle.”

      “Damn. So it’s creepy if you fantasize about him.”

      “He’s also dead.”

      “Yeah, yeah. I know. I guess you can fantasize about him if you want to.”

      “I didn’t mean that!”

      “Hmm! That’s so true. I don’t want to piss off a dead guy. By the way, I am so sorry about him dying.”

      “Thank you for working your way to that. I never actually met him, though, so it’s all right.”

      She saw Harris walk back in across the room, with Alec and Montague behind him, and she nodded at me. “Later,” she whispered.

      I saw Harris looking at me. The other guys were heading my way. Daisy came up to Harris from behind and punched his arm.

      “So Harris is planning on spending the rest of his life with her,” I said. “That’s fascinating.”

      “He can hardly contain his enthusiasm,” Firian said, as Daisy dragged him back onto the dance floor.
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      “Hey, before we go in, I want to talk to you guys about something,” Alec said, as we were walking toward Guinevere Hall.

      “Of course,” Monty said.

      “Charlotte just told me that she isn’t allowed to go home to her dad for Christmas,” Alec said. “Master Blair told her just now.”

      Shit. That news hit me, because I knew Charlotte was homesick. I knew what it was like to be homesick, only for me, it went in the other direction. I couldn’t wait to go back to school at the end of summer. My family didn’t get me, but Alec and Monty did. We didn’t get all sentimental about it, not even close, but I think it was universally understood.

      Still, sympathy was not the Harrison Nicolescu brand. “Forbidden from going home for Christmas?” I said. “Hell, that doesn’t sound bad to me.”

      “Charlotte misses her dad a lot,” Alec said. “She doesn’t talk about it much, but I can tell.”

      “It’s true,” Monty said. “She’s not accustomed to this world and she’s had so many terrifying encounters with magic since she arrived. I’m sure she’s been looking forward to an escape all semester.”

      “She seems pretty tough to me,” I said. “I’m sure she can handle it.”

      “I’m sure she can handle it, yes,” Monty said. “But it must be a grave disappointment.”

      “Why are you such a dick when it comes to her?” Alec asked me. “All I’m saying is that she’s hurting right now, and we should go easy on her tonight. It wouldn’t kill us to ask her for a dance, so she feels included.”

      I had an unpleasant heavy feeling in my stomach at the thought of this dance. Dancing with Charlotte? No way. Talk about damaging the brand.

      “Daisy will be dancing with other people too,” Monty said. “She always does.”

      Daisy. I’d seen her earlier. She was, as usual, enthusiastic, sort of flaky on the surface, and extremely beautiful. She was a little much to handle. But she was no fool either. She had graduated at the top of her class, just as I graduated at the top of mine, before going on to university. I always felt like, under the surface, she was as conniving and tough as the greatest of witches.

      I really thought I’d settled on her. So why this dread about walking through the doors? The thought of seeing my girl again, especially now that I was starting to feel more decided that she was my girl, should have me excited.

      “You guys are so hung up on this very human girl. Staying away from her has worked out just fine, hasn’t it?”

      “I might be changing,” Monty said. “But it isn’t all for the worse. Harris, I used to think you were one of my best friends, but now I’m starting to see that you’re actually just immature.”

      I went still, trying to keep cool and not show any genuine concern that I might be losing this friendship. “Are you sure you want to stand by a statement like that, Montague?”

      “Hey, hey.” Alex nudged us each back a step. “Let’s not tear ourselves apart over this. I’m just saying, maybe this is one night where we could show Charlotte some sympathy. Ask her for one dance.”

      “Fine. Whatever you guys want to do.”

      I walked ahead of them, feeling pretty annoyed about the whole thing, but I got annoyed easily, so this wasn’t exactly an unfamiliar feeling. Charlotte annoyed me particularly, I thought—she didn’t belong here. She was messing up the brotherhood.

      Then I saw her across the room.

      Fuck.

      Why did it seem like, out of all the beautiful witches in the room in their diamonds and stilettos, Chanel and Dior, or the famous magical couture houses like Rue or Magie Noire to match my Armani, did my eyes go to the girl wearing an absolutely absurd, tasteless pink dress? The girl who, instead of precious gems, was wearing a necklace with little beads that looked handmade by a fellow high school student, and ballet flats?

      Alec asked Charlotte to dance. I saw Monty behind him, claiming her next. The relief in her eyes. The unselfconscious grin that broke out on her face.

      “Hey, champ.” Daisy surprised me, cuffing my arm. “Are you judging that poor girl? I don’t think she can afford Prada. But I like her. I hope they give her a chance to actually kick ass.”

      “At some point, I think she might stop waiting for a chance,” I said, giving Daisy a small smile, more smug than friendly, but she liked that, as most girls did. “But I don’t really care about her. How are you?”

      “Exhausted. It’s a long drive. And you know the new car has too many gadgets in it. Grandma likes her climate controls and music. My magic feels sapped.”

      “You don’t need magic at a ball.”

      “How do you think I look so pretty all the time?” She smiled at me coyly. But I could see the insecurity in her, when her magic was even slightly diminished. Daisy was five when her parents were killed in one of the most violent Sinistral attacks of the modern era. She didn’t like even the slightest bit of vulnerability.

      “But, this is a ball,” she said, grabbing my arm. “So y’all get ready because I’m about to get this party popping!” she said loudly.

      If Charlotte had said a thing like that, it would only have added to her outcast status, but since Daisy said it, some girls went “woo!” and one of the senior guys said, “I spiked the punch!”

      My mother’s words immediately came to mind: Daisy has the best credentials, the best inheritance. If you marry her, don’t worry—I will teach her the east coast ways in no time.

      When she said ‘teach’ she meant ‘control’ and when she said ‘east coast ways’ she meant ‘how we do things in this house’.

      I knew that once I married Daisy, her own wild streak would be tamed, and no parties would ever become ‘popping’ under the disapproving eyes of the Nicolescu family. She would be tolerated for her family name, her skill, and the whopping inheritance she was about to get when her grandmother died.

      “So,” Daisy said, eyes flicking up to me as she leaned against my shoulder. “Does this mean I won?”

      “Won what? Me?”

      “Of course. I know your mother was weighing options. But I’m better than them. New York warlocks and Chicago witches. Classic.”

      “Yeah, I guess you won,” I said, with a shrug.

      “Oh, okay, Mr. Whatever.”

      The thing that really got under my skin was knowing that Daisy would conform.

      Sure, a spark would remain. She might let loose in the bedroom for me. But in the end, Daisy wanted that power. She had ambitions. She wanted revenge for the Sinistrals who killed her parents, and as she saw it, a lax council who allowed it to happen. She would use my wealth and name to get her own seat on the witches’ council someday.

      So what? Ambition is an admirable quality, isn’t it?

      Do you think you would be happy with someone like Charlotte, then? I had to laugh at myself. I certainly was too smart to throw away my future for a girl.

      Let Monty and Alec have her.

      I put my arms around Daisy and held her close. She gave me a smile that seemed sort of…knowing. I was well aware that she was beautiful and I was handsome, but something…

      Something was missing.
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      “Charlotte. You look really beautiful tonight,” Alec said.

      “And you also do, too. Handsome,” I said, in something resembling English, because I was so relieved. So so relieved.

      “I’m sorry we’re late,” Montague said.

      Of course, there was expectation that these two guys should save me from the ball, but the way they looked at me, I knew they understood. I needed them. And I was really, really happy to see them. I didn’t realize how much until just now.

      “Can I have this dance?” Alec asked.

      “I’ll take the next one,” Montague said.

      But there was also Firian, the most faithful and protective of all. “Firian—“ I said, not knowing what to say to him.

      “That’s what you’re here for,” he said. “To dance with warlocks.”

      But the look in his eyes—well. It wasn’t quite as happy. What could I say? “I’ll—be back,” I said. “Enjoy the food.”

      “I can’t actually touch your skin,” Alec said. “So we’ll have to be a bit careful.” He put a hand on my waist and just two fingers on my shoulder, over the thinner strap of my dress. I followed suit.

      “Do you know how to waltz?” he asked.

      “Do I know how to waltz? That’s like asking if I know how to roller skate.” I grinned at him. “But I can’t be much worse than Professor Jablonsky and he’s getting a truly weird amount of attention.”

      “Yeah…he’s like…the cult classic of Merlin College. Well…I don’t actually know how to waltz either. I’ve always avoided girls so I never learned.”

      “We can just stumble around.”

      “I’m fine with that.”

      Even without the lesson, it was every bit as good as every ballroom dance fantasy I’d ever had. He was tall and gorgeous. His eyes, mysterious with their slight reddish hue, were regarding me with unmistakable interest.  All the other girls were staring like, How did she end up getting him to dance with her first? I heard someone say, ”Oh, they’re roommates.”

      I started thinking about the dream again. I couldn’t help it. Plus the contents of his pants. I felt a compulsion to name it. The Big Rig. Nah, I can get more personalized than that. The Semen Demon. A little too eww. The Incubuster. Incubuster 2000. Maybe 3000? 5000?

      He was looking at me more seriously, with what could best be described as the concern of a normal person, while I was trying to name his penis. “I’m just glad you’re holding up. I keep thinking about you saying you can’t go home for Christmas. That’s such shit. I would invite you home with me if there was any hope of that being a good idea.”

      Warmth swept through me. “Thanks…just…that you would think of it. That’s nice.”

      “It doesn’t help. But at least you guys can play your game all you want without me around. You have more kobold hides to get, right?”

      “We’re done with that now. But we have a goblin village to destroy.”

      “Mm,” he said.

      I’m sure he just meant like, mm, that’s interesting. But it came across like the thought of me killing goblins turned him on and that once I was done, he would destroy me in a different way. Oh, yeah. The incubus magic goes both ways, I thought. I wonder if he’s given names to my boobs.

      That dance was over all too fast. When the music stopped my instincts wanted to cling to him, but since we couldn’t even touch, we lowered our hands right away. Alec might have been putting out the vibes of a sex god, but his human side also seemed like a genuinely decent person who was worried about me and wanted to protect me from loneliness and danger.

      I’m not sure which part of him was getting me more hot and bothered, but by now I was definitely sweatier than I should be.

      “Monty’s turn,” he said. “I hope your evening is looking up.”

      “Yeah…it is,” I said, as Montague’s hand met mine.
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      “Can I start calling you Monty?” I asked. “Everyone else seems to.”

      He paused. “I think I like you calling me Montague. Because no one else seems to.”

      “Okay.” I smiled. “I like that, then. Montague is definitely more…” Don’t say romantic. Don’t say romantic.

      “Princess Bride?”

      “Yeah!”

      Unlike Alec, who couldn’t touch me, Montague was free to put his arms in all the spots arms should comfortably go, and the music had slowed down a little to something more delicate but slightly jazzy. After a moment I recognized it as a variation of ‘Fly Me to the Moon’.

      It felt like the low lights and the spiked punch and the dress and the music were all trying to push me into a moment. Which, I guess, is exactly what balls had been doing since they were invented.

      “What do you prefer? Roller skating, or this?” he asked me.

      “That’s a hard one. They’re both different. And I’m bad at them both, as I told Alec.”

      “Not bad. Unpracticed.” He said softly, “I like this more than I should.”

      “M—me too.” Girls were still giving me their bitch faces as we slipped by them, and I saw Ronan Locke talking to someone and then jabbing a finger in my direction. But as long as I was in the guys’ arms, I felt insulated. “I feel safe with you and Alec…”

      “Good.” His grip tightened at my waist a little. “I want to apologize for avoiding you lately. I don’t want to hurt you, but…” He frowned. “This vampire thing is very new to me. Would it hurt a witch to be with me? I don’t actually know. I have it mostly under control, but I’m also glad you’re quick to burn things. That is to say…”

      “We can…take it slow,” I said. “Not be too quick to rush anything. But I’ve enjoyed our semi-dates. A lot. And it…has kinda hurt me more to be alone here.”

      “I wish I could bring you to St. Augustine for Christmas… My family is, as old magical families go, fairly good company.”

      I smiled. “That’s the same thing Alec said. I mean, to bring me home with him.”

      He narrowed his eyes. “You had better not have agreed to that.”

      “Of course not! I can’t go home with a boy. I mean…boys are everywhere. I share a room with him already…” I mean, the more I thought about it, the more I wondered why I couldn’t go home with him.

      “What if I stayed here for Christmas break?” Montague asked. “Maybe we both could.”

      “Well…I want to use Alec’s outlet.”

      “He could sleep in my room,” Montague said. “Harris will be gone. But then we could do something for Christmas. You do celebrate Christmas, right?”

      “I do,” I said, a lump in my throat as I thought about Dad and Grandma just eating alone. What would they even do with the food? I knew they’d make all that food anyway. Maybe Dad would invite some guys from work or something. Grandma was already missing my grandpa who died three years ago. Dad and I always went and cut a tree at Hooper Farm a couple weeks before, and on Christmas Day we had the official Dad Christmas movie lineup of Die Hard, The Ref, and National Lampoon’s Christmas Vacation. I always did an entire 1000 piece puzzle while we watched them together and he made gently spiked nog shakes since the year I turned sixteen.

      Montague saw my face in Stage 1 Collapse and said, “That’s it. We’re staying. I’ll talk to Alec about it later.”

      “That’s so nice of you…”

      It still wasn’t seeing Dad.

      But maybe I could at least survive this.

      What will Firian say about this, though?

      “It’s my pleasure,” Montague said, and he held me a little closer still, so that for the first time in my whole life I felt what it was like to really be held by a guy, like—I felt his cock twitch as I brushed him. I didn’t pull back. I wasn’t really sure what I was doing. Was I leading Montague on? Alec? Firian?

      I don’t know how to juggle this. I don’t really want to lose any of them.

      Montague’s hand caressed gently through the loose curls of my hair. I shivered at the sensation. I craved still more. When his hand went all the way down my back, I pressed closer to him. Just a little, but it made his cock throb again. My breath hitched as if in response. I knew the dance would soon be over and I probably shouldn’t leave him with a boner, but…I looked up at him and he was already looking at me like I was the most beautiful thing he’d ever seen…and he wanted to eat me.

      I probably should have run straight for Firian, because he looked at me similarly without the hunger, but…

      “Lisbeth,” he whispered.

      “Who is Lisbeth?”
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      It had happened again. I just…lost myself for a second.

      I was seeing the memories. Lisbeth’s face, worried about her fate, but wanting so much to trust the man she loved. Even if he had turned into something else.

      I took a step back. “I’m—sorry. Crap. I know who you are.”

      “Is that a memory?” Charlotte asked in a whisper.

      I collected myself quickly, before Alec or Harris noticed. “I’m fine.”

      “A vampire memory?” she pressed. “Like what Alec was talking about?”

      “Yeah,” I said tightly. “I know who you are. I like you. I don’t know who Lisbeth is, except that he loved her in the 1600s or something. It’s just that sometimes I get—like—his memories. He loved Lisbeth a lot, so if I call you that it’s—it’s a compliment.” I winced. “That was a half-assed excuse.”

      “I’m not jealous of a girl from the 1600s,” she said. “I’m worried about you.”

      I tried to take a few deep breaths. Breathing was weird nowadays. My body sort of functioned like itself, like I had to breathe to talk, but it could stop dead. Sometimes when I was shocked I just…didn’t breathe. “The ball is kind of…triggering some stuff. This was a bad idea.”

      “You want to step out for a sec?”

      “Yeah.”

      She took my hand and led me out the door. I felt a lot of eyes on us, including Firian, Alec, and Harris. But no one got in our way. Good thing. I wasn’t trying to get Charlotte alone by some master plan, but if that was a side effect of all this…

      But then, you just confused her for Lisbeth, dumbass.

      “Tell me what’s going on in your head,” she said, as we stepped into the night air. The chill of the winter mountain air seeped into me immediately, but it no longer bothered me like it would have when I was alive. Charlotte must have been hot enough from the dance that she wasn’t feeling it yet. She was glowing in her pink dress.

      “Sometimes I have memories of this girl, Lisbeth. She was the girl that he loved. The first vampire in my line.”

      “The first vampire in your line?”

      “In the vampire world, he would be considered my…lord. All the vampires in his ‘line’ would be drawn to him and follow him. But since I’m a warlock, I can use spells to suppress it. It’s when I’m looking at you that…I think of her. The emotions must be the same.”

      I saw Lisbeth’s smile finally emerge as she said, London…it seems a very exciting city.

      “She went with him…,” I said. “To London. She was just a normal human girl who was supposed to marry someone else, and she left her life behind and followed this vampire she loved to London in the 1600s.”

      Charlotte’s expression was interested. “You can see all that?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Were they happy?”

      “I don’t know. I can’t see the whole thing. It’s just bits and pieces.”

      “Did she become a vampire?”

      Something about the look on Charlotte’s face seemed innocent and curious, and it made me feel protective of her. I never wanted to cause her any pain, but I also didn’t want to let her go. And if those things were impossible to juggle, then I had to keep her like Rayner kept the woman he loved.

      I knew Rayner felt the same about Lisbeth.

      I wanted to kiss her so fucking much. I’d never felt this way before. I mean, not that I’d never wanted to kiss a girl before, but…

      It was different this time. Serious.

      I leaned a little closer to her. Her eyes followed my every move. Her body language was definitely…receptive. Her scent didn’t betray any fear.

      “I don’t remember,” I said. “But he always loved her. I—I feel like I know that for sure.”

      “It’s…romantic,” she said. “To think of her following him.”

      “Maybe he’s not so bad,” I said. “We might have something in common.”

      I felt her pulse quicken. That was a nice side effect of my hyper-awareness of the blood pumping through her veins. I leaned down and kissed her.

      She let out a little sigh like she’d been wanting me to kiss her forever. That sigh turned me on as much as anything ever had. I kissed her softly but firmly, and didn’t linger, in case she tried to stop me. But she didn’t. She slipped a hand around me, under my jacket.

      “Montague…”

      I held her closer with one arm while I tangled my hand in her hair. Man, had I been wanting to feel her like this. Taste her like this. I’d never kissed anyone as a vampire before, and it was better. Heightened. I could smell her skin. I could smell her blood. I could smell her musk. It was the best kind of torture and my body responded hard. I had enough human sense to stick to the proper pace of a relationship. I knew how to be a gentleman. But—it took more restraint than before, that was for sure.

      I didn’t really mind.

      As long as I get there…I can wait.

      “This…wasn’t my first kiss,” she said. “But it sure feels like the first one that ever counted.”

      “Good. That’s all that matters.”

      Behind us, one of the tall wooden doors of Guinevere Hall creaked open.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Four

          

        

      

    

    
      Charlotte

      

      I snapped back from Montague the second I heard the latch of the door clicking and then the Victorian-era hinges creaking. Thank goodness for ye olden doors. I could still feel the imprint of Montague’s lips on mine, could still taste him. He had an odd but delicious sort of smell and taste. He didn’t seem human. He was kind of cold but somehow it wasn’t gross. There was almost a hint of licorice or something. Or some strange incense or exotic garden.

