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      “Bitch!”

      

      My friends at the table snickered with hand-covered mouths. Sometimes, well, most of the time, Shawnna was her own worst enemy. I might have laughed the loudest when her gourmet water spilled all over her new cashmere sweater that she had mentioned no less than twenty times in the last ten minutes.

      I may have also used a small puff of wind spell that I had learned yesterday to knock the water into her lap. Not that anyone here would ever know that fact. To them, magic wasn’t real. Hell, I wasn’t even sure what it was.

      “I prefer witch. The words are synonymous, but not mutually exclusive,” I replied. I could joke about it because no one would believe it if I told them.

      “Lacey, you have to be the meanest person ever! My new sweater! Gah!” Shawnna exclaimed while dabbing at the hopeless mess.

      The noisy student union didn’t take notice of her caterwauling. Obnoxious behavior was the norm in a bustling place on a college campus. There was a knock-off Starbucks and a cafeteria on this floor, then a computer lab and bookstore on the bottom level. We sat outside the coffee shop around a small table.

      Shawnna’s boyfriend, Braxton Stanwick of the Atlanta Stanwick’s, handed her napkins as she soaked each one. He refused to look at her as long as his face was twisted up with what she would certainly deem as inappropriate laughter. The Stanwick’s owned a printing operation that supplied rest areas along the interstate with brochures about the different attractions in their state. I wondered sometimes how Braxton and Shawnna came from the same stock.

      Shawnna Maydestone and her family hailed from Savannah. She was here on scholarship. The Maydestone scholarship was created in honor of her great grandfather who was the president of Stonehill Community College in Stonehill, Georgia. Everyone here knew who she was and what family she came from. She wouldn’t fail, that was for sure. Her ancestors founded the town and the college. They were masons. Like bricklayers, not the super-secret society.

      She continued to whine, and we ignored her as we always did. Especially, Harper, who usually kept to herself. She barely looked over her Biomechanical Engineering book to notice any of us. She was a quiet soul, but part of the group. We wouldn’t be complete without her. All she needed was a little liquor to loosen up. The last time we went out, she got sloshed. It was hilarious because I’d never seen her so lively. She was embarrassed, but I loved both sides of her personality.

      Harper Petley, daughter of Hiram Petley, belonged to the group as the heir to a large engineering conglomerate in Kent, England. She currently worked with her father’s partner, Joseph Radley, in Atlanta. Petley Enterprises specialized in skyscrapers and other municipal buildings. They employed designers, architects, and many other engineering types.

      “How was Mr. Culpepper today?” I asked Marlow, better known to us as Marley.

      “Oh. My. God. That man is so hot. I can’t concentrate on World History when he starts talking,” Marley replied. “He wore those tight khakis. Bulge city.” She fanned herself with her hand.

      Marlow Vernon had moved to Stonehill from somewhere in South Carolina. She, like me, didn’t have a huge inheritance, but we fit into the group somehow. She wanted to be a school teacher which made absolutely no sense considering her personality. Seemed like a lot of work with very little pay. There was definitely a sacrifice to being a teacher. However, her heart was in it. I supposed her urge to sleep with all of her professors would subside once she started to teach. At least, I hoped it would.

      “Were you listening to the lesson or looking at his crotch?” I asked with a grin. When Marley walked into her World History 101 class back at the beginning of the semester, she swore what he had in his pants was the equivalent of an anaconda. To be honest, if any man whipped an anaconda out of his pants with me, I’d probably make it bite him. Obscure spells. My favorite.

      Witch. Mage. Wizard. I didn’t know what I was exactly. I picked up an arcane magic book out of my parents’ attic after they died. Ever since, I can do the least helpful spells ever.

      My parents were book nerds. We owned a local bookstore in Stonehill. Our house smelled like a library which I hated to admit that I loved. All the books from the store were boxed up after they died, and I got to keep the ones at the house. In the attic, my father concealed a musty trunk full of old books. I’d found the spell book in there plus one other that seemed to be spells in a foreign language.

      The book in English talked about magic like it was real. I decided to test the theory. At the ripe young age of 15, I picked a spell and cast it. Unfortunately, it turned my neighbor’s cat blue. I called him Smurf. This was the first lesson I learned. Understand the consequences for a spell before you cast it. My neighbor took Smurf to the vet who diagnosed it with an incurable disease, so they put the poor thing to sleep. I felt terrible. From that point on, I didn’t cast a spell on any living things, and to this day, I still don’t. A bottle of water spilled in someone’s lap is harmless compared to my actions resulting in the death of something living.

      After my parents died, I moved in with my Aunt Clarabelle. As my father’s older sister and my only living relative, she’d graciously taken me in. When I reached eighteen, I inherited my parent’s money which wasn’t much, but it was enough to send myself through college. Aunt Clara loved the fact that I was going to “better myself” as opposed to spending the money frivolously.

      Aunt Clara lived in a restored Victorian home in downtown Stonehill. She couldn’t move up and down the stairs, so the whole second floor and attic belonged to me. I kept it clean and helped with the rest of the house. She was kind, but eccentric. She’d recently dyed her hair lavender, because she saw on television all the young people were doing it. I had a good snicker at it, but the more I looked at it, I realized that it fit her perfectly.

      “Both,” Marley answered with a grin. “Don’t judge. You would have been doing the same thing. I’m thinking I might need one on one instruction with him. I’m going to go see what his office hours are like today.”

      “Good luck,” I called out to her as she trotted off with her book bag.

      Culpepper would be just one in a long string of professors that Marley had tried to take to bed. Sometimes she succeeded. Sometimes she didn’t. It was all good fun for her.

      “Sorry, I’m late,” Dakota said as he sat down with a cup of coffee.

      “Did you oversleep again, Fane?” I asked.

      Dakota lifted his head from the steaming cup of coffee. His dark eyebrows bunched over his deep brown eyes. “I had a rough night,” he grumbled.

      “You okay?” I asked.

      “I’m good, Lacey. I missed Econ. Mind if I borrow your notes?” he asked, then sipped his coffee.

      “Sure. No prob, Bob,” I said.

      “You are so weird,” he said. He didn’t smile, but I saw the hint of humor in his eyes. Bloodshot eyes. I clipped the notes out of my book and sat them on the table. His hand brushed mine as he took them. I looked up into those dark brown eyes. Breaking off the gaze, I pretended to listen to Shawnna talk about the other cashmere sweaters that she owned.

      Dakota Fane hailed from the great state of Montana. His family were cattle ranchers, and he had no interest in the family business. When he chose to move to Georgia for college, his parents weren’t happy. He’d ended up paying for it himself. He have picked up another job since he looked so tired. But even tired, he looked completely fuckable.

      Looking down at my watch, I realized I only had a few minutes before I had to get to my Art Appreciation class.

      “I gotta run. Catch you guys later tonight?” I asked.

      “Of course!” Braxton said, as Shawnna pouted. He patted her on the hand, but I could tell that his compassion was waning.

      “See ya later, Lacey,” Dakota said, drawing my gaze back to him. I pursed my lips and forced myself to look away again.

      Dakota knew my full name, and I was thankful that he didn’t bust out with a “Chantilly Lace Ashcraft.” I cringed just thinking about it. What was my mother thinking? I grabbed my backpack, waved to them, then trotted to my class. It wasn’t far away, but I knew I had to hustle. Art wasn’t my favorite class, but it was better than Geology, which was later on this afternoon with Dakota.

      This was my simple life, and I loved it that way. Good friends, the mundane college grind, and an attic full of magical tomes. Apparently, simple wasn’t enough for fate when it came to hand me my plate of problems, because this was just the beginning of a buffet of magical grief.
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      My class was on the second floor of the art building, so I took the stairs. When I hit the mid-point landing, the lights went out. I backed against the wall, so I wouldn’t tumble down the stairs.

      “Great. I’m going to fall and break my neck,” I muttered in the darkness.

      A couple of days ago, I managed to conjure an arcane circle. It glowed in purple light with floating ancient symbols that I didn’t understand. I didn’t have a clue what to do with it, but I could use it now for light. A warning flashed through my memory of a man I met in a dark alley last year. He offered to teach me to use magic, but I refused. I didn’t know the man, nor did I like the sound of his rules. He warned me that others would come, but I didn’t understand what he meant.

      I lifted my hand, but before I could recite the chant, a dark figure moved down the steps to my position.

      “I wouldn’t do that if I were you,” the hooded figure said.

      “Do what?” I asked.

      “At least you are smart enough to deny it,” he said. It was definitely a male voice.

      He stopped two steps above me. My hand shook in fear. Getting caught in a dark stairwell alone wasn’t safe for a young woman.

      “Leave me alone. I’ll scream,” I said, moving back toward the steps that descended to the main floor.

      “You could scream, but no one would hear you. But I am not here to harm you, Chantilly Lace Ashcraft. I am only here to warn you,” he said.

      “Lower your hood. Show yourself,” I demanded.

      He shook his head but lifted his hand. A bright blue arcane circle appeared above his hand. It looked identical to mine except for color. The light did not illuminate his face which remained in the shadow of his hood.

      “You are free to go. However, heed my words. They are coming for you. The more you use magic, the more they feel you. If you want to live, you will stop using,” he warned.

      “You are too creepy for words, Mister. Now go away. I’m going to be late!” I said with a shaky voice.

      His tone softened. “Miss Ashcraft, your bravado is not required, but it is admired. If you ever get into trouble, you can contact me. Call forth this symbol.” He lifted his circle to me. One of the symbols pulsed with power. I didn’t know what the rune meant, but I could remember it. The symbol looked like an artistic pi with two dots.

      “I don’t know how to call it forth,” I mumbled. “I just dabble. This isn’t for real.”

      He stepped closer to me causing me to tremble. “It is for real, Miss Ashcraft. It’s time you realized your own potential, or it will be taken from you. Show me your circle.”

      Lifting my hand, I recalled the spell from the book. Focusing on the six elements listed in my magic book, I recited, “Circulus elementum.”

      My purple circle appeared, but it wasn’t as vibrant as his.

      “Good. Focus on my symbol. It represents earth. When you have the symbol clearly in your mind, simply request for it to pulse,” he said.

      I did as he instructed. The earth symbol pulsed faintly in my circle, while the symbol that resembled a lower case ‘h’ with a swirl through it pulsed in his. “Is that me?” I asked.

      “Yes, well done. I will try to respond as soon as possible if you call,” he said. “But I wish you would allow me to provide you with additional protection.”

      “I don’t need it. No one is going to come looking for me,” I said, watching as our two circles illuminated the stairwell . I was mesmerized by the simple magic. Maybe it was real. Maybe I needed to admit to myself that there was something bigger going on besides getting to art class on time.

      He simply grunted, then closed his hand. His circle winked out, leaving us standing in my purple light.

      “For your sake, I hope not,” he said.

      “What is your name?” I asked.

      “I am called Ajax, Miss Ashcraft. Please be safe,” he said, then walked through the wall as if it were a doorway.

      I ran my free hand along the wall but felt nothing. I thought there would be some sort of residual for the magic, but there wasn’t. Perhaps he wasn’t even here. I looked back to the floating circle above my hand. He was right. I needed to stop. No more wind spells. No more shiny purple circle.

      Closing my hand, I bathed myself in the darkness. Feeling along the wall, I climbed the steps slowly to the second floor. When I stepped into the hallway, the lights turned back on, and I ran to class.

      The door was shut, but I slowly opened it hoping to sneak in.

      “Miss Ashcraft, you are late,” Professor Fleming said. Myra Fleming had taught at the college for years and had a reputation of being a stickler about attendance. Some professors cared about attendance while others operated on the thought that as long as you were paying for it, who cared if you applied yourself or not.

      “I apologize. I was in the stairs when the lights went out. It was just a bit scary,” I explained.

      She narrowed her eyes at me, then said, “Have a seat.”

      “Thank you,” I muttered.

      Slipping into my chair, I looked up to the whiteboard where she had been drawing symbols. Arcane symbols. Of course, why would it be anything else?! It was as if the cosmic universe was nudging me to pay attention.

      “Throughout the years, symbolism has been considered an art form. From symbols like these arcane magic icons to hieroglyphics, art has been formed and inspired by symbolism. Your assignment for this week is to produce an original art piece featuring any symbol set you choose. Emojis are not allowed,” she instructed. The class groaned. I think they all had plans of poop emoji art. I know it was the first thing that popped into my head.

      I focused on the symbols. The fancy ‘h’ symbol stood out to me. It was how I was represented in Ajax’s circle.

      Under the symbol there was one word.

      Air.
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      After class, I decide to crash. I had been feeling more fatigued lately. More than usual. I hoped I wasn’t coming down with something. Being sick put an end to many college semesters, making it nearly impossible for a student to make up the missed time in classes. Sprinting to the bus stop, I hoped to make it home before it started to rain. Dark clouds gathered overhead, taunting me with doom. I couldn’t concentrate on the art lesson. The symbol stuck in my head. Why was I represented with Air?

      I had used the puff of air with Shawnna, but I didn’t feel any proclivity to air in general. It was time for more research. If I dug through my father’s books, perhaps I could find an answer. I hadn’t read the boring ones. I just focused on the spells once I realized I could do them, and that magic even in small forms was real.

      Ajax walking through the wall had been the largest display of magic I’d ever seen. Even so, I still had a hard time wrapping my head around the concept. What did he do? Move molecules so that he could pass through it? Perhaps he changed his own molecules to join with the wall. There had to be a science to it, right?

      I made it to the bus stop just before it started to rain. I crowded under the small awning with several other people as we waited for the bus. The other symbols flashed through my mind. I wanted to know what they all meant.

      As the bus approached, my phone rang. I dug it from my pocket, allowing other people to board before me. I darted on at the last minute.

      “Hello?” I gasped.

      “I need your help,” Braxton said.

      “What’s wrong?” I asked.

      “Can you meet me at the coffee shop?” he asked.

      “Right now?”

      “Yes. Please. Shawnna isn’t here,” he said. “It would be just us.”

      “Um, okay,” I replied. “I’m on the wrong bus for that, but I’ll be there soon.”

      “Get off at the next stop. I’ll pick you up,” he replied. “Where are you?”

      “I just got on at the art building. The next stop is the library,” I said.

      “Alright. I’ll be there in a few minutes,” he replied, then hung up.

      I pushed my way to the door, so I could prepare to get out. So much for my nap and research. Braxton sounded like he was in trouble. I hoped he didn’t want my help with Shawnna. Despite being part of our group of friends, I wasn’t particularly fond of her.

      The bus stopped, and I lunged out of the bus to the library steps. There was no awning at this stop. I rushed up the steps to find shelter under the tall Greek columns of the college’s library. The building was impressive. I wondered if there were magic books inside it. Perhaps in the special collections. I would have to investigate it later because Braxton pulled up to the curb in his Audi R8. It was bright blue and hard to miss.

      Dashing back out into the rain, I made it to the car, just as he reached across to open the door for me. I felt bad sliding into the leather seat considering I was soaked from the rain.

      “Sorry about the rain,” he said.

      “It’s not like you made it,” I replied.

      “No, but I made you get out in it. I hope you didn’t have plans,” he said.

      “Nothing important. What’s going on?” I asked.

      “Let’s get some coffee, and I’ll explain,” he said.

      Looking at his face, I noticed the deep lines along the edges of his eyes and the furrowed brow. The stress of something weighed upon his handsome form. We rode in silence to our group’s favorite coffee shop, The Grind.

      He parked near the front.

      “Ready to get wet again?” he asked with an eyebrow waggle. That was the Braxton I knew. The flirt.

      “I don’t think you’ve got the skill for that,” I quipped back.

      “I could prove it,” he replied.

      “Shawn would castrate you,” I said.

      He wrinkled his nose because he knew I was right. “Let’s go inside.”

      Quickly we moved from the car to the shop. He held the door open for me, then followed me inside. The place was deserted. Just the lone barista. She raised up from where she had been resting on her elbows and greeted us with a smile. I didn’t recognize her. She must be new to the shop.

      “You want your regular?” Braxton asked.

      It surprised me that he knew my regular, but I nodded. “I’ll find us a seat. It’s so crowded.”

      He flashed me a smile, then spoke to the woman behind the counter. I grabbed a booth on the back wall and watched him interact with her. She couldn’t take her eyes off him, giggling with every comment he made.

      Braxton lived and breathed to flirt with women. I hadn’t figured out how in the world Shawnna managed to nail him down. She must have a golden vagina. Looking at him, if I had to guess, I’d say he was probably pretty damn good at it. Hell, it had been so long for me, that I think every guy I looked at was sexy. Dakota’s dark eyes flashed through my mind. I needed to stop comparing everything sexy to him.

      My last boyfriend wasn’t really a boyfriend. More like a few dates with a one-time bedding, then he was out. I guess, I sucked. Or didn’t suck well enough. Either way, I was perpetually single. Not that I wanted to be anything but single though. The only serious relationship had ended in disaster. As most relationships do at my age. I’d decided I was too young to worry about a serious attachment. I wasn’t playing the field as much as Marley, but I certainly didn’t think settling down was on the immediate agenda.

      Braxton paid the barista, telling her to keep the change. She thanked him profusely, then fluttered her eyelashes at him. No. Really. She fluttered them. I was living in a real-life cartoon world. I should keep my eyes peeled for falling anvils.

      He sat the dark roast coffee with cream down for me, then took a seat across from me with his café mocha. He didn’t speak as he sipped the coffee. I decided to prod him.

      “Brax, what’s wrong?” I asked.

      He shook his head. “My dad called.”

      His relationship with his father consisted of his father guiding Braxton’s life as he saw fit, ordering him around like a servant instead of a son. If Brax wanted his family’s money, he would have to follow his father’s orders.

      “What’d he want now?” I asked.

      “He wants me to propose to Shawnna. He’s trying to close a business deal with her parents, and he says that if I propose it will guarantee the acquisition of her family’s company into ours.”

      “Hmm. Is that a problem? You guys have dated for a couple years now,” I said.

      “We dated because we were expected to date each other. There are no feelings on either side,” he said. “Now, I’m forced to marry her when both of us could probably be happier with someone else.”

      I waved my hand. “Wait a minute. She adores you,” I said.

      He shook his head. “She has someone else,” he said. “Which I’m fine with, but my parents won’t be okay with her sleeping with someone else if we are married. I don’t care now because I never imagined they would make us get married.”

      “We are suddenly living in the Victorian age. Arranged marriages. Secret trysts,” I teased.

      “Lacey, this is serious,” he huffed.

      “I know. I’m sorry. I was just trying to lighten the mood. What happens if you refuse?” I asked.

      “Dad will give everything to my younger brother,” he said.

      “Cool. Let him marry her,” I said.

      Braxton sighed. “He probably would. He’d give anything for the company.”

      I reached across the table and put my hand on his. “Brax, ask yourself what you want. Do you want to marry her and carry on your father’s traditions? Or do you want to walk away and hope for a happy marriage and life? Because neither guarantee success. Do what makes you happy.”

      “I don’t know what I want,” he mumbled.

      “Either way, your friends are here for you,” I said. I couldn’t fully comprehend his decision. For me, it would be easy. There was no way I’d promise myself to some man just to keep some money. Okay, a whole lot of money, but still.

      “I know you will be. I’m not so sure about everyone else,” he said.

      “What do you mean?” I asked.

      “I won’t be rich anymore,” he said.

      I laughed at his ignorance. “We aren’t friends with you because of your money. Has anyone in our group asked for money from you?”

      “No, but a lot of my friendships were like that in high school,” he said.

      “We are a little grown from that now. At least, I would hope we were.”

      “You aren’t.” The light of humor sparked in his eyes.

      “I’ll get you for that, but yeah, maybe you are right.”

      “Seriously though, you live your life so carefree. It’s pretty amazing. I wish I could live that way, but I think I’m too used to living the spoiled life. I’m not even sure what my parents would do if I refused to marry her.”

      “Cut you off completely?” I asked.

      He shrugged. I slowly removed my hand from his. The last thing I needed was for someone to see me touching him. Shawnna would lose her shit, even if she didn’t love him. Good thing I did, because Marley came in not long after I let go. She waved enthusiastically to us before stopping at the counter for a coffee.

      Sliding into the booth next to me, she jittered with excitement. “I have a date,” she said.

      “With Culpepper?” I asked.

      “Well, it’s an appointment for his office hours,” she said.

      “That doesn’t count, Marley,” Braxton said.

      “Don’t rain on my parade!” she said, laughing. “I’m not delusional, but I am going to see how far he will go.”

      “He’s a man.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean, Lacey?” Braxton asked.

      I shrugged at him. He knew what I meant, but I thought about our whole conversation. Braxton wanted to make his own choices, but not lose the family business in the process. He wasn’t the stereotypical man. I would be disappointed if he chose to get engaged to Shawnna after he admitted that he didn’t love her and that she was with someone else.

      “I was kidding. Since when did you become tenderhearted?” I asked with a wink.

      A grin spread across his face. One that I hadn’t seen the whole time we had talked. “I’m a romantic at heart,” he said with his hands over his heart.

      Marley giggled at him. “Really? Braxton, you are so not romantic!”

      “I am. I can prove it,” he said. That I’d like to see myself.

      “I’m waiting,” she teased.

      His bravado faded, then a light flickered in his eye. He stood up offering his hand to Marley. “Will you dance with me, Miss Vernon?”

      “Here? Why?” she asked.

      “Because, it’s romantic.” He smiled, then twiddled his fingers to join him. She reluctantly put her hand in his. He winked at me as he pulled her to her feet. With one hand at her waist and the other in her hand, he began waltzing around The Grind, maneuvering around the tables with ease. Marlow giggled like a little girl until they came to a stop beside the booth.

      “Okay. That was silly, but maybe a little bit romantic,” Marley admitted.

      “I’m not sure I could do any better,” he said, seeming satisfied with himself for the moment.

      “Well, you can drive Lacey and me home so we don’t have to take the bus,” she suggested.

      “I find that completely romantic,” I replied, then fluttered my eyelashes at him like the barista.

      He rolled his eyes. “Of course, my ladies. My chariot awaits.”

      We filed out of the coffee shop, and I noticed someone else had come in while we were talking.  Or perhaps it was during the waltz. I wasn’t sure. He sat in the front of the shop near the windows. Looking down at his phone, he didn’t look up to watch us leave until I got to the door alone. The other two were ahead of me. He lifted his gaze to me, lowering his phone. On the screen of his phone, the symbol for air flashed.

      My steps faltered, causing me to stumble out of the door. Braxton caught me before I hit the concrete sidewall.

      “Whoa there! New shoes?” he asked.

      I brushed it off. “Yeah, my bad. Just tripped over myself.”

      “I always knew you’d fall for me,” Braxton said.

      “Get over yourself, Stanwick. Not going to happen,” I quipped, looking back into the window at the man. His eyes had returned to his phone.

      “I like a challenge, Ashcraft.”

      “Would you two come on?” Marley called from the parking lot. It wasn’t pouring anymore,  merely a light sprinkle.

      “Yeah, yeah,” I said, as I found my balance. “Thanks for the ride home, Brax.”

      “Least I can do,” he replied.
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      Braxton dropped me off first, because Marley’s apartment was further away from the middle of town than the Victorian I lived in with my aunt. I waved good-bye, but Braxton called out to me as I walked up the sidewalk.

      “Hey, Chantilly,” he said.

      Steam came out of my ears. I hated my first name. Spinning around, I flipped him the bird. “Don’t ever call me that, Braxton Stanwick!”

      He laughed, as Marley made her way into the front seat. “I’ll call you later,” he said.

      “I won’t answer. Go away!” I said, then darted up the steps into the house before he could yell again. I wasn’t sure why my name made me so angry, but it did. One of those gimmicky names that parents give their children. Like Orangejello or L-a, which is apparently pronounced Ladasha. Well, maybe not that bad. But still, Lacey was my name. The rest I didn’t care about.

      My phone buzzed as I entered the kitchen looking for my aunt. I looked down to see it was a text from Braxton, but I ignored it. He was driving and shouldn’t be texting.

      “Well, look at you,” Aunt Clara said. Her hand and arms were covered in flour as she rolled out dough on a cutting board. She was making fresh bread which was the most heavenly thing on earth.

      “Yeah, I got caught in the rain,” I said.

      “Someone dropped you off?” she asked. Her eyesight had begun to fade in recent years, but there was nothing wrong with her hearing.

      “Braxton Stanwick. He, Marley, and I had coffee after class,” I explained. No need to go into details about Braxton’s private life.

      “Braxton is a nice boy,” she said. The crew had been here many times watching movies or just hanging out in a home as opposed to the apartments that most of them lived in. I was the only townie, which was someone who lived in town that went to the college.

      “I suppose. I’m going to take a shower, then get some studying done. Do you need help with anything?” I asked.

      “I’ve lived on this earth for a long time. I’m pretty sure I have everything handled,” she said.

      I didn’t doubt that. Aunt Clarabelle had been all over the world, and she could tell some crazy stories. I really should write them down for her. I never knew if she might leave me, too.

      “Alright. Yell upstairs if you need anything.”

      “Will do.”

      When I got up to my room, I plopped down on the bed and pulled out my phone.

      BRAXTON: “Thanks for the talk. I have a lot to think about.”

      I thought for a moment, then replied,

      ME: “No problem. If you need to talk more, I’m here.”

      He replied quickly.

      BRAXTON: “Sorry for using your first name. I know it was your mother’s. My bad.”

      I sighed. It was my mother’s name. That wasn’t why I hated it. Just felt like sometimes I was a replacement for her, when all I wanted was for her and Dad to come back.

      ME: “All good.”

      I tossed the phone on the bed and got up to get a shower. Rain should be cleansing, but it just made me feel icky.

      Standing in the shower, I focused on the air symbol and wondered what it meant for me. I figured I’d just stumbled upon some rare ability to do stupid tricks. Like perhaps I had a future in Vegas as a magician. It was all sleight of hand or an elaborate illusion that I wasn’t sure how I’d managed it.

      However, with Ajax’s visit after the other guys, there had to be more to it. And that more wasn’t good. It was very, very bad. I needed to get back to the books upstairs. Then, I had to study for a Psychology test. And start my art project, which brought me right back to thinking about the air symbol.

      I hurried through the rest of my shower, so I could get things done. It was trivia night down at our favorite pub, and it looked like I wasn’t going to make it if I didn’t get moving.

      With my hair wrapped in a towel, I climbed the stairs to the attic. I’d started keeping the door locked. I wasn’t worried about my aunt going in, but after the man in the alley approached me, I worried that my books would disappear.

      Keeping the attic clean was difficult. The house was built in the late 1890s, and it spawned dust in supernatural ways. Not to mention, it had the constant presence of tiny spiders. I shuffled to the trunk in my house shoes and lifted the lid.  On top of the pile, I kept the one book that I had been successful in using. It didn’t have a title, but when I opened to the first page, it hit me where I had seen the air symbol. On the darkened parchment, the air symbol sat centered on the page. How could I have missed it?

      I hadn’t been looking. I didn’t know what to look for at all. Maybe I should contact Ajax. Maybe my life depended upon it.

      Flipping through the pages, I saw many of the arcane symbols that Mrs. Fleming had used in art class. Each one was defined. I held up my hand, then called for my circle. The glowing set of circles and symbols appeared above my hand. I located all the symbols inside the circle inside the book. But just because I could see them there, didn’t mean I knew what they were.

      It was too much to take in, so I closed the book back up in the trunk. I had homework to do, and a test tomorrow. I desperately needed to study, but I also needed a break with trivia tonight. I decided to plan my art project but finish it tomorrow. After meeting my friends, I’d study overnight.

      When I got back down to my room to get ready, the smell of fresh bread wafted through the house. It was amazing and comforting. A smell of home.

      I had missed several messages while I was upstairs.  Isaac and Grant were asking if I was going to be at trivia. Marley sent me a selfie of her in Mr. Culpepper’s office. And a text from an unknown number.

      UNKNOWN: “If the circle doesn’t work, you can text me here.”

      Ajax. I saved the number in my phone with his name which seemed utterly ridiculous, but I did it. “What kind of name is Ajax?”

      My phone came to life with the question.

      “Are you asking about Ajax from Greek Mythology or the kitchen cleaner?” my phone asked. Crazy artificial intelligence.

      Might as well give it a shot. “Greek Mythology.”

      “Ajax was a Greek hero who fought in the Trojan War along with the hero, Achilles. He also fought with Odysseus. When Achilles died, Odysseus and Ajax fought over the hero’s armor. Odysseus won the argument which vexed Ajax so much that he fell on his own sword and died.”

      “Well, suicide over armor hardly seems heroic. I wonder if the hooded man knows his namesake killed himself over a pile of metal.”

      “Do you have any other questions?” my phone asked.

      “No, thanks,” I replied.

      “You are very welcome,” it replied.
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      Isaac waved at me from the table where several of my friends had gathered. It wasn’t our normal table. Isaac Denton had joined our group this semester. We met him here at trivia night. He played baseball for the Stonehill Demons. We didn’t expect him to be here next year. He already had offers at the bigger colleges. He barely passed his classes, but he was a trivia master.

      “Hiya, Lacey,” he said, as I took off my jacket. “You look great.”

      I looked down at my outfit. For some reason, I had the urge to dress it up a little tonight. Tight jeggings and a lace shirt with a white tank underneath. It was a deviation from my normal jean casual.

      “She looks hot!” Grant Camden said behind me.

      “That’s disrespectful,” Zuri Roberts informed him. I had seen them arrive together before, but I wondered if they had done the same today. Maybe there was something going on there.

      “Oh, shit,” Isaac muttered.

      “What is it?” I asked.

      He jerked me toward him and kissed me on the cheek. I turned five hundred shades of red. “Isaac,” I hissed pushing away from him.

      “Whitney Reeves just saw me from across the room. I can’t deal with her tonight,” he said, leaning into my ear like he was whispering something important.

      “Oh, so I’m the replacement?” I asked.

      “Please, play along, Lacey. Please, please!” he begged. It was cute.

      I rolled my eyes and agreed. “Alright, but damn, tell the girl to go away.”

      “I have. I think I need a restraining order,” he said, pulling out the chair next to him. “It won’t be so bad to have me as a boyfriend for the night, will it?”

      “Whatever. Just don’t get handsy with me. We have trivia to win,” I said.

      “I love you, Lacey Ashcraft,” he exclaimed louder than he needed.

      “Isaac,” I growled. He laughed at my discomfort. Then, slipped his arm around me. I looked up from my predicament to see that our normal table had two familiar faces. Braxton and Shawnna sat with a group of her sorority sisters. “They took our table.”

      “Yeah, wenches,” Grant said.

      “Disrespectful,” Zuri said.

      “Can I not say anything negative about women?” he asked her.

      “Why would you want to?” she replied.

      I giggled at their conversation. They were definitely sleeping together. I could see it now.  Isaac leaned into my ear.

      “How long have they been together?” he asked.

      I turned my head from them and replied, “I’m not sure, but it’s obvious now.”

      “Isn’t that against group rules?” he asked.

      “We are dating,” I said with a smile. “Even if it’s just one night.”

      “I think we’d get a pass,” he said.

      “So, we give them one too. I think it’s unusual that more of us haven’t experimented,” I mused.

      “Really? Who are you thinking about experimenting with? Me? Please say me,” he joked.

      “No one. I just imagined it would have happened before now,” I replied.

      The announcer said that it was almost time to get started. Marley came rushing in, taking the seat between me and Zuri.

      “Sorry! Hot date!” she said.

      “Culpepper?” I asked.

      “No, his student assistant, Blake,” she replied. “Culpepper cancelled on me.”

      “What’s his last name?” I asked.

      “Who? Blake? I dunno. It was a one-time thing. I don’t need to know details,” she replied with a satisfied grin.

      “I hope you were safe,” I muttered.

      “Yes, Mom, we used protection,” she said. “What’s with you and Denton?” She nodded to his arm which was still behind my shoulders.

      “Whitney, the stalker, is here. I’m the deterrent,” I replied.

      “Nice. You could kiss him to really emphasize it,” Marley suggested.

      “Yes! I think that’s a great idea,” Isaac said. I elbowed him. “Ow!”

      “No,” I said simply. The announcer repeated the rules that we had heard every week since we started playing trivia at the pub. “Where is Dakota? Did he get a new job? He looked tired today.”

      “I dunno. I haven’t talked to him,” Zuri said.

      “He called me and said he wasn’t coming,” Grant informed us.

      “Did he say why?” I asked.

      “No, and I didn’t pry,” Grant said.

      I remembered the red eyes from this morning and wondered how much he was pushing himself. Tomorrow, I had Geology with him. I’d talk to him there and see if he needed any help. I hated to see him so run down. Of all the group, I had three classes with Dakota, and zero with any of the others.

      “What about Harper?” Isaac asked.

      “She was studying tonight,” Marley replied.

      “I’d like to get under her panties,” Isaac said. I elbowed him again. Zuri scowled.

      “One of these days I’m going to find a mature man who doesn’t make such sexist statements,” Zuri said.

      Isaac and Grant said in unison, “Good luck!”

      Marley and I had to laugh because I had to admit of the guys I had known, the ones in our group were pretty good guys comparatively. Isaac scooted closer to me, and his fingers flexed around my shoulder.

      “I think that’s enough,” I said.

      “Not nearly,” he said nodding across the room. Brax leered at us with hatred. Crap. He didn’t know it was a joke.

      “He’s going to be pissed,” I said.

      “We will explain it later,” Isaac said. “Let him think what he wants for now. Besides he has Shawnna.”

      Shawnna. The woman he didn’t love and didn’t want to marry. From the looks of it, he had made his decision. Brax was going to marry her anyway to keep his father’s fortune. I felt bad for him, but it didn’t explain the leer he was giving me. I shifted in my seat uncomfortably.

      “I’m going to the ladies’ room before it starts,” I said.

      “You better hurry. We need you to win!” Grant exclaimed.

      “I’ll be back,” I replied.

      I hurried to the bathroom to take a breath from Brax’s stare. But of course, there was a line to get into the bathroom. Brax stomped around the corner and drew the attention of every woman in line. Except mine, I tried to turn my back on him.

      “Lacey, come here,” he hissed.

      One of the women spoke up. “Hey, you brute. Say please,” she suggested.

      “Lacey, please, may I talk to you?” he requested. I rolled my eyes, moving out of the line to speak to him.

      He grabbed my arm and guided me around the corner. “Let me go!” I said, jerking away from him. “What is your deal?”

      “My deal is you hooking up with Isaac. You could have told me that this afternoon!” he said.

      “I thought you didn’t love her, but here you are with her,” I replied.

      “I don’t love her. She dragged me down here. We didn’t have a chance to talk. There is no way in hell there is enough money on this earth for me to marry that woman,” he explained.

      “Oh,” I said. “Well, Whitney, Isaac’s stalker, is here. I’m the pretend girlfriend to keep her away from him.”

      “Oh.”

      “Yeah, so.”

      “I’m sorry. I’m just miserable with her. I can’t believe she took our table. I met her here and they were already at the table. Please tell everyone that I’m sorry. It won’t happen again because we are going to break up,” Brax assured me.

      “Are you sure that is what you want?” I asked.

      “I’m positive,” he replied.

      “I swear there is nothing going on with me and Isaac, but I think that Grant and Zuri are hitting it,” I said.

      “I suspected they were. I saw them last week at The Grind together. In a booth. In the same side!”

      “Well, that secures it,” I teased.

      “Stop, Lacey,” he blushed. How adorable. I don’t think I’d ever seen him blush. He was vulnerable right now, and I needed to be aware of that. I didn’t want this friendship to get out of hand. I didn’t want to be a rebound girl either. “If Isaac gets drunk, be careful.”

      “I’ve seen him drunk. It’s no big deal. Hey, have you talked to Dakota?” I asked.

      “No, but I noticed he wasn’t here.”

      “I’ll check on him in Geology tomorrow.”

      “Alright. I am really sorry, Lacey.”

      “We are good, Brax,” I assured him.

      After five minutes of waiting for my turn in the restroom, I returned to the table with my fake boyfriend and everyone else. I watched as Brax returned to Shawnna who pawed him like he was a scratching post. He sat rigidly as she touched him with her sparkling nails. I’d never hated Shawnna. She was what she was. But as I watched her torture him, my dislike of her grew exponentially.
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      “No arguing. It’s the least I can do,” Isaac said. “See you guys later.” He waved at Grant and Zuri who were taking Marley home.

      “I can just ride the bus. I don’t know what the big deal is everyone trying to chauffeur me around,” I huffed.

      “Who else is driving you home? I’ll kick his ass,” Isaac said with a laugh.

      “No one,” I said, as he opened the door to his white Toyota 4Runner. I climbed inside as he shut the door for me.

      When he got inside, the light hit the edges of his face, and I remembered the first time I ever saw him in Cheater’s bar. It was a pool hall, and he was leaning over a table about to make a shot on the eight ball. He missed, and his cheeks lit up like a Christmas tree. When he saw me with Zuri, he put down his stick and waltzed right up to us. We could immediately tell he was a flirt. I went home alone that night, but Zuri didn’t.

      “Seriously, who has been driving you around?” he asked.

      “Just Brax this afternoon. We met for coffee,” I replied.

      “Brax. Like might as well be married, Brax?”

      “Yes. We are friends. In fact, out of all of you, I met him first,” I said.

      “How did that go down?” he asked.

      “He didn’t go home with my friend,” I shot back. Suddenly, I was in a foul mood.

      “If it makes you feel any better, I chose poorly,” he said, mocking the knight from Indiana Jones and the Last Crusade.

      “I’m not jealous, Isaac,” I said.

      “No? Sounded like it.”

      “I’m just tired, I suppose,” I replied.

      He drove for a while without saying a word. Several times he opened his mouth to speak, but he closed it without saying a word. When we pulled into the driveway at my Aunt’s old Victorian, he finally let out a long sigh.

      “This was fun,” he said flippantly.

      “Yeah,” I replied.

      “No, you are supposed to say, ‘why don’t we do it again sometime’.”

      “Heh. I will gladly pose as your fake girlfriend anytime.”

      He sighed again. “Yeah, sure. I’ll give you a call. Want me to walk you to the door?”

      “No, you have been more than chivalrous by driving me home. Thanks, Isaac,” I said.

      “Sure thing. Anytime.”

      I climbed out of the SUV and made my way to the door of the house. When I looked back, he waved. I gave him a little wave before slipping inside.

      “What kind of young man doesn’t walk a young woman to the door?” my aunt asked, startling me.

      “Aunt Clara! I didn’t know you were there,” I said, holding my hand over my pounding heart.

      “Sorry. Which one is he?” she asked.

      “Isaac is the baseball player.” I’d given my friends names based on who they were. Aunt Clara remembered them better by what defined them.

      “Ah, baseball uniforms are so sexy,” she said.

      “Aunt Clara!” I exclaimed.

      “What? I’m old. Not blind! Well,  mostly not blind,” she said with a laugh.

      Outside the screeching of tires and the loud honking of a horn caught our attention. Then, an ominous crunching sound.

      “Oh, no!” I said, running to the door. Swinging it open so hard that it almost flew off the hinges, the old door groaned in disapproval of my swift actions. “Isaac!”

      As I looked down the road, I could see his white 4 Runner on its side. Another car sat nearby with a smashed hood. My Aunt moved up behind me.

      “Oh, my stars! I’ll call an ambulance,” she told me.

      I rushed out of the door toward his overturned vehicle. Skidding to a halt, I noticed that the windshield was busted out of the SUV and Isaac was still inside. I rushed up to the vehicle, reaching through the windshield to feel for a pulse.

      “Isaac, you ass, wake up!” I said, giving him a little shake. He didn’t have any visible injuries, but his pulse was faint. Then I realized he wasn’t breathing. “No, no. Isaac!”

      I yanked on his seatbelt, and it loosened so that I could drag him out of the car which probably wasn’t the best idea. Laying him flat on the ground, I still felt no breath. Something inside of me called forth the wind spell. I shoved that thought down. It wasn’t the time to try some frivolous magic to save his life. Ajax’s warning echoed in my ears.

      “Isaac, please don’t die,” I begged. “That’s not going to help.” Great. Now I was talking to myself out loud.

      Quickly, I looked around me. The other car sat against the curb with a smoking front end. No one was inside. I searched around but couldn’t find anyone.

      Giving in to the voice inside of me, I opened my hand. “Circulus elementum.” The swirling purple circle appeared above my palm. I focused on the wind symbol. I paused as I thought about Ajax’s symbol, but I doubted he would help save my friend. I could only think about muggles and not using magic around humans. This wasn’t Harry Potter though.

      The wind symbol pulsed, and I imagined it with the puff of wind spell I’d used on Shawnna. Wind flowed from the swirling circle without me commanding it. I felt like the magic was showing me what to do.

      “What in the world?” I mumbled as the wind rune settled over Isaac’s chest which began to slowly rise and fall. “Isaac, can you hear me?” My voice had turned to a whimper.

      When his eyes fluttered, the circle and symbol faded. “Lacey?” he questioned.

      “Shh! Don’t move. An ambulance is coming,” I said.

      “I didn’t see the car until it was too late,” he muttered.

      “Everything is going to be fine.” I tried to reassure him even though my hands were shaking with fear and adrenaline. He groaned and held his side.

      “You won’t leave me. Please, don’t leave, Lacey,” he begged.

      I brushed his dark hair on his forehead with my fingertips. “I promise. I’ll stay with you.”
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      The EMTs arrived and after some coaxing by Isaac, they allowed me to ride with him to the hospital. I grabbed my cell phone from my Aunt’s house and told her I was going with him. She insisted that I should, which surprised me.

      When we got to the hospital, they refused to let me in to see him as the doctors checked his injuries. Standing in the middle of a virus infested emergency waiting room wasn’t my idea of a good time. Isaac had better be alright. But it wasn’t long before a nurse appeared.

      “Excuse me. Are you Isaac Denton’s fiancé?” she asked.

      “Um, well,” I stuttered.

      “He told me that you haven’t announced it to anyone yet. I promise not to tell. Do you want to go back and see him?” she asked.

      I nodded dumbfoundedly. She hooked a plastic card to my shirt that said, “Family Member,” then dragged me through two double doors leading into the main nursing area. She ushered me past the chatty nurses, then around a corner to a curtain which was pulled back for privacy.

      “Go ahead. He’s behind there,” she said, pushing me toward the curtain.

      Slowly, I pulled back the curtain to see Isaac leaning back in the bed. His handsome face was covered in tiny cuts and had purpling bruising down the right side.

      “Hey, beautiful,” he said, reaching for me.

      “Isaac, are you okay?” I asked, taking his hand.

      “I told them we were engaged. I didn’t want to be alone,” he replied. “I know I’m a big baby, but I’m a long way from home. You’ve always been like family to me.”

      “I’ll play along for now, because I was worried,” I said. “What did the doctors say?”

      “Looks like some bruised ribs, and of course, my perfectly chiseled face is damaged, but I’ll survive,” he said with a devilish grin. “One of the EMTs said you pulled me out of the truck.”

      “I did, but maybe that was the wrong thing to do,” I muttered.

      “Why? He said you did CPR because I wasn’t breathing.”

      “Um, yeah.”

      “So, your lips were on mine and I was unconscious?” His face twisted with disappointment.

      “Isaac, be serious,” I scolded him.

      “I am, actually. Thank you, Lacey.”

      “I was scared I’d make it worse by pulling you out,” I conceded.

      “No. I’m convinced you are my guardian angel.”

      Feeling uncomfortable about the lie I’d just told, I decided to switch the subject. “Is there anyone you want me to call?”

      “You haven’t called any of our friends?” he asked.

      “No. Should I? I just didn’t know who all you would want to tell.”

      “I need to call my coach. Where is my phone?”

      “I dunno. I didn’t see it,” I replied.

      “Crap. It must be in my vehicle which they tell me is trashed.”

      “Pretty much. I can call your coach. I’ll figure out the number.” The fact was that I had Coach Sanford’s number. He’d given it to me once at a bar after flirting with me all night. He hadn’t told me he was the coach. Thankfully, Marley bailed me out of that one before I made a mistake.

      “Um, okay. Maybe call Marley. She will tell everyone else,” he said. “But I don’t want them up here. As long as my tests come back clear, they will let me go.”

      “Alright. How about I just text her?” I asked, knowing that Marley had probably found someone to share her bed with for the night.

      “Sure.”

      I texted Marley who immediately answered with a plethora of capital letters. Completely overreacting. I told her it was fine, and that she could tell everyone else, but that Isaac didn’t want any visitors. Not that they would let them through since they weren’t family. I assured her that we didn’t need anything. She promised to spread the word.

      Isaac held my hand tightly while I texted with my other. His thumb rubbed over my palm where the purple circle had sat. He caught me staring at him.

      “Sorry,” he muttered. “You have soft hands.”

      “Thanks. It’s okay. You are just upset,” I said.

      “Are you trying to convince yourself that I don’t mean anything by it?”

      Awkward. “Um, no.”

      “Sounded like it. I assure you, Lacey, that this hand is the one I want to hold as much as you will let me.”

      “That isn’t as romantic as you think it sounds,” I teased.

      “I’m not a commitment guy.”

      “I get that. Look, you’ve been through a trauma. It’s bad enough that we are engaged, but don’t make it any worse,” I said with a smile. He grudgingly returned it.

      A shadow of a man formed just outside of the curtain. I could tell he was flipping a chart, then he stepped through the opening to stand with us. His light brown hair filled with gel looked like it was plastered to his head.

      “I’m Dr. Vaney. We have taken a look at Mr. Denton…” he paused then looked at me. “Who are you?”

      “This is my fiancée, Lacey Ashcraft,” Isaac piped up.

      “Oh, very well. We have looked at Mr. Denton’s tests, and it seems that he is very fortunate in that he doesn’t have any life-threatening injuries, no internal bleeding, and only minor cuts and bruises.”

      “Oh! That’s good,” I sighed with relief. I may not have been the real fiancé, but the fact that he had the accident outside my home after dropping me off hadn’t escaped me.

      “Yes, well, I will get his paperwork ready, and as soon as the discharge is sent, you may go home, Mr. Denton. Frankly, I’m surprised that this wasn’t a drunk driving incident considering how young you both are. Stay off your feet for a couple of days. Rest. I’ll prescribe some pain killers. You are going to need them,” the doctor said. He had the bedside manner of a rat.

      The doctor left us alone, and even through his pain Isaac flirted. “Lacey, it looks like I’m going to need a wet nurse for the next couple of days. Are you up for that, Fiancée?”

      “I’m not wet, and if you are up, then you are shit out of luck,” I replied.

      “Daaayum, girl. Way to make a broken guy cry!” he smirked.

      “Please.”

      “Come on. I know you feel guilty about me being at your house,” he teased.

      “I did, but I don’t anymore.” I rolled my eyes and turned away from him.

      “Chantilly Lace Ashcraft, thank you for saving my life.”

      Sigh. I was thankful he didn’t remember my purple rune-filled circle.

      “You’re welcome.”

      A nurse stepped inside the curtain. “Mr. Denton, your coach is here to see you, but you are only allowed one visitor at a time.”

      “That’s fine. I’ll step out,” I piped up.

      “Don’t leave,” Isaac pleaded.

      “Your coach needs to check on you,” I countered.

      “I mean, don’t leave the hospital. Okay?”

      “Alright,” I said. I had hoped to get back home, but Isaac was my friend. I needed to see this through. Even though I knew I shouldn’t feel like it was my fault, I did feel like I had some responsibility in it.

      I slipped from behind the curtain and made my way to the swinging double doors that led to a small corridor then two more doors to the lobby. Once I made it through the first set, the room grew dark.

      “Shit,” I muttered.

      “This is the last time I’m going to warn you,” Ajax said, appearing before me.

      “You need to go away and leave me alone,” I protested.

      “Miss Ashcraft, you saved his life tonight with magic. That’s powerful. It draws attention. They are here even now searching for you,” he pleaded.

      “No. I didn’t even know what I was doing. The magic showed me how. Wait. Who is here now?” I asked.

      “I can’t explain, just please come with me,” he said, holding his hand out of the black cloak. His hand looked younger than I expected. “Please.”

      “No. I have no reason to trust you over anyone. I’ll take my chances,” I said.

      He stepped closer to me, putting his hand on my cheek. A warm sensation traveled from my cheek down my neck, and I felt myself blushing.

      “I beg you. I swear that I won’t harm you. I just want to keep you safe,” he said. His tone had changed from the authoritative to the sensual. It was more seductive than I expected.

      I stammered to speak. “Ajax, please. Don’t touch me.”

      “You only feel the magic in my hands. I can feel it in you, too. Let us teach you,” he said softly.

      Light started to return to the room.

      “No,” I whimpered.

      He growled but stepped away from me in frustration. “You can call for me just like I said before, but I can’t guarantee that I can save you in time. This is a mistake, Miss Ashcraft.”

      When the lights returned to the small corridor, I found myself backed against the wall and panting. The room started to spin, and I placed my hand on my cheek. The warmth of his touch remained. Sliding down the wall to a seated position, I tried to call for help, but my throat was dry. Nothing came out. I could hear a voice, but I couldn’t focus on who was saying it.

      “Lacey! Lacey!”
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      “Is she okay?” It was Braxton.

      “Brax?” I muttered.

      “Hey, Lacey. I’m here,” he said. I felt his hand slip into mine and squeeze. “Just relax. You fainted. A nurse went to get help.”