      I knew without asking that this was the vampire allure, reeling me in.

      But I also felt sure that the vampire allure was irrelevant. I liked Montague the human, and there was plenty of him left.

      “Is everything all right?” Firian asked, with a hint of challenge.

      Actually, more than a hint.

      “Yes. It got stuffy in there for a minute,” Montague said.

      “Charlotte is shivering,” Firian said.

      “I’m fine.”

      “Let’s go back inside,” Firian said.

      “Actually, we could just…call it a night and play some Fortune’s Favor while Alec is busy,” I said. “I think I’ve completed my ball checklist. Montague, you can go back in.”

      He looked a little displeased to leave me. “I could walk you back.”

      “Nah. Firian’s here.”

      He went back in, and I watched every inch of him all sexy in his suit before I realized I was chewing my lip and probably looked guilty. I needed to smooth things over with Firian and brush this night off. “I’m getting tired of maintaining my sparkle, anyway. And—like—I wanted to see a witch ball, but things are never as good as you expect. I’d rather just veg with you tonight.”

      He thrust his hands in his pockets and started walking with me down the path. We both started walking at the same moment. I was very aware of the difference between Alec, Montague and Firian. Alec, quiet and steady, his presence very reassuring even as he was simmering with suppressed lust. Montague burned hotter, and seemed like he really wanted to make me happy. Firian was in tune with me; he always knew what I needed even more than trying to figure out what I wanted.

      I also felt like he knew what had happened.

      We walked until we were in the lonely part of the path between Guinevere Hall and Lancelot House, under the skeletal trees that had just lost their leaves. I got a little nervous. It was so quiet. So dark. And when the wind blew, the trees made this dry rattly sound.

      So I was just talking and talking. “I guess it could have been worse. I’m not sure about Daisy. I think she liked me. Maybe? It’s hard to read girls like that. I don’t know about her and Harris though, huh? I can’t tell if she drove him nuts or if it was an opposite attract, sparks flying kind of thing.” I didn’t like thinking of Harris dancing with Daisy either, which was just adding to the confusion in my head. “Dancing to that kind of music is pretty boring anyway, so…well, I realized I’m more of a hermit anyway.”

      I glanced at Firian, trying to gauge if he wasn’t talking because he liked listening to my ramblings, or if he was angry at me.

      Even in the shadows I could see the tension in his mouth.

      “Firian…you know if things weren’t so…weird with familiars, I would have—“

      “Enough,” he said. He took my hand and then his other hand went around my waist and he pulled me to him and kissed me.

      My eyes widened.

      Montague was gentle yet sensual when he kissed me.

      Firian kissed me like he was furious and he would never let me go. Lips parting, plucking at mine, hot breath, pressed foreheads, grip tight.

      At first I was startled but I quickly melted.

      It felt so right.

      “Oh…” I shivered, emotions rocking me where I stood. “But…”

      “I can’t pretend anymore,” he said. “I might be the first familiar to defy his witch. Because I want you. And I can’t just keep standing by to watch while other men are allowed to dance with you and not me.”

      “Firian…”

      “Please.” He shut his eyes. “You feel the same. I know you do. I couldn’t feel this way about you if you didn’t feel it too.”

      “I do. I mean, I might. I don’t know! I feel something. For you. Definitely. But I also feel things for…Alec and Montague and…well—I don’t know what’s happening to me!” My fingernails dug into my palms as I realized my hands had formed fists of tension. “I’m scared. Everyone is reminding us constantly that this is taboo. Friendship, even. I’m all for like, damn the man. But in this world I don’t even know what ‘the man’ means. Like, I don’t care if Grandma is upset because she still thinks all anime is porn. But I don’t like, shoplift. Or date my brother. I’m not sure where you and I fall on the rebellion scale.”

      “I am not your brother,” he said.

      “I—I don’t know what you are!”

      “I’m not sure I know either.” His hands dropped to his sides. “I just know how I feel. I want to protect you…with my body and my soul.”

      A shiver went through me, not an entirely unpleasant one. Although it was cold out.

      “What do we do?” I whispered.

      “I don’t know.”

      We started walking again. Firian had this resolved look on his face. I wondered what that meant. Did he expect something bad would happen and he didn’t care?

      I didn’t want to lose him.

      “Look,” I said. “Um…I want to learn magic from you. The good stuff that no one wants to teach me. I need some answers about what’s going on. Why and how did Samuel die, and what is Master Blair hiding, and who is the demon who seems to be defending me?”

      “Yes,” Firian said. “I can help with that.”

      “I’m sure we can find a lonely place somewhere on campus to study and practice after classes are done,” I said. “But maybe…in public…you should stay away more often. I don’t need you when I sleep, or in class, or at lunch. I can protect myself.”

      “Can you?”

      “Teach me some defensive spells,” I said. “First. And if I get into too much trouble, I can call you, right?”

      “Yeah…” He frowned, his fox side somehow apparent in his annoyed squint.

      “When class is over, we’ll get together.” We reached the outside of Lancelot House and paused on the steps. It was very quiet. Everyone seemed to be at the ball except us; I could still hear the laughter and music on the air in the distance, while the dorm was dark. “I’m sorry. Is…Etherium a nice place to go? Or do you get hassled there too?”

      “No. Etherium is fine. I live alone in the forest,” he said. “It’s just like being back in Georgia, except there are more interesting things to hunt.”

      I smiled, stood on my tiptoes, and kissed him back. He put an arm against the wall behind me; Lancelot House had a deep entrance way. I dropped my heels down, stumbling slightly, but he caught me. Held between his warm body and the carved ridges of decorative wood framing, I relished the sense of being alone in the world with the one person I could always, always trust. I put my arms around his neck. He had the softest hair, like it was almost fur.

      He felt so good. But I already sensed that things were about to get really complicated.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Five

          

        

      

    

    
      Harris

      

      My eyes followed Montague and Charlotte out the door, and I didn’t quite relax, even after Monty came back alone.

      Daisy squeezed my ass. “Earth to Harris,” she said.

      “I’m here.”

      “Uh-huh. You got a thing for Charlotte?”

      “No. I’m worried about her and Monty being alone together,” I said, in a quick save. “He’s…different now.”

      “Does your father know you two still hang out? Your parents must be so pissed. What would Florin Nicolescu say?”

      “They don’t know. And I don’t care. I’m a little old to be hanging out with whoever my mother likes.”

      “True. But this is your family we’re talking about. I just wondered.” She smiled. “I like this rebel side of you. Wouldn’t mind seeing a little more of him…” The smile turned suggestive.

      I don’t know why I couldn’t seem to calm the raging aggression inside me at the thought of Alec and Monty always horning in on Charlotte, despite that I had directed them not to.

      “I won’t waste your virginity outside of marriage,” I said.

      “Oh, lord,” she muttered. “We need to talk.”

      “You’re not a virgin?”

      “You are?”

      “There is power to be harnessed on the wedding night; I wouldn’t squander that. Daisy—if this is true—”

      She snorted. “Of course I’m a virgin, snack cakes. Your face, though. Were you just going to break up with me?”

      “Well, I can’t trust a woman who would throw away her magic for a moment of pleasure.”

      “Hmm, okay.” She side-eyed me.

      “It’s fine,” I said. “Let’s just dance. I hope you aren’t going to make a habit of lying to me.”

      “Lying and kidding are not the same thing.”

      “Yes, they are.”

      “I have to get a rise out of you now and then just to figure out who the hell you really are,” she said, with a wink.

      

      I was relieved when the night was over. There was only so much Daisy I could handle. Are we a bad match?

      In some ways I thought we might be too alike at our core.

      Alec and Montague both seemed in unusually good moods as we walked back, and finally I couldn’t stand it.

      “You know you two are both hitting on the same woman,” I said.

      “I guess we are,” Alec said. “May the best man win.”

      “You’re not wondering what Monty did with her alone outside?”

      “What did you do?” Alec asked.

      Monty chuckled in this private way. “Uh…”

      “The thing is,” Alec said, “I just…can’t get too far with her. That spell Master Blair cast on me means I really, really can’t. And I don’t want to.” He was definitely starting to sound like he doth protest too much.

      “Hey, Alec,” Monty said. “I sort of told her that we would stay with her during winter break. She’s all alone here. I’ll miss my family but, they’re fine without me. They might be relieved not to have to answer too many questions right now. Charlotte, on the other hand, needs a distraction. I know your dad might be relieved to go see the rest of his folks without you…”

      When Alec’s dad hooked up with a succubus, it tore up the family, because they were all worried Alec might work his incubus powers on his cousins or something. It was a real fear. Teenage incubi didn’t always have control.

      “That’s not the worst idea,” Alec said. “Yeah. I’m in. Now, if only you still had the car…”

      “I fucking wish.”

      “You’re both going to stay here all through Christmas?” I raised an eyebrow. “Cyrus won’t even be here. The food will be crappy. No decorations, no tree.”

      “We’re a solstice family anyway,” Alec said. “The trees outside are enough for me.”

      “Are you jealous, Harris?” Monty asked.

      “No, I think you’re going to regret it. I think you’re going to end up fighting with each other and by the time I come back I’ll have to knock some sense into both of you.”

      “I should feel jealous,” Alec said. “But…I mostly feel like Charlotte just needs…us.”

      Monty looked at Alec and they seemed to understand each other.

      “Easy to say now before things get too serious. Enjoy Christmas with one girl, her overprotective familiar, and a stack of frozen pizzas.”

      Charlotte just needs…us.

      I had trouble sleeping that night.

      I knew Charlotte couldn’t go home and be entirely unprotected. But I wondered if the school’s wards and a skeleton staff would be enough, when some sort of demon was after her.

      When I thought about something happening to Charlotte, it felt like a hand was reaching inside me and squeezing all my guts. It isn’t that I love her or anything. I’m not jealous of those guys. They can have her.

      I just need her around to keep me on my toes. She might not know it yet, but we’re pretty well matched.

      That one day outside the house phone…she was crying.

      Damn it, I thought, as a plan started to form.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Six

          

        

      

    

    
      Charlotte

      

      We had two more weeks of school between the ball and winter break. I was still completely crushed that I couldn’t see Dad, but Firian kept me busy. We spent the whole time focusing on defensive spells.

      Okay, we spent most of the time focusing on defensive spells and sometimes we made out a little.

      What was I doing!? I knew whatever it was, it probably wasn’t extremely smart, but… He was a good kisser and he was all protective and sweet and he looked like a fae prince in a wrinkled dress shirt. Try not kissing a hot guy who wants to kiss you, day after day. Just try.

      Every day when classes ended, Firian and I either went to the library, or we found a spot in the garden to practice. It was cold outside and for some reason all the warlock dude-bros weren’t into garden strolling, and there wasn’t even a gardener to maintain the place over the winter, so I got bundled up and we went to work.

      “First thing we should do is just get control of your fire magic,” Firian said. “Fire is the most common first spell for a warlock, because it’s a human instinct to make fire, and you draw the energy to produce the magic from the sun. So it’s innate. But since you’re unusually strong, we need to be very careful not to burn the place down. I’d rather start with wind. There’s a lot of wind up on this mountain. Try to just move it around.”

      There really was a lot of wind on the mountain. It was getting brutal as we moved closer to real winter. But I flung my arms out and tried to feel it and embrace it. It was kind of like an uncomfortable yoga pose. I forced my breathing to slow down.

      When I just surrendered to the wind, a funny thing happened. I felt myself warming up inside, even as the wind whipped around me. A sense of control and power built up inside me, buoying me against the cold.

      Not yet…, I thought.

      I let that feeling build for another moment. More deep breaths.

      Something clicked and it was like I could touch the wind. I waved my arms and blew the wind at Firian. It almost carried him off his feet for a second as he was thrown back into a hedge.

      “Oops!” I dashed toward him. “I didn’t mean to do that.”

      A huge, almost smug smile broke onto his face. “You,” he said, picking me up and spinning me around. “That was fantastic.”

      “Was it!?” I clutched his arms.

      “I mean, your control is terrible,” he said. “But your raw power continues to be a thing of beauty. Yes. Most witches need to practice until they find power like that. You need to practice to manage it so you don’t kill someone when you just want to get ‘em off your back.”

      “Eek.” It made me excited but nervous. “With great power comes great responsibility.”

      “With great power comes great ability to kick ass,” Firian said. “Let’s just worry about that for now.”

      “Good point.”

      Then we made out.

      I started paying more attention in class, too, even though the professors didn’t let me participate much. I realized some of the lessons had more useful information than I’d realized. Like the lessons in illusions class about changing the look of your facial hair were actually a vehicle for learning about very subtle shifts in illusion, and how to change your appearance in such a way that you could hide something without breaking the illusion over a longer period of time. I realized Professor Das had been pointing that out all along but I’d just been too stressed about everything else to notice. In necromancy class we were learning about how different funeral and burial rituals affect how you communicate with the dead later. I found myself taking a lot of notes on that too, because I started to realize I wanted to talk to Samuel Caruthers myself. I didn’t know how he had died, but now I knew some things to expect. Like, if he had been murdered he might show up in a violent rage, so I had to be prepared for that.

      I liked it more than I expected. It was like playing a fantasy game in real life and leveling up day by day as I worked at it.

      But then, Christmas break started, and all the guys were packing up and leaving the campus empty except for a tiny few who couldn’t go home and a skeleton staff to watch us. Even Cyrus left. There was one line cook in the kitchen and he would make us bacon and eggs and burgers and whatever basic stuff he could throw together to please about thirty people.

      I couldn’t even talk to Dad during this time. They put some spell on him and Grandma so they would understand why I was gone, and if I cried I might break the enchantment.

      So, no Dad jokes, no Dad pep talks, no Dad voice.

      Even with Montague and Alec there, this felt like the worst Christmas ever.

      Still, they were trying. Alec decorated the stairs with pine boughs. Monty put on Christmas music. Professor Adams came by with another tray of cinnamon buns since he knew I liked them.

      “I heard you can’t go home for Christmas, young lady,” he said. “If you need anything all all, Professor McGuinness and I are on call day and night and we are keeping special watch for demons around Lancelot House.”

      “Thanks.”

      That was sweet of him, I thought, but maybe I didn’t need the reminder that I could get a visit from a Christmas demon.

      On Christmas Eve, everyone left in the school gathered at the restaurant for a Feast of the Seven Fishes type spread (this was one of the Catholic things) and “yule cakes” (this was one of the Solstice witchy things) and a big pot of this ginger chicken curry (this was something Professor Das always left behind as a gift before he went home, said to ward off all winter colds).

      I was feeling pretty cheerful in that moment. Professor Adams and Professor McGuinness were there being sort of fatherly, walking around and checking on us, and everyone left behind was lonely anyway, so no one was being a jerk. A lot of the kids left behind were from outside the country, so they were telling the rest of us about different customs and witch dramas back home.

      “In the village where I’m from, we summon the dead on the longest night of the year,” said a senior boy named Brodie with a semi-impenetrable Scottish accent.

      “I thought that was best to do All Hallow’s Eve,” Irving said.

      “Not where I’m from. Where I’m from, they say the veil between worlds is weakest on the darkest day and it’s a custom for us all to call up the spirits of our blood. Y’only need a wee spell to do it because instead of calling someone in particular, you just light a candle and see who comes when you call. Charlotte, you should try and see if Samuel has—“

      Professor McGuinness came hustling over while I was still mentally translating his accent. “No, no,” he said. “No dead summoning outside of class! Especially not right now. Don’t give anyone ideas.”

      “It’s all right, Professor,” Brodie said. “We’re past the longest night so it might be that nothing happens anyway.”

      Only a wee spell? He made summoning spirits sound easy. I mean, how much trouble could a wee anything cause? And if a skinny Scottish kid and his whole family summoned the dead every Christmas, I mean…

      The door to the restaurant opened. As far as anyone knew, the only person who wasn’t inside already was the gate guard, so everyone turned as two tough looking guys walked in the door.

      “Who are you?” Professor McGuinness asked. “State your business!”

      The guy in front spread his hands. “Don’t worry, don’t worry. It’s cool. We work for the Nicolescu family. I already spoke to Mr. Akin at the gates. We’re bodyguards, and Master Harris told us that you have a Miss Byrne here who was forbidden to go home to her family for Christmas because she didn’t have sufficient protection. Well, the two of us are here to make sure she gets it.”

      I looked wildly at Professor McGuinness and Professor Adams to see if this was legit.

      “No fucking way,” Monty said.

      “Harris must have it bad for you! Private bodyguards?” said Irving with his annoying persnickety voice.

      “He does not!” I cried. “He’s not even here! This—makes no sense.”

      “Miss Byrne.” Bodyguard A, who was tree-sized and grim-faced but with like, flowing 90s Michael Bolton hair because apparently warlocks were incapable of being normal, came over to me. “Family is important to Master Harris, that’s all. He wanted me to tell you that he didn’t think it was right on principle for you to be forbidden by the council from seeing your father. He said he wants you in good health. We’ll drive you down tonight and drive you back to the college the next day”

      “I’m looking into this,” Professor Adams said, heading out the door.

      Harris…? He sent them?

      I get to see Dad?

      I would never have guessed in a million years that my best Christmas present ever would have come from…Harris. Was it true? Did he ‘have it bad’ for me? Like I needed that. I already had three guys and Harris was a rich ass. I mean, even the fact that he sent some hired bodyguards over just showed that we weren’t in the same world.

      So this is the deal. Now I’m going to owe him one.

      “I’m going with you,” Montague said, after taking one look at the bodyguards.

      “I am too,” Alec said. “We planned to spend Christmas with you, and I’m still not convinced it’s safe.”

      “I don’t know how I can explain this to Dad. And especially Grandma!” One look at Alec and Grandma was going to faint. Throw Monty and Firian in and this was really too much dude.

      “What if Harris didn’t even send those guys?”

      “You don’t remember me, Monty?” Bodyguard A said, tossing his hair like he knew this was the thing that would jog everyone’s memory. “You came to Harris’ fourteenth birthday party and I was there.”

      “Okay. I remember you. But I don’t actually know you.”

      “My name is Ron. That’s Dwayne.” He offered a hand. “We talked for a little while about the soccer game.”

      “Ron, you are undermining my point,” Montague said, shaking his hand. “I cannot send Charlotte off with two men that she doesn’t know.”

      “Your hand— Ah. You’re the vampire.” Ron nodded at Dwayne, who shook his head at Montague.

      “Well, I think, despite that I have no idea how I will explain this, I would feel better if you two were with me,” I said. “You can’t glamour yourself to look and sound like my female friends, can you?”

      “I think,” Alec said, leaning a little closer and oozing palpable manliness at me, “you already know the answer to that.”