      I heard rattling noises and muttered voices. My eyes wouldn’t focus.

      “She’s burning up like she has a fever,” Brax said to someone.

      “Help me get her into this chair,” a female voice instructed.

      “I’m gonna pick you up, Lacey,” Brax said.

      “No. I’ll walk,” I replied, but it was too late. I felt his arms sweep under me, and he lifted me off the ground without effort. Slowly he lowered me into a wheelchair.

      “You’ll have to wait in the waiting room,” the woman told him.

      “The hell I will. Do you know who I am?” Brax protested.

      “I don’t care if you are her daddy, which you aren’t. But you aren’t going back there,” she said.

      “She’s my girlfriend,” Brax blurted out.

      “No, she isn’t, because she’s here with her fiancé,” the woman replied.

      “I can’t see. Please don’t send him away,” I said.

      I heard the woman grunt. “Two-timing.”

      “What did you say?!” Brax said, confronting the woman. “I’ll have a lawyer all over this one. She needs help.”

      The moment Brax said the word, lawyer, I felt myself spin around and head back into the emergency room.

      “Orderly!” the woman called out. “Help me get her on this gurney, and this man needs to be escorted out.”

      “I’m not leaving her!” Brax protested.

      My head began to spin again. “Help,” I whined. “Please help.”

      “Come on, Son. Outside,” a gruff voice said.

      “No! Lacey! I won’t leave until they let me see you! I won’t leave!” I heard him shouting as he was escorted away from me.
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        * * *

      

      My eyes fluttered open to the sterile atmosphere of a hospital room. As the shapes in the room shifted into focus, I saw Braxton sitting in a chair across the room. His light brown hair looked wild as if he’d run his hands through it a thousand times. His body slumped to one side, and his chest rose and fell heavily as he slept.

      An I.V. was attached to my arm, and machines ticked methodically next to me. Instead of being in the Emergency Room, it seemed that I was in a regular room.

      My throat was dry, so I strained to speak. “Brax.” His name came out no more than a whisper.

      He shot straight up, then rushed over to my bedside. He put his hand on my forehead. “You scared the shit out of me,” he huffed. “The fever is broken.”

      “I’m not in the E.R.?” I asked.

      “No, you passed out, and you were burning up. They gave you some meds, and I called your Aunt,” he said.

      “What’s wrong?” I rasped.

      “They won’t tell me,” he said as he poured a glass of water from a Styrofoam pitcher. “Here. This will help.”

      I raised up slowly, but he took the controls for the bed, tilting it up for me. “Thanks,” I muttered as I took a sip of the cool water.

      He pressed the button for the nurse, and my eyes shot up to him. “They will want to know you are awake,” he said.

      “Nurses’ station,” a voice crackled from a speaker behind my bed.

      “She’s awake,” Brax said.

      “We are on the way,” the nurse replied.

      “Just relax,” he said.

      I shook my head. “How long have I been here?” I asked.

      “You were here last night with Denton. His coach took him home. It’s just after noon,” he said.

      “Shit. I’m missing class,” I groaned.

      He placed his hand on my cheek like Ajax had. “You need to rest. Don’t worry about classes. I’ll take care of it,” he said.

      “Why are you here?” I asked.

      “Do you want me to leave?” His eyes filled with hurt.

      “No, I just didn’t know how you knew I was here,” I said.

      “I went to your house to try to catch you after trivia. I took Shawnna back to the sorority house, and I broke up with her,” he said, hanging his head.

      “Oh,” I said quietly.

      “I needed someone to talk to, but your aunt told me that you went with Denton to the hospital. So, I promised to bring you home. Only, I pretty much failed at that,” he said.

      The nurse came into the room with a doctor.

      “Mr. Stanwick, please back away from her,” the nurse said curtly.

      He backed away with that pain and hurt in his eyes. It made me hurt, too. He’d had a rough night, yet he stayed with me anyway.

      “Miss Ashscraft, I’m going to take your temperature,” the nurse said waving a thermometer in my face. I opened my month, then she jabbed it inside.

      The doctor picked up my chart, looking at it intently. He flipped through the pages with no expression on his face.

      “101,” the nurse said. The doctor nodded, and she stepped away from me.

      “Miss Ashcraft, would you like to discuss your condition in private?” he said, looking over the clipboard to Braxton.

      “He can stay,” I said.

      “Very well. Miss Ashcraft, you have a FOU which in layman terms in a fever of unknown origin. We will continue to monitor you, but in the short term, we are treating your fever with basic Tylenol. We’ve added a round of I.V. antibiotics to fight off any infection that we might have missed,” he said. “We need to complete a few more tests, but you should be able to go home tomorrow.”

      “So, you don’t know what’s wrong?” I asked.

      “Not at this time. We are treating the fever. I won’t speculate as to what it might be, because the causes could be any number of minor things to some pretty hefty medical conditions. It’s best that I don’t guess,” he said dryly.

      I looked to Braxton, because I didn’t know what else to ask. He took the queue and pipped up. “What’s it going to take to find out what’s wrong? If it’s money, that’s no object,” he said.

      “Brax,” I hissed.

      He held his hand up to shush me. My nostrils flared.

      “Mr. Stanwick, no amount of money is going to find the answer today. We will run tests, and go from there,” the doctor said.

      “I’ve already talked to my lawyer about our treatment in the Emergency Room,” Braxton warned.

      “Brax! Stop!” I demanded.

      “You shouldn’t upset her,” the doctor scolded him.

      Brax flexed his hands, then balled them up in fists. “Brax, please,” I begged. He stepped back from the doctor against the wall.

      “Miss Ashcraft, if he keeps this up, he will be removed from the hospital,” the doctor warned.

      “I understand,” I said.

      The doctor and nurse hurried out of the room, leaving me with the steaming Braxton.

      “What the ever lovin’ hell has gotten into you? Don’t you ever fucking shush me,” I growled.

      He slid his fists into his pockets and looked at the floor. “I’m sorry. You are all I have now, and I just don’t want anything to happen to you.”

      “All you have?”

      “I told you. I broke up with her. The first thing she did was call my parents. Not her parents. No, she called mine. My dad lost his temper, and he’s on the way here. I don’t want to go home, and you are the only real friend I have, Lacey.” He sat down in the chair and covered his face with his hand.

      “He hasn’t disowned you? And you can’t threaten them with money. If your dad cuts you off, you won’t have anything,” I reminded him.

      “I cleaned out my account and hid the money. I’d use all of it if it would make you better,” he said.

      A light tap at the door interrupted our discussion. “Come in,” I said.

      Dakota Fane stepped inside the room, took one look at Brax, and scowled back at me.

      “Fane,” Brax said.

      He ignored Braxton. “Hey. I talked to your aunt. She told me that you were here. I brought all the notes for class. Are you okay?” he asked, stepping to the bedside.

      “Um, I dunno,” I said as his dark gaze locked on mine.

      “You gonna be here for a few minutes, Fane?” Braxton asked.

      “Yeah,” Dakota said, not taking his eyes off me.

      “I’m going to get some coffee. Do you need anything, Lacey?” Braxton asked. “No? Okay.”

      Braxton slipped out the door. As soon as it clicked behind him, Dakota leaned over and pressed his lips to mine. I forced myself not to respond to his affections. I wouldn’t get sucked into that trap again.

      “Kota, please don’t,” I said.

      “What’s wrong? Why are you here?” he asked, backing away. As much as my mind protested, my heart pounded with his intimate touch. I forced back memories and feelings.

      “A sudden fever. They don’t know what is causing it,” I said.

      He placed his palm on my forehead and winced. “Why is Stanwick here?”

      “He’s had some personal problems. I can’t talk about it,” I said. “Thank you for the notes. You don’t have to stay.”

      “What if I want to stay?” he asked.

      “You made it very clear that we weren’t going to be anything,” I said. Bitterness dripped from my words, and he turned his back on me.

      “I tried explaining it to you, Lacey. It’s not like that. I just can’t be in a relationship with everything that is going on in my life. School is important. I have no fortune to fall back on like Braxton Stanwick. I can’t believe you would fall for a guy like that anyway,” he said.

      “I haven’t fallen for Brax! He’s just here. He’s a friend. That’s it,” I said.

      “I saw the look on his face when I came in. He wanted to murder me. Does he know about us?” Dakota asked.

      “No one knows,” I muttered. His shoulders slumped.

      “Do you need anything?” he asked. “Does your aunt need anything?”

      “No.”

      “Lacey, please be careful with Brax. He’s charismatic and handsome and rich. I could see where any girl could fall for him,” he said without facing me.

      “Kota, I’m not falling for anyone. My heart can’t take it,” I admitted. Another jab at him. He deserved it.

      Our very first class of the semester was together, Economics. Through the day we found ourselves in three different classes together. Both of us had undecided majors, so we were just taking core classes. He was handsome and a lot freer then. We studied together. I introduced him to the group. The first time he kissed me, I melted. We kept the relationship from our friends, meeting at his small apartment after classes.

      Then, he started missing classes, skipping out on trivia night, and generally avoiding the group. He still kept his attentions up to me, but when I confronted him about it, he said that he had a lot on his mind about his family. He told me that he had to start working a part-time job to pay for school. I offered to help, but he was stubborn and refused.

      After a while, I couldn’t take him hiding his troubles from me. I blew up, and he took it. When I was finished, he simply said that the relationship wasn’t going to work because I was right. I deserved better. I didn’t want better. I just wanted him.

      It hurt even more seeing him in class and hanging out with the group at school. But we had hidden the relationship, so we had to hide the break-up. There were times, like when he kissed me, that I thought he still had feelings, but I convinced myself it was just habit. I truly believed that once you shared something intimate with someone it stayed with you forever. A lingering torture of memory.

      Dakota Fane was the reason I avoided all relationships. No one would ever compare to the connection we had had. I laughed at my idea that it was fate since we ended up in three classes together by coincidence. I was a fool. Looking at him reminded me of that foolishness. It also reminded me that I still wanted him.

      He turned to look at me. “I can say I’m sorry a thousand times, but it’s not enough. I know that. I never meant to hurt you.”

      “You should probably go,” I said, fighting back tears.

      He nodded in agreement. “Lacey, I don’t know what is going on with you. But something is different. Please be careful and take care of yourself.”

      “I’m fine. It’s a fever. I probably have the flu or something,” I said dismissing it.

      “Maybe,” he replied. “I made my own copies of the notes. You can keep those. I’ll get all the ones you miss.”

      “Thank you,” I said.

      He moved closer to me again, leaning over me. I prayed to any god that would listen that he wouldn’t kiss me again.

      “Please don’t ever doubt my feelings for you, Lacey. It was real. It’s still very real. Just very impossible,” he said. “I won’t even promise you ‘one day’ because I don’t know that it is possible either. I’d give you all my tomorrows, but I don’t own them.” Tears rolled down my cheeks, and he brushed them away with a calloused thumb. He didn’t kiss me, but I was pretty sure my prayer changed about halfway through his speech. “I’ll check on you tomorrow. If you need anything, you have my number.”

      I didn’t respond as he slipped out of the room.

      “I need you,” I whispered to the empty room. Then pounded the mattress with my fist. “No. I will not get caught up in Dakota Fane ever again. Never, ever again.” I wiped away the remaining tears and swore I’d never take another look at him. No more getting lost in the depths of his dark eyes.

      Very real feelings. Very real magic. I was up shit creek without a paddle.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      “Did Fane leave?” Braxton asked when he returned with a cup of coffee.

      “Yeah,” I replied.

      “What’s up with him?” he asked.

      “I don’t want to talk about Dakota,” I said bluntly.

      “Looks to me like there was more than friendship there,” he continued.

      “Brax, leave it,” I growled.

      “Gotcha. How are you feeling? They need to bring you something to eat. You look pale,” he said.

      “Don’t you have class?” I asked.

      “Why? So, I can go exactly where my father and Shawnna can find me? No, thanks,” I said.

      “I’m fine here, if you need to go hide somewhere else,” I said.

      “Lacey, there is nowhere else I want to be,” he said sweetly.

      Dakota was right. Braxton had all the assets that caused women to swoon over him. I was sure that if he didn’t get back together with Shawnna, he would find another sorority girl to comfort him before too long. They were all gaga over him.

      “Thank you for being a good friend,” I said, firmly placing him in the friend zone.

      “Ouch,” he replied as if he had felt it. “Is Fane friend-zoned too?”

      “No, he’s not,” I replied.

      “Oh, so he’s more,” Brax surmised.

      “No. He’s nothing.” Liar, liar. Pants on fire.

      “Well, I’m glad I’m a rung over hair man,” he said.

      Dakota had dark brown hair that fell almost to his shoulders. It was thick and beautiful. Memories of my hands tangled up in it flashed through my brain. I shook it off.

      “He has nice hair,” I agreed, trying to make it lighter.

      “What about me?” Brax asked, turning his head to the side while lifting an eyebrow. Ridiculously cute.

      “You have nice hair, too,” I said, as someone tapped on the door again. Before I could answer, a plump woman in a white uniform walked in with a tray.

      “Good evening, Miss Ashcraft. The doctor has ordered you to eat. Here’s your meal for the evening. You are lucky. You caught us on chicken and dumplin’s night,” she said, clearing a spot on the tableside tray. “I’ve also got milk, juice, and water. Which would you like?”

      “What kind of juice?” I asked.

      “Apple or orange,” she asked with a smile. Finally, someone in this hospital with some inkling of friendliness.

      “Apple,” I replied.

      She returned from the cart outside the door with the juice. She sat two containers in front of me, then winked. I took it that she was giving me an extra.

      “Thank you,” I replied.

      “You are welcome, honey. I’ll come back by later for your empty plate,” she said.

      I couldn’t help but smile at her as she left me alone with Brax. He had gotten up from the chair to help move the tray around to me.

      “Good to see you smile,” he said.

      “She was nice. No one else has been nice here,” I said.

      “I noticed. Small town manners apparently don’t apply in the hospital,” he said. “Eat up. It actually looks good.”

      He was right. It looked delicious, and my stomach growled in approval. I took small bites but managed to clean my plate. If not for anything, but for the nice lady who brought it to me. Braxton’s phone rang as I finished up. He hadn’t answered it all day, but this time he did.

      “Hello.”

      I wiped my mouth with a napkin, then finished off the apple juice. He handed the phone to me.

      “Huh?” I questioned.

      “It’s Aunt Clara,” he said.

      “Oh!” I said, grabbing the phone. “Aunt Clara, I’m so sorry.”

      “Child! What are you apologizing for?”

      “I didn’t come home,” I said.

      “Well, that was troubling, but I’m happy that the rich boy has kept me informed of your condition. Has your fever broken?”

      “I still have a small one.”

      “What did the doctor say?”

      “They don’t know what it is, but hopefully I can go home tomorrow,” I replied. She sounded very worried.

      “Is the nice rich boy staying with you? Did Dakota come by?” she asked.

      “Brax is here now, but he doesn’t have to stay. And yes, Dakota came by,” I replied

      “Shame he didn’t stay,” she muttered.

      “Aunt Clara,” I prompted.

      “Yes, I know. I’ll stay out of it. I’ll take the bus down there if you want,” she said.

      “No! Aunt Clara, just make me some fresh bread, and I’ll be home tomorrow,” I said. Braxton took the phone from me, and I scowled at him.

      “Don’t worry, Aunt Clara. I’ll stay with her and bring her home,” he said. I could hear her talking through the phone. She thanked him profusely, then said goodbye.

      “Brax,” I huffed.

      “You are stuck with me, Lacey.” He grinned at me. “Now. Tell me what happened with you and Dakota. I’m not dumb or blind.”

      “Seriously, Brax. I’m not talking about it,” I said. “It doesn’t matter.”

      He walked over and sat on the edge of my bed. “The tracks of tears on your cheeks tell me that it did matter. Do I need to kick his ass?”

      I laughed. “No.”

      “Kick him out of the group?”

      I shook my head. “Nothing like that.”

      “I could slash his tires,” he offered.

      “Brax! Please don’t. He and I made a mistake once, and I don’t care to hash it out again,” I said.

      He took my hand and squeezed it. “He’s a fool if he missed a chance with you.”

      “Don’t be all sweet and stuff with me,” I said.

      “You deserve someone who will adore you, Lacey. Every woman does. That’s why I didn’t belong with Shawnna. I could never adore her. And damn it, I deserve better, too,” he said.

      “I agree with that,” I replied, feeling uncomfortable with his hand holding mine.

      “You should rest,” he said, lifting my hand to his lips. He pressed them against it, then rubbed his cheek across it. “Sleep, Lacey.”

      A wave of exhaustion hit me, and I knew he was right. I was tired, and I needed to sleep. The last thing I saw was him sitting down in the chair across from me.
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        * * *

      

      The hooded man, Ajax, haunted my dreams. He kept telling me over and over that this was an attack. He yelled at me to wake up. He yelled at me to move. I tried running from him, but it didn’t matter where I hid, he walked through the walls to me.

      This fever started when he came to me in the emergency room. For all I knew, he was the attacker. Inside my dreams like this, I couldn’t be sure if he was friend or foe.

      I forced myself awake by bolting up in the bed.

      “Hey, it’s just a dream,” Brax said, rushing to my side. “The doc came in a little bit ago, and they are going to let you go.”

      “Oh,” I said, trying to catch my breath.

      “Damn. Your heart is pounding. Nightmare?” he asked.

      “Something like it,” I replied. There was no way in hell I was telling Braxton about a man in a hood that was after my magic.

      “Who is Ajax?” he asked.

      “Greek hero,” I replied.

      “No, you were saying his name,” he said.

      “I have a history test this week. Greek mythology and stories,” I replied.

      “Oh, do you always dream about demigods?” he asked.

      “No, not generally,” I replied.

      “Do you ever dream about me?” he asked, waggling his eyebrows.

      “No, I don’t,” I said, but I might have somewhere along the way. He was the kind of handsome that fueled dreams.

      The rude nurse from the day before came into the room without knocking. “Here are your discharge papers, Miss Ashcraft. An orderly will be by in a few minutes to escort you to your vehicle.”

      “Okay,” I replied. “What did the doctor say about my condition?”

      “You don’t have a fever anymore, and he’s scheduled another visit with a general practitioner in a week,” she replied.

      “He should be here to tell her that,” Braxton protested.

      “His mother died, so forgive him if he didn’t come by,” she snarled.

      “It’s fine. Thank you, ma’am,” I interjected. The nurse nodded then left the room.

      “Still, a doctor should have been here. I swear this hospital is the most backwoods, podunk place in all of Georgia,” Brax said sounding like a good southern boy.

      I giggled at his accent which had thickened with his rant. He blushed, because he realized that he’d let go of his generally formal speech. There were different kinds of southern accents. Brax always had that deep pocket, old money accent. But when he ranted, he could have been Jimmy Ray or Joe Bob.

      “Stop laughin’ at me,” he said with a brilliant smile.

      “It’s cute,” I replied.

      “Well, then I’ll do it more. Marley came by earlier while you were asleep. I had called her to bring you some clothes to wear home. I don’t know what they did with your other ones,” he said. “If you need help, I can close my eyes.”

      “No, you get out. I can dress myself,” I said.

      “Oh, alright,” he groaned with disappointment. “I’ll be right at the door. Guarding your chastity.”

      I slipped out of the bed, and my feet hit the cold floor with a jolt. Brax hesitated at the door. He’d lost the playfulness, and concern crossed his face.

      “I’m fine. Just finding my legs,” I said.

      “I find your legs to be perfect,” he said.

      I pointed at the door, and he stepped outside into the hallway. I heard a thud like he’d leaned against it.

      Opening the duffle bag at the end of the bed, I opened it to find a t-shirt, jeans, and clean underwear. Thank the heavens for that. It felt heavenly to put on my own clothes. I even was able to get to the bathroom on my own. A bandage covered the place on my arm where the I.V. once was. I looked at myself in the mirror while washing my hands. I looked tired.

      I had an urge to see if my purple circle still responded to me, but I managed to fight it. No need to draw attention now. As I dried my hands, I heard a buzzing in the duffle bag. Inside, my phone lit up with several messages.

      They were from Ajax’s number. “Get out of the hospital now. They are coming. Get out, Lacey. Now!”

      I shook my head. Something was off about all of this. I needed answers, but I had no idea who to ask. I stuffed the buzzing phone into my pocket, then opened the door for Brax. A gangly orderly stood with him pushing a wheelchair.

      “Oh, I can walk,” I said.

      “Hospital policy,” he said. His name tag said Louis.

      “Okay. If you insist,” I said grabbing my duffle bag.

      “Let me take that for you,” Brax said. “I’m going to go pull the car up at the discharge door. Stay in that chair until I get back.”

      I rolled my eyes and plopped down in the chair. My pocket continued to buzz.

      “Are you going to answer that?” Brax asked.

      “No,” I said.

      “Boyfriend?” he asked.

      “Braxton Stanwick, go get the car,” I demanded.

      “As you wish, Princess,” he said with a stupid bow. He hurried off down the corridor toward the elevators. The orderly wheeled me around to push me in the opposite direction.

      “Wait. Where are we going?” Ajax’s persistence had me suspicious.

      “Staff elevators are this way. It’s easier to take patients through them, than through the guest elevators,” Louis explained.

      “Oh, okay,” I said, fishing my phone out of my pocket. It was ringing now. I hit the end button, then put the phone on silent with no vibration.

      The orderly pushed me down the hallway to a single door elevator. The damn thing looked small from the outside. I wondered how they took patients in beds in the tiny thing. The door dinged as someone shouted down the hallway.

      “Hey, you! Stop! Where are you taking her?” another orderly said, pushing a wheelchair. Behind him the nurse scowled. I watched as she stuck her leg out and tripped the man. He fumbled the chair, falling head over heels to the floor.

      “Wait!” I said, trying to stand up. Louis put his boney hand on my shoulder pushing me down in the chair. His hand felt warm.

      “Sit down, Miss,” he said. “This will be a short ride.”

      He shoved my wheelchair into the tiny elevator, then stepped inside with me.

      “Stop!” the man down the hallway yelled as the doors closed.

      I jumped out of the chair, and put my back against the wall. My heart pounded in my chest as Louis grinned at me. His long face and long nose reminded me of an old man like Scrooge. He was missing several teeth, and had a slight lisp as he spoke.

      “Now, calm down, Miss Ashcraft. I won’t hurt ya. I’m just taking you downstairs,” he said, reaching for me.

      “Don’t touch me,” I said, swatting his hand away.

      “I said I won’t hurt ya, but I will if you fight me. I might look small, but I can handle a little girl like you.”

      “Don’t you dare,” I said, reaching in my pocket for my phone. It was still ringing. I answered it with a whimper. “Help me.”

      “Where are you?” Ajax asked.

      “In a tiny elevator,” I said.

      “Hey, put that down,” Louis said, grabbing the phone. I slid to the floor to avoid his grasp.

      “Help me now, Ajax,” I cried out.

      “Fuck,” he cursed through the phone. “Lacey, use your magic. Fight him off.”

      “I don’t know how,” I said.

      “You told me that the magic showed you how to save your friend. It will show you again,” he insisted. “I’m on the way, but you have to fight.”

      Louis lunged for me to pin me to the floor. I kicked at him as he knocked the phone out of my hands. “Now come to me,” he said, grabbing my legs.

      I lifted my hand and spoke the words, “Circulus elementum.” The purple circle blazed to life over my hand.

      “Now, there, little Miss. You don’t want to do anything stupid. We are in an elevator. You unleash the wrong thing, and it will kill us both,” he warned. “You can’t throw magic around so frivolously.”

      The third of the main runes pulsed with power. It looked like an “H” with two cross bars instead of one. What was it? What did it stand for? I tried to remember the symbols on Miss Fleming’s board.

      “Fire,” I muttered. A bolt of lightning shot out of the circle enveloping Louis. He shook and convulsed as the magic shocked his body. His eyes began to bulge out of his head.

      “You dirty little Mage!” he screamed. The scream died out. His body laid in the back of the elevator, smoking. The smell of burnt flesh made me retch. I closed my hand and rolled over on my knees. My chest heaved, and I threw up what little I had eaten. The bile burned my throat as the smell made me continue to gag.

      “Lacey!” I heard Ajax’s panicked voice through my phone. I tried to reach it, but as I did, the elevator stopped. I looked up to the numbers above the doors. Fifth floor. Someone was about to see that I killed a man. I was a murderer. This time it wasn’t a cat. It was a man.

      The doors didn’t open, but Ajax stepped through. He fished me off the floor, steadying me.

      “My phone,” I muttered.

      “Look at me. Are you hurt?” he asked.

      I couldn’t see inside the darkness of his hood. I reached up for it, but he grabbed my hand. “No, please don’t. I’ve been told to leave you to the forces that be, but I can’t do that in good conscious. It is better for both of us, if you don’t know who I am.”

      “But I killed him,” I said.

      “Listen, you are going to sit back down in that chair. I’m going to put you to sleep. It’s going to seem like an electrical accident. Okay?”

      I shook my head. “I have to tell them. I killed him,” I said.

      “Lacey, if you do that, they will start asking questions. What are you going to tell them? That you summoned a purple circle and electrocuted him?” he asked.

      “I don’t know.” Tears rolled down my cheeks. I was turning into a cry baby, but I felt so helpless and confused.

      “Just trust me this one time,” he said. His back stiffened, and he swung me around putting himself between me and Louis’s dead body. Another dark figure joined us in the elevator.

      “Ajax, you were told to leave Miss Ashcraft alone,” the new hooded man said.

      “Do all of you wear hoods?” I muttered.

      “Sir, she was in danger. As you can see,” Ajax said, pointing to the smoking body.

      “Looks like she handled it. You go back to the manor. We will discuss this and your punishment for disobeying an order,” the man said.

      “Hey! You can’t punish him. He helped me,” I said, stepping out from behind Ajax. “I was scared. He’s the only one that has been kind since all of this started.”

      “Magic isn’t kind, Miss Ashcraft. It is a force of the elements that combine giving us the power of gods if we so choose. You chose to kill with it today. It taints Ajax and our group by having any association with you,” the man growled.

      “I need to learn,” I said.

      “Not from us,” he replied.

      “Sir, he was from the Society,” Ajax said.

      “I am aware of the dead man’s affiliations,” the man returned.

      My phone lit up the elevator. I saw Brax’s name flashing on the screen.

      “They will take her magic,” Ajax said.

      “Take my magic,” I muttered.

      “Yes, Miss Ashcraft, if you had not defended yourself, this man would have taken you to a group known as the Society. They would have started a bloodletting ceremony in which they would have cut your wrists and ankles, bleeding you until you were dry. Then they would drink your blood thus consuming your power,” he explained with no emotion.

      I put my hands over my mouth.

      “She doesn’t know anything,” Ajax protested.

      “It is not our fault that the Librarians did not tell her,” the man said.

      “Who?” I asked.

      “Let’s go, Ajax,” the man said.

      “Gil, please,” Ajax begged, defying the man again.

      “Do not speak my name,” Gil growled. “You come with me this day or I swear that I will cut you off with no aid. You will never find a safe haven.”

      “Ajax, go with him,” I said softly.

      “What?” The young hooded man said as he turned to me.

      “Yeah, you go. I’ll be okay. Fight another day,” I said, hoping he got my meaning.

      If he went with this man, then maybe, in the future he could help me again. I heard his teeth grinding inside his hood. His form turned to smoke, and he passed through the wall of the elevator. Gil followed him closely.

      The doors to the elevator opened behind me. Braxton stood there with a frantic look on his face. “Lacey!” He looked at the man slumped in the corner, as I stepped out to him. Fear and anguish took over as I leaned into him. He wrapped his arms around me. “It’s okay. I’ve got you now.” He squeezed tightly as security guards ran around the corner toward the tiny elevator.

      “Move back,” one of them instructed us. I cried into Brax’s shoulder as he backed us up against the wall.

      “He’s dead,” one of the men said.

      Several doctors rushed up to see if they could help. “Excuse me, Miss. Are you injured?”

      “No. He got shocked,” I muttered.

      “We need to check her out,” the doctor said to Brax.

      “No, Brax. Take me home,” I insisted.

      “You will need to give your account of what happened here,” one of the security guards said.

      Brax woke up from his shock. “No, I’m taking her home. You send the cops to us.”

      “My phone,” I said, pointing at it in the elevator.

      “That’s evidence, ma’am,” the security guard said.

      “What kind of hospital is this where fake staff can take women down tiny elevators? My lawyer is going to be all over this,” Braxton said, as he led me away from the commotion. “Keep walking away, Lacey.”

      “Sir, we really need the two of you to stay,” the guard insisted.

      “No way. You’ve done enough,” Brax said, turning his back on them. “Don’t look back. Just keep walking.”

      By the time Braxton got me strapped into his car, my hands and legs shook uncontrollably. I was a nervous wreck.

      “What did he do?” Brax asked.

      “He said he was taking me somewhere,” I muttered. Brax grabbed my hand, squeezing it tightly.

      “Just take deep breaths. You are fine now. I shouldn’t have left you. I’m sorry. I had no idea he wasn’t a real orderly,” he said.

      “How did you know?” I asked.

      “When the real guy showed up to pick you up, he had to fight off that nurse, but he called security. I was standing by the security desk when the call came over their radios. I just beat them to the elevator,” he explained. “How did he die?”

      “I don’t know. He just started shaking and smoking,” I said. The lie was better than the truth.

      “Geez. Thank God,” he said. “I’m not letting you out of my sight now.”

      “I just want to go home,” I whined.

      “On our way.” He drove quickly but steadily as not to jostle me. I knew I smelled like vomit and burnt flesh, but he didn’t mention it. When we pulled up into the drive at my Aunt’s house, I moved to get out. “Wait. Let me help you.”

      “I’m okay,” I said.

      “I assume the vomit was yours,” he said.

      “I know I smell like it. I’m sorry it got in your car,” I muttered.

      “Silly Lacey. I don’t give a shit about that. I’m coming to help you. My point is, you are weak. I wouldn’t be much of a friend if I didn’t help,” he said.

      “Thank you, Brax,” I said.

      He bent down to look me in the eye. “I kept waiting for that door to open. I was going to rip that man to shreds if he had hurt you.”

      “But…”

      “No, I mean it.” He raised back up, offering his hand. I took it and leaned into him as we climbed the steps of the old Victorian.

      The door flew open, and my Aunt Clara stood there with wide eyes and frazzled lavender hair.

      “Mr. Braxton, please bring her inside,” she said as she grabbed my face to kiss me on the cheek. “Thank God, you are alive.”

      I didn’t think she knew about the life and death situation in the elevator, but who knows. She had ways of finding out things. Brax’s phone kept ringing in his pocket. He huffed, then answered it.

      “Hello,” he said, as he lowered me to the floral upholstered couch in the formal living area. “She’s fine. I brought her home, Fane. You don’t have to worry about her.”

      I didn’t want to talk to Kota. My mind buzzed with the power of the electricity still. My aunt sat down beside me and held my hand with her cold boney fingers.

      “Truly, are you alright? You look just terrible,” she said.

      “Aunt Clara!” I protested.

      “And you smell like vomit,” she added.

      Brax lowered his voice as he spoke to Dakota. I just hoped that it didn’t turn territorial. The vibes that Braxton gave off were feral and possessive. I was not his, nor anyone else’s to possess. Not even Mr. Walk-Through-The-Walls Ajax.

      “I need to talk to you about something,” I told my aunt. “But only if he leaves.”

      She tilted her head, wanting more of an explanation, but I couldn’t give her any other. Not while Brax was still here. He joined us back on the couch with a stoic face.

      “Everything okay?” I asked.

      “Dakota was just checking on you. Do you need help getting a shower or getting to your room?” he asked.

      “Young man,” Aunt Clara started in on him. “It is inappropriate for a young man to escort a woman who is not his own to the shower. Do you have intentions toward Lacey?”

      “Aunt Clara,” I muttered through gritted teeth.

      “I didn’t mean any harm. I just hate what has happened to her. She is my best friend. I have no expectations, but I have plenty of intentions,” Braxton said, watching me.

      I pushed myself off the couch, almost teetering over. Brax stood up to steady me. “Brax, I’m fine. You go home now.” Trying to walk straight on wobbly legs, I forced myself to the steps.

      “You gonna stop her?” Aunt Clara asked him.

      I knew then whose side she was on. She’d known about Dakota because we would hang out with her sometimes. Making cookies. Watching soap operas. She also knew he broke my heart even though I never talked about it.

      Brax took the nudge to heart, rushing over to me. “Lacey, please give me a minute.”

      “Brax, I’m tired. Can’t this wait?” I asked. “The police are  liable to come up in here any minute. I’d like to be clean when they do. I might be in jail tonight.”

      “Lacey, I have  nowhere to go. Nothing to offer you, but I want you to know that your kindness has helped me see that there are good people in this world. Not just greedy ones like my father. And I know you think it’s too soon, but I’ve watched you for so long. From that very first day we met, I’ve watched you. You are so good, and I want to learn to be like that, but mostly, I just want to be with you. You are not going to jail. I’ll sell my car if I have to get a lawyer for you,” he said.

      “Brax, I really can’t take this right now. You are welcome to stay here. Sleep on the couch if you want. But I don’t know what any of the rest of that means,” I said.

      “What does your heart say?” he asked.

      “My heart doesn’t speak,” I replied.

      “That’s not true. You give of yourself wholly and completely,” he said.

      “It’s not what you think.”

      “I think you are a light in my very dark life,” he said.

      Well, damn. Dancing in coffee shops and pouring out his soul, Braxton Stanwick was a romantic.

      “Just give me some time,” I said.

      A wide smile crossed his face. “So, it’s not a no.”

      I chuckled. “It’s not a no.”

      Trudging up the stairs, I cursed myself for falling for his charms. I didn’t want to be a rebound girl, but as long as I kept my heart out of it, I’d be fine.
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      When I returned to the sitting room, Brax met me at the stairs. “You were right. The police are here. Remember you don’t have to talk to them,” he instructed me.

      “You in law school or something?” I asked.

      “No, but I’ve tangled with them a few times,” he admitted.

      “Okay,” I replied. He followed me into the sitting room where he helped me into a Queen Anne chair that matched all the other Victorian furniture in the room. I didn’t need help to sit down, because the shower had worked wonders for my aching muscles.

      “Miss Ashscraft, I’m Officer Monroe and this is my partner, Officer Burkhardt. We would like to ask you a few questions about what happened in the elevator,” he said coolly.

      “I should have a lawyer present,” I muttered. Braxton put his hand on my shoulder and squeezed his approval.

      “Whatever for?” Aunt Clara asked.

      “It’s just good to have a legal advisor present,” I said.

      “Miss Ashcraft, we aren’t charging you with anything. Our forensics department hasn’t nailed down Mr. Renard’s cause of death, but we can tell you that we believe that some faulty wiring in the elevator may have triggered it,” Officer Monroe explained.

      “Could you tell us what happened?” Officer Burkhardt chimed in.

      I started to shake remembering the moments that I fought for my life. I couldn’t tell these officers the truth no matter what, so I’d better make it believable or avoid the question altogether.

      “I’m sorry, Officers. I will not speak to you without a lawyer present.”

      “Thank you for your time, Miss Ashcraft. We will be in touch,” Officer Monroe said as he stood. “Thank you for the lemonade, Miss Clarabelle.”

      “You are welcome. Tell your mother I said hello,” she said with a smile. Braxton walked over to the door to let them out.

      “Why didn’t you speak to them? What happened at the hospital?” Aunt Clarabelle asked.

      “Aunt Clara, a man tried to kidnap me. He pretended to be an orderly, then when he put me in the elevator, he tried to put his hands on me. I fought him off, but he got shocked,” I said.

      “Shocked? Like an electric chair?” she asked.

      “Yes,” I replied.

      “Mr. Stanwick, if you are going to be staying here, I’m going to need some supplies from the store. Do you mind?” Aunt Clara asked.

      “Of course not. What do you need?” he asked politely.

      “You don’t have to do that,” I said.

      “No, I want to. Your aunt is going to let me sleep on the couch. It’s the least I can do,” Brax replied.

      “My list is on the icebox in the kitchen, and my pocketbook is on the dining table,” she said.

      Brax hustled out of the room, then back to us in a flash. He offered the pocketbook to Aunt Clara. She opened it, counting out at least $100 in cash.

      “Use the change to buy yourself some gas in that fancy car,” she suggested.

      “That’s not necessary,” he replied

      “No, it’s not, but if you turn down my hospitality, young man, you can sleep on the porch,” she scolded him.

      “Alright. I’ll be back,” he said to me. I nodded my head not knowing what else to do.

      As soon as I heard the purr of his engine, I hissed at my aunt. “Why? Why did you do that?”

      “What really happened at the hospital?” she asked.

      “You wouldn’t believe me if I told you,” I said.

      “You were going to tell me before, so what changed your mind?” she said. I had worked up the courage to ask her, but in the end, I decided that I was insane to think any of it was real, and to tell someone else was even more insane. She waited on my response. “You can tell me, Chantilly.”

      I shook my head. “I can’t.”

      “We didn’t think you had the gift, but apparently you do,” she said.

      “What gift?” I asked.

      She lifted her hand and a silver arcane circle appeared. “The gift of our family line. The ability to do magic. I’ve given up my powers over the years, or rather, they were ripped from me. This is the most I can do.”

      “My parents?” I asked.

      “They were 2nd generation mages, however, they chose not to practice magic. They were librarians. It was their responsibility to keep up with the changing of times and how magic developed through their lifetime. Growing up, you showed no proclivity to the talent. We assumed you didn’t get it. It is rare to find a 3rd generation mage. It also means your power is greater than almost any you come across,” she explained.

      My jaw gaped, and I gasped for air. “I killed him. I called on the other symbol. The fire one. He was trying to take me.”

      “Was he wielding?” she asked.

      “Yes,” I replied.

      “In our community, you are allowed to take a life if someone is trying to take yours or your magic,” she said. “I’m not a part of the community anymore, but I know the rules.”

      “I don’t know anything, except for what is in the trunk in the attic,” I said.

      “What trunk?” she asked.

      “My parents left a trunk in their attic, and I put it here. It has magic books in it,” I explained.

      “You must not tell anyone about those books. I just assumed they were stolen. I’m happy to know you have them, but I’m concerned that they are in this house. However, someone has protected this house with a spell. Probably because they know what you are,” she said.

      “There is a hooded man who has tried to persuade me to stop using it, but then he wanted to take me with him to learn. His boss showed up and he didn’t approve,” I said.

      “The Society?”

      “No, they said the other man was from the Society.”

      “Oh, well, I know enough to tell you to steer clear of the Society. I don’t know what your hooded man is though,” she said. “He have a name?”

      “Ajax.”

      “Like the Greek hero?” she asked.

      “Yeah.”

      “There were secret groups all the time, but the Society usually squashes them. You would do best to be a librarian like your parents,” she said.

      “It feels like a cowardly way out,” I said.

      “No, it’s noble to record the histories. Librarians are neutral, therefore they are never hunted or killed like the others,” my aunt explained.

      “Did my parents die because of magic?” I asked.

      “No, they died because of the lack of it. It is a skill that can prolong your life and keep you free from disease. However, your parents chose the other route. They died of a car accident and cancer.”

      “I should have been told,” I said.

      “Yes, you should have,” she replied.
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      Aunt Clara insisted that I try to sleep. Using any amount of magic can exhaust you depending on the application. Apparently, all this time I thought I had been getting sick, when actually, it was because of my magical experimentation. Aunt Clara told me a few things that specifically applied to my situation, but I had so little knowledge about what had become a much bigger world overnight.

      Climbing the stairs to my bedroom, I thought over the last twenty-four hours. I’d saved a life and taken one. My brain wouldn’t allow my heart to dwell on it.

      Braxton hadn’t returned from Aunt Clara’s errand, but she assured me that she would set him up on the couch with blankets and pillows. What would my friends think of me? They could never know. I’d read the books about witches and wizard schools. You weren’t allowed to tell anyone that you could do magical things.

      I fell back on my bed and stared at the ceiling. Just above me, a trove of instruction manuals waited to show me the deepest secrets of the craft. Were there teachers? Did someone have to teach me?

      “What the fuck am I?” I asked no one.

      My mind reeled, not allowing me to sleep. I tried counting sheep, but I ended up counting how many seconds it was while I watched Louis fry to death. Had he deserved it? Was that my excuse?

      “Shit. I have a Geology test tomorrow,” I growled, as I tripped out of the bed. I caught myself before I fell, but it was only seconds before Braxton appeared at my door.

      “Are you alright?” he asked.

      “I gotta study,” I said.

      “Lacey, you’ve had a bad day. Let the books settle for a bit. Rest,” he said, but didn’t enter the room.

      I looked down at his feet where they stood at an invisible line. “What is this?” I asked.

      “Your Aunt told me I wasn’t to go in your room,” he said.

      “She’s old fashioned,” I replied.

      “I will respect her wishes. She’s giving me a place to sleep when I have no other,” Brax said sadly.

      “We’ve talked all day about me. We should talk about you,” I said.

      He sat down on the floor across from my doorway. I took to the floor in my room next to my bed. Then, he proceeded to tell me about all the hateful things that Shawnna said to him when he broke up with her. Then, she turned on him by calling his father who immediately cut off his funds. He’d even had him evicted from his apartment. Brutal. Vicious.

      “He treated you like a red-headed step-child,” I said.

      He grinned. “I don’t have red hair.”

      Braxton had beautiful, thick chestnut brown hair with intense eyes. “No, you don’t.

      “Why is your hair white?” he asked.

      “Rude,” I replied.

      “It’s beautiful,” he said.

      My jaw dropped because while most people said my hair color was unique, no one had ever dared to call it beautiful.

      “It’s just white. I was born this way,” I said.

      “I love it. It’s so you. I always know when you are around. I can see it across campus like a shining beacon,” he said. “Wow! That sounded lame.”

      I giggled. “Yes, it did.”

      “I just know it’s you, and that makes me happy.”

      “Not as lame.”

      “Thanks. I think that’s why I sat down with you that first day in the student center at the coffee counter,” he said.

      “Because my hair was white?”

      “Because you were different. I was sick already of the rich frat boys and the snobby sorority girls. I decided the best way to get to know someone new was just to introduce myself to a different crowd,” he said.

      “I was it,” I said.

      “I think we all ended up pretty good friends despite our differences,” he said, then yawned.

      “You should get some sleep,” I said.

      “You, too.”

      “I’m not sure if I’ll be able to sleep tonight, plus I still have a Geology test tomorrow.”

      “Cheat off Dakota’s paper. I’m sure he will let you.”

      “You spoke to him earlier?”

      “Yeah, he was worried about you. I told him you were fine and that I was looking after you.”

      “I can look after myself.”

      “Phew. That takes all the responsibility off me.”

      I picked up my shoe and threw it at him. He dodged and it hit the wall behind him with a loud thud.

      “You are a pig.”

      “Oink.” Brax always made me laugh with his silliness. For a stuck-up rich kid, he knew how to turn on the charm, but he also knew how to laugh. I’d never once considered him to be anything other than a friend, but I could see his value and what he would bring to a relationship. “Are you still in love with him?”

      “What? Who?” I asked, hoping to the heavens he wasn’t talking about Kota.

      “Fane.” Shit.

      “No.”

      “But you were together without telling all of us?”

      I sighed. No sense in hiding it now. I had one big secret to keep, and I didn’t want any others gnawing away at me.

      “Yes, for a little bit, but it didn’t work out.”

      “Please tell me you dumped him.”

      “No,” I replied quietly.

      “What the hell is wrong with him?”

      “I’m not sure, but he had other things going with his family that took up his time. It was kinda sudden,” I explained. I’d never talked to anyone about it, but felt some comradery with the recently single handsome guy sitting across from me.

      “He’s an idiot.”

      I lowered my face to the ground and made circles with my finger on the hardwood floor. One of the planks had a knot right in front of me. I swirled my finger around it several times before a shadow crept over it. Braxton had moved up to the edge of my door again, but this time he was on his knees.

      “I mean it, Lacey. Any guy that was lucky enough to hold your heart would be a fool to let it go,” he said. The intensity of his eyes struck me, and I looked away from him.

      “I’m nothing special.”

      “Don’t make me come in there. I meant what I said. Get some sleep,” he said, rising to his feet. I looked up at him as he smiled down at me. I saw the hurt and pain in his eyes from what his family had done to him, but I saw that touch of humor, too. And maybe something else I’d only ever seen once. I didn’t want to see it again, but there it was.

      “Goodnight,” I whispered.

      Eventually, I convinced myself that I could study tomorrow, and I climbed back in bed. Exhaustion struck me like a freight train. Unable to fight my eyelids, I gave myself up to sleep.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      I strolled into Economics with just a moment to spare. Looking across the room, I noticed that Dakota had taken a new seat closer to the front than our normal seat near the door. Easing into the desk closest to me, I waited to see if he would turn and look at me, but he didn’t. My heart sunk. No matter what happened between us, I still liked him. He had called it off leaving my emotions tethered to him. He still felt something, too. I had to have some self-respect like when he waltzed into the hospital thinking he could just kiss me.

      It had taken me forever to get up and get moving this morning. My whole body felt sluggish and sore. Braxton was still snoozing on the couch when I slipped out to catch the bus to the college. My plans for studying would have to wait until after Art History. I’d have an hour or so to grab a bite to eat and study.

      I’d decided to avoid our normal morning coffee meet-up. With Brax and Shawnna broken up, with Dakota avoiding me, and who knew what Marley did all night, I decided that I didn’t need the drama today. It was time to buckle down and get ready for mid-terms.

      Econ, Psych, and Geology would be multiple-choice tests, which I hated because I’d convince myself that my first instinct was wrong, when actually it was right. English would be an essay, and Art History would be a project. I hadn’t worked on my symbol project, but considering I had another couple of days, I figured I’d squeeze it in somewhere. Even more reason for me to skip the group’s coffee time.

      I zoned out during Econ thinking about the events of the weekend. Ajax stayed on my mind. His boss didn’t like him interfering with me, but he seemed to be open to answering some questions. Then it hit me again. I killed someone. Granted, he had been trying to take me. But I caused his death in protecting myself. An instinct inside of me knew it would be him or me. I survived, but I felt shocked that I could do such a thing.

      “Miss Ashcraft.”

      “Huh?” I jolted out of my musings.

      “Can you answer the question?” Professor Patel asked.

      “Can you repeat the question?” I asked.

      “Perhaps you should stop daydreaming and pay attention,” he replied smartly. “In the economic system I’ve drawn on the board, the use of scarce resources is determined by?”

      I quickly looked over the graphs and recognized the system. “In a market-based system, the use of scarce resources is determined by consumer demand,” I said.

      He furrowed his brow and replied, “Correct. The consumer determines most of a market-based system including pricing and demand.”

      His voice droned on, and I forced myself to pay attention. I hated economics. In fact, any class that made me “math” I generally disliked. I wasn’t an artist either. I liked to read, but the analyzing required in English was boring and washed any enjoyment out of reading the text. The truth was, I didn’t like any of my classes. I had no idea what I was going to do with myself. It was my last semester at Stonehill. I’d have to go to the University next year if I intended on finishing my degree. So far, nothing appealed to me.

      My childhood dreams of professions included ninja, dragon rider, and pirate. Thanks to my parents’ love of books, I grew up with a vivid imagination.

      When class dismissed, I tucked my notebook into my backpack and caught Dakota looking at me. He made a move to approach me, so I darted out the door. I practically ran to the nearest stairwell, but with all the classes letting out, I couldn’t put the distance between us that I wanted. I decided that instead of going out the front door, I’d keep going down a level and exit through the back of the building on the basement level.

      Once I got outside, I took a deep breath to allow my heart to stop pounding. I waited for a moment to see if he had followed me, but I resigned that I must be paranoid. I snuck around the side of the building then quickly across the street to the art building.

      I dipped inside and found a bench outside of my classroom to sit down and wait for my next class. When I pulled out my phone, I had two messages.

      
        
        BRAXTON: Why aren’t you at the student union for coffee?

      

      

      I flipped to the second message.

      
        
        KOTA: If you don’t want to talk to me, Lacey, just say it. You don’t have to run off.

      

      

      I decided to respond. I’d end this now.

      
        
        ME: I’m not the one that moved across the room like a child who doesn’t want to face their problems. I’m convinced that you are the biggest chicken on this campus. Whatever your issue was, we could have worked on it together. Instead, you ran. You moved. Not me. Don’t ever blame this on me. And to let you know, no, I don’t care to speak to you. Don’t you dare kiss me again. Ever.

      

      

      My breath hitched as I stared at my words. I couldn’t send it.

      “There you are,” Braxton said from down the hallway. He had two cups of coffee. He sat down next to me offering one to me.

      I turned my screen off instead of sending the text. It would be better off if I just let him stew in it. I wouldn’t lower myself to respond to him.

      “Thank you, Brax.”

      “Well, it occurred to me that you might not want to meet up with everyone after what happened. Don’t worry, Shawnna won’t be back, but Marley was worried about you. I told her I’d find you. You should message her,” he said.

      “I will,” I said looking down at my coffee.

      “Dakota?” he asked.

      “Yeah,” I replied.

      “Tell him to fuck off,” Braxton said. I laughed and thought about the unsent message on my phone. “Unless you don’t want to do that, and I completely understand.”