      I took a deep breath at the very thought of my loud, warm-hearted but also scarily blunt and fairly old-fashioned southern grandmother encountering all three of these guys, but I would just have to roll with it. I had a long car ride to think up stories, at least.

      “Harris had bodyguards at his fourteenth birthday?” I muttered.
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      Harris

      

      My family usually spent Christmas at their winter home in Palm Beach, but this year, by some stretch of luck for my plan, the winter house was being renovated so we were having Christmas in New York for the first time in some years. This allowed me to peel off some of the permanent staff of the Villa Reale, paying them to drive Charlotte home and keep their mouths shut.

      Going home for Christmas nowadays was enough chaos that I doubted anyone was paying attention to anything going on outside of the house.

      My parents had popped out seven kids in nine years, truly living up to the royal legacy of my mother’s line, so I had two sisters in college, one apprenticing to be an enchantress, one getting married, and one pregnant with her first child. Then there was my sister Annabelle who was the family ‘black sheep’, a college dropout who had a half-demon boyfriend. I knew her and my mother would be engaged in a passive aggressive battle for the whole vacation.

      Yeah, so…I hope Charlotte gets to see her dad. And I hope she appreciates it.

      Because one thing my parents would notice was if I didn’t come home. There was no way I could enjoy any of the fruits of my sacrifice.

      Flying didn’t agree with warlocks, so a car had been sent for me days ago, driving through the mountains and bringing me back to my childhood home, a Gilded Age mansion with three floors of furniture and paintings from the old world. It was one of those houses you could lose yourself in, full of things that had terrified and fascinated me and my sisters as kids: the 16th century painting of some ancestor who died at age 12 in the parlor, actual Renaissance furniture in the dining room, repaired whenever a piece broke by one of the only artisan furniture warlocks in the world, and in the family chapel, a box containing the bones of a witch who was either hung at a witch trial in Austria or killed in the Spanish Inquisition depending on which family member you asked.

      The house was given the rather harmless name of “Ladyswald”. It was built in the woods for the wife of my mother’s ancestor Thomas von Hapsburg. As a kid I just assumed everyone lived in huge houses full of creepy shit until I was sent off to boarding school and met other kids.

      It wasn’t long before I met Alec and Monty. We became fast friends, and I dreaded vacations. When I was at school I could be myself, but when I was home, my parents kept royal airs as if they still ruled something or other, even though the authority of magical royal families had started dissolving about the time of the Industrial Revolution. That was when magic really started losing some of its teeth.

      Still, we had money and we had power, and as long as my parents could hold onto it, inside of Ladyswald they could act however they wanted. My house had more of a dress code than school did. My parents had all the warmth of parents in an old British children’s book.

      It wasn’t so bad. At least they didn’t pry into my feelings about anything.

      “So, you have decided on Daisy,” my mother said, at dinner.

      “Oh good! I like Daisy,” said Helena, my favorite sister (fifth girl out of six, three years older than me).

      “I think I have, yes,” I said. “She just seems like the logical choice. When she steps into her grandmother’s shoes, she will be one of the most powerful witches in the world.”

      I could see Helena looking disappointed at me for not sounding more genuinely enthusiastic. She wanted Daisy and me to be happy.

      “Let’s hope she does,” my father said in a low voice.

      “She will,” my mother said. “She is an ambitious girl, despite her…unruly side. Well, it is hard when one’s parents are out of the picture.”

      “Daisy is very young to take on…such a role,” my father said. “How much longer is her grandmother going to live? She should have had a mother.”

      “Well, naturally, she should have had a mother,” my mother said. “That goes without saying. It’s very sad. Nevertheless, she will do it. Harris, has she ever given any indication that she would not?”

      “No,” I said. Which was true. But Daisy just never talked about the fact that when her grandmother died, her powers would be passed on. Daisy would become the great diviner of the North American continent. She would take on one of the most important jobs in the magical world: sensing out spots where the passage between worlds was still intact, and advising the councils as to where to send their witches and warlocks to protect them and keep them in the hands of the Ethereals.

      It was such a lonely, isolating job that it was hard to imagine Daisy doing it. I would likely work my way up the council ranks, but she would be spending most of her time in solitude and silence, peering into mirrors and pools, under heavy guard.

      I had this sense of dread when I thought about it, but she must have it even worse. Anyway, what mattered was that she would keep the power in her family, and be handsomely rewarded for it, while my family continued the tradition of marrying only the most powerful.

      “Now, is it true that you’ve still been hanging out with Monty Xarra?”

      “Well, it’s a small school and I can hardly tell Alec not to hang out with him,” I said.

      “He should never have been released,” my father said. “Vampires. When I was a kid, they wouldn’t have let any vampire attend Merlin.”

      “Treatments have improved a lot since you were a kid, Dad,” said Lucia, my oldest sister.

      “But he is immortal,” Mother said. “And touched by the Sinistral realm. His familiar is dead. He is not one of us.”

      “Here we go,” Annabelle said, stabbing her cauliflower.

      “What is that?” My mother looked at her sharply.

      “I said, here we go. You won’t even give Rex a chance. And you’ve known Monty since he was a little kid and now he’s shunned just because something bad happened to him.”

      “No one told him to go to Mexico,” Mother said.

      “It’s not like there are more vampires in Mexico than other places!” Annabelle yelled. “It could happen to anybody, anywhere! Listen to yourself.”

      “I’m sure he was drinking,” my father said. “In an unfamiliar place. Surrounded by regular mortals. It’s just not smart. He was weakened by all the tech and the plane ride and that’s why it was dangerous.”

      He’s still one of my best friends, I thought. I wanted to say so, but there wasn’t any point.

      I wondered what they were up to now. Monty, Alec, Charlotte…

      They were probably eating junk food and goofing off. I didn’t need that. Especially with all the flirting that was undoubtedly going on. Charlotte couldn’t even do my best friends the favor of picking one of them. They were both into her and she was stringing those poor bastards along.

      So why do I feel so damned jealous?

      “What’s really dangerous is the oppression we all live under,” Annabelle said.

      Yes. Thankfully, every large magical family seemed to have a rebellious child. Since Annabelle took that role in our family, she conveniently kept the heat off of the rest of us. Monty being my friend wasn’t nearly as bad as dating a demon. I ate my meal in some peace.

      The family butler, Emerson, walked into the room. “Pardon me,” he said, and then he whispered something in my father’s ear.

      My father’s eyes turned to me. Emerson whispered to my mother next.

      It wasn’t very often I got to see them drop the act. Almost made it worth it.

      “Ron and Dwayne!?” my mother cried.

      “You thought we wouldn’t find out?”

      “For that girl? The girl at Merlin? Harris, don’t you tell me that you—you—”

      My sisters all looked very curious, even sweet Helena. Having six older sisters was terrifying in moments like these. They could argue with each other like stray cats, but if I was on the chopping block, they formed a perfect union of, “Ooh.” “What?” “Girl?” “I think her name is Charlotte.” “She’s in his dorm.” “Really?” “What happened?”

      “Emerson, remove Harris’ presents from underneath the tree,” my mother said.

      Yep. I should have stayed at Merlin.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      Charlotte

      

      We reached my house pretty late in the evening. Luckily my family never went to bed early on Christmas Eve. I saw lights on inside, and outside, Dad had done up the works. As if to compensate for my absence, the yard was loaded with an inflatable dragon, an inflatable snowman, lights all over the trees, candy canes lining the walk, one of those things that makes colored lights spin over the entire house, plus a roof Santa.

      “This is fucking awesome,” Montague said.

      “It’s going to make us sick,” Alec said.

      “Live a little,” Montague said, elbowing him.

      A second later, Dad threw open the door, holding a hunting rifle since I’m sure he didn’t recognize the car and it was this big, black, nondescript thing.

      “Oh, crap,” I said. “Heyyy, welcome to Georgia. I guess I should have warned him I was coming.” I threw open the door the second the car stopped moving.

      “Dad! It’s me!”

      “Charlotte? What? I thought you had to stay at your school!”

      “Well, things changed.” I sprang out of the car and we hugged each other tight. It felt so good to hug my dad. Even though he seemed smaller than I remembered, as if the world had gotten bigger while I was gone. “Um…but I had to bring two boys from school with me. They’re going to hang out here to make sure no weird magical stuff happens.” I didn’t even mention the bodyguards, who had agreed to go park themselves in Firian’s cabin.

      Firian was just behind me, I realized. He had been dutifully staying out of the way lately, but now he materialized out of the shadows. He had some wrapped presents in his hands.

      “Aw, man,” I said, in a small voice. I didn’t have presents for anyone.

      “Merry Christmas,” he said.

      “Two…other boys?” Dad said.

      “Yes. Just classmates. They’re nice.”

      Alec and Montague were already getting out of the car, which drove away.

      Dad looked like he was trying to wrap his head around his precious little baby girl hanging out with…that. “Boys?” he repeated. “Those don’t look like boys to me,” he said under his breath.

      “They’re freshmen,” I said. “Like me. I mean, you know the deal. It’s a boys’ school.”

      “I told your grandmother you were at the University of Georgia.”

      “So…I can make male friends there.”

      “Look at them!” he said, his voice getting the raccoons-in-the-trash pitch again while he gestured with his rifle.

      I put my hand on his arm. “Dad! You are the one who lectured me about gun safety and I never even wanted to touch your guns! It’s cool.”

      I mean, I hoped it was cool. But I wasn’t really sure if I was more worried what my grandmother would think of the guys, or how much she would embarrass me around three guys I liked. Did I mention Grandma was loud? She had the enthusiasm of a reality show competition judge, the adherence to rules of a drill sergeant, and all of her cooking was either delicious and very bad for you, or out of some horrifying 50s cookbook nightmare (and still very bad for you).

      At this moment she came bursting out of the screen door. “Oh my word! Charlotte! Charlotte! How did you get here?” She hugged me tight. Her body was comfortingly Pillsbury Doughboy-like. It only took her about two seconds to change gears. “Now what is all this? Who are these boys?”

      “See, I told you they were boys,” I told Dad.

      “Mrs. Byrne. It’s a pleasure. I’ve heard a lot about you,” Firian said, glancing at my dad.

      “These are my friends from college, Grandma,” I said. “Firian, Alec, and Montague.”

      “Oh my god, you’re all so handsome! Look at you boys, I tell you, if I had had boys like that in high school—! Well, your grandpa would’ve really had to hustle.”

      “Pleasure to meet you,” Montague said, taking her hand. “Thank you for having us for Christmas, and so late.”

      “Your…skin is…cold.” Grandma looked at Montague and for a moment she looked dazed. “You’re such a gentleman.” I was afraid my Grandma was about to have a Bella Swan moment with Montague, and he looked a little…hungry. Maybe the car ride was too long. Alec pinched him and he blinked, and then she slapped his hand a few times. “We’ve gotta warm you boys up! Come on in. I’ll reheat the dinner.”

      I gave them a little grin of relief. “We’re in.”

      Grandma shoved some dishes in the oven, other things in the microwave, and put out a few scary bowls of Jello and mayonnaise based things while Dad turned on the radio so it was playing Christmas music and hustled up air mattresses. Montague went to use the bathroom; I’m pretty sure he was just drinking blood in there. Alec edged away from the microwave. Thank goodness my grandmother had never been very astute.

      “This is like the good old days,” Montague said, returning. “Remember when we used to go to the mall?”

      “Yeah,” Alec said. “I couldn’t believe it the first time you took me there.”

      “Y’all don’t have a mall?” Grandma said.

      “We just study so hard,” I said. “And Alec comes from…uh…nowheresville.” I suddenly noticed Firian was eating the terrifying gelatin encased salad thing. This thing wasn’t kidding around. I shot him an incredulous look. He pointed at it like, Not bad.

      “Is this what foxes eat? You should be ashamed of yourself,” I whispered to him while Grandma was making a clatter getting out silverware and plates.

      “Hey, Mom,” Dad said, putting a hand on Grandma’s back. “Why don’t I take care of this? You should get some sleep.”

      “Are you saying I’m old?”

      “You were just saying your ankles were swollen. What do I take from that? Tomorrow’s Christmas. Gotta wake up early now that Charlotte’s here.”

      “Oh, all right.” She gave me an embarrassingly loud smack on the cheek. “And you boys be good.”

      Dad escorted her to her bedroom like he was making sure she was locked away, and then he came back with this tense look on his face. He gave me a weary smile. “You’re all…warlocks?”

      “Yes, sir,” Montague said. “We share a dorm with your daughter and have been watching over her. Some are not as gallant as those of us in Lancelot House, but rest assured—she will come to no harm with us.”

      “Do you have an accent suddenly?” I asked him.

      “Well, I trust Firian,” Dad said.

      “As you should,” Firian said, as if he hadn’t grabbed my wrists and told me I was his and damn the consequences.

      Dad took a pan of Grandma’s delicious, warm macaroni and cheese bake out of the oven, the crumb topping browned, the thick layer of cheddar peering out just beneath, promising that while I might have to take a laxative later, it would be so worth it. There were also some leftovers of Dad’s famous homemade barbecue ribs. Oh Sweet Baby Ray Jesus, this was all the Christmas present I needed.

      “Before you eat a bite,” Dad said, “I want the truth out of you.”

      “Whut,” I said, horrified. “Um…what truth do you mean?” Can I lie to my Dad’s face? I made a quick calculation and realized the answer was probably no.

      “I need to know what is going on with your mom,” he said. He had this look like he’d been holding in anguish for the last seventeen years. “You—someone—must know something. Why would a witch turn to…darkness? Leave her family? Everything was fine. The week before she left, we took you to the zoo.”

      “Dad—“ I swallowed a sudden lump of anguish and then sniffed. “Damnit, this is a high price to pay even for ribs and macaroni and cheese… I don’t really know anything, except that Mom was close to her cousin Samuel, and he wanted me to go to Merlin College, and he was killed. Dean Blair promised me more answers at first, but…then he kinda dropped it. I think they’re hiding something from me. I just don’t know. Let’s sit down…”

      He plunked down the food.

      “Mr. Byrne,” Alec said.

      “You can just call me Evan.”

      “Sinistrals and Ethereals have been locked into a struggle since the beginning of time,” Alec said. “One group is always trying to get power from the other. It’s gotten much worse as the world gets more industrialized, because magic has been weakened. There is less to go around. I was born because my father was attacked by a Sinistral. She drew magic from him by seducing him. I was an accident and she didn’t want to take care of me. She gave me back to my dad and we never saw her again.” I had never heard calm Alec have such an edge to his voice. “What she did to him was just…total shit. Some Sinistral might have taken advantage of your wife. I’m sure it wasn’t her fault. It is easier if there’s something she really wanted. Something she might have done anything to get. Did she ever mention anything like that?”

      “She…always regretted the rift in her family,” Dad said. “Emily’s mother was a witch who fell in love with a—a pack of werewolves.” He looked at me. “I still don’t know how to talk about this.”

      “A pack of werewolves?”

      “Werewolves often mate in packs,” Montague said. “It’s actually not uncommon among a lot of the magical non-humans because they look for humans whose magic they can use to help keep the gates between worlds open.”

      “Wait—like—my grandmother had more than one lover at the same time?” My cheeks flamed as I looked away from the guys.

      “So I’m told,” Dad said, coughing. He suddenly started spooning out the food. “Everyone, take some. Go on. While it’s hot.”

      Despite the crazy stuff going on in my head, the food was still delicious and I ate a couple big bites. I’d read some stuff about the gates between worlds in my studies of magical history and literature. While witches aligned themselves with either Etherium or Sinistral, the worlds had many native denizens, like Firian and other familiars. They were a little like demons and angels, or any other good or wicked spirit. Ethereals and Sinistrals from the other worlds gained power from the human world, specifically from humans believing in them or worshipping them. But the gates had been slowly closing off as humans became less likely to blindly believe in fairies, spirits and gods.

      “So if demons mate with a human as a group, the human helps keep the gate open?”

      “Yeah,” Alec said. “But witches and warlocks don’t count. We’re already between worlds. So that pack of werewolves must’ve just been into your grandmother.”

      “I—think so,” Dad said. “Your grandmother was hot stuff from what I’m told. The werewolves had a rock band together, you know, back in the 60s.”

      “Wait—my grandparents had a rock band? Were they famous?”

      “A little…at the time. The Wild Eyed Boys. You heard of them?”

      “No,” I said, disappointed. “Still, they were a real band?”

      “Lots of Sinistrals and Ethereals are artists,” Alec said. “That’s one way they gain power to counteract the sickness of modern life. Otherworlders are more susceptible to those sicknesses than warlocks…” He looked pale and I knew this was hitting him right in the moment. My house was loaded with electricity.

      “She handled all their costumes and image. They lived a jet set human life. They didn’t want Emily to become a witch,” Dad said.

      “What happened to them?”

      “I’m—not sure. They were always difficult to contact. They ended up retiring to some remote place in Australia where I guess her—husbands? Whatever you call them…could run around if they wanted. Whatever werewolves like doing when they’re in the human world, how should I know?”

      “That’s where Samuel Caruthers was killed. Oh my gosh. We should have been more honest with each other before…”

      “What does all of this really tell us?” Dad put his head in his hands. “We can’t go to Australia. I don’t even know where they live. I don’t know where your mom is. I don’t know anything, so I really hoped you’d figure it all out. I don’t like the sound of this. How do I know the same thing isn’t going to happen to you that happened to your mom? If the dean isn’t giving you answers, you can find them.”

      Dad was right. He still knew me better than anyone. I looked at Firian and I felt like he read my mind, which was pretty cool in this case. “We’re going to figure it out,” he said. “We’re going to summon the spirit of Samuel Caruthers and ask him.”

      “That’s right,” I said.

      “Is that safe?” Dad asked.

      “It’s safer than being lied to,” I said. At least…I think.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      Charlotte

      

      When I shut the door to my bedroom, Firian was already in there, lounging on my pillows. “Hey, you just—you were out there! Stop doing that!”

      He stood up, giving me a wicked smile. “Your dad thinks I’m at the cabin. But he doesn’t know it’s already rented out tonight. Anyway, I belong here.”

      “Are you seducing me in my nerdy bedroom?” I said, glancing over the array of posters.

      “Maybe.” He kissed my forehead. “Merry Christmas, Charlotte. Do you know how many years I’ve spent looking in at the lights of your tree? When everyone else went to sleep, your dad would put out the leftovers for me.”

      “Oh, Firian…that’s a sad story.”

      “I was happy because you were happy,” he said. “But it’s nice to be on the inside.”

      “Were you really happy?”

      His brows furrowed. “Well, maybe not. Still, it doesn’t sound right to say I was unhappy either. And it was three years ago today that your dad bought you a year’s subscription to Fortune’s Favor for Christmas.”

      “Oh, yeah! That is when we met…”

      “That was fun. But this…this is everything,” he said, putting his hands around my waist.