      “I don’t know what I want, Brax. I don’t even know what I’m going to do next year. If, and that’s a big if, I pass my classes…”

      “You will pass your classes.”

      “Well, if I do, then what? What’s next?”

      “Whatever you want,” he replied. “Don’t stress it. You will figure it out when you are ready. Look at me. I have no clue what I’m going to do. I suppose I’m not going into the publishing business anymore.” He nudged my knee with his.

      I smiled. “I guess not.”

      “We have time to figure it out,” he said.

      I leaned over on him, and he wrapped his arm around my back. He pressed a gentle kiss to my temple. Something sparked my attention over his shoulder, but when I looked nothing was there.

      “I better get to class,” I said.

      “I’ll be here when you get out,” he replied.

      “You don’t have to do that,” I said.

      “I don’t have class. I’m gonna sit here and study for my statistics test this afternoon,” he said. “I’d rather do it here where it is quiet than over at the student union.”

      “Okay,” I said gathering my backpack. Just as I stepped into Mrs. Fleming’s class, I looked back at Brax. He smiled and nodded. I returned the smile, then slipped into class.

      When I sat down in my seat, I looked up to the board where Mrs. Fleming was putting the final touches on an arcane circle. One that looked exactly like mine.
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      Mrs. Fleming talked about symbols and how they were combined to create language and art. She flashed slides of many different combinations of symbols, but of all things for her to draw on the board. She drew an arcane circle. My circle.

      “Does anyone have any questions?” she asked.

      I decided to find out about this circle. Raising my hand, I gathered my courage to ask. She nodded at me.

      “Mrs. Fleming, the circle you drew on the board, it has the same symbols you posted in the last class. Where did you find the reference for that circle?” I asked.

      “I’m not sure exactly. You can search the library for arcane circles. You will find many of them in different shapes and forms. Are you interested in this circle?” she asked.

      “I just think it looks cool,” I said playing it off. “Could you find something like that on the internet?”

      “Possibly, but you have to be careful with internet searches. They do not separate the truth from fiction,” she explained. “Your midterm project is due on Monday. I will be out of town on Friday so we won’t have class. See you next week.”

      A cheerful murmur flowed through the class as people started to exit.

      “Miss Ashcraft,” Mrs. Fleming called out to me.

      Shit. “Yes, ma’am?”

      “I’ll look at my records and if I find the reference for the circle, I’ll email you,” she said.

      “Um, thanks. No need. I just thought it might make a cool project,” I said.

      “It would, but you need to find one to make your own. Remember this is art history. Don’t merely copy what someone else has done, be your own history,” she said.

      “Right,” I said, shying away from her inspirational speech. I slipped out the door before she started again. Without thinking, I headed for the steps.

      “You gonna leave me here?” Braxton asked.

      “Brax! I’m so sorry.”

      “Where are we headed now?” he asked.

      “We?”

      “Yeah, we,” he replied.

      “I’m going to the library to do some research for my art project for midterm. Then I have geology later,” I said.

      “How about I take you to lunch, then we go to the library?” he suggested.

      “Brax, you don’t have to do that,” I said, knowing he’d been cut off from his father’s money.

      “Nonsense. Let’s go,” he said, holding his hand out to me. My stomach growled giving me away. “What’s that I hear? Oh, it’s Lacey’s stomach. It says it’s been neglected.”

      I giggled. “Alright,” I said, taking his hand.

      We walked out into the courtyard behind the building and down the sidewalk. He never let go of my hand.

      “My car is in the lot behind the student union,” he said.

      “Okay,” I said.

      “What’s your art project about?” he asked.

      “Symbols that are art or can be used as art,” I said.

      “Interesting. Any idea what you are going to do?” he asked.

      “I thought something witchy or occult-like. Spooky and weird,” I said.

      He snorted. “Okay. You aren’t summoning demons, are you?” he asked.

      “No, silly. It’s not real. Just have to make it look artsy,” I said.

      “I wish I could help you on that one, but I wouldn’t know where to start,” he said, as we walked along, but he suddenly stopped. I followed his gaze to see Shawnna half in a young man’s lap whispering in his ear.

      “Is that the other guy?” I asked.

      “Yeah, I guess,” he responded.

      “Well, go punch his lights out and take her back,” I said.

      He broke his stare. “I don’t want that,” he said. “It just caught me off guard.”

      “You are walking through campus holding my hand. I’m sure people were looking at that. Everyone knows you,” I said.

      Gently he unthreaded his fingers from mine. “I’m sorry. I should have asked.”

      “I didn’t protest,” I said. I couldn’t believe I said it, but I did.

      He smiled. “Maybe if we cut through the student union, we won’t have to deal with her.”

      “Or we could walk right past her like we didn’t care,” I suggested.

      “Yeah, but she won’t come after me. She will go after you, then I might punch her.”

      “You wouldn’t.”

      “No. But I would want to.”

      “I’m ready for anything. I’m not avoiding her just because she’s a bitch. I’m pretty sure I could match her on that.”

      “Lacey, no, you couldn’t. You are too kind and you’ve got a heart. She’s cold and mean. You could never be like that,” Braxton said.

      “Still. I’m not changing lanes for her,” I said.

      He took a deep breath. “Alright. Forgive me now for anything I might say to her,” he said.

      “Just keep walking,” I said. So, we did. We walked down the short steps to the main patio around the student center. It stretched across the space to a fountain, then on the other side, the administration building sat. He didn’t take my hand back, but I suspected he did that to keep me out of the limelight.

      We were almost past her when she spoke up.

      “ So now you like sloppy seconds?” Shawnna asked.

      “Leave her alone, Shawn,” Brax growled back at her.

      “I wasn’t talking about her. I was asking you. It was obvious that she and Fane were banging it there for a while. I bet he is good in bed. Grab ahold of that hair and ride,” she teased.

      I should have known that people noticed. The guys probably didn’t, but Shawnna did.

      “You are a bitch, Shawn,” he said, as he grabbed my hand. I stood frozen, waiting for the tongue lashing she was about to give us both.

      Instead, her man stood up. “You won’t speak to my woman like that,” the large man with deep brown skin said. “Do you hear me?”

      I knew him now that he stood there. His name was Jamarcus Cleary, and he was a fantastic basketball player. He was being recruited by some of the big- name schools like Duke and Kentucky. He stood several inches taller than Braxton, which meant he towered over me.

      “Come on, Brax. We don’t need this,” I said.

      Braxton stiffed at my words, as he blocked me from Jamarcus and Shawnna.

      “You should apologize to her or I’m going to make you apologize,” he said.

      “Look, we don’t want a fight,” I said, but Braxton kept me behind him.

      “You are gonna have one little Miss, if your boyfriend doesn’t apologize,” Jamarcus said, taking another step toward us.

      “You would have more than you could handle,” a voice said to my right. Isaac Denton stood there with Grant Camden who dropped his bookbag like he was ready to fight. Grant was a scrawny guy, but I bet he could scrap it up in a fight.

      “This isn’t your concern, Denton,” Jamarcus said.

      “Well, see, that’s the problem. Those two are my friends, and I won’t stand by when someone is picking a fight,” Isaac said. He managed to wink at me during the threat. Such a flirt.

      “They aren’t worth it, Jamarcus,” Shawnna said, realizing that they were outnumbered.

      “It’s totally not worth it,” Marley said as she stepped out of the shadows from the student union.

      “They are like a gang. Leave them alone,” Shawnna begged.

      “I’ll come back with my boys,” Jamarcus warned. “I’ll get that apology.” Shawnna tugged on his arm. Pulling him away from the fight just as Dakota stepped out of the administration building.

      “You don’t know half of what you think you know, Shawnna,” he said.

      “See. I told you. It’s like a fucking harem. Lacey’s tribe,” she sneered at me.

      “You and me, Stanwick. I owe you,” Jamarcus said to Braxton before he walked away with Shawnna wrapped around his muscular arm.

      “Fuck. I told you. Are you alright?” Brax said, turning to me. He ignored our friends who approached us slowly, except for Dakota.

      “I’m fine. I need to talk to him for a minute,” I said.

      “Oh, okay,” Brax said.

      “I got your back, brother,” Isaac said, giving Brax a fist bump.

      I heard them talking about the confrontation as I walked to where Dakota stood. He looked down to the concrete sidewalk as I approached.

      “I wasn’t running from you,” I said.

      “Your text said you didn’t want to talk to me, so why are you here?”

      “Text?”

      He held up his phone and showed me the text I hadn’t sent.

      “No, no, no, no! I didn’t send that! I decided not to send it,” I protested, pulling out my phone. The message sent notification appeared when I swiped it to life. “Kota, I never meant to send that. I was upset this morning because you moved. I didn’t intend on sending it.”

      “It’s okay. You typed it. Part of you meant it. You are absolutely right. I had no right to come in there and kiss you like that. It won’t happen again. In fact, I just put in all my information to transfer out this semester to the University,” he said.

      “No,” I whispered. “No, Dakota, how are you going to afford that?”

      “I’m not dumb. I got a scholarship,” he said.

      “No, I didn’t mean. I mean. Crap. Really? You are leaving?”

      “Yep, right after midterms. My advisor negotiated with the professors at the University for me to take the same ones there,” he explained. “You won’t have to see me three times a day anymore.”

      “I don’t want you to leave,” I said as tears welled up in my eyes. I tried not to cry. Men had told me that women use tears as a weapon, but I swore that this was genuine sadness. Not a manipulation.

      “Goodbye, Lacey,” he said, then walked away.

      Floored. I was absolutely floored. My stupid self should have deleted the message, but somehow it had sent. I shook my head and forced myself not to throw my phone.

      “Hey you,” Marley said. “He told you, huh?”

      “Yeah. Did you know?” I asked.

      She wrapped me up in a hug. “Of course, I did, but you didn’t want to talk about it, so I never mentioned it.”

      “I didn’t mean to send the text,” I said.

      “It isn’t about a text, Lacey. He sees you with Braxton, and somewhere he got the idea that you’d be better off with Stanwick.”

      “This sucks.”

      “Yeah, it does,” she replied, releasing the hug. I wiped away my tears and looked over to Brax. He watched us carefully even though Grant and Isaac kept talking to him.

      “He may be right though. Brax has always liked you, Lacey. I just don’t think we ever thought he’d give up his fortune for you,” Marley said.

      “He didn’t give it up for me,” I corrected her.

      She laughed. “You, my sweet friend, are blind. I love you, but you are blind.”

      “Why?”

      “The day you met him. Do you remember?” she asked.

      “Of course, I was sitting in the student union drinking coffee when he invited himself to sit at my table. I was waiting on you, but there was no getting rid of him. I figured he was just a big flirt,” I said.

      “Very true. He is, but he said that you didn’t know who he was or what his name meant, but you were so nice and funny,” she said.

      “That isn’t love,” I protested.

      “I’m not saying it was then, but it made him look at his life differently. He’d never seen himself as anything other than Clanton Stanwick’s son,” she said. “Maybe you gave him the idea that he didn’t have to be that.”

      “Why are you so much wiser than me?” I asked, wiping away my tears.

      “I’ve slept with more men,” she quipped. We both laughed.

      “I said wise! Not experienced,” I jabbed at her.

      “Same difference,” she replied. “Don’t you have class?”

      “Not now. Brax and I were going to get lunch,” I said.

      “Can I come?” she asked. “Or is it a date?”

      “It’s not a date.”

      “Cool.” She said wrapping her arm with mine and dragging us back to the guys. “Lacey and Brax are going to lunch. Want to go with us?”

      “Wait, you are going?” Brax asked. I rolled my eyes at him, and he grinned.

      “Sure. I invited myself, and I’ve invited them now,” Marley replied.

      “I’m up for it,” Isaac said.

      “I’ve got to go to the computer lab. Maybe next time,” Grant replied.

      “Is that the computer lab that Zuri works in?” Marley asked.

      Grant scowled at her. “No.”

      “Liar. While we are getting everything out in the open, why don’t you just admit to what we already know?” Marely prodded him.

      “We aren’t dating. Just having fun,” he replied. “And I’ve got to go.”

      “Don’t want to be late for fun,” Marley said. I poked her in the ribs. “Ow!”

      “Leave him alone,” I chided.

      “What? I didn’t do anything,” Marley replied. Devil woman.

      “Let’s go eat,” Isaac said. “Marley you can ride with me.”

      “I’d rather take the bus with your driving record,” Marley replied.

      “Come on,” he said. “It’s not like it would be the first time you rode with me.”

      Marley stopped in her tracks. Braxton’s eyes widened, and I gasped. No one ever got as smart with Marley as she did with everyone else. Bravo to Isaac.

      “What did you say?” she huffed.

      “You said we were getting everything out in the open,” he laughed. “Come on, Marley.” He winked at her and she stomped ahead of us. Brax and I tried to keep our laughs to ourselves, but it wasn’t working.

      “Leave me alone, Isaac Denton! You are a womanizing, baseball hitter,” she sputtered.

      “I hit home runs, baby,” he quipped.

      We couldn’t hold back the howls any longer.

      “They might be perfect for each other,” Braxton whispered in my ear.

      “Or kill each other in the process,” I replied.

      “It would be fun to watch,” he said.

      “I agree.”

      “Shut-up!” Marley overheard us and stomped her foot.

      “Pitch that fit, baby. You look gorgeous when you get all worked up,” Isaac continued.

      She spun and stuck her finger in his face. “Shut your pie hole, Isaac!”

      “Mmm, pie,” he said. She shoved him.

      “I’m not eating with this monster,” she said. “I’ll call you later, Lacey.” She rushed off into the student union.

      “Isaac,” I scolded him.

      “I’ll go get her. Smooth it over,” he said, chasing after her.

      We watched him run into the building.

      “They are totally going to fuck,” Brax said.

      “Totally,” I replied.

      “Braxton!” a man’s voice rumbled. Behind us, a man stood beside a limo parked at the curb.

      “Fuck,” Braxton mumbled. I’d never met his father, but I knew exactly who he was. He had the same handsome features as his son, but with a dusting of salt and pepper hair. He wore a dark suit with a navy tie. A large man stepped out of the front of the limo to stand with him.

      “Your father?” I asked.

      “Yeah. Stay here. I’ll be right back,” he said. I grabbed his hand.

      “No, I’ll go with you,” I said, knowing he might need the moral support. Besides, Brax had made a big decision in his life. I felt it was the right one. Someone needed to defend him. Heaven help his father if he crossed a southern woman.

      “Lacey, I appreciate it, but there is no reason you should be dragged into this,” he said.

      “I’m going with you,” I repeated.

      A smile crept around the edges of his mouth. “Okay. I warned you,” he said, as we walked toward his father. “Hello, Dad.”

      “Get in the car, Son. We need to talk,” Mr. Stanwick said.

      “Dad, this is Lacey Ashcraft, my friend. Lacey, my father, Clanton Stanwick,” Brax said, ignoring his father’s rudeness.

      “Nice to meet you, Sir.”

      “Are you the hussy that decided she knew what was better for my son than I do?” he asked.

      “Dad! Stop!”

      “I got this,” I said, letting go of Braxton’s hand. “If I was a hussy, it wouldn’t matter. Because your son deserves to be loved and appreciated for who he is and the decisions he makes on his own. You should be proud of him.”

      “Proud of throwing his life away?”

      “Proud of him for being the kind of man who sits in a hospital room with a friend who is sick when she needed him. Proud of him for getting an old lady’s groceries because she can’t drive. Proud of him for making his own damn choices in life instead of those that are handed to him on a silver platter,” I spouted.

      “You know nothing about the world, little girl. It’s going to eat you alive. Braxton, get in the car,” he said.

      “I’m not going with you, Dad. I love you and Mom. Lacey is right. I’m making my own decisions now,” Brax said.

      “You will regret this,” his father growled as he climbed back into the limo. The large man got in the front and they drove off. When I looked back at Braxton, he was shaking.

      “You okay?”

      “I’ve never stood up to him before,” he muttered. “How did you? Why did you?”

      “I might be mild mannered, but don’t fuck with my friends,” I said.
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      After a quick lunch, Braxton dropped me off at the natural sciences building. He offered to go into class with me, but I knew he had his own business class to attend. Taking a deep breath, I walked into the auditorium. With a quick look over the students, it wasn’t hard to see Dakota sitting in his regular seat. I had to make a choice.

      I could stand up to a billionaire overbearing father, but not an ex-lover.

      “Suck it up, Lacey,” I said as I made the move to sit with him. Just before I got there, another woman slipped into the seat next to him. I hadn’t seen her in the class before, but I didn’t pay much attention to anyone else.

      I took the seat nearest him but back a row. He looked back at me, then at the woman next to him. I shrugged, then the lights dimmed as our professor began to run through slides of rocks. Someone once told me that geology was one of the easier sciences, but it was also the most boring.

      When the lights clicked back on, the woman sitting beside Dakota jerked her hand back to herself. His hand remained open where hers had once laid in it. A heavy feeling settled in my stomach and a bout of nausea threatened to make me puke.

      “Please prepare for the test,” Professor Abilia said. A teacher’s assistant passed tests out at the end of the row. We each took one and passed it. While at lunch, Brax helped me go through the questions. He’d taken geology before so he already knew the answers. I hurried through the test, turned in my paper, and never looked back as I ran out the door. The closest bathroom was down the hallway.

      Just as I reached the door, the hallway darkened.

      “No! Leave me alone!” I shouted.

      A figure in a hood stepped out of the wall ahead of me. It was taller than Ajax. I turned to run only to find another one behind me. This one had a small frame like a woman.

      “No,” I shouted again. “Stop!”

      “Come with us. It will be a lot less painful if you do,” the male said.

      “Get away!”

      “It’s good that you are afraid. You should be, but it’s too late now,” the woman said. She lowered her hood to show me the face of the woman who had been sitting with Dakota. She held up a bloody knife. “He didn’t even fight me. You’d broken him enough that I just shoved it in without effort.”

      “NO!”

      When I turned back to the man, he was right in front of me. I pushed my hand toward him like I was going to push him away, but a blast of wind came from it, throwing him down the hallway. His body rolled to a stop.

      “Reckless, foolish girl. You can’t use magic to save yourself. It only draws more of us to you.” She cackled as she slowly approached me. I lifted my hand, and without the chant, my purple circle appeared. My blood surged through my veins as my heart pounded.

      “Stay back,” I warned her.

      “You don’t even know what to do with that thing,” she said, lifting her hand. An arcane circle appeared above hers. A sparkling black mass with tendrils of lighting flashed around inside of it. “One day, if you survive, you can truly use that magic properly, but I don’t think you will survive. When the Master sees you, he will devour you.” She reached back and threw her circle at me. The flashing black ball of smoke and lightning barreled toward me. I threw my hands in front of me in a defensive measure. The purple of my circle expanded into a shield in front of me.

      The mass of blackness hit it, shoving me backwards. The purple shield began to crack as she moved toward me.

      “Please, help me. Someone help,” I muttered as the blackness consumed my circle.

      I saw her flinch, then two robed arms stretched out to mine. The strong hands of a man wrapped around my wrists. I felt an electricity flow through me as the purple in my circle began to pulse and push back the attack.

      “You cannot stop us,” the woman said, but she wasn’t talking to me. “You are not strong enough.”

      “I am for now,” the man’s voice rumbled behind me as the last bit of her circle was destroyed by mine. She walked through the wall nearest to her without a word.

      I tried to turn back to face the man who had saved me, but he held my wrists tightly.

      “Ajax?” I asked.

      “My name is Zeth, but I know Ajax,” he said. “He warned you that they would come.”

      “Who are they?” I asked.

      “I suspect that they were Beldame. Dark sorcerers and witches that consume power, but they aren’t the only ones that will hunt you. If you want to survive, then you should come with us,” he said. “I’ll take you to Ajax.”

      Shaking my head, I tried to say no, but the words wouldn’t come out. The man released my wrists as he backed away. When I spun around, he was gone.

      “Lacey?” I heard a voice from the other end of the hallway. Dakota stood there with his backpack.

      “Kota, you’re alive,” I muttered. He walked toward me quickly.

      “You look pale. Sit down,” he said, guiding me to a bench along the wall. “What happened? Of course, I’m alive.”

      “I saw something,” I said.

      “You are shaking. What did you see?” he asked.

      “Who was the woman sitting with you?” I asked.

      “I didn’t know her,” he replied. “I’m sorry she took your seat.”

      “You held her hand,” I said quietly as other people passed us in the hallway.

      “What? No, I didn’t. I wouldn’t do that in front of you,” he said. “You must think the worst of me.”

      “You are leaving school. I didn’t send the text, Kota. I don’t know how it made it to you, but I swear I didn’t.”

      “I think it’s for the best if I do leave. For both of us.”

      “For you. You didn’t even ask what was best for me,” I said, standing up. I wobbled on my feet.

      “Are you going back to him?” he asked.

      “Who?”

      “Brax.”

      “I’m not with Brax,” I said. “Besides, it’s none of your damn business.”

      “Just like who I hold or not hold hands with,” he said with a distant cold look.

      I took a couple of steps away from him, then ran. I was a coward and didn’t feel like fighting him anymore. It was time to move on.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      As I sat at the bus stop waiting to go home, a young girl who didn’t look old enough to be in college sat down next to me.

      “Hello,” she said cheerfully.

      A strange feeling rolled over me like someone was watching me. I stood up and turned in a circle, taking in my surroundings.

      “You okay?” she asked.

      “Um, yeah. Just felt like someone was watching me,” I said.

      “People are always watching. They look at me funny, too.”

      “Why?” I asked.

      “I’m too young to be here. You gave me the same look.”

      “I just thought you were out of place, not too young. I’m sorry to offend you.”

      “You didn’t do it on purpose. The truth is I am much older than I look.”

      “What’s your secret?” If she was going to talk, I was going to make small talk back.

      “Magic.”

      I started coughing because she said it so matter of factly. “Sorry, bug.” I pointed at my mouth, but from the look on her face, she was completely serious.

      “You might as well not believe me, but it’s true. There is a whole world of magic out there. It can make you look younger. It can save someone’s life. It can be stolen.” She laid her small, cold hand on top of mine. I felt the shift immediately. Something moved between us. Jerking away from her, I landed on the grass next to the bench. An evil smirk crossed her face.  “New magic feels so good.”

      I scrambled to my feet and took off running toward the library behind me. Several people jumped out of my way as I raced down the sidewalk. Looking back over my shoulder, the young girl was gone. When I got to the steps of the library, I stopped to catch my breath. My heart pounded in my chest. A burning sensation rattled in my lungs as I fought off panic.

      “Are you okay, Miss?” a young man about my age asked. He had dark green eyes and sandy blonde hair.

      “I’m fine,” I said, holding my chest.

      “You should sit down,” he said, as he reached for me.

      “No! Don’t touch me,” I replied, then gained my breath to run away from him. He didn’t follow, but stood there looking puzzled. I crossed the street behind the Library looking for the nearest bus stop. I knew there was one behind the English building, but I might miss it considering the time. Pushing myself harder, I sprinted the last thirty yards as the bus pulled up to the stop.

      “You almost missed it,” the bus driver quipped. “You can sit and rest now. You look rough.”

      “Thanks,” I muttered as I showed him my bus pass. I found a seat in the middle of the bus alone. My phone buzzed in my pocket. I pulled it out.

      
        
        BRAXTON: I came to pick you up from class. I guess I just missed you. Call me. I have some news.

      

      

      I dialed his number while regulating my breaths.

      “Hey, beautiful,” he said, answering his phone.

      “Hey,” I replied.

      “You okay?” he asked.

      “Yeah, I’m fine. What’s the news?”

      “Isaac is going to let me stay with him. His roommate got kicked off the baseball team, so he has an extra room. The college pays for it, so I’ll go hang there instead of on your aunt’s couch,” Brax explained.

      “Okay. I’m glad you found something. You and Isaac don’t kill each other, okay?”

      He laughed. “Nah. He and I are good.”

      “Well, great. If you need anything, you know where to find me.”

      “You sound exhausted. Go home and get some rest. Okay?”

      “Okay.”

      “Call me later.”

      “Okay.” Mindlessly, I hung up before he began to say anything else.

      Looking around the bus, it seemed like every pair of eyes were fixed on me. Paranoia dug deep into my soul as I peered into each face. Were they here to steal my power? Were they here to kidnap me? Kill me?

      I barely kept myself in the seat until my stop. When I saw my aunt’s Victorian, I dashed to the front eager for the doors to open. Sweat rolled down my brow. It hung in my eyebrows like too high tears while real tears streaked down my face.

      Barreling out of the bus, I raced up to the porch of my aunt’s home. When I rushed inside, I saw her sitting in the living room with a hooded man.

      “No! Don’t hurt her! Don’t you dare touch her!” I screamed at the man.

      “Lacey, calm down,” Aunt Clara scolded me. “We have a visitor.”

      “If you hurt her…”

      “I have no intention of hurting one of my oldest friends,” the deep voice said. A voice I’d heard before. The man in the elevator. Gil.

      “Gil.”

      “Hello again, Lacey. Is someone chasing you?” he asked.

      I backed against the wall as my fortitude broke. Resigned to whatever fate this was I slid down the wall to my butt with a thud.

      The man rushed over to me, brushing my hair out of my face. “It’s okay. Your Aunt’s house is protected. We have been protecting this house for centuries and we will continue to do so.”

      “Who are you?” I choked out.

      He removed his hood, and I looked into the sky-blue eyes of a man I’d never seen before in my life. His kind features were accented by the long, sharp jawline and a dusting of facial hair.

      “My name is Gilbert Culpepper. I’m a professor at the college,” he said.

      “You are Marley’s Mr. Culpepper,” I muttered.

      A wide smile crossed his face. “Miss Vernon is a very determined young lady who would do better to put that grit into her classes. Don’t you agree?”

      “I’m not sure. After seeing you, I have to admit I understand the attraction,” I said, shaking off my fear.

      His deep chuckle seemed friendly. He stood up, offering me his hand. I took it as he hauled me off the floor. “Come sit and tell me who is after you now.”

      “Ajax said everyone would come for me. He was right,” I said as I plopped down next to my aunt who drew me to her for a big hug.

      “I’m glad you are okay,” she whispered.

      “Me too.”

      “Ajax was sent to keep an eye on you, and I admit that we didn’t foresee that so many would arrive to sample your gifts. How much do you know about our kind?”

      “Absolutely nothing,” I admitted.

      “Alright then. The best thing to do is start from the beginning,” he said. “Stop me if you have any questions.”

      My aunt wrapped my left hand up in her hands, and I gave the professor a nod.

      “Any person living and breathing can do magic with the right instruction and tools. However, there are some of us like you and me that have a natural talent for it just like a child prodigy that plays piano at 3 years old or a star basketball player. Our talents compound with each generational prodigy. Your parents were talented in the arcane arts but chose to take positions as librarians. They kept our most secret spells and incantations safe from those who would use them on a greater scale.”

      “Like take over the world?” I asked with an eye roll. I was pretty sure that turning cats blue wasn’t the road to world domination.

      “You may jest, Lacey, but no, not take over the world. But it would be used to influence matters to control situations to fall into the casters hand, making them rich or popular. These books disappeared when they died. It’s quite obvious that you have them.”

      “You aren’t taking my books!” I protested.

      “Lacey, they wouldn’t take them. They are going to the new librarian,” Aunt Clara said.

      “What if I want to keep them?” I asked.

      “You cannot, because they will kill you to take them. We cannot allow them to be placed in the wrong hands. Lacey, this is for your safety,” Professor Culpepper said.

      “Make me the librarian,” I said.

      “You have used magic. Librarians do not use magic!” he protested.

      “She doesn’t understand, Gil,” Aunt Clara said. “Lacey, it’s too late to make that choice. When you saved your friend, you used a life-altering magic. You wouldn’t be able to stop even if you wanted. That power has flowed through you.”

      “Am I tainted?” I asked with a sob.

      “Not tainted.” Professor Culpepper sat down and ran his hands through his hair. “But Clara is right. You cannot go back. You need to learn. Let me teach you.”

      “I don’t know you,” I said.

      “I understand that, but your choices are limited,” he explained. “For now, you need to be kept safe. There are people in town looking for you and the books.”

      I stood up and began to pace the room. My phone rang in my pocket. Braxton’s name flashed across the screen. Clicking it off, I put the phone away. Brax could wait.

      “What do I do?” I asked Aunt Clara.

      “Lacey, you do what you think is best. Of all the teachers I know, Gil is the only one I’d trust for you. The others have shady motivations and intentions,” Aunt Clara said.

      The professor waited for my decision quietly as I stared at my aunt, then at the floor. Since the death of my parents, I had never been more lost. My parents knew magic was real, but never told me. My aunt had hidden it from me. Which made me wonder, who else knew?

      “Show me your circle,” the professor said.

      Without hesitation, I lifted my hand and mentally called my circle to my hand. The purple light illuminated the room as the circle swirled around above my hand.

      “Impressive. You can call it without incantation,” he said. “She’s stronger than I thought.”

      “You can’t do it?” I asked.

      “I can, but it took years of practice,” he said. “Do you know your symbol?”

      “Ajax said it was this one,” I said, focusing on the air symbol.

      “Are you sure that one is yours?” he asked.

      “No,” I said. “I don’t know how to tell.”

      He stood up approaching me and the pulsing circle. “Pull the circle down between us and focus on the 3 major and 3 minor symbols. The others are parts of more complicated spells. These six are the core of our magic. Air, Earth, and Water are the three main symbols.” He pointed to each one as he spoke. “The three minor symbols are secondary gifts. Spirit, Fire, and Shadow. Close your eyes.”

      I did as he instructed. I could feel the power of the circle and see each symbol in my mind. None of them in particular called to me. I had just assumed that Ajax knew what he was talking about when he said the air symbol was mine. I had used air earlier that day. Maybe that’s why he thought it was mine.

      “Gil,” Aunt Clara said softly.

      “I see it,” he replied. “Lacey, open your eyes.”

      Each of the six symbols flashed like strobe lights. “What does it mean?”

      Professor Culpepper looked from me to my aunt. “Is it possible?”

      “Is what possible?” I asked. My questioning and instability at his tone made the circle hovering over my hand dim.

      “No,” my aunt replied.

      “Is what possible?” I asked again.

      “Only third generation mages can control all six elements,” he explained. “One of your grandparents had to be talented.”

      “It wasn’t mine,” Aunt Clara said. She was my father’s older sister.

      “We need to find out more about your mother’s family. Lacey, you need to come with me. No wonder they are all here after you. There hasn’t been a third gen power born in almost one hundred years,” he said.

      “Is that bad?” I asked.

      “No, but it can be. Clara, I’ll call in the other four of my people and see if we can fortify the house. If she isn’t coming with me, then we will do what we can to protect her until she decides what she wants to do. Lacey, this is my final warning. This will not stop. Not ever. You have to learn how to protect yourself or they will kill you. Or I will.”

      “Gil!” Aunt Clara scolded.

      “It’s true. If the other side turns her, it will be my duty as the leader of the Arcanium,” he explained.

      “She won’t,” Aunt Clara insisted.

      “What is the symbol in the middle?” I asked.

      “Life. No one controls it, and those who try are evil,” he said. “It is said that a third gen can, but they are smart enough not to try.”

      I thought about Isaac and how I’d used air to resuscitate him. He wasn’t dead. I couldn’t raise the dead. It was magical cpr, not like I pulled zombies out of a cemetery.

      Pounding footsteps resounded on the front porch. The professor pushed in front of me lifting a large shield with his circle. Braxton ran into the room, panting. His eyes widened at the sight of the glittering circle which immediately fizzled out. He stumbled backwards and hit the floor.

      “Brax!” I yelled.

      His mouth gaped open and he looked back and forth between the professor and me. When I tried to rush to him, Professor Culpepper held me back.

      “Let go of me!” I yelled. “He’s my friend.” I shoved the man’s hands off of me and rushed to Braxton who hadn’t gained his voice. His mouth moved, but no sound came out.

      “Stanwick,” Professor Culpepper said.

      “You know him?” I asked.

      “Everyone knows him,” he replied. “How is he here?”

      “We are friends. He stayed here last night because his father disowned him,” I said. “Brax, it’s okay. Talk to me.”

      “You. You didn’t answer your phone,” he said with his eyes on Culpepper. “What was that thing?” He traced a large circle in the air with his finger.

      “Just a trick,” Culpepper said, dismissing the defensive spell.

      Braxton didn’t seem convinced, but he turned his attention to me. “Are you okay?”

      “Yeah,” I replied.

      “Why didn’t you answer your phone?” he asked.

      “We were having a family meeting,” I said.

      “With a history prof?” he asked.

      “I’m an old friend of the family,” Culpepper replied.

      “You haven’t told Marley that you knew him,” Braxton continued to press the matter. He was too smart and too observant to be lied to about it.

      “I promise that I will explain later.” I stood up next to him, as he pushed himself off the floor. “Professor Culpepper, maybe we can talk about this more tomorrow.”

      “When?” he asked.

      “Whenever is good for you,” I replied. I had a thousand questions. He seemed to be the one that could answer them.

      “Two in the afternoon is the soonest I can talk to you because of my classes,” he replied. “I do wish you would come with me now.”

      “I can’t.”

      He looked like he wanted to rip Braxton’s head off. “Goodnight, Clara. We will reinforce what I spoke of earlier.”

      “Thank you, Gil,” Aunt Clara responded. He nodded to her, then too me, but kept his eyes on Braxton as he let himself out the door.

      “Well, young man, what makes you think you can come in this house without an invite?” Aunt Clara asked Braxton.

      “I thought she was in trouble. She wouldn’t answer her phone,” Braxton claimed. “I’m, I’m sorry. It’s been a rough day.”

      Aunt Clara stood up from the couch and patted him on the cheek. “Yes, it has. Knock next time.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “I’m going to bed, Lacey. Get Mr. Brax something to calm his nerves. There is pie in the kitchen,” she said, as she hobbled down the hallway leaning on her cane.

      “Pie?” I asked Brax.

      “No,” he said, moving closer to me. “I’m just glad you are okay.”

      “I’m sorry. We were just talking about important things. Professor Culpepper knew my parents,” I said.

      “Oh.” That seemed to appease him.

      “Are you staying with Isaac?” I asked.

      “Yes. I guess I should go back,” he said. Instead of walking to the door, he stepped closer to me. He brushed his fingers down my cheek. “You are important to me, Lacey. Maybe it’s because I’m so lost and need your strength. Maybe it’s because I’ve always thought you were the best person in my life. Maybe it’s because you are beautiful. Whatever it is, I would go nuts if something happened to you.”

      “I’m fine.”

      “I think you are lying to me.”

      “I, uh.”

      “It’s okay. I trust that you will tell me what you need to when you need to do it. I’m here for you just like you have always been there for me.”

      I sighed, then wrapped my arms around his neck. He pulled me close to him, hugging me tightly. “Thank you, Brax.”

      He kissed the top of my head. “You are so welcome, Chantilly Lace.”

      “Braxton!” I exclaimed and poked him in the side.

      He laughed as I pushed away from him. “Goodnight, Lacey.”

      “You are dead to me,” I said as I climbed the stairs to my room. He could let himself out. He ran up the stairs after me, catching me halfway. I spun around to meet him. The large smile across his face was infectious and I couldn’t help but smile back at him.

      “I love the name,” he said.

      “It’s awful,” I responded.

      “Nah! It’s totally you,” he said.

      “Get out of here,” I replied. “You are full of shit tonight.”

      “Wash that mouth out! Come here, I’ll clean it for you,” he said.

      “Yuck! That is the worst come on line I have ever heard.”

      “It was? Then why are you smiling?”

      “Because it was so stupid that it was funny.”

      He stepped up on the same one I was standing on. “Stupid enough to get a pity kiss from you?”

      “No.” My mood shifted. I looked away from him nervously.

      “Do I make you nervous?” he asked, closing the gap between us.

      “Brax.”

      “Hmm?”

      He hovered over me, and I looked up into his eyes. “I don’t want to be your rebound.”

      “You could never be that for me. You are the one I could never have.”

      “Don’t say that. You deserve to have a nice girl. Especially now that you can choose anyone you want.”

      “I choose you.”

      “Brax.”

      “I know you don’t believe me now, but I’ll prove it to you.” His lips touched my cheek, and I tensed at the softness of his touch. He lingered there, breathing steadily as my heart pounded. I wasn’t ready, and I didn’t believe him. “Goodnight, Lacey.”

      “Night, Brax.”

      He moved away from me. His smile had faded. I couldn’t describe the look on his face. It wasn’t rejection. More like determination. He walked down the steps to the door.

      “Come lock the door behind me. Okay?” he said just before he stepped outside.

      “Okay.” I replied. The door clicked shut before I reached the bottom step. I saw the shadow of his form waiting on the porch for me to lock the door. I clicked the lock in place, then snapped the deadbolt, too. The form faded into the darkness.

      My phone buzzed with a message. I fully expected it to be from Brax but instead another name appeared.

      AJAX: Gil advised us to lay additional protections on your home. I just wanted you to know that we’ve done that per his request. If you need me, just message me here. Are you okay?

      I thought for a moment on how I would respond to him. Then decided brevity was best.

      ME: Thank you.
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      After a shower, I slept hard not thinking about the dangers that waited for me beyond the walls of this house. I wondered if I could ever even finish college considering all the people chasing me.

      The smell of breakfast wafted up the stairs, and I pulled myself together to at least nourish my body.

      “Mornin’ Sunshine,” Aunt Clara said while drinking coffee at the table. “Biscuits, bacon, and eggs over there for you.”

      “Thanks,” I said, scooping up the plate she had prepared for me and taking a seat at the table. She’d already set out my coffee cup. It was my mother’s. In bold letters on the side, it said, “I love the smell of books in the morning.” Mom was such a book nerd. I loved books too, but nothing like she had. It hurt to think of her memory tainted with secrets that she didn’t tell me.

      “How are you this mornin’?”

      “Stiff. In shock. Trying to figure it all out,” I said.

      “In my experience, you’ll never figure it all out.”

      “I just don’t know what to do. Do you want me to let Professor Culpepper teach me?”

      “I want you to do what you think is best. I just hate that you are having to make the decision with so little knowledge about it.”

      I picked at my breakfast and accepted the fact that I wouldn’t be going to classes this morning. Instead, I visited the attic and the trunk of books that started all of this.

      When I walked into the dusty top floor of the house, the memories of my father’s funeral flooded back into my mind. The small service held next to where my mother was buried. There were a few people from town and some others I didn’t know. The faces were a blur to me now. I couldn’t recall who was there or not.

      Someone brought me here, and I rushed up the stairs to the attic where my parent’s remaining belongings were  kept. In tears, I knelt at the trunk. After a good long cry, I had opened it to find the books inside. The diagrams, the strange languages, and the scribbled notes in the margins drew me into the magical world.

      Studying the spells gave me an outlet from my grief and fear of the future. If it weren’t for Aunt Clara, I would have withdrawn from the world completely. She reminded me that I was the daughter of two parents who worked their whole life to make a way for me. I had to at least try for them.

      I picked up the one book that I knew how to read and started from the beginning. Pages and pages of incantations and ingredients for potions. There were diagrams with equations relating to science and physics. My brain hurt after spending several hours digging through the pages of the book.

      Closing it, I picked up the dark black book with the arcane circle on the cover. I opened my hand, calling my circle to my hand. When I did, I looked down through it to the book, and the runes shifted. I could read every word.

      “My goodness,” I whispered. “Grimoire and Notes of the High Magus, Mislav. For thought and glory.”

      Slowly opening the book, I watched as the words formed before my eyes. Each intricate page shimmered into my understanding as my circle translated the words. There were spells for love, money, power, and more. Darker spells were marked with black blots of ink to warn of their usage. Each blot was followed by the same words, “Payment with part of your soul.”

      Those were the things that these people wanted. I figured any circle could translate the book. On the last page, I gasped.

      “To you, the third-generation mage, I warn thee of the path ahead. There are those who will use you and your powers to maim and destroy. Stay to the light. Do not stop for the blots, and whatever you do, never give or read the book to another. For thought and glory, Aristocles.”

      I picked up my phone, allowing the circle to fade out. “Who is Aristocles?”

      My phone responded, “Aristocles was the real name of the philosopher, Plato. The name means ‘the best glory.’ Do you have any other questions?”

      “No,” I whispered, as I ran my hand over the pages of the book. The handwriting and words of Plato. A Greek philosopher. “Yes! Did Plato know Ajax?”

      “Plato mentions Ajax in his work The Republic. Ajax is the twentieth soul in the afterlife,” my phone answered.

      “Who is Zeth?” I asked.

      “Do you mean Zethes?” my phone asked.

      “Yes,” I replied, because maybe they were connected.

      “Zethes is the brother of Calais. The brothers were collectively known as the Boreads. They were the demigod children of Boreas, god of the North wind, and Oreithyia.”

      “Name other demigods,” I demanded.

      “Achilles, Hercules, Zethes, Calais, Ajax, Dionysis...”

      “What about Gil?” I asked.

      “Gilgamesh is a demigod and Sumerian king.”

      “Who needs a history teacher! I have a phone!” I exclaimed.

      “I do not understand the question,” my phone spoke.

      I clicked off the phone and stared at the pages of the book again without the circle. I realized that once I had translated them, I no longer needed the circle to read them. I opened my phone one last time.

      “Are there any female demigods?” I asked.

      “Helen of Troy, daughter of Zeus and Leda. Hippolyta and Penthesilea, daughters of Ares and Queens of the Amazons.”

      “I wonder who I am,” I mused.

      “I cannot answer this question.”

      “Ugh.” I closed my phone in frustration. Gently closing the book, I set it back in the chest. Then, I picked it back up to find a spell to protect the trunk.

      I took out a piece of chalk from the small box inside the trunk and traced a large circle around the box. Carefully drawing out each rune, I completed the circle as instructed. I looked over the spell one last time before placing the book and the chalk back in the trunk.

      Inside another box, I’d kept a few items for spells from the ingredients list and removed a small knife. I pricked my finger allowing the blood drop to fall on the chalk circle. It ignited in a blast of light so bright that I thought I had started a fire, but then the light faded. I could still feel the power of the protection on the trunk.

      “Wow,” I muttered. My phone buzzed, and I answered it without looking. “Hello.”

      “You missed class. Are you alright?”

      “Really?” I responded to Dakota. “Stop talking to me. Stop calling me. Just stop. You obviously can’t figure out what the hell you want, so I’ll figure it out for you, Dakota Fane. Leave me alone.”

      I heard his voice as I hung up the phone. I shouldn’t have been so forceful with him, but every time I heard his voice, I hurt. I didn’t want to hear it anymore. No more hurting for him.

      Marching down the stairs, I felt the rush of magic flow through me as I finally let go of my fears. I was a third-generation something, and I intended to find out what exactly that was. I grabbed my backpack as I walked through my room, then rushed down the stairs and out the door before my Aunt could stop me.

      Time to meet the new Librarian.
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      The flowers on the dogwood trees showered petals on me while I sat staring at my parent’s old bookstore. I was supposed to meet Professor Culpepper, but I shrugged it off. This felt more important. The open sign on the door taunted me. An invitation to enter. To know. But instead, I sat here in my ignorance wondering what the truth would cost me. How those that hunted me hadn’t found me, I didn’t know.

      “Get up, Lacey,” I told myself. Pushing off the bench, I stepped off the sidewalk to cross the road and almost got run over by a mini-van. Thankfully, the vehicle had good brakes. I profusely apologized to the driver and hurried across the road.

      So much of my life had been spent in this store, and I never had any clue of what  had been hidden inside. When I lifted my hand to open the door, I could feel the magic at the door. It must have been protected. The door chimed as I pushed it. Peering around the room, the smell of old books filled my nose. A familiar smell. Home.

      “Come in. How may I help you?” a man said behind the counter. He wore a brown tweed flat cap and a tan sweater vest over a white and navy plaid shirt. His circle wire rimmed glasses reflected the sun behind me.

      “I’m looking for the librarian,” I said.

      “Who are you?” he asked.

      “I’m Lacey Ashcraft,” I replied.

      “By the gods. Come here, child,” he said, waving me to him.

      I approached slowly, looking down the aisles as I went to make sure no one else was here.

      “Are you the new owner?” I asked.

      He stepped out from behind the counter and took my hand. I almost withdrew it from him, but it was warm and comforting.

      “I’m Petros Xenakis, and yes, I am the new librarian. But of course, the white hair and wrinkles are reminders that I am only new here. I was the assistant librarian in the main wing of the library in Greece. I was told there was someone here that needed me,” he said.

      “Who told you that?”

      “The head librarian,” he replied. “She is a wonderful woman and has sight gifted to her by magic. She must have seen you.”

      “Perhaps,” I replied. “I would like to know who I am.”

      “Your father and mother you know, as well as your aunt, who I’d like to meet sometime. But I suppose you are wondering about that third generation,” he said.

      “Yes. How did you know I’m third generation?” I asked.

      “You carry the power with you. It’s not hard to notice when you know what you are looking for,” he said. “Come with me. I will take you to the heritages. We will find what you are looking for today.”

      “There are people trying to kill me,” I said. “I shouldn’t stay long.”

      “You are safe here. The library is neutral ground. The punishment for breaking it is immediate death,” he said. “A mage accepts that when he or she walks through the door.”

      “Even if they didn’t know about it?”

      “I’m telling you now and giving you the chance to leave if you would like,” he replied with a smile.

      “No. I need to know,” I said.

      A rustling to my side drew my attention. Two eyes peeked around the end of the bookcase.

      “Miss Petley, please join us,” Petros said.

      My mousey friend, Harper Petley, stepped out from behind the bookcase. She pushed her glasses back on her face, then looked down causing them to drift down her nose again.

      “Hello, Lacey.”

      “What are you doing here?” I asked.

      “She is a librarian in training,” Petros answered for her.

      “You knew about all of this?” I asked her, ignoring him.

      “Yes, but I didn’t know you had the gift. I knew your parents were librarians, but I just assumed you didn’t get the talent,” she explained. “Are you here to become a librarian, too?

      “She is not,” Petros answered for me.

      “Please don’t answer for me, but he is right,” I said turning from him to her. She didn’t speak anymore, but her eyes were filled with apology. “Who else?”

      “A librarian must keep the secrets,” she replied.

      “Well, then. Shall we?” Petros asked, assuming enough had been said. He walked to the back of the store where the rear exit  led into an alley behind the building. Except when he opened the door, a stone balcony stretched before me bathed in moonlight. He waved his hand to get me to walk through, so I did. I walked to the edge of the balcony and looked down on the city below us.

      “Where are we?” I asked.

      “Athens,” he said.

      “Not Georgia,” I replied.

      “The other Athens,” he laughed. “The key to enter the library is your circle. Can you conjure it?”

      I lifted my hand and the purple circle appeared above it. He raised his eyebrows. “Impressive. This way, Miss Ashcraft.”

      Following him into the stone building, I held my circle open  through the doorway, then closed my hand making it disappear. He walked swiftly through the stacks of books to a stone stairway. We went down into a large open room with more books. I inhaled the heavenly smell.

      He took a sharp right into a section of books, then looked at the edges of the books as we passed. I couldn’t read any of them. I wondered if my circle would translate them like it had the other books.

      “Ah! Here,” he said, stopping suddenly. He pulled out a dark blue book. On the spine, I saw the name Karasavas.

      “My mother’s last name was Karas,” I said.

      “Yes, many Greek families changed their names when they moved to America. The Anistons used to be Anatassakis,” he explained, as he flipped to the back of the book. “Ah yes, here we are. Chantilly Lace Karas, daughter of Christos and Evelina Karas. Evelina was known as Evelyn when the family moved to the United States. Evelyn was a skilled first-generation mage trained by Gilgamesh of the Arcania.”

      “Professor Culpepper,” I said.

      “How do you know his identity?” he asked.

      “He kinda had to show me. I’ve been pretty stubborn about the magic stuff,” I admitted.

      “That’s your mother in you. I had always heard she could have been a brilliant mage, but she chose the librarian life because she chose your father who didn’t have the bloodline that your mother had. A third-generation mage is a blessing,” he said.

      “Blessing? It seems like a curse. Everyone is trying to take me,” I said.

      “I think you have something that belongs to the library,” he said. “It’s not my place to ask for it back, but come, let me show you.”

      We walked under the stairs into another room. There were four Greek columns on each side of the room. In the center of the room on a red carpeted floor stood twenty stone pedestals. Three of the holders were empty. I had two books, and they belonged here.

      “What is missing?” I asked.

      “Proto Vivilio tis Mageias. The first book of magic.” He ran his fingers over the empty pedestal. “This one was in English. Basics of Magery. And finally, this. This one was the prize of them all.”

      “The Grimoire and Notes of the High Magus, Mislav.”

      His eyes shot to me. “You read it?”

      “Some. It made my head hurt,” I said.

      “Too much too quickly for you. You should have proper training. The books go out on loan to different mages throughout the world. Those three were requested by Gil Culpepper, but never returned,” Petros explained. “But somehow you have them.”

      “I only have two. They are protected.”

      He sighed. “If someone wants them, I’m sure nothing you could conjure would stop them.”

      “I beg your pardon? I got the spell from the English book,” I replied. “The barrier is safe.”

      He held his hands up in surrender. “I didn’t mean to offend. Did you find what you needed here?”