      “You’re a frisky fox,” I said, tensing as I thought about making out with Firian while sharing a house with Dad, Grandma, Montague and Alec.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “We’re just not as…alone as usual.”

      He took a deep breath.

      “You know I would date you like a normal person if I could.”

      “Of course I know. I just want…so much…to be human with you.” He kept his arms wrapped around me but gave me a very soft kiss on the temple and then released his grip. I realized how cold the room was when he moved away. He turned into a fox and curled up at the foot of my bed.

      I sighed. He walked to the covers, bit them, and pulled them back for me. “You’re right,” he said. “Santa comes tonight, right? And he knows if you’ve been evil.”

      “That’s an aggressive interpretation. Look at the wall. I’m going to change into pajamas.”

      “I don’t think your nude body will be a surprise to me,” he said.

      “Just look at the wall! And I’m wearing underwear, so I won’t be nude.”

      “Even more reason not to be shy.”

      “Just look at the wall!” I yanked off my jeans and pulled on my pajama pants, then climbed in bed. He put the covers over me. I smoothed his soft fur. “You’re like a pet/boyfriend combo. I don’t know how witches don’t get tempted by their familiars more often.”

      “Some familiars turn into snakes and spiders,” he said. “But maybe I’m just unusually charming.”

      I snorted. “Hey…Santa’s not real though, right?”

      He paused. “That’s a complicated question.”

      I sighed and slipped easily into my dreams.

      In the middle of the night, I woke up to feel a hand brush my breast. “Hey…” Alec’s low voice was in my ear.

      I glanced at the foot of the bed. No Firian.

      “This is a dream, isn’t it?” I whispered.

      I was aware, this time. I was calm. The world was vivid but not quite there. The physical feelings were extremely potent, like they were all that mattered.

      “Charlotte…”

      I looked back at him and he was shirtless and drenched in sweat. He didn’t look very well, but he still managed to be so sexy that I wanted to lick the sweat off him. And ‘licking sweat’ had never been on my list of attractive activities, but Alec was eternally lickable. “Alec, you look…sickly,” I said. “Is it all the Christmas lights?”

      “There is a lot going on out there,” he said.

      “You’re groping my boob,” I said, but it didn’t come out very upset.

      He still drew back the hand. “This is what happens to me,” he said. “When I’m vulnerable, my body screams for something to satisfy me. But it’s never been this bad before. Resisting you is a sport with its own league…”

      “You can’t touch me, anyway,” I said, but we already knew there was a lot of ground left to cover. His hand was proving that right now as he began a more focused teasing of my nipple, plucking the nub between his fingers through the sheet as a pang of pure desire shot through me.

      This was probably a bad time to recall that my grandmother was, even to this day apparently, living with an entire rock band of men. Holy crap.

      “How many wolves are in a pack of wolves?” I said, arching back into him until, through the covers, my ass found the hard length of the Incubuster.

      Alec chuckled close to my ear. “Depends whether they’re a straight up rock pack of wolves with your classic guitar, drum, bass, or a prog rock pack of wolves with two synth players and a flautist.”

      “Ohhh, I need to tell you to go,” I said.

      He groaned with plain anguish and rolled away from me. “Yes.”

      “Wait,” I said. “I mean—is there something I can do to heal you?” When he didn’t answer right away, I turned to him. He was laying back on my bed, one hand kneading his forehead, the other limp at his side, and between those tattooed arms was just a gorgeous shelf of man muscle. My eyes trailed to his navel, then the line of dark fine hair that led to his black sweatpants and…his very obvious arousal.

      “That is one hell of a tent. I could camp in there,” I said.

      “I wish you could…,” he groaned. “You need to send me away.” His eyes almost had a low glow in the shadows as they lifted to me. “Teenage girls are usually more intimidated by me than this.”

      “Don’t say ‘teen’,” I said. “It makes it sound like you’re not a teen. And almost nineteen is like, hardly teen anymore. I bet most of the teenage girls you’ve known in the past didn’t spend as much time on Deviant Art as I have either. Looking for…stuff. Stuff like you.” I smirked. “The only thing is…I just…I haven’t been very open with the three of you.” That slipped out on accident.

      “You like Harris?” Alec asked. “Wait—you mean—you mean Firian.“

      “I—“

      “It’s okay,” he said. “You know, it’s more common than people think.”

      “You mean familiars…?”

      He nodded. “My familiar has…helped me control myself, on rare occasions,” he said. “Don’t ever tell anyone that. But it could be a lot worse if they hadn’t. It feels so good here with you, but this is really a curse.”

      “Oh, Alec…I understand,” I said. “I’m…glad you told me that, actually. Everyone has been acting like it’s so wrong. But Firian doesn’t seem that different from you and Montague to me…” I bit my lip. “Alec, I really do like you too. I like all of you. That’s why I’m so confused. Maybe a Roller Slut was born that day after all.”

      He grinned. “For the record…I’d be a member of your wolf pack.” He started to shift like he was going to get out of bed, and instead I grabbed him and kissed him. I just barely had time to taste his lips before the magic shoved us apart.

      “Is there something I can do?” I asked again.

      “My magic is fed by you coming,” he said. “For me.”

      Heat flooded me. Every inch of my skin screamed for him to touch me.

      “I…don’t want Firian to hear me.”

      “You probably won’t make any noise in real life if you don’t make noise in the dream,” he said. “So…how quiet can you be for me?”

      “For you? I’m not so sure…”

      “I hope you’re not entirely quiet.”

      I see such a different side of Alec in these dreams, I thought. But it feels just as much like the real Alec as the quieter artist side of him…

      He pulled my sheet up to my neck, but threw the quilt off my body, and reached between my legs.

      “I know you try to hide this part of you when you’re awake, Alec…”

      “Hush,” he commanded, his warm breath brushing my ear.

      His fingers slowly worked their way over my thigh, and then down the midpoint of my body—from navel to my hot center. Only a flannel sheet stood between his hand and my skin. I could feel his heat through the cotton fibers. I spread my legs a little, encouraging him to take what he needed.

      To give me what I needed.

      I could feel his strong body just behind me, his cock throbbing against my tailbone as his fingers felt around my folds.

      Admittedly, this would have been better if the sheet wasn’t in the way. Especially since the sheets had bunnies on them.

      “Close your eyes,” he said. “I can see you thinking too hard. Just feel this and only this. Just me…and only me.”

      “Mm…” I only let out a tiny sound as he got fully acquainted with the makeup of my lady bits through the sheet, and then went in for the kill. His fingers found my clit with such perfect precision. Even I wasn’t this good at finding it, I thought. “Nnn…how do you…oh…”

      “God, this feels so fucking good,” he said, my little sounds seeming to encourage him to stroke harder. “Incubi must have a lot more fun than warlocks. Your power, Charlotte…you’re so beautiful and whenever I see you I just want to fuck you dry. It’s torture…but incubi have a pretty high tolerance for torture like that. As long as we get what we want eventually…”

      In the last dream, I freaked out when I realized he was drawing power from me, but this time I wasn’t surprised. I wanted Alec to enjoy the holiday here with the Christmas lights and microwaves. And it didn’t hurt that this was like every adolescent girl’s best sex dream. I had a hot, shirtless demon with a ripped bod in my bed telling me I was gorgeous while he pleasured me and only me. I could feel his cock throbbing and grinding more urgently against me but I couldn’t touch him so I didn’t have to do anything except enjoy myself.

      I felt myself coming way too fast. I was falling into his hand, the way he stroked me with insane precision. Like when I tried to pleasure myself, my sweet spot always seemed to be moving around like, “Ha, ha, you thought I was here? No, I’m over here!” Alec’s fingers had a homing device built in. Up, down, sideways, swirl, flick, hard rub—whatever my body wanted, he did. Instantly.

      “Oh nooo…”

      I actually lunged forward a little, as if in panic, as the feeling swamped me. I was afraid I would scream and everyone would hear me. I was also afraid I might have a heart attack because my chest was pounding. But mostly, I was afraid because I knew the dream would end and Alec would disappear and I would go back to the real non-dream world where guys couldn’t just crawl into bed and pleasure me.

      “That was…everything, Charlotte. Just sleep peacefully,” he said.

      I woke up.

      The room was dark. No Alec. Just Firian. Still asleep. Oh, thank god for that.

      But…

      I felt like a pool of melted goo. Deliciously tired. But not…exactly satisfied. I mean…that was way too tame.

      But you just let Alec give you your first boy-to-girl orgasm, I thought. In your dreams. While your fox familiar who loves you sleeps at the foot of the bed and Alec’s air mattress is right next to his vampire best friend that you kissed at the ball.

      That was a little weird, right?

      I had been trying my best to be up front with these guys, but this dream space was where it got really tricky. I don’t know how much the dream was considered reality. It was a shared dream, so it wasn’t just a dream. But in the dream, I didn’t quite act like myself, and he didn’t either. The guards of the real world were gone. We acted on instinct more than sense. How much was I capable of resisting him? And how much was he capable of avoiding me when my house made him sick?

      Well, I thought. No one has to know.

      But I sure wish I could ask my other grandmother a few questions about her love life…

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty

          

        

      

    

    
      Charlotte

      

      On Christmas morning, Alec looked very healthy and I was groggy, but not really in a bad way. Still, it was awkward when our eyes met over my grandmother’s cinnamon buns at the kitchen island. Some Christmas parade was blasting over the TV and Grandma was loudly apologizing for not having presents for the boys.

      “I got my present,” Alec said in a low voice to me. “Thanks for last night. I hope you don’t have regrets.”

      “I—um—no.”

      “I’m in the race,” he said. “I want more.”

      “The race?”

      “For you,” he said. “Firian, Montague…and, like it or not…I think Harris too. We all want you.”

      My eyes widened. “I must be better at glamour spells than I thought.”

      “Or maybe you’re just that fun and sexy.”

      I coped the only way I knew how at that point, by shoving a cinnamon bun in my face and scurrying to the table.

      “These’r th’ bes’ yet,” I said around their doughiness as Firian lounged into a chair beside me, with his unearthly grace.

      “They taste like the faeries made them,” he agreed, delicately licking a little frosting off his knuckles.

      “Oh, well, thank you! Faeries! You’re funny.” Grandma smacked his shoulder. “Where did you find this one? It sounds like something your mother would have said.”

      “Do you remember my mother very well?” I asked, very surprised to hear Grandma mention her. She glanced at my dad.

      “It’s okay,” he said. “It’s gotten a little easier to talk about Emily.”

      “She loved fairy tales and things like that,” Grandma said. “She had funny little superstitions about the faeries! She used to make little offerings for them when we had extra food. When you were born you already had teeth. She used to call you her little goblin. She said goblins are born—“

      “Little goblin!?” I cried.

      “Not as an insult or anything! It was cute!”

      “Oh—uh—right…that is cute, actually.” Little goblin? Was it a coincidence? The demon who attacked Royce and Ronan…

      Firian raised his brows at me. I knew he was thinking the same thing.

      But I couldn’t even find the time to talk about it. We had breakfast to eat, and presents to open. “Good thing I forgot to mail these on time because I’m a terrible father,” Dad said, bringing out a bunch for me. “Merry Christmas.” We had Christmas movies to watch, while Grandma started frying up some chicken.

      After dinner, Dad and Grandma both fell asleep in their chairs so we packed up the leftovers to sneak them to Ron and Dwayne. While we were huffing up the mountain—okay, while I was huffing up the mountain—I said, “Is my mom…a demon? Like…not just a sinistral…but a scary wolf-demon thing?”

      “That would explain how she got past the school wards,” Montague said. “Your blood tie called the demon in.”

      My hands clutched tight around the Pyrex casserole dish. “But—I mean—she’s not, right? She’s not a monster. She just…left us to—become a badass dark witch.”

      Firian stopped and retraced a few steps down the steep path to stand in front of me. “It is possible…that wasn’t quite it.”

      “You know something.”

      He had this expression like he was far away. Like something had broken him inside.

      “You’ve known something all along, Firian…haven’t you?” I cried.

      “I don’t know much,” he said. “I really don’t know much. Just…familiars know each other. And familiars are born with more knowing than humans. I was only a year old when your mom turned to the sinistral realm, but I could already talk. So I remember a little bit. Your mom’s familiar told me that your mother made a deal with the Withered Lord. He is a powerful high demon who used to have control of your grandfathers. The werewolves. They got free of him, but he was furious. He doesn’t like when his wards get free of his clutches. He knows how to prey on people and the things they want. Your mother was raised as a human, but she was half witch and half werewolf. She didn’t really belong in the human world, and she had some resentment of being ‘held back’ from her power. He probably tempted her with power. I don’t know anything more than that.”

      “My mom…” I swallowed.

      “It’s really not that different from what you already know.”

      “I didn’t know she was a monster. I didn’t know she would show up at my school and try to kill people!”

      Alec took my Pyrex dish. I guess I looked like I was going to drop it.

      “I’m fine!” I declared, not that anyone had asked.

      “I wouldn’t expect you to be entirely fine,” Montague said.

      “Sinistrals aren’t nice,” Alec said. “That’s why they’re Sinistrals. The truth is, Monty and I are both somewhat Sinistral ourselves. So we understand the potential. The…temptations.”

      “To take from someone else,” Montague said. “To become stronger. Some Sinistrals aren’t evil, but all of them are a little ruthless. Alec is right. But…maybe your mom could be saved.”

      Firian shot Montague a look. “Don’t give her false hope,” he snapped. “You know how rare it is for a Sinistral to return to Etherium. Once that gate is shut, that’s it.”

      “Usually,” Montague said.

      “But there’s a chance?” I asked.

      “No,” Firian said. “It’s not worth thinking about.”

      “It isn’t? But it’s my mom!”

      “You’ll drive yourself to Sinistral if you start trying to pursue a quest like that,” Firian said. “Trust me, Charlotte. Please.”

      “I want to summon her,” I said.

      “I’m not sure you should do that either,” Alec said. “I wouldn’t summon my mother.”

      “But my mom still loves me!” She must, I thought. She was trying to protect me from Royce and Ronan. It made sense now. “She’s watching over me. And I owe it to her to try. Harris wants me to summon a demon? Well, I’m summoning one that I know will come.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      Charlotte

      

      Returning to school, I had some quiet time to get centered. I felt so much better having seen my family. I had some time for extra magical study with Firian and daily yoga.

      Then Harris came back.

      I saw him appear in Lancelot House’s common room in the morning. I had already eaten the grapes that he preferred. But I knew I needed to thank him. It was all thanks to him that I got to see my dad and grandma for Christmas. Is it true? Does he like me?

      It made me a little nervous, but I didn’t want to show that. I was going to treat this like ripping off a bandaid. I stalked over to him. “Harris, I just want to—“

      He cut me off. “Those guys had nothing else to do, that’s all. They work at our winter home, but we weren’t there because it’s being renovated. I just didn’t want our employees to get stir-crazy, so don’t get your knickers in a twist or anything.”

      “You did not just accuse me of getting my knickers in a twist when I’m trying to thank you.”

      He looked down at me with his chilly blue eyes. “I’m just letting you know that thanks are unnecessary. I guess if you want to owe me one, that’s all right, but I think you already do owe me one.”

      “You are—the most—jerk—arrogant— I don’t owe you anything. You’re the one who keeps deciding to help me. I never asked for it.”

      He shrugged. “Well, there isn’t much you can do for me anyway.”

      Montague dropped his hands on my shoulder. “You probably shouldn’t goad her, Harris. She is as much werewolf as she is witch. We learned a lot about our Charlotte while you were gone. Her dad and grandma were a picture of hospitality.”

      I saw Harris’ nostrils flare ever so slightly before he calmly stirred his coffee. “You went with her?”

      “The more protection, the better, right?”

      “I guess.” Harris put down his coffee half-finished. “I’d better go. I have a lot to do this morning.”

      Montague turned me around to face him. The guys had developed an increased level of physical contact with me over the holiday break, I’d noticed. Montague, Alec, and Firian when he was around—all three of them were more likely to tuck my hair behind my ears, adjust my collar, put a hand on my shoulder, and little things like that. Somehow we had gotten comfortable. Well, they had gotten comfortable, I guess, and I hadn’t stopped them.

      “I never knew what he looked like when he actually cares,” Montague said. “Now we know. He’s even more incorrigible.”

      “He doesn’t really care about me. He just likes getting a rise out of me,” I said.

      “That might be the same thing,” Montague said. “But I don’t need any more competition. I’m glad that one can’t touch you.” He nodded at Alec who had just wandered downstairs and poured himself a cup. “What class did you have first? I’ll walk you.”

      Hmm. Montague was getting a little more possessive now that Harris was back.

      I wasn’t sure where all of us stood. The guys had been avoiding the subject too. I wondered if Alec had told Montague about any of the dreams. I was pretty sure he hadn’t told him my confession about Firian. And Firian was staying away during class hours nowadays, but when we were alone he definitely treated me like I was his. We already had such a bond that it happened naturally. I wondered what Montague would say if I told him about Firian.

      Alec was looking at me as I talked to Montague. He was, specifically, looking at Montague’s hand, which had moved casually to my waist.

      I’m in the race. I want you.

      My body tingled all over, remembering.

      At the same time, this was moving too fast. I couldn’t lead them all on, letting them kiss and flirt without agreeing to be their girlfriend because I liked them all equally. Plus I had a demon mom to summon. A “Demomma”, if you will, which was a monster in Lorna Caves in Fortune’s Favor that looks like a bat-winged woman with tiny bats around her that attack you.

      “If you want to wait for Alec, fine,” Montague said in my ear. “But I’m not going to be very easy to get rid of.”

      “I think we all need to talk,” I said. “At least, I need to talk to you and Alec.”

      Montague gave me a long-suffering sigh and smoothed back his thick dark hair, which was clearly just washed and a little wet at the tips. “Fine. Talk. But—you are a quarter wolf. We’ll see how long talk can last.”

      I dragged Alec out the door. “We’re going to take the long way around campus to class,” I said, turning left. “Because—well—since the ball and especially since Christmas—“ I twisted my shirt buttons. This wasn’t as easy to say as I thought. “What I mean to say is, I need to focus on my studies. I have some very big questions to grapple with, and no one’s telling me the answers, so I’m going to have to tackle that on my own, and I can’t get distracted.”

      “You can’t break up with us,” Montague said. “We’re not actually dating, are we?”

      “That’s right. We’re not dating and I’m not breaking up with you. I just need to focus. I want to be a powerful witch so I can’t dick around.”

      “Pun intended?” he asked.

      “Pun intended!”

      “I don’t like puns.”

      “Then you won’t miss me.” I crossed my arms. I felt like we were still flirting. Everything felt like flirting now. Damnit, how did you turn off the ‘flirt’ button?

      “Charlotte,” Alec said. “Whatever you plan to do to find these answers, you might need our help, and we’d be glad to offer it. Something strange is definitely going on.”

      “Yes. I’m starting to wonder how much I can trust Master Blair,” Montague said. “He’s been acting strange. Plus, what’s up with Stuart? Why does everyone think he’s so amazing? He danced with more of the young witches than we did, and they all asked him.”

      “Man, I’ve always wondered what is with that dude,” Alec said. “There are thousands of books in the library. Spells we could teach you. We could figure out this mystery with you. We can try to contact your grandparents…maybe some light spying in the professor’s offices…”

      Montague was nodding. “Harris might even get in on that.”

      I felt all fuzzy inside at the idea that they wanted to help me. But…I could also see how quickly this would turn into a mess.

      “The thing is, I—I think you know—I really like both of you.”

      “That’s all right,” Alec said.

      “No way. You’re saying this now, but I’m going to ruin your friendship. That’s how it always goes.”

      “Or…we could see how it goes.” Alec coughed. “Monty and I were talking, and…well. Vampires usually share their prey, because one human has more blood than one vampire needs, and since they all are drawn to their sire…”

      “What does vampire prey have to do with it?” I screeched.

      “Because vampires have sex with their food,” Monty said. “They don’t always kill the food either. And I’ve been—ah—having a few memories. Dim. Very dim. But I know that I probably won’t have a normal marriage with a normal witch like I expected. I might be a danger to her in the heat of the moment. But just to make it clear, I don’t plan on eating you.”

      “Meanwhile, incubi actually get more power from sharing,” Alec said. “The more the better, really. We’re not saying we’re at that point yet. We both want to court you like proper warlocks.”

      My cheeks must have been on fire while he was talking. “Uhuh,” I said.

      “But…if we entered into a relationship—“

      “We’ve been best friends since we were eight,” Montague said. “We’re already pretty comfortable with each other.”

      “We both want you,” Alec said. “I can protect you from Monty, and feed off his lust, so it’s a win-win for me, and then we don’t have to compete.”

      “So…you guys just figured…that would be…cool with me?”

      “It is nice to have options,” Montague said.

      “You said Harris likes me.”

      “Yes. He definitely does,” Alec said.

      “Well, what about him? Isn’t he your friend, too?”

      “He’ll be forced to grapple with it,” Montague said. “I am aware we might lose his friendship. Harris will never break away from the family expectations. He’s going to marry Daisy, no matter what he feels inside. But we can’t make our decisions based on Harris. His mother already told him to shun me since I became a vampire.”

      “No wonder he’s so much fun,” I said. “Well…the thing is…it’s—it’s not just the two of you.”

      I didn’t really want to talk to anyone else about Firian, because I didn’t know who I could trust. But when I told Alec, he didn’t even seem surprised. They already know, don’t they? “Montague, it’s also…Firian.”

      “Firian,” he repeated.

      “I know how forbidden it is…”

      “She already told me,” Alec said.

      “You told him,” Montague said.

      “Not that I was trying to keep things from anyone!” I said hastily. “It just spilled out. You didn’t already suspect?”

      “I did,” Montague said. “Of course. It’s just that hearing you say it…a familiar…”

      “The thing is, I would never have known it was taboo if everyone didn’t keep reminding me. I’ve been told the rules of the magical world but to me they seem arbitrary. Like if I was in love with a girl on another planet and then I came to Earth and found out there are places where it’s not okay to be gay. It doesn’t feel any different to be with Firian than it does—“

      “I understand,” Montague said. “Witches and familiars can be very close.”

      “To me, it’s not a big deal,” Alec said. “How many of these rules are ceremonial, or just there so the council can maintain power?”

      “It’s just that—I’m from St. Augustine. The site of the scandal. My parents would rather I become a vampire than if I had fallen in love with Rosa.” A dark look crossed his face.

      “Is Rosa your familiar?”

      “She was.”

      “Was? Oh—she’s—“

      “Monty,” Alec said. “You’ve never talked about her.”

      “And I don’t want to.”

      “But…maybe you should,” Alec said.

      “There’s nothing to say. She died when I was bitten. But she was a familiar, so she just vanished. Her body went to Etherium. Of course there was no goodbye. I’m sure someone probably buried her, but that world isn’t my business.”

      “Oh…no.”

      Montague’s mouth was set, betraying no sadness. His eyes had turned dark and distant, even a little cold. I was reminded again of what he was now. Not human. Something I didn’t entirely understand. I knew all the myths about vampires but I still didn’t really know how it changed a real person. How the bloodlust and immortality and memories of Lisbeth would affect him over time.

      Alec put a hand on Montague’s shoulder. “I loved Rosa when we were kids,” he said. “If you ever need to talk about her, just so you know…I understand. I’m glad you said something about her. It’s not your fault. You know that, right?”

      “Don’t be so nice, Alec. It was my fucking fault.” Montague took a deep breath. “Charlotte, if Firian makes you happy and you need him in your life, I’ll try to…accept that.”

      “Okay. Um. I have to admit that I hardly know what to do now because I didn’t expect you guys to be so cool about this. I thought you would fight over me.”

      “Sorry to disappoint you,” Montague said dryly. “I can’t promise we won’t ever fight over you in…smaller ways.”

      “If I wasn’t enchanted not to touch you I would definitely…want more of you. Sooner,” Alec said. “So if we do this thing long term, I hope there’s a lot of you to go around.”

      “Let me talk to Firian in private,” I said, flushing deeper.

      Montague lifted a hand. “Maybe we should all talk to him. He is your familiar, your first protector. Being protective of you is in the core of his being. If we are to court you, then we will also swear to your safety and happiness. I might not be entirely comfortable with the situation, but he’ll probably be even less so, if we can’t look him in the eye.”

      “Gah,” I said. I couldn’t imagine Firian was going to be thrilled with this. I felt like I had completely lost control of the situation, but at the same time, I was getting something better than I could have ever dreamed of.

      Firian’s going to mess this up, I thought. Alec and Montague are into me, but…Firian is…more than that.
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      Firian

      

      The magical realms are the world of fairy tales and fae, of enchantments and delusions. Occasionally, humans have fallen into it and come back with stories. That used to be more common, back before the blight of technology fell on the world. At least, that is how all magical beings know it, although I couldn’t complain considering how many hours I had spent with Charlotte having fun on a blighted machine.

      Still, I understood. The humans took the terrifying beauties of Etherium and safely replicated and contained them in games. It was pretty damn clever, actually.

      Etherium wasn’t quite the same for me, ever since, and I knew why. I’d spent too much time in the human world by now. It had tainted me. Now when I came home, I felt as out of place there as I did in the mundane world.

      Yep. That was my fate now. Caught between worlds, never belonging anywhere.

      In Etherium, geography worked differently. I lived in a cottage in the woods. When I was born and first went to Etherium, the cottage was there waiting for me. It already had curtains on the windows, an inkwell and paper at the desk, a quilt on the bed, and some root vegetables and apples in the cellar. It was like someone else lived there, but somehow I knew it was for me.

      There was a path outside of my cottage. The path led to different places at different times. If I wanted to buy new things for my house, it led to the village of Bluehill. If I wanted to visit another familiar, it led to other houses. Sometimes it led to a lake where I went fishing.

      The woods were also interesting. In my fox form, I could hunt and easily find game. There were rabbits to hunt, but there were also intelligent rabbits who talked. I had always known the difference and the talking rabbits didn’t even blink if they caught me with a game rabbit in my mouth. There were also sprites and other fair folk. Sometimes at night they would lure me into the darkness and want to play chase. The brownies would fix things in my house or make me presents. Etherium was a world of benevolent spirits, and the ones in my forest were mostly playful, although there were also very wise beings in Etherium that were as intimidating and even frightening as a demon. They wouldn’t hurt a fellow Ethereal, but they had intense power. But I hardly ever saw a High Ethereal, which one might call faeries, elves, or angels.

      As enchanting and pleasant as Etherium was, I was spending a lot of time there now, because I didn’t want Charlotte to get a bad reputation because of me.

      And I missed her.

      All the time.

      I yearned for her humor, her laugh, the light in her eyes, the way she hummed to herself when she was distracted. I missed playing games with her, teasing her, talking to her like I was a human too. I ached for the taste of her lips and the feel of her skin against mine. I wanted more and more. I waited for our magic lessons all day and avoided the other Ethereals—especially familiars.

      I knew what they’d see.

      A corrupted familiar. I had succumbed to the forbidden. They would blame her, of course, because familiars couldn’t even act without their witch. It was impossible for a familiar to want something their witch didn’t want. At least, that was what they said.

      Whenever I thought of kissing Charlotte, I felt starved for more. I kissed her first. Which meant that either I had my own independent desires, or she had wanted me to kiss her so badly that I had to do it.

      She didn’t even appreciate how impossible this was.

      It was better this way. I didn’t want to change our relationship. I wanted her to see me as human. As a man. Not a mysterious being from another world.

      But whenever I had to return to Etherium, it was a reminder that I wasn’t human. Etherium had never felt like home. Before Charlotte knew I existed, I spent most of my time in her woods. In the cabin. Watching over her. Catching her scent on the trails. Smelling her dad’s barbecue and waiting for him to put food out for me.

      God, I really am half-boyfriend, half-pet…

      “Firian!”

      Whenever I heard her call, I was there immediately. As happy as I was to see her, a part of me remained detached, even more so when I saw Montague and Alec there. The look in their eyes made me narrow mine. They smelled like they were eager for my girl, and I didn’t trust them.

      “Firian,” Charlotte said. “I want to talk to you.”

      “We want—“ Montague began, with his smooth voice, a hint of accent suggesting some old world charm. Warlocks who had grown up in smaller, older witch cities had a certain air.

      “Me first,” Charlotte said to him, with a slight edge to her voice. “Firian—I was just talking to the guys. Uh, how do I say this? It’s like I have one life with you that’s secret, and one life with them where I’m torn between guys, and…no, no.” She started again, her voice forceful. “So I just found out my grandmother had multiple guys—husbands—wolves…”

      My eyes flicked—very briefly—to the other two. “What have you been talking about?”

      “I’m trying to tell you!”

      “Firian, Alec and I are both enthralled by Charlotte and for various logistic reasons, rather than compete over her, we would rather share.”

      “And you’re also invited,” Alec said, in his low, calm voice.

      “I’m invited? Oh, thank you,” I said, a little sarcastic.

      “We’re cover for you,” Alec said. “It won’t seem as scandalous for you to be around Charlotte if she’s with us too.”

      “Not that you have to hang out with us,” Montague said. I sensed he was a little less on board than Alec. “It’s fine with me if you want to maintain a separate but equal relationship with Charlotte.”

      I was bristled. I didn’t believe that two warlocks were really accepting a familiar as a witch’s lover. Or if they were accepting me, it was because they didn’t see me as a man, but more of a devoted pet who wouldn’t threaten them.

      I looked at Charlotte and it was clear that she wanted this. It was a perfect solution for her, I guess. No decisions. Three men who would protect her and help her navigate the magical world, and stave off the loneliness she had endured at Merlin College. My girl had tried so hard to be tough, but I knew that I couldn’t be everything to her. I wanted her to be happy.

      What are you if not a devoted pet? I couldn’t deny her anything.

      “I suppose we can try this arrangement,” I said. “Because you’re going to need allies if something goes down.”

      “Really?” Charlotte said, whirling toward me for a hug. “You’re not upset? Oh—you are definitely a little upset.” She patted my rigid back muscles. “Are you doing this because you really want to?”

      “I’m doing it because you really want to,” I said. “Why else?”

      “I don’t want you to be miserable, Firian. If we’re going to have a relationship, I want…”

      “Charlotte,” I said. “It’s okay. I’m happy to be with you, and not outside looking in.”

      I could see that she didn’t really like this. She believed in independence and equality. She wanted me to be human, and have a human’s sense of agency, but when I looked at her I realized that every time I kissed her, of course she must want it. I could never do anything Charlotte didn’t want.

      Because I definitely did not want to share her.

      But I also couldn’t, and didn’t want to, say no.
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      Charlotte

      

      Oh. I understand now. This is why witches and familiars aren’t supposed to be together.

      Firian wanted to make me his and his alone, but he couldn’t. I had some sort of…hold over him, and he could never go against my wishes. Despite all his talk of devotion, he was fully capable of annoying me, so I never realized just how deep it went until I asked him to do something he definitely didn’t want to do.

      This is not an equal relationship.

      Nothing in my human life had prepared me for the look on his face, as if he loved me no matter what I did or said, and my presence was all he needed for fulfillment, but at the same time, he wasn’t without his own mind. He didn’t like this. He wanted me to change my mind but understood that if this was what my heart wanted, he was helpless to do anything but go along with it.

      What could I do? I instantly understood that to try and push him away would only make him more miserable.

      We needed each other. So I guess this was how it was going to be.

      “Okay, well…,” I said. “I’m glad you’re all in, tentatively or otherwise, because this is going to be a crazy semester, right? Firian’s been helping me get control of my elemental powers, but I want to move on. I want to figure out how to summon my mom and talk to her. So…what do I do, considering the professors aren’t helping?”

      I already knew Alec was wary of this plan, but Firian and Montague seemed more interested.

      “We can try and summon a lesser sinistral for practice,” Montague said, rubbing his chin. “But there is always an element of danger. Especially considering this demon mom of yours might be the same demon that shoved Elise out of the way. She gets past the school wards. So even when we practice, you might get her instead.”

      “No,” Alec said. “I say, no demon summoning for practice. You need to practice defense and control first. Honestly, getting her to appear doesn’t seem like the problem here. It’s controlling her when she does so she doesn’t hurt us.”

      I got that little tingle all over that said, Hey, maybe not such a great idea, summoning your crazy wolf-demon mom.

      But I ignored it because, well, it was my mom, and we all do stupid things for the people we love the most.

      “Hey,” I said. “Is it possible to get my mom to—like—not be a berserk demon, but show up as herself? Can I jog her memory with an object or something?”

      “That might help,” Firian said.

      “The dress I wore to the ball was my mom’s,” I said. “Dad sent it. I can’t imagine she didn’t buy that dress for some special day, right? So if I wear the dress, would that help?”

      “That’s a great idea,” Montague said. “But still—defensive spell practice first.”

      “It might help if we knew a little more,” Alec said. “Did she wear the dress on a date with your dad?”

      “He said she bought it before they met.”

      “I might be reaching,” Firian said, “but do you remember how Master Blair had a very strong reaction to that dress?”

      “Yes…a lot of people did…”

      “Yeah, but he seemed really shocked by it, and he’s old, and doesn’t seem like the kind of guy to be rendered speechless by a dress.”

      “He did brag about going to clubs in the disco era,” Montague said.

      “Like he’s seen the dress before?” My eyes widened. “It’s a good point. I mean, I’m sure he’s in on something.”

      “We could break into his quarters during the…hmm. We just need an event that he’d definitely attend but might not notice if we weren’t there,” Alec said.

      “You really want to break into his rooms, Alec?” Montague said. “Surely he has some wards up.”

      “That’s why we need Harris,” Alec said. “He’s good at all the sneaky spells.”

      “Are you sure we need Harris?” I asked. “If you’re so sure he likes me, do you really want to involve him in this?”

      “He’s going to pretend he doesn’t care, and marry Daisy,” Alec said. “This is Harris we’re talking about. There’s no way he would ever date you, especially if we’ve already staked our claim. Still, it’s a good idea to make him feel needed.”

      I snorted. “This sounds like a terrible idea.”

      “Worst case scenario,” Montague said. “Master Blair catches us. If that happens, you need to cry. Tell him you just want answers about your mom, you know, lay it on thick.”

      “Cry? Just because I’m a girl I have to bail all of us out with my sheer weepiness?”

      “It would work,” Montague said. “Why ignore a potent weapon in your arsenal?”

      “I am not doing that,” I said. “I don’t cry that much. It sounds degrading. You cry!”

      “I never cry, and he wouldn’t care if I did.”

      “You sound super sexist right now. If we’re caught—but we better not be, if Harris is so good at these sneaking spells—I will explain calmly,” I said.

      “So when are we doing this?” Firian asked, crossing his arms as he leaned against a nearby tree, having left us to our arguing.

      “I don’t know,” Alec said.

      “Great plan, bro.”

      

      As it turned out, that very week Master Blair announced that the roller rink would have a grand re-opening at the beginning of February, with various contests and prizes and, he added with a sneer, “some of that shitty modern music you all wanted.” Some guys in the corner yelled insults back. Master Blair gave them the finger, and Stuart took the mic and said, “All right, we’re going to have fun and I want to remind everyone of the rules of conduct at the roller rink, since it’s been a little while. We are gentlemen, aren’t we, Ignatius?”

      Still, it was obvious that Master Blair would be overseeing the contests, and a lot of the guys seemed excited to attend, probably because it was just brutally cold on this mountain in winter due to the elevation, way worse than I was used to, and everyone was stir-crazy.

      I was happy to spend the time spying instead. I was terrible at roller skating, but I also thought it was weird to have a bunch of guys roller skating without any girls around.

      “Guys don’t just go roller skating by themselves!” I explained, when Montague seemed like he wanted us to make it a date instead.

      “Do girls go roller skating by themselves?”

      “Well, people don’t really roller skate that much anymore, but yeah, that’s a little less weird. Roller skating is girly.”

      “You sound super sexist right now,” he said.

      “It is the perfect night to spy,” Alec said. “It’s even a new moon. We’ll have the cover of shadow.”

      He gave me this look like he wanted to break into Master Blair’s house and have sex on his couch or something.

      “Good thing about those no-touching spells,” I said.

      “Do you really believe that?” he said in my ear, tracing one finger lightly along my neck, making me shiver, before his hand was forced back.

      Now the guys just had to convince Harris, who had been pretty buried in his studies and antisocial lately, not that he was ever Mr. Popularity. I let them handle it. It was their crazy idea anyway. Would uptight Harris really want to break in to the dean’s house? Nah. And did we really need him? We’d all been working really hard on our magic together when class was over. The guys were teaching me wards and repelling spells, so if Master Blair caught us, we could just repel him out the door and Montague could use his vampire mind magic to make him forget it ever happened.

      I was settling into my seat at theurgy class when Montague walked by me and said, “He’s in.”

      “Really?”

      “I never doubted it,” Montague said. “There is a reason he’s in Lancelot House.”
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      Charlotte

      

      “Are you sure you’re up for this?” were Harris’ first words to me when we all gathered in the patch of trees behind Dean Blair’s house.

      “Why wouldn’t I be?”

      “Your spells have a way of getting out of control.”

      “I’ve been improving rapidly,” I said. “Practicing every day. Montague and Alec have been helping me out.”

      “Is that so? So that’s where you guys have been lately. Well, that’s all for the best. I’ll be on the council someday. Professor Adams is giving me private lessons in demon summoning.”