      “There is so much here,” I said. “There are things I need without knowing what they are.”

      “I suggest you go back to Professor Culpepper and allow him to show you. He is a good man and teacher.”

      “I think you are right. Especially if he ordered the books. I have to think that he ordered them so that I could have them, but that doesn’t explain the missing book. What is in it?”

      “Much of the first book is wrong. The spells are incomplete and harmful. If someone is tinkering with those spells, someone will die. There are spells for producing abominations to the craft. Things that should have been protected,” he said, getting angrier by the moment.

      “I need my books. My parents left them for me. Mislav left a note for me in the back of the grimoire,” I said.

      “What note?”

      “For a third gen mage,” I said. “He signed it with his real name.” I was testing him now. Instead he turned it on me.

      “What was his real name, Lacey Ashcraft?”

      “Plato,” I replied.

      He shook his head in astonishment. “Perhaps the note was for any third gen.”

      “That makes it for me.”

      “Let’s get back to the store. We need to get the books back here where they are safe. We need to locate the third book,” he said, as he left me alone in the room. I wanted to crack open each one of the books and see what they had for me. However, I knew more than ever that the two I possessed had been chosen for me by my parents. It seemed that Professor Culpepper had more explaining to do.
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      Taking one last look at the moon rising over Athens, I stepped back into the humid warmth of my parent’s old bookstore. The door closed. I tested it, opening it up to see the alley behind the store.

      “You cannot go there without a librarian,” Petros said.

      “Miss Ashcraft, I’ve been looking for you,” a man’s voice filled the small bookstore. I knew the voice and it made me tremble.

      “Clanton Stanwick, the terms of the library are that it is neutral ground. No violence here,” Petros informed him.

      “I know the terms, you fool. That’s why I left her friend outside with an associate,” he said.

      I ran to the door. Across the street in the bench where I had sat earlier, Isaac Denton sat with a hooded person. A bright flash caught my eye. A silver-plated gun in the hands of the unknown man was jammed into Isaac’s side.

      “What are you doing?” I exclaimed. The truth I had feared rushed in on me. Mr. Stanwick knew about magic. He knew the rules of the library. Braxton was his son. Was it possible that Brax didn’t know? That he didn’t have the talent?

      “You will come with me,” he said.

      “I won’t,” I said.

      “Then your fiancé dies.”

      He wanted me to fear him. I couldn’t give him that, so I laughed. “That’s so funny. Do you realize how ridiculous you sound?” I asked while giggling.

      “Why is it ridiculous?” he huffed.

      “Isaac isn’t my fiancé. We only said that in the hospital, so he didn’t have to be alone. He has no family here, and his coach hadn’t come yet,” I said.

      “He is still your friend,” Stanwick pointed out.

      “He is.” I looked back out at Isaac who seemed to be keeping his composure fairly well. More movement caught my eye. A man in a black cloak stood behind them in the alley. I knew that was Ajax. I just hoped he had brought Zeth with him. Perhaps even Professor Culpepper.

      “Within the confines of the library, a librarian can use the craft to protect the books and the people inside,” Harper said behind Stanwick. She held her hand up with a green glittering circle floating above it.

      “Very good, my apprentice,” Petros said, holding his hand up to reveal another bright green circle.

      “I mean no harm to the books or the people inside of this building at this moment. Miss Ashcraft will come with me. This display is not needed,” Stanwick said.

      “Where is Brax?” I asked.

      He laughed. “My son? Do you honestly care about that misfit?”

      “Misfit? He is your son,” I replied.

      “He does not have the talent,” he snarled.

      “Guess your bloodline wasn’t as thick as you thought,” I goaded him.

      “I am a third gen like you, Chantilly Lace Ashcraft. A fourth gen mage is an impossibility,” he said. “I knew my son would be impotent.”

      “Your son is a smart and caring young man. Thankfully he didn’t take after you,” I spouted. “Let my friend go. He has nothing to do with this.”

      “How delightfully naïve you are. Mr. Denton is quite talented as a second gen. However, it wasn’t enough to keep me from taking him,” Stanwick said with self-satisfaction.

      “What do you want with me?”

      “You cannot go with him, Lacey,” Harper warned.

      “Apprentice,” Petros snarled.

      She pressed her lips together shaking her head defiantly.

      “I have a spell that I want to complete. It requires a third gen duo. Considering that you and I and one other are the only living third gen mages, then that leaves me with you,” he replied.

      “Because Culpepper won’t work with you,” I said.

      “I’m surprised he revealed himself to you. He was once an old colleague, but we see the future of magic differently.”

      “Something tells me that yours involves evil deeds,” I said. “Typical.”

      “Only one way to find out Miss Ashcraft. There are more than two sides and many shades of grey,” Stanwick explained.

      “And here I thought there were only fifty.”

      He glared ignoring my joke. I thought it was pretty good. Guess not.

      “I don’t think you are willing to let your friend die. I will tell you this, that if you don’t come with me, he won’t be the last.”

      “Fine. I’ll go.” He was right. I wouldn’t let Isaac die. Not like this.
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      Stanwick put his grubby hands on my arm as we walked outside of the library. I heard Harper whimper as we passed. I also felt the protection of the building melt around me leaving me vulnerable to attack.

      “Lacey!” Isaac jumped up, but the woman next to him stretched out her hand. A rush of wind knocked him to the ground. “No, no! Not Lacey!” He screamed as he rolled on the ground trying to get to me.

      I walked toward him, but Stanwick clamped his hand on my arm.

      “Let go of me, Wanker!” I yelled at him, jerking my arm away from him. I lifted my hand and the circle immediately appeared. I threw my hand toward the wind pushing back the hooded woman who yelped as her ass bounced on the ground. Her hood flopped off, and I gasped in horror. “Marley?”

      Isaac scrambled to his feet lifting his own circle he tried to shield us from behind. “Lacey, I didn’t know it was you.”

      “It what?” I growled watching Marley shake her head in disbelief.

      “The 3rd gen,” he said, as the ground below our feet began to shake. Another hooded person walked toward us with orange painted nails stretched out of the arms of her robe.

      “What is it with the damn robes?” I said, flicking my hand toward her. Wind rushed out of my hand toward her, knocking the hood off. She held steady with a snarl. “Hello, Shawnna.”

      “Oh, shit,” Isaac said. “They are all here.” I looked over my shoulder where two more hoods appeared. One of them was child-sized.

      “I don’t know how to do this,” I admitted to him.

      “We are S.O.L. then. I’m no good at it,” Isaac said. “You should have just let them kill me. In fact, that’s still the plan. You have to live.”

      “No, it’s too late for that,” I said, lowering my shield. “I made a promise.”

      “Hold!” Stanwick ordered his minions. “Come to me, Miss Ashcraft.”

      “Lacey, please don’t go with him,” Isaac begged. He still watched Marley who hadn’t gotten off the ground.

      “Dad!”

      Stanwick narrowed his eyes to the voice behind me which I knew was Braxton. “Son, you need to leave. There is nothing you can do to save her.”

      “Brax, stay over there,” I said. “It’s okay. I’ll be okay.”

      “No, you won’t. I know what he wants to do. I won’t let him take you,” Brax said.

      “Take a number, Junior,” Isaac said behind me.

      “My impotent son with no magic gave up his future for you. How does it make you feel that a misfit ruined his only chance at life for you?” Mr. Stanwick asked me.

      Braxton should have been his 4th gen, but he was born with no talent. I saw the dejected look in his eyes. No wonder my small offers of kindness meant something to him. I hadn’t realized how much.

      “I’m sorry, Brax,” I muttered.

      “Dad!” Brax said, producing a gun.

      “Shoot him, Miss Vernon,” Stanwick ordered.

      “No!” I screamed, turning to Marley who still held the gun that she had on Isaac. She looked back and forth between me and Mr. Stanwick.

      “Now!” Stanwick screamed.

      Marley lifted the gun in a shaky hand. Brax didn’t move his from his father. His hand didn’t tremble like hers did. I knew that if he fired the shot would never reach his target.

      “Please don’t do this, Marley,” I begged. “Brax is our friend.”

      “I have to do what he says,” Marley said, holding the gun with the other hand to steady it. She fired, and Brax stumbled backward sinking to the ground.

      I lunged for him, but Isaac dropped his shield to grab me. Tiny hooded girl took her chance, rushing toward us impossibly fast and tackling us to the ground. I wrestled with them both to get to Braxton who laid on the ground unmoving. Marley dropped the gun to the ground in horror.

      “Murderer!” I screamed at her.

      Stanwick, showing no remorse, marched across the street to jerk me off the ground. When I got to my feet, I spat at Stanwick.

      “Very classy, Miss Ashcraft. I hope you will be a better mother,” he said.

      “Mother?”

      “To our children, 4th gen mages,” he said.

      “Let her go, Stanwick,” Professor Culpepper’s voice joined the fray.

      He stood in front of the library with four hooded figures. Each one was angled toward Stanwick’s minions. Marley sat on the ground with her head buried in her hands. She rocked back and forth. Stanwick’s attention was fixed on Culpepper. I kept trying to see Braxton.

      Feet shuffled beside me, and I realized Isaac had moved within inches of me. He held his finger to his lips as he reached for me.

      “Don’t move, Denton,” Shawnna said.

      “It seems we have a stand-off,” Stanwick said. “I’ll make a deal with you, Culpepper. You can have Mr. Denton, and I take Miss Ashcraft who has already agreed to come with me.”

      “He had Isaac,” I said, defending my choice.

      “It’s okay, Lacey. We are going to handle this,” Professor Culpepper said.

      “Why should I let you have her? You want the same thing. Power. The next level,” Stanwick said.

      “No, Clay, I never wanted those things. Those were your aspirations. Magic is enough for me,” Culpepper said. “Give this foolish quest up. You are already one of the most powerful men in the world. What more do you need?”

      “I need it all!” Stanwick shouted at him.

      “Your son. You ordered the death of your son. Are you that far gone?” Culpepper said.

      As they talked, I looked at the four mages standing with Culpepper. I knew the tallest one had to be Ajax. The three others looked to be two men and one woman. Each held their hands ready to open in seconds. I realized that Ajax’s hood wasn’t watching Marley behind me. He was watching me.

      “That was not my son. My son will have talent,” Stanwick said.

      I forced back the grief that stabbed at me knowing that Brax laid there in the street killed by someone we considered a friend. Someone I considered to be my best friend.

      “This is fucked up,” I muttered.

      “Shut up,” Stanwick ordered, jerking my arm.

      Ajax flinched, but Culpepper raised his hand slightly to stop him. Stanwick laughed. “It seems that I’m not the only one that likes the lovely Miss Ashcraft.” He pulled me to stand in front of him. His hand snaked up my arm to rest under my chin. His fingers dug into my neck as he squeezed. Ajax’s second hand raised in a fist. I tried not to struggle, but Stanwick was cutting off my air.

      “He won’t kill her,” Culpepper said. “She’s the only one that can give him what he wants.”

      Ajax’s shoulders heaved up and down, containing his wrath to the best of his ability. Zeth laid his hand over Ajax’s arm, and he lowered it.

      “This has gone on long enough. I’m taking her. Try to stop me,” Stanwick said as the ground rumbled at my feet. The asphalt below me began to crumble, and I lost my footing as the ground began to open up.

      Ajax’s hand opened up and his bright blue circle flared to life. I felt the ground shake but in an opposite direction as Ajax stepped toward us. Stanwick grunted as he pushed more power into his spell. His specialty must have been earth magic, because the ground responded to him as a 3rd gen. I had to guess that Ajax wasn’t powerful enough. However, he lifted a second hand bringing another circle to life.

      “Aren’t you a powerful little thing?” Stanwick strained. “You want her. Do you love her?” He laughed as the ground began to swallow us. Isaac grabbed my free hand and tried to haul me out of the hole that deepened beneath my feet.

      “Lacey!” Isaac screamed. “Use your magic.”

      I tried lifting my hand, but Stanwick caught it dropping his circle in the process. The ground stopped rumbling, and Culpepper moved forward to us with his white crackling circle. A wave of heat rushed toward us. Culpepper shifted his shield to catch the blast which had come from the woman with the little one.

      I could see the child’s face now as her hood shifted. She was the little one that sat at the bus stop trying to steal my power.

      “Shawnna, time to go,” she shouted to Brax’s ex-girlfriend who didn’t take another look at him before she took off toward the buildings and disappeared between them.

      The fire mage threw another wave of flames toward Culpepper. Zeth stepped forward opening his hand, but instead of a circle, he chanted, and the column of fire floated toward him. When it reached his hand, he stopped it, but the momentum almost knocked him off his feet. He held the pulsing ball of fire for only a moment before flinging it back toward the attacker. She opened her shield and it splashed against the bright orange barrier.

      “Go!” Stanwick ordered. She nodded her head, grabbing the small one’s hand. They simply disappeared. “I will show you my power.”

      He let go of me for only a second. He spoke a word I didn’t know, and Culpepper and his mages were forced backward into the exterior wall of the library. Isaac’s body flew across the street smashing through the glass window of the building next to the library. The others fell to their asses as the ground started to swallow me whole. The last thing I saw before the dirt covered me was the face of a man that I knew, reaching for me but falling short. He screamed my name. My whole name.

      The hood fell from his head, and dark panic eyes shocked my soul. Ajax was Dakota Fane.

      “I’ll come for you, Chantilly Lace Ashcraft!”
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      Voices echoed around me like I was stuck inside an aluminum can. I felt the cold stone floor beneath my body. I tried fruitlessly to focus my vision only to realize that I had been blindfolded.

      “Is the ritual ready?” Stanwick’s voice rattled around in my head.

      “Yes, my Lord,” a tiny female voice answered.

      My hands and feet were bound and stretched out away from my body. I tried not to move, because I didn’t want them to know I was awake, but I felt the warm presence of a body near me. A chill ran over my body which had been stripped of my clothing.

      “Wake up, my bride,” Stanwick said.

      “I can’t see,” I whispered.

      “It is for your protection. We are going to ensure that our joining will produce the first and only 4th generation mage,” he said, whispering in my ear.

      “Please don’t,” I begged. “Please.”

      “The world of magic has become diluted to the point that even we have half talents. Our joining will bring forth a new generation of magic where anything is possible,” he said.

      “It won’t work. There are no 4th gens,” I said.

      “What? You think it is impossible?” he asked.

      “Petros said…”

      “Petros is a company man, Miss Ashcraft. Don’t be naïve. I promise I am going to teach you the true potential of your power. Those misfits today follow the old rules. They ignore what we were truly meant to be. Zuri, bring me the book. I will show her.”

      “Zuri,” I gasped.

      “Yes, didn’t you know? All of your friends are keeping secrets.” I heard someone else moving nearby. I heard the book thump when his hands hit it. I had to guess that this was the third book missing from the library.

      “You should take that back where it belongs. The spells are incomplete,” I said.

      “Again, Lacey. That’s what they tell you, but I assure you that they are not incomplete. They are extremely powerful. They hid them from us to keep us from using them. They diluted our spells with the later books. This book is pure magic as it was meant to be,” he said. “But I wonder why your parents who were librarians tried to steal the books for you. Also, once this ceremony is complete, you will get the other two books for me.”

      “I will not.”

      I felt his soft touch on my neck. His hands didn’t feel like they belonged to a working man. Not calloused or rough. Soft. I cringed as he stroked my neck up to my cheek.

      “You are quite lovely. We could make this a mutual relationship. Imagine the possibilities, Miss Ashcraft. Two 3rd generation mages working together.”

      “To do what?” I asked. Anything to stall him.

      “Anything we desire.”

      “Quit playing with her,” Shawnna said. “It’s making me belch.”

      “Miss Maydestone, you are so perverse. You will learn to respect my mate whether you like her or not,” Stanwick replied.

      “She’s stalling. Get on with it,” Shawnna said.

      “Go get the others,” Stanwick ordered her. His voice sounded so much like Braxton’s when speaking to her. It seemed that Shawnna rubbed all the Stanwicks the wrong way.

      Brax.

      A sob escaped my lips, and Stanwick stroked my cheek.

      “Shh! I promise that I won’t hurt you. It will be good when I fill your belly with our children. You will enjoy it.”

      “You are sick. Get off me.”

      His lips pressed to mine, and I tried shaking my head to get away from him, but he held me in place with his hand on my chin.

      “You will learn not to struggle, because we will continue to do this until we are successful. But for now,” he said. I felt his magic engage like a warm radiator. Then my legs and arms went numb. I was helpless to fight back. Someone would come. I refused to accept the hope that it would be Dakota. He lied to me. He had followed me. It was entirely possible that our whole relationship was a sham. My efforts to fight back tears failed. My hopes went numb with the rest of my body. Unfortunately, my hearing did not. I heard Stanwick as he prepared the people in the room for his ritual.

      During that time, I learned that the girl mage had more power than the rest of them excluding Stanwick himself. Her name was Rowena LaCroix, and she was a smart little girl that needed an ass whoopin’. She wasn’t as annoying as Shawnna, the entitled bitch. I didn’t hear Marley, but Stanwick addressed her several times. She never responded verbally to him. I listened carefully as they discussed who would take the place of Louis, the man who died in the elevator.

      “If you hadn’t fucked it up with Isaac, we could have had him,” Shawnna huffed.

      “Shawnna, I’ll be looking for a replacement for you if you don’t shut your trap,” Stanwick said.

      “Replacement in the circle or in your bed?” she asked.

      “Both!” he growled back.

      She didn’t respond after that, but I wanted to gag. She was sleeping with both of them, father and son. I wondered if Brax knew that. Braxton, you idiot. He did say they hadn’t been together in a while. I wondered if this was why. He said she was with someone else. Surely, he couldn’t have meant his own father.

      “Rowena, go get Norman,” Stanwick ordered.

      “You have lost your mind,” Shawnna exclaimed.

      A loud slap echoed in the room and a light sob. “I will not warn you again,” Stanwick said.

      I hated Shawnna, but with that slap, I vowed that one day, I’d learn how to use this magic and I’d take Stanwick out. For what he had just done to her, and what he was going to do to me. My mind drifted to the things I’d read in the grimoire. Nothing stuck out as something I had the ability to do.

      Instead, I focused on the one thing I knew. Air. Forming the symbol in my mind, I felt a breeze blow around me. It was slight but refreshing. The lower-case h formed in my mind, glowing with purple power. The swirl through the top of the symbol drew itself over and over in my mind like a burst of wind. The voices in the room were drowned out by the swirling wind in my head. If I concentrated on the symbol, it would occupy my mind instead of what was about to happen to me.

      Memories of my parents floated around the symbol. When I fell off my first bicycle and my dad scooped me up, putting me back on it. I protested because my knee was bleeding, but he assured me that a little blood wouldn’t kill me.

      “Lacey, the knee will heal, but if you don’t try again, it will be worse the next time you decide to try. I’ll be here to help you get up again,” he said.

      I’d reluctantly got back on the bike. I certainly didn’t master it quickly, and there were other falls. Dad’s words strengthened me now. I would get back up to fight again. I might have to bleed through it, but I would conquer my demons.

      The earth shook below me, and even though I reached for my symbol, I couldn’t hold on. The blindfold had been removed from my eyes. Stanwick stood at my feet wearing only his dress slacks. If he hadn’t been such a rat bastard, he would have been handsome and fit for his age. His arms were lifted high holding a large arcane circle over us. Each one of his people stood around me. They chanted in a language that I didn’t know.

      None of them looked at me except Shawnna, who watched me carefully. I tested my limbs, but I still had no movement. The ground shook again beneath me. Her eyes widened, then looked at her own feet. The ground was only moving under me.

      I’d been focused on the wrong symbol. Closing my eyes again, I felt the power building in the room for whatever magical copulation Stanwick had planned.

      The pi symbol with two dots appeared in my head. A light lavender hue mixed with a blue aura. Ajax’s symbol. It flickered in my mind as I felt Stanwick kneeling between my outstretched legs. I concentrated harder, but with Stanwick’s hands sliding up the inside of my thighs I couldn’t focus. I just didn’t have the ability to do it. I didn’t have the training. He had begged me to go with him. Things would have been different if I had just listened.

      If I got out of this, I was adding Dakota Fane to my shit list simply because he should have told me sooner. After everything, he should have told me who he was.

      The rumbling under me had ceased as Stanwick unbuttoned his pants.

      “No, please, don’t do this. Please,” I begged. My mouth wasn’t numb, but the rest of me still was.

      “Just close your eyes, it will be over in a minute,” he said with an evil look on his face. It would be longer than a minute.

      Shawnna was the first to hit the floor, then Zuri close behind. Norman, I supposed, was the dark -headed fellow to my right with wild dark eyes. He spun to defend himself from his attacker, but they moved too quickly for him.

      A body came flying across the room, tackling Stanwick.

      “Get her,” Isaac yelled as he fought to hold Stanwick to the ground. The other people in the room were familiar to me, too. Grant Camden wore the same red sash as Zeth had. He had knocked Marley off her feet. He pushed her to the side so he could get to Zuri. Anger filled his eyes as he lunged at her. She dodged him, but he rolled back across the ground striking her across the jaw with his left foot. He continued the motion until he found his footing. He stood over her, shaking his head. They had been a thing and obviously, neither of them knew how involved they were in this magical reality.

      Another fighter, Mrs. Elmira Fleming, shot blasts of water toward Rowena who took each blast in stride as the girl ran for the door of the room.

      Culpepper stepped into my view with his eyes narrowed on Stanwick. He didn’t say a word as he produced his circle throwing it at Stanwick. The circle widened as it approached us. I turned my face from it when it struck us. It floated through me, but smacked Stanwick across the room.

      A shadow of a man stepped out of the wall, wrapping the downed Stanwick around the neck. He shimmered into view as he made physical contact. It was the man from the coffee shop who had the phone with the air symbol. He wrapped Stanwick up in a hold, rendering him unconscious.

      The floor rumbled again beneath me and gave way. I fell, bonds and all. A frightened scream released from my own mouth as I fell helplessly. With a hard thud I hit the body of a human. Dakota gently sat me on a stone floor and began releasing the ties on my legs. He didn’t speak, working quickly to free me. His nostrils flared and I wondered if it was because he was afraid or mad. His rough hands brushed my bare skin around my ankles. He rubbed his thumbs over the soreness that remained after the ropes were moved. His nostrils flared again. Anger. Definitely anger.

      “I’m paralyzed,” I muttered, hoping he didn’t expect me to walk.

      “It’s temporary,” he replied, as he wrapped his cloak around my naked body.

      A shadow cast over us from above. I looked up to see Culpepper hovering over the hole in the ceiling. “Get her out of here,” he said.

      Kota nodded then lifted me up. My limp limbs flailed around helplessly, but he managed to tuck my arms into his chest and moved my legs so he could keep me in a manageable position. I could feel his heart pounding in his chest. I fought back the tears that dared to surface.

      He ran through the dark hallways without hesitation. I couldn’t see a thing except a cat like reflection in his eyes. I supposed it was some sort of spell to help him see in the pitch black. We reached a large metal door, and he barely got it open without dropping me. His silence bothered me, but it was for the best. I had no idea what to say to him.

      He rushed into the night, carrying me to a car parked along the edge of a road. It wasn’t his car. It was far too nice to be his. Once I was inside, he buckled my seatbelt.

      “Where are we going?” I asked.

      “Somewhere safe.”
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      Dakota drove, but not for very long. However, we had left the center of town into the suburbs. He parked the car in the driveway of a large house. Without speaking, he gathered me out of the car, and to my surprise, instead of taking me inside, he carried me around to the back of the house to a trail leading into the woods. I tensed. Instinctively, I knew that Dakota wouldn’t hurt me, but he had hurt my heart. Blind trust wasn’t something I could afford but had no choice in my current state.

      “For the record, if I could walk right now, I’d be running from you,” I said.

      “No, you wouldn’t,” he replied quietly. “You can’t, Lacey.”

      “Obviously, I can’t move.”

      “No, if you ran, he would just find you again,” he said. “You know that.”

      I fought the tears back again, because he was right. I knew he was right.

      We approached an outcropping of rock in the woods. He walked straight for it, then I realized that a small opening was obscured by a touch of magic. I felt it melt around me as we entered the dark cave. Lights powered by electricity flickered to life as we walked down the path. Then flickered out once we passed them leaving the way out in darkness.

      The subtle dripping of water gave the darkness life. A light breeze floated toward us as we travelled deeper into the cave. The string of electric lights stopped, and an unlit torch hung on the wall. Dakota shifted my weight, placing feet on the ground.

      “Any feeling?”

      “No,” I whispered.

      He reached up with his hand, producing a small version of his circle. The torch flared with fire when his circle touched it. I had thought Dakota focused on earth magic, but apparently the fire worked for him too.