      “La-di-da,” I said, annoyed that he brought this up seemingly for no reason, especially when Professor Adams wouldn’t let me do anything.

      Harris shrugged, dropping a leather satchel on the grass. “Well, let’s work quickly. Who knows how long it might take to find photographic evidence. I’m going to cast a spell that should let us slip through the wards. It feels to me like he just has a basic shield of light spell on the house, but there might be smaller wards inside.”

      Once again, there was no doubt, Harris knew what he was doing when it came to magic. He had a focus and authority when he cast spells that Montague and Alec didn’t quite match.

      We were all dressed in mostly black, which was fine since a lot of the uniforms were black anyway, and it was also about twenty degrees outside, so our coats and hats weren’t suspicious. Our flashlights might have been the biggest tipoff that we were up to something, especially since we stole them from a supply closet. Firian had appeared in a black uniform as well. A black cap with flaps covered Harris’ fair hair. With his ice blue eyes and arrogant expression, he would breeze through a casting call for Young German Officer Who Kicks Down a Door, Yells Stuff, Finds Anne Frank’s Hideout.

      Damnit, I already have three guys, why do I keep feeling so magnetically drawn to the one that seems like he’s studying to be some evil council member and of course has everyone helping him along the way with private lessons and crap?

      “It is the new moon,” Harris said. “Perfect timing. You planned that, didn’t you, Alec?”

      “I didn’t plan the roller skate rink thing, but I did notice,” Alec said.

      Harris traced a pentagram shape in the snow at our feet with a stick and directed us to stand at each point.

      “This spell will help to shield us as we cut through the ward,” Harris said. “We’re going to draw energy from the moon’s shadow. Take off your gloves.” He took a silver-edged mirror from his bag. Then he took out a bundle of white sage, lit it, and waved it over the mirror.

      The smell of the sage mingled with the fireplaces burning logs all over the school, the mysterious scent of winter on the air.

      My hair stood on end. This really felt like magic. Which was odd to say when I’d already been manipulating elements, but I understood that we were getting into more subtle territory here.

      Having cleansed the mirror with the smoke, Harris shifted it until he found the moon in its reflection. Well, I assumed that was what he did. I couldn’t see it, but I trusted the magical vibe we had going. “Hecate, I call upon thee, bind the shadows of the moon to our forms, and let us break through the barriers of light, so that we may find the truth in darkness.”

      His eyes flicked to me ever so briefly before he set the mirror down in the center of the pentagram between us. Then he held out his hand over it. “Take my hand, and walk the circle with me.”

      We all held out a hand, one upon the other. Alec, Montague, me, and Firian last. Montague’s hand was freezing, of course, so I would have planned my position better if I’d realized what we were doing.

      We walked, counter-clockwise, point to point, until we ended where we began. I felt a shadow pass over all of us. We all glanced around as we felt it.

      Now Harris looked up with a faint gleam in his eyes. “Okay. We’re ready.”

      We stepped out of the trees. Dance music was pounding in the distance, but Master Blair’s residence was in the loneliest corner of the campus, separated from the student quarters and classrooms. The staff all had Victorian homes like our dorms, but they were a little smaller. Master Blair’s was a white gothic mansion that reminded me of a wedding cake, symmetrical with arches of gingerbread over the windows.

      “We stand out in the snow,” Firian said. “Maybe we should have worn white…”

      “Shh!” I was nervous, wondering if maybe I should have just like, asked Master Blair if he knew my mom.

      But you already know what he’s going to say.

      Alec opened the door without any trouble but Harris stopped him from going in. He waved a hand over the door. “Okay. It’s safe,” he said. “Just wanted to make sure. You might feel a slight resistance as you pass through.”

      We all crossed the doorway, floors creaking under our feet. Victorian houses were creepy in the dark. The air had this mysterious, musty scent that made it seem like no one lived here. Master Blair’s house had very simple furniture, kind of modern but still fitting the old house, with framed posters and art on the walls. I immediately started looking for shelves or anything that might hold photos. Hopefully they weren’t in his work office.

      “Someone has to invite me in!” Montague hissed behind us.

      Okay, I guess we all didn’t pass through the doorway.

      “Come inside, creature of the night,” I said.

      He glowered at me. “Don’t. Do you know how aggravating that is?”

      “You really can’t enter without permission? That’s for real?”

      “Yes. Only houses. Not public spaces. It’s usually not a problem unless I wanted a career in home invasion.” He sniffed the air. “Do you smell that, Alec?”

      Alec sniffed the air now, clearly trying to pick out something, as we moved through the sparse, artsy living room down a narrow hall.

      “I do,” Firian said.

      “Good lord, it’s like hanging out with a pack of dogs,” Harris said.

      “Speaking of that, Charlotte, your sense of smell should also be better than normal,” Firian said. “Since your grandfather is a werewolf. Are you picking up on that?”

      “You mean that smell like a sad ghost in a library?”

      He snapped his fingers. “Good girl. Have a treat.” He held some nachos over my head.

      “Oh, stuff it.”

      “Quit goofing off,” Harris said, because of course. “Be careful in here. There might be traps.”

      Firian looked very unamused all of a sudden. “You don’t smell anything, do you, Harris? You’re just a human, no frills.”

      “‘No frills’? That’s the only time I would ever be described as such. But no, I don’t sniff the air like a wild animal.”

      “I think the smell is Harris’ knickers in a twist,” I said.

      “Does anyone know what that smell is, though?” Montague said. “Because to me it smells like…death. I don’t mean a corpse. I mean…spirits. I think.”

      “Have you ever smelled a spirit?” Harris asked.

      “Not specifically. That’s why I’m unsure. But St. Augustine is very haunted and this smell is familiar. I wondered what it would smell like if Master Blair was talking to Samuel, because I feel like, if I had to guess…”

      “Hey, I think I found it!” Alec had suddenly shot ahead.

      We all edged ahead into a study. It was full of magical looking books on shelves that were very sturdy but still sagged a little, as if the sheer power of the books had overwhelmed the wood. As soon as I crossed into this room, I felt a little queasy.

      “Alec, shit!” Harris hissed. “These are the wards I was talking about for the interior rooms.”

      But now I could see why Alec had suddenly barged into Master Blair’s study. He had his flashlight pointed at a photo on his desk.

      “Oh my god,” I said. “The dress. That’s…Mom.”

      Master Blair was with three other people in the photo. My mom. Samuel. And another girl that Master Blair had his arm around. It was hard to tell ages with witches and warlocks because they often lived longer, but they all looked young and happy. The other girl bore a distinct resemblance to my mom and Samuel. It looked like they were going out on the town. My mom had on the pink dress, the other girl was in polka dots with a little fur cape, and the guys were wearing black suits, a little oversized. Everyone had sort of teased hair, the girls had makeup that was all red lips and intense eyes, and Samuel was rocking some eyeliner. It was definitely the 80s.

      “Well, that is clear evidence,” Montague said.

      “Guys, we have to go,” Harris said. “If we leave this instant I might have time to—“

      “She looks like you,” Alec said. “And this other girl…she has to be another relative. The same nose and smile.”

      “What do I do?” I didn’t want to let the picture go, seeing my mom in the dress, my mom young and smiling and adorable. “Do I confront him about this?”

      “Put it down,” Harris said. “I said I’d help you break in. I’m not getting expelled over—“

      “What are you kids doing?”

      Suddenly Stuart was behind us in the doorway, and even though his tone was like, Threat Level: Mr. Rogers, it was Creepy As Fuck.

      I screamed. We all screamed, actually.

      Stuart held out a hand to take the picture. “Can I see this?” he asked, in the calmest tone but oh my god why was he so creepy all of a sudden? Why was he the creepiest man alive? What the fuck was Stuart? I felt like I was about to bolt in abject terror and I could not understand why my gut was reacting so violently.

      Alec clutched my hand and got shoved back against the desk from the touch. “Sorry, Charlotte,” he said. “I thought that was Montague’s hand.”

      Alec was so terrified he was going to hold hands with Montague? Well, it wasn’t just me then.

      “Stuart. You scared the shit out of us.” Harris laughed with faint relief. “We’re just trying to understand what’s going on with Charlotte and her mother and Samuel Caruthers.”

      Stuart put on his reading glasses. “Can I borrow one of your flashlights? Thank you. Oh…yes. That’s right. Ignatius does have a picture of Emily in that same dress you wore to the ball. I forgot.” He gave me the briefest glance with these eyes that were like, I am the lord of all eternity and before me you are a mere particle of dust, mortal.

      “Ohmigod. Ohmigod. Please don’t hurt me,” I said. “I—I just needed to know. I’m sorry.”

      Harris sighed impatiently. “Charlotte, it’s just Stu for gods’ sake, I think we’re cool. This all happened because the dean has just been acting strange this year, but he reacted strongly to Charlotte’s dress, like he’d seen it before. Right? We are cool, aren’t we?”

      “We are cool,” Stuart said, with a mild smile. “Why don’t you take the photo, Charlotte? I’ll tell Master Blair that I gave it to you to cheer you up. I’m sure he probably has the negatives to make another copy.”

      That must be some confusing old photo thing. I nodded dimly. All the terror I felt was tamped down, and I almost thought I must have imagined it, except that Professor Jablonsky had been perplexing me since the beginning.

      “Your spells to get past the wards were very impressive,” Stuart said. “Who cast those?”

      “I did, sir,” Harris said.

      “Ah. Well, enjoy that in good health, but don’t do it again.”

      “Who is the other woman in the picture?” I asked.

      “That is Samuel’s little sister Ina,” Stuart said.

      “Ina?” Another cousin. I was desperate to know more, my eyes practically willing the face of the grinning, dark-haired girl in polka dots to speak. “Is she still alive? Could I talk to her?”

      “She is at the Haven,” Stuart said, and I picked up on some faint hint of warning.

      “Thank you for understanding, Professor. Let’s go,” Montague said, his cold fingers startling me as they gripped my arm.
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      Charlotte

      

      “Maybe it’s better if we drop all of this,” Montague said, when we got back to the dorm.

      “Drop…looking for answers?” I looked at the picture. It had only whetted my appetite for more. My mom seemed so happy. She hadn’t even met my dad at this point. What happened to her?

      “You’ve been to the Haven, Monty,” Alec said. His strong jaw worked back and forth before his face took on a determined set.

      “Charlotte…” Montague walked up to me and cupped my face in his hands. “I can’t let anything happen to you, that’s all.”

      “What is the Haven?”

      “It’s a huge place where witches and warlocks go for all sorts of reasons. But…none of them all that good.”

      “It’s a sanitarium,” Harris said. “A mental ward. And rehab. It’s where Monty had to go to un-vampire himself as best as anyone can.”

      “So…something bad happened to Ina, too. Samuel’s dead. And my mom is in Sinistral.”

      “Yeah,” Montague said. “Not a good record.”

      We stood in the common room, which was empty. I guess anyone who wasn’t roller skating was enjoying some quiet studying time.

      “So how deep of shit am I in, then?” I asked.

      “Charlotte, you’re going to be all right,” Firian said. He reluctantly admitted, “Maybe it’s a good thing that you’ve gotten so popular. I guess we might need a crew.”

      Harris moved toward the stairs. “I’m going to go study,” he said. “It sounds like my work is done.”

      “Harris!” I walked up to him but hesitated at the studied indifference in his eyes. “I mean…thanks for helping us. I mean that. I know your reputation means an awful lot to you, and you didn’t have to help us.”

      “Just doing my old friends a favor,” he said. “University is the last hurrah, and…I know none of you are capable of getting past those wards.” He glanced at them and then tromped up the stairs.

      I rolled my eyes a little, but if I was being honest with myself, that was just a cover for the uncertainty inside me. I mean, is he really going to just leave and marry Daisy and stop being friends with Alec and Montague?

      “Well, I have what I wanted,” I said. “The dress and the picture should be enough to summon my mom.”

      “Did you just hear me?” Montague said. “Drop it. This is dangerous. To answer your question, the shit is deep.”

      “You think that if I summon my mom, she would actually hurt me? So far the demon has only hurt other people.”

      “Are you ready for it?” Alec said. “Knowing that your mother is…a demon?”

      “If that thing is my mother, we’ve already met.” I bit my lip. “Anyway, who can I trust? I don’t know whose side anyone is on. Out of all the people in that picture, who is still just fine? Master Blair. And I ask again, what the hell is Stuart?”

      “I’ll support you entirely,” Firian said.

      “Firian…you don’t think this is too risky?” Montague asked. He ruffled his hair with an agitated hand. “I get nervous when I hear the Haven is involved.”

      “All the more reason we need some real answers. Is there a day that’s particularly good for summoning demons, the way the new moon was good for this?”

      “Yes,” Alec said. “For that, we should look at the stars. Scorpio’s influence is good for demon summoning, and we definitely want to make sure you don’t have any negative aspects with the current moon and your own natal chart. Do you know your birth time?”

      The next day Alec was buried in books of star charts in the library figuring out my birth chart. Then I realized—duh—I could just generate my astrological chart off a website. I slapped a print out in front of him and he gave all of his books a heartbroken look and said, “That’s…cheating.”

      “Well, you can keep figuring it out this way if you want.”

      He slammed the book shut and snatched the paper out of my hand.

      He figured out that the best time for demon summoning was March 25th. So I had about six weeks to prepare before, hopefully, I would trap my own mother in a summons and could finally ask her…what had happened to my family?
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      Montague

      

      None of us knew how this dating thing was supposed to work. Alec and I were fine seeing Charlotte together, but it ended up feeling more like friends going out. Alec couldn’t touch Charlotte, so it didn’t seem fair if I touched her. At the same time, if we could both touch her, I wasn’t sure what would happen. Maybe it would be weird and we’d both get nervous. Or maybe our desire would feed off each other and we’d lose control. I could easily see that happening, because I knew it was in Alec’s nature to want sex all the time. And it was in a vampire’s nature to have sex with his prey.

      They didn’t always—the vampire who turned me hadn’t. Thank God, because he was a guy. But I remembered how good he smelled. I was afraid if he had forced himself on me I might have enjoyed it.

      When I got home from a night with Charlotte, I’d been having some pretty intense memories.

      Lisbeth and Rayner got to London and rented a small flat. Rayner was working some sort of manual labor job, taking advantage of his vampire strength. Lisbeth offered to get a job as a maid but he insisted that he could provide for her, sparing her those long hours of hard work. I saw all this in snippets, and much of them involved him having sex with her. She had this plain but very pure sort of beauty, but also seemed very determined for a girl of the 1600s, and he clearly loved her so much that the memories always turned me on. Then I felt awkward, like I was cheating on Charlotte by remembering Lisbeth.

      Firian had Charlotte alone during their magic practice, and Alec shared a room with her. They both had private time with Charlotte automatically, so I asked her to study with me. We had some long papers to write for history and literature.

      We would read and take notes in front of the fireplace in the library for a while, and then find some privacy in the stacks. She would slide her hands up my back under my jacket. I could feel her excitement in the way her fingers dug into me, feeling out my shoulders, working down my back muscles, giving my ass a squeeze.

      By this time I was getting hard.

      I kissed her face and neck. I squeezed her ass in return. If it was really quiet in the library I would let slide a hand up her front. Her breasts were just the right size for my hands. I could tell she liked it when my fingers brushed her nipples and I got even more excited thinking about the day when I could strip off her clothes and take those hard nubs between my teeth.

      But when I tried to slip my tongue in her mouth, she would lock her lips down.

      Finally she said, “Your mouth is cold.”

      “It’ll warm up from contact.”

      “Yeah, but…”

      “So how do all these vampires in books get so much action?” I demanded.

      “I’m sorry. I want to kiss you very badly, but when we actually do…”

      “I don’t know how Alec can stand not touching you,” I said, nibbling her ear.

      “Ohhh…!” she said, almost in protest but not really in protest at all. “Do I need to get Alec in here to protect me from you?”

      I stopped and ran my tongue over my teeth. Sure enough, I was all fangs now. “I can’t help it. You smell so good.”

      “You smell so good…”

      “Is it so bad to kiss me, then? I can’t stand this, Charlotte. I never get to kiss the girl I’m so into…?”

      “I want to kiss you. Believe me, I do. It’s just that you’re…dead.”

      “I’m not dead. I’m undead. Which is just…a technicality.”

      “I want to kiss you. I sooo want to kiss you, you tasty man. It’s just…your tongue is lukewarm. At best. Lukewarm tongue.”

      I didn’t really even notice much that my body was cold. In some ways, I felt warmer than when I was alive, because cold weather didn’t affect me as much. “I do see your point.”

      “Did Rayner kiss Lisbeth?” she asked.

      “I actually don’t have any memories of that.” This was a crushing realization. My sire’s life seemed to be unfolding in front of me, in flashes that told me his story. But if I hadn’t remembered any kisses yet, maybe I wouldn’t. Surely a kiss would come before sex. So I just had to wait. Maybe I wouldn’t mind not kissing her as much if we were having sex.

      But they’re two different things. I want both. I want all of her.

      Charlotte’s fingers brushed my chin. “Let’s try it. You’re right. I’ll warm you up.”

      “No,” I said. “If it doesn’t bring you pleasure, I’m not going to do it. You’ll like it better when I can do other things to you.” I nibbled her ear again, and she let out a soft whimper. “And someday I will.”

      “Mm…” She pressed her face against me so I felt her eyelash brush my cheek. I trailed my tongue down her neck and forced myself back before I was tempted to open a vein. “Wasn’t Alec supposed to protect me from you?” she murmured. “Do I need to call him?”

      “With what? The Alec signal?”

      We stood together, forehead to forehead, fingers entwined. The mixture of hunger and lust was heady. The smell of her skin gave me this possessive urge.

      Rayner…if you promise not to kill me, I want you to taste me. When I shut my eyes, I saw a slender wrist offered up. Lisbeth’s trusting eyes. Swear to me, you’ll never taste another girl but me.

      “Charlotte…” I lifted her wrist to my lips, kissed it. Licked it. She laughed but I saw a little worry there.

      “The way you look at me sometimes,” she said.

      I remembered Rayner’s first taste of her blood. My God… Her eyelids fluttered in ecstasy. There was no pain, only pleasure, from a vampire. He wanted nothing more, in that moment, than to drink and drink until she succumbed to him, but he loved her enough that for her, he was always more human than monster. He shoved her wrist away and wrapped her skin in linen.

      “Don’t be scared. I would never kill you…”

      “Good to know.” She lifted her hand and flame leapt from her fingers.

      “Whoa.” I jerked back before my clothes caught fire, but it worked. I was completely snapped out of the memory. “Damn, did I just tell you I wouldn’t kill you…?”

      “Yeah. Very reassuring. You’re like a restaurant with a sign that says ‘Rat-Free!’ Good thing I have skills. I thought it might be a good time to show you how I’ve been learning control,” she said, with a wicked little smile. “Maybe there’s a spell I can learn to warm you up.”

      I shook my head. This girl…

      No matter how intense the memories got, I knew I would never want to find Rayner and serve him like other vampires. We all had our masters. Maybe I would have been susceptible, before. Not now.

      A few days later, she came up to me in the library with a thermos. “What about that?”

      “What?”

      “It’s hot tea. When you sit by the fire your body gets all nice and warm, so I thought, maybe there’s a life hack. I asked Mr. Tranh in the conservatory if there was any tea that was good for vampires and he said chamomile is good for everyone. I put a lot of honey in it. He said that was okay too because honey is magical or something.”

      “That seems almost too obvious.” I took a swig. It was hot, but not too hot. Or maybe I was tougher now. I held it in my mouth a second before taking another. It was also delicious. Very different from blood, but I hadn’t tasted anything else in months now and I didn’t realize I missed sweets. Vampires can still eat honey? Someone could have told me that.

      “Okay?” she asked, perching on the table.

      “Let’s see.” I gently pressed my lips to hers. They parted slowly, letting me in. She didn’t stop me, but instead put a hand to my neck and held me closer.

      “Mmhm…”

      My tongue inside her delicious mouth. It was a hundred times better than it had ever been before. Was it her? Was it my heightened sense? It seemed like both. Every kiss I’d ever had before was at some ball or impromptu outing. It was never with someone I knew like this. She was weaving her way into my life, and Alec’s life too. We could have been pulled farther apart and instead I felt like I was finding my own family.

      But they will still age and die. Not you. You will come to me.

      I stiffened a little, coughing. I’d breathed wrong or something.

      “You okay?” Charlotte asked.

      “Yes.” I shook it off. I wasn’t going to let this shit ruin my happiness. “It seemed like that was better.”

      “Much better. I didn’t even need a spell. Sometimes an ordinary human is all you need.”

      Lisbeth… I saw Rayner at her bedside, her face covered in pustules. I don’t think he even cared.

      Lisbeth…I won’t let you go…

      Lisbeth…!

      “Yes,” I said, holding her so tight that she looked at me funny.
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      Charlotte

      

      This demon summoning thing? I was doing it for me.

      Still, because I had a stubborn streak, I sent Harris an invitation to my demon summoning party.

      

      You dared me. Well, you’re on. Come to my demon summoning party, at Excalibur Theater, midnight. Be there, or shut up. Next it’s your turn.

      

      I passed it to him as a note in class. Really fast, because my palms were sweatier than they should be.

      Yep, at this point I’d been courted by three guys for the last three months but I still got stupid around Harris. He hadn’t said one word about our dare since the break-in. He didn’t say one word about the note either. But then, like the contrary person he was, come midnight and the door creaked open.

      We were using the theater because the doors were unlocked, but it was never used. Merlin College used to have a drama department, but at some point someone must have decided that was a waste of time. Now the theater was only used for assemblies and the grand interior looked a little shabby. It had no windows, but a number of escape doors off the stage, which was another perk. I was nervous and I wanted a lot of doors.

      “So. You’re going through with it,” Harris said. “I’m just here to make sure you don’t open the gates of hell or something.”

      “Yeah, yeah, sit down and shut up,” I said, already on edge.

      I was in the process of drawing the pentagram that would contain the demon.

      “Take deep breaths,” Firian said. “It’ll be fine as long as you’re calm and in control, mentally.”

      Calm and in control?

      I was really trying. Deep down, I thought my mom must be scared. I knew she hadn’t left on purpose. Under the surface of the demon attacks had to be a cry for help. I knew I was doing the right thing. If I could just talk to her, maybe it would lead me to a way to save her. Montague said it was possible, and if there was even one tiny chance I could bring her back to the Ethereal world—and the human world—and us—well, I would take it.

      I was already wearing the pink dress. Once I had drawn the pentagram, I lit some candles and placed the photo in the center.

      “Okay.” I took a deep breath. “Turn off the lights,” I told Alec, who was posted by the row of switches.

      “Remember, just talk to her from your heart,” Firian said. “This isn’t just a demon you’re summoning. It’s a loved one. Love is powerful enough to reach.” He squeezed my hand before taking a step back.

      Firian stood behind me. Montague and Alec were standing together at the edge of the stage, ready to back me up if something happened. Harris had taken the seat front and center, an audience of one. I had a slight regret about inviting him now.

      “Mom…I want to summon you. I want to talk to you. I…I know you’re watching over me. I know you’ve tried to attack the boys you thought might be a threat to me. Thank you, for that, even if it was a little much. Please come.”

      Nothing. Not even a candle flicker.

      “More commanding,” Firian said.

      “If she won’t appear, if something is holding her back, then…tap into a little anger,” Firian said. “She abandoned you. She owes you an explanation!”

      Firian must miss her too, I thought. He remembered her more than I did. In a way my mom and her familiar must seem like his parents too, right? Even though we are not siblings whatsoever.

      “Mom!” I tried again. “I command you to appear and tell me what the hell is going on! Why did you leave me? Why did you break my dad’s heart? Mom—if you have to be a demon now, then—fine! If you don’t want to be my mom, you can at least leave the school alone! But we have a blood tie and you have an obligation to honor that, at least. Who are you?”

      In some desperation, I added, “It’s your little goblin. Remember?”

      The candles all went out.

      I heard all of us catching our breath, afraid to make a sound, as a glow tore its way onto the stage in the center of my pentagram. The wolf demon jumped into the center of the pentagram. Its fur bristled. It hunched, defensive.

      “Mom?”

      “Don’t—do this,” the wolf said.

      “Are you my mom?” I couldn’t help but think that if this was my mom, my mom sounded like a British man.

      “Don’t call her. I’ve tried, Charlotte. I’ve tried. But the Withered Lord has her now and if you go down this path, he’ll destroy everything you love. Close the gate and never speak to Sinistrals again. She didn’t want you to be a witch.”

      I took a step closer. “But I have so many questions! Who are you?”

      “I can’t keep this passage safe long enough!” the wolf growled. “You need to close it!”

      “You know, I’m at Merlin College because I was forced to be here by Ignatius Blair. And he won’t tell me anything. You can’t answer three questions?” I cried.

      Why three? I remembered that Etherium and Sinistral had been described as the realms of fairy tales and magic. And everyone knew that sort of thing came in threes.

      The wolf cursed. Right before my eyes, he transformed into a handsome older man wearing a stylish suit. But he still looked like kind of a wreck. He struggled to his feet. “I’m your grandfather,” he said. “I’m Emily’s father, Rhys. I have to be quick. When I was a boy, I was taken in by the Withered Lord. He’s a high demon, and my mates and I didn’t have an easy time of it, but your grandmother saved us from him. She gave up her powers to do it. And so, we kept your mother from the magical world. At least, we tried. But then Samuel came along, wanting to meet his aunt who had defied the rules of the witching world. Before long he brought his little sister Ina. Your mother adored her cousins, and she wanted to be a witch like them. We told her no, no…” He grimaced. “I suppose it is no use telling you no either.”

      “I can understand where this is going….,” I said.

      “Ina fell in love with a promising young warlock and that was Ignatius. But your great-aunt Catherine was not happy at all that her children were hanging around with the likes of Emily, half-werewolf, and half-fallen witch. The Withered Lord preyed on that. He let us go, fair and square, but he was our enemy now. He still enjoyed toying with us. He killed Ina, Ignatius was heartbroken, and Emily was so angry that she…she bargained. Power for her, and Ina’s life back. She didn’t realize how dear the price was. All of this unfolded just after you were born. Ignatius sealed your magic and shielded you, and we left the country. All to protect you. To keep the magical world and the Withered Lord out of your life until we could take him down. But…as you may guess…we haven’t succeeded. We lost Samuel, and…now, I really don’t know if there is any hope.”

      “Oh…no.” I reached for him. “No…but…you shouldn’t have left! Dad and I have been so alone and confused.”

      “Alone and confused is not the worst fate you could face,” he said.

      “So you’re one of the wolves…with my grandmother in Australia?”

      He nodded, and briefly his face succumbed to emotion. “Yes. Emily was our only child. It was by no means easy to leave you behind. We hoped, one day, to tell you she was saved. For this nightmare to end.”

      “Grandfather Rhys…” I sniffed back my pain, my terror, my grief. “I think Samuel passed his powers to me. So all hope is not lost.”

      “No—Charlotte—I don’t want—“

      Suddenly, my grandfather was ripped from my grasp. His body vanished in a scrape of color that vanished into the pentagram. My screams died in my throat as something else came through.

      Something else.

      “There you are, my little goblin.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty-Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      Charlotte

      

      My mother appeared before me, in no form I would ever have recognized, except as a demon. A creature of shadows. Her form was sort of female, but I couldn’t really see her face. A shadow was on it so I could barely see a gleam of eyes and teeth. Her hair and dress were like black smoke. The temperature of the room seemed to drop when she appeared.

      “You understand now,” she said. Her voice was calmer than before, taking on more of a human sound, but there was still a dark and hollow quality to it. “You’re frightened, I know. Your mother is a demon. That isn’t what any child wants to hear, but you are beginning to shed your child self. So…Ignatius finally unlocked your powers.”

      “Apparently…,” I said, trembling.

      “And Samuel passed his power onto you. Is that the plan, then? They want to ‘save’ me, but there is nothing to save. I have more power than any of them. I am immortal. My home is not here in this cruel, simple, mortal world. My home is in the land of magic. A land of smoke and stars, of the greatest pleasures of wine and song. You could join me there. And…these males you have surrounded yourself with?” She looked around at all of them. Alec and Montague clutched hands. Firian had turned into a fox, his teeth bared.

      Harris alone looked…as arrogant and composed as always? I mean, his eyebrow might have twitched a little. Damn.

      “You could bring all of them with you, and there would be no more worry for any of you. This incubus could bring you pleasure and stop pretending he’s a nice little college boy. This vampire would never lose you to death. Firian would be ever by your side. And you—“ She looked at Harris. “Ah, you would have all the power you want. I see it in your eyes. The mark of the shadow is upon all of you, and you shouldn’t be afraid. Sinistral is not evil. Sinistral is simply the land of power and decadence and more honesty than you will ever find with hypocritical Ethereals sitting in their towers laying down rules.”

      She had a point. About a few things. Maybe.

      I could see that some part of this resonated with every one of them.

      Except maybe one.

      Firian took my hand and squeezed mine so tight it almost hurt.

      “What about Dad?” I asked her. “He loves you.”

      “He’s just a human,” she said.

      “No! I don’t believe that! Mom, please—this isn’t you. I don’t care what you gave up for power. I know you loved him once. You loved our family. This human world is my home, and we all want you back. No power could be worth what you gave up!”

      “You just don’t know, Charlotte, but you will. You’re coming with me, and I’ll show you.” She reached for me, a cold hand grabbing mine. It wasn’t cold like Montague was cold, a “vampires have bad circulation” cold. This was a penetrating, horrible cold that seeped down to my bones and made me feel like I would never be warm again.

      I screamed, trying to pull back from her grip. “I won’t go. I won’t! Mom—go away. I want to shut the gates! I expel thee, demon!”

      Even now, I felt bad ‘expelling’ my mom, but I was not going to go to Sinistral and meet ‘the Withered Lord’. That was not a name that instilled confidence.

      The only problem was, she had a hold on me that wouldn’t break. Or maybe I was the one who refused to let go.

      Her smoky form seemed to turn into actual smoke that surrounded me. I couldn’t see. Shadow blocked my vision. My whole body was shivering. “Charlotte, you’re my daughter. Your place is with me.”

      Wards. I need wards.

      I struggled to remember the magic I had been studying.

      It’s a video game, I thought. Focus. Choose the right components. Defeat the Demomma.

      I felt my power, drawing around me, but then I felt as if I was being dragged down, like the floor was opening beneath me, and I realized she was pulling me into my own pentagram. I was losing. This was not a video game and I was going to die.

      I felt fingers brush mine. Firian. He tried to catch me, and he slipped away.

      My mother let out a terrible scream and I felt something like claws raking down my body as I flailed a hand out.

      Firian caught me. Then I felt a colder hand. Montague. A very strong hand around my wrist. Alec. They were all trying to pull me out of this strange, dark vortex.

      Then a fourth hand seemed to reach deeper and grabbed my hair and I heard Harris say, “You let her go. The darkness shall not touch her. She is under my protection and either you will come to her, or we will destroy you, this I swear.”

      “I love this world!” I cried. “The human world! I don’t care about power but I need the people I love!”

      The word ‘love’, the feeling of it, felt so powerful that even in that moment I felt sure that I could save my mother. That she would feel it and I could reach her.

      Instead, I was finally pulled free of her. The shadows moved from my eyes and I felt myself yanked upward, back in the normal world. The candles were now lit again, and the guys were all looking down on me, worried.

      “She’s bleeding!”

      “Get help!”

      “Charlotte, look at me,” Firian said. “Stay with me.”

      I was still so cold. So cold…

      “Mom…,” I said, a feeble cry of defeat and despair. “Dad…I’m so sorry…I couldn’t…”

      My head was spinning, my eyes filling with shadow and little sparkles.

      I really hope I’m not dying. That would be so stupid of me.

      Don’t die, Charlotte. Dad needs you.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty-Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      Charlotte

      

      I woke up. It felt like a new world. Sunshine everywhere. A hand holding mine.

      “Charlotte?”

      “Dad!?”

      I looked around, trying to make sense of it all. I was in the school infirmary. Dad was there. An electric blanket covered me and I was still shivering. There was an IV in my arm. “Augh!” I screamed. I’d never had an IV before. “What’s going on?”

      “You’ve been out for three days,” he said, taking a deep breath. “Oh, thank god. But the dean said you were touched by an enchantment and you’re going to feel very cold.”

      “Ohh…” That was definitely true. I felt like I had the chills that come with fevers. “Dad…did they tell you…?”

      “I know you talked to your mom. Man, that was my fault. I told you to find the answers. I was hoping you would find a way to talk to her. I never imagined she would hurt you.”

      “I wanted to save her. I wish I had something good to tell you. I tried, Dad, I really tried—“ I started crying. He put his arms around me. “I just wasn’t strong enough to stand against a high demon,” I said.

      “I have to just accept…” He stopped, pulling back, and looked at the high ceilings in one of those I’m-not-crying faces.

      “I don’t accept it,” I said. “I don’t. There are more things to try. I was just too impatient, that’s all. I have to study harder and learn more about what I’m getting into.”

      His eyes cut to me and I saw something in them I didn’t really like. “I’m going to get the dean. He told me to tell him when you were awake.”

      “Wait—“

      The curtains fluttered behind him as he left.

      Firian stepped inside a moment later. He didn’t say anything, but just put his arms around me. “You’re okay,” he said.

      “I guess.” I was shivering more now, and he pulled the blankets up to my chin. “Is Master Blair mad at me? Am I expelled?”

      “You’re not expelled…,” Firian said. “Well…I don’t know.” He sighed. “He sealed your magic back up. You’re going home.”

      “Oh, no,” I said. “No way.” I tried to get out from under the covers. Firian put a hand on my chest, holding me down. “Can I get this IV off me? Firian…where are Montague and Alec?”

      “I’ll tell them you’re awake,” he said, as Master Blair pushed open the curtain, rather dramatically. He looked like he hadn’t slept well, and his suit was nearly as disheveled as Firian’s uniforms. “Charlotte,” he said. “I’m glad you’re awake. I’m very sorry. This is all my fault. Hubris.”

      “It wasn’t your fault. I wanted to see my mom. You tried to keep me from using magic to protect me, and I—“

      He waved a hand. “I knew what you were up to. And I was fully on board. In fact, I wanted to see how determined you were. I relished your rebellion. She is the one, I thought.”

      “Oh, so it was all just one of those stupid tests.”

      “Stupid is definitely the right word for it,” he said. “Well, I was trying to lead you into summoning Samuel by implying he would have all the answers. I even told Brodie to tell you how easy it was to summon the dead. Samuel’s dead. Your mom is a Sinistral. I didn’t think you would go straight for your mom first.”

      “So you’re telling me I’m stupid for summoning my mom!?”

      “No, I’m stupid!” he said. “I should have realized when you took my photograph. Well, anyway, I made a huge mistake by bringing you here. I’ve been planning this since you were born, but I was so selfish. I never thought about your father. How he could lose you. You were this abstract thing, ‘Emily’s child’. I’ve just been moving you around a game board. I didn’t know your mother would try to suck you into the Sinistral world, or that Samuel would be killed. As it turns out, I’m really bad at this. Anyway, I’ve blocked your magic once again and I want you to go home and go to the University of Georgia.”

      “Are you serious? I can’t just do that! Isn’t it dangerous? I want to be here!”

      “Why? Because of magic or because of HAM?”

      “Ham?”

      “Harris Alec Montague. Sorry. They have a faculty nickname. I didn’t start it. Their teachers from their high school warned us they were…well, anyway. They actually haven’t been bad at all. It sounds like becoming a vampire was good for Monty.”

      “I don’t think that’s true,” I said, because I knew it wasn’t easy on him at all. “Master Blair…you used to be friends with my mom. She’s not…evil, right? I mean, there’s good in her. There must be. My dad always believed there was.”

      “Of course there was good in her. Let’s put it this way: in all the infinite possibilities, are there outcomes where we might save her? Yes. I think so. Those are the outcomes I’ve always focused on. The outcomes I never considered were the ones where you are lost or killed. I can’t risk those now, and you shouldn’t either.”

      “But we could be careful this time! Maybe if you had actually just said all this stuff from the beginning! I want to talk to Samuel, like you said. I don’t want to go home.”

      “It was never just about saving your mom,” Master Blair said. “For all of us, this goes back to plans we made. I know to you, I seem pretty old. But to the council, I’m still considered a young upstart. The council is very very old, and if they do let someone young onto it, it’s someone like Harris. An old, old family. This goes back to the reason your grandmother left the witching world: witches and warlocks are segregated by gender, and rebellion is suppressed. Yes, Samuel and I pulled a magic trick to get you into this school because we wanted a girl at Merlin College. We were going to use you to prove that women can handle warlock magic. The council is, even now, furious that I admitted you.”

      “All the more reason I should stay! That’s…pretty cool of you, actually. Who knew you were a feminist.”

      “Times are changing,” Master Blair said. “But the council isn’t.”

      I heard footsteps and voices. Firian, Montague and Alec were coming to visit. Master Blair stood up.

      “I was wrong to expect that generations of change should be undone by you, and stupid to expect that the Withered Lord would leave you alone. That’s all. Please…go home and get well.”

      “Master Blair—no—wait! You can’t just leave me hanging—“

      The curtains shook behind him as he slipped out.

      “What was that about?” Alec asked.

      “What a jerk,” I hissed. “He wants me to go home and go to the University of Georgia.”

      “No way we’re letting you go,” Alec said. “He can’t just throw you into this world and kick you out again.”

      “Although maybe we shouldn’t summon any demons ever again,” Montague said.

      “He sealed my magic!”

      Harris walked in after them. He looked at all of us and the flowers I realized were by my bed. Six bouquets. Monty, Alec, Firian, Dad, probably the faculty…and…Harris?

      “I think I won the bet,” I said. “I summoned a demon. I haven’t seen you do that yet.”

      “And I saved you from the demon.”

      “The demon was my mom!”

      “This entire incident only proved how much trouble you all get into without me,” Harris said. “Montague gets turned into a vampire. And Charlotte was this close to getting pulled into the abyss.”

      “You saved her because you had a shard of Hapsburg unicorn horn,” Firian said. “That is just privilege.”

      “Of course it is,” Harris said, clearly clueless of the fact that privilege wasn’t supposed to be a good thing. “The privilege of my name; that’s why you need me, but it’s ridiculous for Charlotte not to attend Merlin College now.”

      “Still…” Alec put a hand on my forehead, for the second he was able to. “You’re in rough shape. For a couple hours we thought you might die.”

      “A couple hours?”

      “You got very cold,” Montague said. “They were casting all these spells on you to save you. We waited on the bench in the hall until they said you were probably going to make it.”

      That sobered me. The truth was, I didn’t feel up to much of anything right now. I was just shivering in the cocoon of a warm blanket. “Does Dad know it got that bad?”

      “I don’t think so,” Alec said.

      “How long will it take to heal?”

      “They said a few months.”

      “Oh no…so I’m going to miss the rest of the year anyway. This is going to be horrible!” Was I really going to be feverish and shivering for the next three months? I wouldn’t even be able to have normal human friends over. How could I explain anything?

      “We could keep you warm in bed here,” Alec said, with an expression that told me where his thoughts were already going.

      “I can,” Firian said. “You two are out of luck. But I’ll be going home with you anyway.” Now he stroked my forehead. His warm skin felt so good.

      “She only lives four hours away,” Harris said. “If you study on weekdays…”

      “Sure, Harris, if I had a car,” Montague said.

      “Happy birthday,” Harris said, tossing Montague a key.

      “A Kia?” Montague held up the keys. “That was the best you could do, rich boy?”

      “I had to be very secretive,” Harris said. “My parents are suspicious.”

      “This key is scratched to hell. What does the car look like?”

      “My parents drained my bank account! I paid for it with the cash I had on hand, so shut up or buy your own damn car.”

      I couldn’t help it. I beamed at Harris before realizing I was doing it. Then I looked away when he noticed and gave me this faint, superior smile.

      “Okay, I can work with this,” Montague said. “We’re not giving up on you, Charlotte.”

      “I welcome and expect regular intrusions,” I said.

      And Mom…I’m not giving up on you either.
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      You know, I used to like our town’s little Strawberry Festival once. But as Mom struggled to button up my old pink dress, I scowled at myself in the mirror. I had shimmering blue eyeshadow on, and the crazy outfit which was the height of fashion in the capital. It’s hard to be too upset when you’re shimmering. But I was upset anyway.

      “I think I’ll have to alter this next year,” Mom said.

      “Mom! Gods. You don’t have to rub it in that I’ve put on a few pounds.”

      “You look terrific, sweetie, you’re just not sixteen anymore. You’ve filled out into a woman.” She patted my hip, which was exposed due to some small, vaguely sexy cut-outs on the costume, and ran a comb through my hair so she could put on the headdress.

      Seriously, if I moved an inch, the entire costume was going to burst at the seams. I had gotten curvier (and, okay, baked a lot of “I’m-having-a-bad-day-pastry”) since my days in the dance troupe. But the town of Istim wanted to see me in this dress, which cost four hundred gildens. They wanted to see the whole package, because I was the hometown heroine. They would want to see me to stuff my wrinkled old body into this when I was a hundred, I’m sure.

      “Ew,” I said, disturbed at the image.

      “Ew?” Mom asked, jerking on my hair.

      “I was just thinking how I am never going to live this down,” I said. “I’m going to be a Strawberry Girl until I’m a Strawberry Crone.”

      “It’s the circle of life,” Mom said. “You’re going to have a long hard life if you’re already tired of it, Phoebe. Is it so terrible that everyone’s proud of you? Gosh, when you were a little girl, you couldn’t get enough attention if we tried. This town doesn’t have anything else to get excited about.”

      “I am well aware,” I muttered. I could faintly hear Percival Mintz playing his violin in the distance. He wrote his own songs, new ones every year. The result was that everyone had to sit patiently through several very long, sad tunes that no one knew at all.

      By the time he was done, I was all dressed, from the jeweled headdress to the boots. It was pure stage costume paired with capital fashion. No one in Istim had anything like it. My audience would be wearing simple homespun dresses, tunics, and cloaks with perhaps a little ribbon or fur for luxury. This dress was short, with a big collar that fanned out with a gold ornament for a clasp, a half-cape, long draping sleeves that emphasized all my movements, bare knees, heeled boots, and the jeweled tiara on my head. Most of it was dyed a bright pink, with white and red accents. It was a lot of outfit. Everyone loved it. Including me, actually.

      I just missed all the excitement that went with it. The festival just reminded me that this was my life now. I was twenty-one and my best days were already over. At some point I would have to suck it up and marry a town boy or apprentice in some useful trade like midwifery or goat breeding.

      I passed Percival, leaving the stage as I came up. “They can’t wait,” he assured me. “And you look great.”

      “Thanks.”

      “You feeling okay?”

      “Of course I’m feeling okay. I love that this is the only thing of importance I’ll ever do for the rest of my life,” I snapped.

      He looked—understandably—like, Whoa, where did that come from? It was a good thing I’d lost Mom somewhere back there.

      “But most people never do anything important!” he said. “You’re the luckiest person in Istim! I mean, you’ve seen the whole kingdom and most of us never even leave the gates!”

      “Yeah. Exactly…,” I said, letting my mind briefly wander over all the things I’d seen. The towers of the Temple of Stones. The beautifully painted ‘Frosting Castle’ of Rungenold. The markets and shops in the capital with all the goods fresh off the ships from around the world. The warriors of Gaermon, which was now under siege, according to the paper. I wanted to cry when I read that. I’d seen the Black Army marching down streets. I’d seen monsters attacking our caravan…

      Percival was looking at me like I was crazy. No one in town was going to offer me any sympathy, because no one in town had seen any of these things, except Mr. Argrave, the former soldier who had quietly settled here at the same time I returned. And he was—of course—a weird hermit who pretty much stuck to his shack in the north corner of town until he needed groceries. He bought our garden produce from me sometimes. He had an intense, unsettling gaze under his hood. It wasn’t like I would go pay him a visit to reminisce on our travels.

      “Well.” Percival laughed uncomfortably. “You’d probably better go before they run backstage and drag you out.”

      “Yeah.”

      I walked out to a cheering crowd of three hundred people or so. That was most of the population of Istim. It was obvious why I meant something to them. They were just farmers and shopkeepers, struggling to eke out a living in this small town so close to the Cavern’s Gate, hemmed in by the tall stone walls that kept out the monsters. Even from the stage, the walls loomed around me, although the effect was lessened slightly by the town being built on a hillside.

      When I walked out, I couldn’t help but get swept up in the energy that reminded me of that year when I had traveled the world. Every year, girls of the realm competed to join one of the four singing and dancing troupes that toured the land in armored caravans. You had to be at least sixteen but no older than twenty to compete. Girls dreamed of the day the troupes came to their town, because recruiters came with them. The state sponsored the troupes and made sure they came to every tiny town at least once every four years. They were the most excitement a town was going to get.

      It didn’t used to be like this, I knew. A century or two ago, during the Era of Elders, our world was very different. The gate to the realm of the monsters, in the northern caverns, was protected by the priestess and her four guardians. They prevented monsters from crossing through the gate. It was safe to travel between towns just riding a horse. You didn’t need guards armed to the teeth and armored carriages, and so towns could keep their gates open during the day and all sorts of performers and festivals traveled the world. More goods were available, too, and they were cheaper.

      Back then, girls hoped to be chosen as the priestess, not a performer. But priestesses only came along every thirty years or so, and their fate was written in the stars, not chosen by a capital-appointed committee.

      The old days sounded amazing to me, but even the most withered crone in the village couldn’t remember it at this point. I had never known anything but a world full of monsters, so when I was chosen for the Strawberry Girls, I felt like the luckiest girl in the world.

      I didn’t think about the fact that new girls were selected every year, and what happens to the old ones then? Well, you just go home, back to your boring old life in whatever boring old town you came from, and for the rest of your life, you’re known as A Girl Who Got to Do Something, Once.

      In my case, I came home to a little cottage with a vegetable garden, some chickens and milking goats. Our growing season was short, this far north. We ate a lot of cabbage and root vegetables. One of the big events of the year in Istim was a rock-tossing competition.

      And I got to rehash my old routine, but without all the other girls I used to perform with or the costume designers and hairdressers and makeup artists who used to help me look the part, or the magic that amplified our voices, or the professional musicians who played so beautifully.

      Plus, a lot of my old friends, who were definitely jealous, made fun of the music, but I’m sorry—it was awesome. The Strawberry Girls were the most ridiculous of the dance troupes so I got to sing a lot of songs about candy, rainbows, hair ribbons, and first love, and I thought that was a lot better than the sad songs the Moonlight Girls were known for.

      I jumped out onto stage and the pathetic excuse for a band we had around here kicked off with a rousing number, Carriage Ride.

      

      Coach and four white horses

      Golden hair and polished boots

      He’s the boy I’m dreaming of

      Take me on a carriage ride

      

      Behind the doors we’ll share our dreams

      Carriage ride, ooh, let me inside

      Tucked away while the world flies by

      Carriage ride, ooh, my heart can’t hide

      

      I mean, I guess I understood why the old people complained about it, considering that bards used to sing poems that were a hundred memorized lines and told an entire story about past heroes, but you couldn’t dance to that. These days, even the bards wrote snappier songs. When you were listening to a song like “April Hearts” or “Taffy Girl” you couldn’t think about monsters or worry over a failed crop. You were just happy. I could see the whole town swaying to the music, mouthing with the words, and just having a good time.

      “Carriage ride—” I was still killing it with the chorus when I heard a commotion in the distance.

      A monster, flying erratically, swept over the crowd.

      I’d heard that some monsters could fly. We’d never seen one, though. No monster had ever breached the walls. Scuffling turned to screaming and the crowd started parting in panicked waves, clearing the way for the monster to land near the stage.

      Oh, thanks a lot, neighbors, I thought as they opened a path for it to land on ragged wings. It moved with terrifying speed, its clawed little hands scrabbling on the edge of the wooden stage.

      I glanced around for anything I could use to defend myself. The stage was empty. A heavy curtain was behind me, and I scrambled to find the spot where it parted before trying to lift it and duck under it instead. I heard my mother screaming my name.

      “Haaah!” I turned as I heard a man yell and saw the flash of steel. A blade cleaved the monster into two, and it let out a squawk just before it was obliterated. The two halves of its body, covered in shining silver-black scales, now just looked like a disgusting lump that was bleeding everywhere. The monster’s face was turned toward the sky, its mouth hanging open. It looked sort of like a large lizard, a long pointed snout, sharp teeth, and bat-like wings. Its eyes, on the other hand, were a disconcertingly sharp amber color.

      The townspeople were totally losing it, screaming and running around.

      My savior was none other than Mr. Argrave. I guess that made sense, since he used to be a soldier. But I didn’t know him at all. No one really did, but he claimed to have been sent here to monitor activity near the Cavern’s Gate. Istim was one of the last towns before you got to the dead zone around the gate. All the mountain towns had been abandoned, given up to the onslaught of monsters. The passes were heavily guarded by two forts, but monsters still slipped through all the time. Usually, our high walls were enough protection.

      Mr. Argrave hopped up on to the stage and grabbed my hand. “C’mon.”

      “C’mon where?”

      “We need to talk.”

      “But I don’t even know you!”

      “Yes,” he said, giving me a withering look. “That’s why we need to talk. Your mother is aware that this day would come. Now it’s time I told you the situation.”

      “The—what? What situation?” I followed him as he dragged me behind the curtain. Mom was already rushing toward us.

      “Mom, what do you know that I don’t?” I cried.

      “I’m sorry, Phoebe. I just wanted you to have a normal life as long as you could.”

      I was really panicking now. I didn’t really want a normal life, but if my abnormal life was going to begin with a monster ambushing me on stage, then…feeding chickens and growing cabbages in Istim sounded better after all.

      “You are the next Priestess of the Gate,” Mr. Argrave said. “And your powers are starting to stir. You’re ready.”

      Mom looked anxious but she didn’t say anything, which was alarming on its own. I got my talkative nature from her.

      “But—there hasn’t been a priestess for a hundred something years,” I said.

      “One hundred and eight,” he corrected. I was supposed to know that. Memorizing numbers and dates was never my forte during my sporadic attendance in the village school. “Oh, there have been priestesses in the past hundred and eight years,” he continued. “Plenty of them. They’ve all been killed by the Black Army.”

      “Craaap,” I said, which was really an insufficient response. “Craaaaaaaap. I know where this is going. You’re going to tell me that the Black Army will be looking for me now.”

      “Exactly.”

      “I was…hoping you were going to reassure me,” I said faintly. “I need to sit down.”

      “This is no time to sit down,” he said. “We need to get moving.”

      “To where? We can’t leave town! The monsters—and—and the Black Army is everywhere! Does this mean they can sense me now? Did they send that monster after me?”

      “No,” he said. “Two different things entirely. The Black Army can’t sense you. They are always looking for the next priestess, but as far as I know, they don’t have any special magic for tracking us.”

      “Us?” Double crap. “You’re one of my guardians, aren’t you?”

      “Fate has decided,” he said. “I am your first guardian. You can call me Sir Forrest, now that we’re about to be intimately acquainted, like it or not.”

      I swallowed. I didn’t really know what this meant. “You’re a knight?”

      “I didn’t want to draw much attention here,” he said. “But yes.”

      I had never noticed him before, besides as a stranger and a weirdo. He was a little over six feet tall, with his sword at his waist. The sword had a really intricate hilt with a pommel that looked like the head one of the monsters. Its tiny eyes were jeweled.

      But enough about the sword. Now that I was getting a good look at ‘Sir Forrest’, it didn’t escape my notice that despite a somewhat rough appearance—the dark hair in some slightly brutish and unkempt warrior’s style, the stubble, the scuffed up boots and moth-eaten gray cloak—he had gorgeous brown eyes and a fine build. I mean, his personality could have used some polishing, but supposing this whole thing didn’t kill me, this might not be so bad.

      “It’s not the Black Army you have to worry about—yet. Monster activity outside the gates has increased in the past few months, as I’m sure you know. It was only a matter of time. I’ve been waiting for you to be ready. This world needs a priestess. We have to try and locate your other three guardians and confirm you at the Temple of Stones, then complete the sealing ritual at the gate, and if we can do that…no more monsters. This was a clear sign that it’s time for you to come under my protection and take your place in history.”

      “Take my place in history? You know what history is full of? People who died.”

      Ignoring me, he rummaged in the pocket of his jacket and took out a small, dogeared book. “This explains your duties.”

      “Oh, no, don’t give her that yet—” Mom began, sounding almost panicked as I opened the book…to a stylized line drawing of a girl, naked but adorned in jewelry, being claimed by a man. He was supporting her around her back with his arms, while another man was holding her hands out over her head and suckling her breast. The men were both very tall and beautifully rendered, and my cheeks flashed hot. The caption said:

      The Priestess and Two Guardians Performing a Trine (See—Appendix B)

      I sputtered something incoherent. Mom took the book out of my hands. “Let’s talk this over at the house.”

      “We don’t have time,” Sir Forrest said. “We should get on the road now while we have hours of daylight left.”

      “We have to go back to the house,” I said. “I need clothes, obviously. And Wretch.”

      “Wretch?”

      “My flying cat?” I glared at him. He had to be playing dumb. It was hard to miss Wretch. Flying cats were very rare to begin with. She usually flew around my head everywhere I went. But she would be a distraction during my performance, so I had locked her in the house.

      “We can’t take a cat with us,” he said.

      “Why shouldn’t I take her? She can hunt her own food.”

      “It’s too conspicuous.”

      “I’m not going anywhere without her.” I crossed my arms. I might be in some level of denial about what was going on, that he was saying I had to leave my home and head into danger, but this was not a point I was willing to negotiate.

      “Wretch is really a well behaved cat,” Mom said, looking uncomfortable. “She might even bring you some dinner to share.” My stomach twisted. It was weird to see Mom attempting to implore a complete stranger to let me keep my cat. It drove home that I was going into an unknown situation.

      “I can do my own damn hunting,” Sir Forrest said. “I’m not eating something the cat literally dragged in. But, fine. I don’t have time to argue. Take the beast.”

      We started walking back to my house. I still had so many questions but I had the feeling Sir Forrest wouldn’t answer them until we were moving. He hung back a little as Mom and I walked ahead of him, and I dared to glance at her. “You knew about this?” I whispered. “And you…you think it’s okay for me to leave?”

      “I’ve known since you were away with the troupe,” she said.

      “How?”

      “I was contacted with a message from one of the Elders from the Palace of Stones. They sensed your presence when you were in the capital and warned me about what to expect. The message said you were safe until your powers awakened and that they were sending Sir Forrest to watch over you until the time came…” Her lips pinched, revealing a long-held fear. How had I not known? Then again, when I came back from the troupe, everything seemed different.

      “I can’t believe you kept a secret like that from me! I could’ve prepared for it.”

      “How could you prepare?” She looked down, not even glancing at the gardens we passed as we hiked up the cobblestone path. Mom usually noticed every blooming flower in everyone’s yard. “There was nothing to be done until you were ready. I worried it would only make your years here harder. You would be frightened on one hand, and anxious to go on the other. I know you. You miss seeing the world. Now, if all of this works out, many more people will be able to see the world again. We wouldn’t have to live in fear behind walls…”

      “And you trust this guy?” I jabbed a thumb back toward Sir Forrest.

      “He is your guardian,” she said. “He showed me his sigil. He is bound by fate to protect you, no matter what. And you have the ability to heal him and lend him strength.”

      “I do?”

      “Read the book,” she said, with a heavy sigh, and gave the book back to me.

      It didn’t take a genius to guess that the “Trine” had something to do with lending strength to my guardians. I quickly glanced back at my first guardian. He shielded his beautiful eyes with one broad hand as he looked up to note the position of the sun. You can call me Sir Forrest, now that we’re about to be intimately acquainted, like it or not.

      Intimately acquainted. Like it or not.

      I had two voices in my head. One was freaking out, and the other one was like, Girl, let’s do this…
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