      “I’ll carry you in, then come back for the torch.” He lifted me up again, but the journey wasn’t far this time. He sat me down in the darkness. I couldn’t see him or anything. I knew I was laying on something soft. Then his fingers touched my cheek. “I’ll be right back.”

      “If you leave me here in this darkness, when I get my feeling back, I’m going to kick your ass,” I said.

      A small laugh escaped his lips. “There’s my Chantilly.”

      “Don’t call me, Chantilly. And I’m not your anything.”

      His fingers withdrew from me face, and I wished for them to return despite my words. “Right. Hold tight. Don’t be afraid, because you are safe here for now.”

      I listened to his footsteps along the stone fade away. The cool breeze continued to sing along with the drips of water. The numbness in my hand faded, and I slowly moved my fingers. The light of the torch illuminated the doorway of the space, then the whole room.

      Stone lined the floor and part of the walls, but the ceiling was mostly metal. A small fan turned lazily above the room stirring the slight breeze that I felt. I laid on a cot covered in a wooly blanket and a flattened pillow. A plastic tote sat against the wall next to a metal chair. The room was smaller than an economy hotel room, and there were no bathroom facilities to be seen.

      Dakota hung the torch in a metal bracket on the wall. The flame flickered with the breeze casting wicked shadows across the room. They jerked on the walls like twerking demons.

      “Fingers moving?” Dakota asked, as he took a seat in the chair.

      I wiggled them for him. “Seems so. How did you guys find me?”

      He lowered his head. “Brax managed to tell us where to find his father’s ritual room. We took him to the hospital. He was unconscious when he went into surgery. I don’t know if he survived. But, then, you called me. Well, I thought you called me on purpose, but apparently not. We were already tracking you but didn’t have a specific enough location. Brax had a hard time talking but he made me swear to find you. Hell, we’ve been trying to find their ritual room for years.”

      “Years,” I repeated. “Years?”

      “Yes, look, I lied. Big time. Big secret. And I get that you hate me for it, but we weren’t sure you had any abilities. It was my job to get close and find out. And I got close, got caught up in it, and when I saw no evidence that you had any talents, Culpepper made me withdraw to leave you in peace. To keep you off the enemy’s radar, but the day I came to the student center, I saw you from afar tip the water over on Shawnna. She felt it, too, but couldn’t figure out who had done it. I followed you to class to warn you that now you were exposed, because of a prank,” he explained.

      “Working two jobs? Leaving your parents business? All lies?” I asked.

      “I work for the Arcanium. The sleepless nights were keeping watch over you from a distance. Although I saw no outward expression of your magic, somehow, I knew it was there. I didn’t want anything to happen to you. You don’t have to believe me, but the feelings were real. They are still very real, but they complicated things with Culpepper. My parents are mages in Montana. They sent me here to help Culpepper locate the 3rd gen mage. They thought my status would make it easier to find you.”

      As he spoke, the feeling came back to my legs, and I pushed myself up to a seated position holding the robe around myself.

      “Your status?”

      “Stanwick and Culpepper were wrong. You aren’t the only 3rd gen here. We hoped my presence would throw him off of your trail before we were even sure it was you. Whoever it was, they knew I could go toe to toe with him while a new mage wouldn’t be able to do it.”

      I stared at him. “Can we check on Brax?”

      “He’s alive last I knew. He was going into surgery when we left the hospital to find you,” he said. “I’m sorry that he got hurt. I’ll take you to him when we get the all clear from Culpepper. He built this place to harness all the elements of our power. You can hear the water, the fan stirs the air, the fire from the torch, the shadows that it casts, the stone earth walls, and the spirit that inhabits the person inside. It’s a synergy of power with a powerful protective spell keeping it concealed and hidden.”

      I didn’t know what else to say to him. I didn’t know what questions to ask. My heart ached with the revelation of the lies and his willingness to freely admit it. Reasonable intentions didn’t excuse the actions.

      “I’m pretty sure I’ll fail Geology now,” I said, trying to focus on something other than being trapped with Dakota.

      “No, Culpepper will take care of everything. He’s got friends in all the departments. If you choose to train, he will go back to the University in the fall, taking you with him.”

      “And you?”

      “He only needs six. He has Isaac now plus Mrs. Fleming, Grant, and Ronan.”

      “I saw Ronan one day in the coffee shop.”

      “Yeah, he was looking after you because you were with Braxton. We weren’t sure of his intentions, and so Ronan followed you while I was in class,” he explained. “He’s a good fella. Chemical Science graduate student from the University. He writes poetry which is interesting for such a burly guy.”

      “Marley.”

      “I didn’t know about her or Zuri. I knew Shawnna, but not them. I’m sure he had them searching for the 3rd gen. They were drawn to you. To us,” he said. “I’m going to check the entrance. There are clothes in that box. You will find something to fit. I’ll be right back.”

      He stood up abruptly, then darted into the cave.

      Not trusting my legs, I slid down the cot making sure I didn’t flip the damn thing and opened the trunk. Inside I found several sets of clothes. The soft sweatpants and a long-sleeved t-shirt worked better than anything else. I struggled to get into them as there were body parts not cooperating.

      I curled up in a ball on the cot, closing my eyes. My aunt, my parents, Dakota. Everyone I ever loved had lied to me. Biting my lip didn’t keep the tears at bay. Finally, I released them in quiet sobs, burying my head in the flat pillow.

      Warm hands touched my arms. “Are you hurt?” Dakota asked.

      “Everything hurts, but I have no injuries,” I mumbled.

      “Why don’t you get under this blanket and rest? I’ll keep watch. I swear on my life, Lacey, I won’t let anyone touch you. You are safe here.”

      “Kota.”

      “Yeah?”

      “I swear I didn’t send the text. Braxton interrupted me, and when I looked back at my phone it had sent. I swear I didn’t. I’d decided to just let it go because it hurt too much to deal with,” I said.

      “I believe you, Lacey. Just rest,” he said.

      He lifted the blanket, laying it over my shivering body. I wasn’t really cold, but the shock, fear, and disappointment rattled my spirit. I curled up tighter allowing my silent tears to fall as I drifted off to sleep.
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      Dakota’s snores woke me. It reminded me of all the nights we’d spent together. He was a terrible snorer and I loved making fun of it. Without thinking of the consequences, I grabbed the pillow and threw it across the room to smack him where he sat slumped over in the chair.

      “What? Oh, um. Shit.”

      “Snoring.”

      “I don’t snore,” he grumbled.

      “The hell you don’t,” I replied. A conversation we’d had many times. “Give me my pillow back.”

      “Maybe that is why I was snoring. You are hogging the only bed and the only pillow. I’m keeping it.”

      I tried to stand up to take the pillow back but the moment my feet hit the floor, I wobbled and stumbled toward him. He caught me, releasing the pillow.

      “Whoa, there. You okay?”

      “Legs don’t remember how to walk,” I said, feeling the support of his arms around me. I’d missed it. My brain told my heart to shut up, but it didn’t listen. “Kota.”

      “Lacey.” He pulled me down into his lap on the chair. “I wish I could change it. I wish you didn’t have to deal with everyone you love lying to you and hiding the truth. I hate that I was a part of it.”

      “If our positions were reversed, I don’t know that I would have handled it any better,” I said.

      His hands moved from my sides to my arms, then up to my neck. “It’s lame for me to say it, but I’m sorry. I have no excuses, because I made the choices along the way. We were in too deep before I even realized it.”

      “I don’t know how to forgive this,” I said.

      “You don’t have to,” he replied. “You can hate me for it for the rest of our lives, but I swear that I won’t lie to you ever again. I’ll tell you whatever you want to know. I owe you the truth from now until forever.”

      “Do you still love me? Magic and all?” I asked.

      “More than ever.”

      “I don’t know if I can…”

      “Lacey, you have too much going on right now. Just let me be a friend. Someone you can count on, because even though he told me to leave you alone, I still followed you. I still made sure you were safe. When I approached you in the art building, he cussed me up and down. He threatened to send me home to my parents, but everything moved so quickly from there. He didn’t have time to send me away.”

      “Because he needed you.”

      He nodded. I did trust him. I shouldn’t. Not by any measure of dignity, but I remembered my mother’s words when she gave me the talk about the birds and the bees. She told me that when the time came for me to share my body with a man or woman, whichever I chose, that I didn’t have to give myself wholly. Giving yourself in pieces would protect your heart. I’d given Dakota everything. Now I realized that I needed to give him just a part of the pieces I had left in order to survive.

      I stood up from his lap, and he looked away thinking I was rejecting his help. Instead, I grabbed his hand and tugged.

      “What?” he asked.

      “If you share your pillow, I’ll share the cot. No funny business,” I said. By the look in his eye, he knew how much it took for me to give into him.

      “I won’t. I promise,” he said.

      I laid on the cot next to the wall, as he tested it to see if it would hold both of us. It creaked loudly as he laid next to me.

      “We couldn’t have sex on this thing if we wanted,” I said, trying to get him to smile.

      Instead of a smile, I got a smolder. “I’d make it work.”

      Those damn dark eyes. My weakness. I forced myself to close my eyes and drift off to sleep. During my rest, I fitfully woke up several times seeing Stanwick hovering over me. Taunting me in my nightmares. Dakota stroked my face, brushing away tears, but he never said a word. If this kept up, he’d have all my pieces again.
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        * * *

      

      Dakota jumped off the cot waking me.

      “Stay here,” he instructed, then rushed back up into the cave. I decided I better test out my legs if I needed to run. My legs felt surer than yesterday or whatever day it was, so I backed against the far wall waiting for him to return.

      A white light shadowed two silhouettes on the wall of the cave. Dakota came into sight with Professor Culpepper in tow. A brown backpack sagged from his shoulder.

      “You are safe,” the professor breathed. “At least that makes me not a liar to your Aunt.”

      “You talked to her?” I asked.

      “Yes, I told her that we had found you and that Dakota was watching over you until we could come up with a long-term plan,” he said. “If you don’t mind, I’m going to sit.”

      He plopped down in the chair, allowing his pack to slide down off his shoulder. He nodded to the pack, and Dakota knelt to open it. He pulled out a silver tumbler and a bag of bagels. Dakota handed me the tumbler. I shifted the lid to the side, and the smell of hot coffee teased my senses.

      I took a glorious sip, as Dakota opened the bagels.

      “Hey, share,” Dakota teased.

      “No, get your own,” I rebutted.

      “Well, it’s good to know you aren’t ripping each other apart,” Culpepper sighed.

      “You look tired,” I said.

      “Tired. Yes, very much.”

      “Is everyone okay?” Dakota asked.

      “We got out of there pretty quickly. Everyone has checked in except Elmira. She can hold her own though. I’m sure she’s fine,” he said.

      “Still, we need to find her,” Dakota replied.

      “We will, but I have to rest,” Culpepper said.

      “Use the cot. It’s not great, but it will do,” I offered.

      “No, no. I’ll go back up to the house. Now that I’m here, you guys can come up, too. Take her into the basement though, Kota,” Culpepper instructed.

      “Why the basement?” I asked.

      “Kota, I suppose, told you that he is also a 3rd gen. He can control all 6 elements, but his strength is in the earth, so taking you below it will help him restore his power as well as block out anyone trying to find you,” Culpepper said. “Or you can stay here. That’s why I brought the snacks.”

      “I don’t want to stay here,” I said, feeling claustrophobic.

      “We will go up to the house. We need to make sure it’s clear between here and there,” Dakota said. “I’m not taking any chances with her.”

      Culpepper raised his eyebrows, then looked at me. “Do you trust him?”

      “Enough to protect me,” I replied.

      “It’s a start,” Culpepper said.

      “What about Braxton?” I asked.

      “I’ve found out that he survived the surgery. They removed the bullet, and he’s being watched by the human authorities because of an anonymous tip that someone was trying to kill him to get to his father. It was a very credible source,” he replied with a smile.

      “I told you he had connections,” Dakota said.

      “I see.”

      “You can see him as soon as this blows over,” Culpepper said. “It will be difficult to protect him from his father though.”

      “What about the others? Marley? Zuri?” I asked.

      “Lacey, I would hope that anyone could be redeemed, but they are under Stanwick’s influence. He’s broken Marley’s spirit by forcing her to shoot Brax. She follows him blindly now. He has always been a spirit mage. It can be very dangerous what you can do to another human with those abilities.”

      “And the ritual. What was that?”

      “Just a way to guarantee a pregnancy,” he said. “A fourth gen has never been born, mainly because the circumstances for it to happen is so very rare. Others have tried and failed.”

      “Is a fourth gen so terrible?” I asked.

      Culpepper’s eyes fluttered with exhaustion.

      “He needs to rest. You can ask me anything you want once we get to the house,” Dakota said. “Come on, Gil.”

      Dakota helped the older man stand. Culpepper leaned on him as I grabbed the pack, the bag of bagels, and the tumbler of coffee. We walked through the long cave to the exit. I could see the roof of the house through the woods.

      “How do we know it’s safe?” I asked.

      “Ideally, I’d like to go first and check it out, but he’s in no shape to fight and you have much to learn, so we will all go. Use your shield if you need. Be ready to drop that coffee,” Dakota instructed.

      “I am not dropping this coffee,” I replied.

      “Then, you better save me some,” he said.

      “Oops,” I replied, even though I hadn’t drunk it all yet.

      He shook his head then walked out into the morning light. We moved quickly through the woods as birds chirped above us. When we made it to the end of the trees, Dakota paused to look all around us.

      “See anything?” I asked.

      “I’m feeling with all my senses, not just my sight. No danger that I can detect,” he said. “Please stay close.”

      “I will.” I had no desire to be captured again.

      When we reached the backdoor of the house on a large wooden patio, Culpepper reached out to touch the door. I heard the latch move, and Dakota nodded for me to follow the professor inside. He came in last, promptly shutting the door behind us.

      Inside the house, I looked at the modern furnishings. It was very homey. The living area opened up to a large kitchen and dining room. The dining room table was littered with phones, watches, and other personal items. Dakota walked over placing a wallet in his pocket and checking his phone.

      “We met here before we went to the library. Your aunt called Gil to let him know you had left the house. She was worried about you,” he explained.

      “I’m going to lay down. Into the basement. There is a kitchen down there, so help yourself,” Culpepper said as he climbed the steps to the second floor.

      “Come on,” Dakota said. He opened a door, revealing a narrow staircase. I followed him carefully down the steps into the basement. A large television and several couches sat on one end of the room, and a small kitchen sat on the other side.

      “Bathroom?” I asked.

      “I’ll tell you where it is at if you give me the rest of the coffee.”

      “Make your own,” I barked, hugging the tumbler to my chest. He laughed at me but nodded toward the back of the kitchen. I saw another door.

      My bladder was about to explode, so I rushed that way carrying the coffee with me. I could hear him chuckling through the door.

      When I returned to the kitchen, a fresh pot of coffee brewed on the kitchen counter.

      “That one is mine since you won’t share,” he said. “But there is some sugar there and creamer in the fridge.” He stuffed a piece of bagel in his mouth with a mischievous look. I realized it had cream cheese on it as I watched him lick it from the edges of his mouth.

      I dug around in the fridge until I found the cream cheese behind a jug of milk. He’d tried to hide it from me. I plopped it out on the counter and looked back at him as he stuffed another piece of bagel in his mouth. He was always playing games and goofing off when we were together. His carefree attitude attracted me to him then, and now.

      “You’ll have to hide it harder next time,” I smirked while preparing a bagel for myself.

      “Nah. Half the fun is watching you giving me dirty looks.”

      I rolled my eyes and sat down on the couch opposite of him. The coffee finished brewing as we ate, and he fixed himself a mug, then refreshed mine in the tumbler adding a spoon of sugar and a touch of cream. Just how I liked it.

      “Thank you, Kota.”

      “You know, you are the only one that has ever shortened my name like that,” he said. “You should consider it a privilege.”

      “Too bad I left the pillow in the bunker,” I replied, making him laugh.

      “Lacey, now is the time. Just ask. Whatever you want to ask,” he said, quickly changing the subject.

      “You didn’t seem to be worried about creating a 4th gen when we were together,” I said.

      He sat his coffee down on the table between us. “First of all, we weren’t sure that you had any talent at all, and I told you before I got caught up in the relationship not thinking about the consequences.”

      “And if I had gotten pregnant?” I asked.

      “The chances of having a 4th gen is rare,” he replied.

      “No, you idiot. Would you still have left me?”

      “I never left you, Lacey.”

      “You did. No matter what you tried to tell yourself.”

      He heaved a heavy sigh. This wasn’t what he wanted to talk about, and I knew I needed to get over myself for a moment.

      “A trained 3rd gen can master all the elements. They have been known to tinker with the center to disastrous endings.”

      “Life.”

      “Yeah.”

      “Are you a master of all the elements?” I asked.

      “No, I’m working on it. I’ve been trained since I was in my early teens. Almost ten years now,” he replied.

      “Are you really 20 or older?” I asked.

      “I’m really 20,” he said. “We can live longer because being in touch with your magic inherently prolongs life. Culpepper is in his eighties even though he looks to be in his early forties.”

      “Wow! He looks great for eighty. You had two circles during the fight at the library.”

      “Yes, at a certain level of mastery, you can wield two circles. Culpepper will teach you. I’ve learned a lot since I came here even though my parents have been training me for a while. I’ll help any way that I can. We’ve studied Geology and Econ together. There is no reason we can’t work on this too.”

      “I need to learn,” I said.

      “Needing isn’t enough, Lacey. You have to want it,” he said.

      “Necessity is sometimes more powerful than desire. Hunger can drive a man to do desperate things,” I replied.

      “This is true, but passion is the highest form of desire. Without passion, your magic will be formulaic and empty.”

      I paused for a moment wondering if we were still talking about magic. Brushing the thought aside, I understood what he was staying. If I was going to learn to do this and do it properly, I would have to give myself to it 100%. No turning back.

      “I want to learn,” I whispered.

      His lips curled slightly on the end to hear me say it, but I saw the worry in his eyes too. “I can’t produce a child with Stanwick, and he won’t stop until he has you.”

      “I’d produce a child with you, Fane,” Grant Camden said from the kitchen.

      “You bastard,” Dakota said, approaching Grant. They embraced and did the whole pat on the back man-hug thing. “Good to see you alive.”

      “Good to be alive. Good to see both of you, too. Hey, Lacey,” he said.

      “Hey, Grant. Did you know about Zuri?” I asked.

      His face darkened. “I said you could ask me questions, not him,” Dakota said. Grant shook his head.

      “We suspected that Zuri had a gift and was working with Stanwick. Our relationship developed because I was sent to track her just as Dakota was to keep an eye on you. Only I didn’t get my heart involved like a wuss,” Grant said, jabbing Dakota with his elbow. “Where is everyone else?”

      “Culpepper is upstairs sleeping. He looked beat. I haven’t heard from Elmira or Ronan.”

      “Ronan messaged me. He’s on the way here,” Grant said.

      “Isaac?” I asked.

      “I’m not sure. He was a surprise. We didn’t have him on the list of possibilities. Most magical beings don’t participate in sports to avoid any sort of attention,” Grant explained.

      “Kota, can you call him?” I asked.

      “Yeah, sure. Or, you can use my phone, if you want to do it,” he said, handing me the phone.

      I knew how to unlock his phone. He didn’t keep it a secret when we were together. When the phone woke up as I touched it, a picture of us appeared on his lock screen. We were curled up on his couch in his dumpy little apartment watching television together. I loved the picture. Punching in the code to his phone, the picture disappeared opening up to his generic background on his home menu. I found Isaac’s number and dialed.

      The phone rang over and over, but no answer. I shook my head, hanging up the call. I dialed it again.

      “Hello? Hello?” Isaac answered.

      “Isaac,” I said.

      “Shit! Lacey, are you okay?” he asked.

      “Yeah, I’m with Dakota and Grant.”

      “Oh, threesome! I’m on my way,” he said.

      “Isaac Denton!”

      “You wouldn’t know it was me if I didn’t talk about sex!” he exclaimed. “Seriously though. Culpepper messaged me directions to his house. I’m on the way.”

      “Okay. I’m glad you are alright.”

      “See you soon,” I replied.

      “Soon.”

      I handed the phone back to Dakota, but he shook his head. “I’m going upstairs to wait on Denton. Call your aunt. Come on, Grant. Give her some privacy.”

      “Thanks,” I said, sitting down on the couch. He wanted me to tell her that I was going to train. I couldn’t say good-bye over the phone. I needed to see her in person, but I dialed anyway. She answered on the first ring.

      “Mr. Fane, you better have my niece,” she said immediately.

      “How rude. Where did you learn to answer the phone?” I teased.

      “Chantilly Lace Ashcraft, thank the heavens you are alive. Don’t you worry me like that ever again,” she said.

      “I’m so sorry. I had no idea what I’d gotten myself into, but now I have a better idea. And I’m going to learn how to use my talent,” I explained.

      “With Gil?” she asked.

      “Yes,” I said.

      “Good. He’s the only one I trust. Except for the Fane boy. His parents are good people. They knew your parents, so I know he’s from good stock. You can trust him. I was disappointed when the two of you broke off your relationship,” she said.

      “How do you know about that?” I asked.

      “Oh, honey. I saw the way you looked at him when all your friends were here. You should consider forgiving him. The world we live in is tough enough to do, but to do it alone is worse,” she said.

      “Aunt Clara,” I groaned.

      “I know. I know. I’m meddling, but you stick close to him. He will protect you,” she said.

      “I’m going to learn to protect myself,” I said.

      “Still,” she said. “Oh, someone is at the door. Hold on.”

      “Aunt Clara, don’t go to the door. Please, Aunt Clara!” I screamed through the phone. “Kota!”

      Kota ran down the steps with Isaac and Grant behind him. “What is it?”

      “She’s answering the door!” I said handing him the phone. I couldn’t listen. Somehow, I knew exactly who it was.

      Kota grabbed the phone. “Mrs. Ashcraft! Don’t go to the door!” He listened to her talking to someone. I could hear her voice through the phone. I covered my ears and turned away. Isaac came up, pulling me into his chest. His arms curled around my head blocking my ears.

      “Grant, go get Culpepper,” Isaac said.

      Grant ran up the stairs in a hurry, as Ronan came down the steps.

      “What’s the deal?” he asked.

      “Stanwick is at Clara’s house. She invited him in. Shit. The phone just went dead,” Dakota said.

      “We should get over there,” Ronan said.

      Isaac hugged me tighter as they made plans to get to the house. “They are after the books,” I muttered.

      “What books?” Isaac asked.

      “I have two books from the library in Athens,” I said.

      “How the hell?” Ronan asked.

      “Her parents were librarians. Where are the books, Lacey?” Dakota asked.

      I backed away from Isaac, wiping my tears. “I protected them. I tried.”

      Dakota took my face in his hands. “The books are secondary to saving your Aunt, but if we know where they are, we might could use them if we had to use as insurance to save her.”

      “She’s the only family I have,” I said.

      “That’s not true,” Isaac said. “We are your family, too.” He squeezed my hand.

      “He’s right. You are, but so is Clara. Get ready to move out. Dakota take Lacey to the bunker,” Culpepper said, entering the conversation from the stairs.

      I shook my head violently. “No! I’m not going there by myself. Please, don’t do that. I have to go with you.”

      “He wants you to show up, Lacey. We can’t risk it,” Culpepper replied.

      “He’s right, Lacey,” Dakota said.

      “I’ll stay with her,” Isaac said.

      “We are going to need everyone. All six. Where is Elmira?” Culpepper asked. No one responded. “Shit. He must have her.”

      “You need me,” I said. “You need six.”

      “Take her with us. We will keep her safe,” Dakota said, knowing I wouldn’t back down.

      “I’ll make both of you stay,” Culpepper threatened.

      Dakota turned to him with fire in his eyes. “I will not betray her again on your orders. Never again.”

      Well, fuck. How was I supposed to hate him after that? Culpepper needed them all to get my aunt out safely, and I would certainly jeopardize that.

      “Kota,” I said, taking his hand. He looked down at me with those dark eyes. “He’s right. I need to stay. I’m sorry. I wasn’t thinking.”

      “What if he wants us to leave you behind? What if he’s out there waiting for us to run to your aunt knowing that Culpepper wouldn’t take you?”

      “There are too many what ifs. If he does come for me, you will find me. I’ll call for you,” I said.

      He grimaced and touched my forehead with his. “I don’t know what is right,” he muttered.

      “Right is where all of us survive, but I got the feeling that’s not going to happen. Aunt Clara needs you. All of them need you, Kota. I’m cool. Kinda like that hole in the ground,” I said.

      “Now you are going to lie to me. I suppose I deserve that,” he said. “Grab some food. Fill your coffee.”

      “I’ll pack her some things,” Isaac said. “Where is the bunker?”

      “You are new here. You don’t get to know that,” Kota said. “I’ll take her out there while you guys get ready to go.”

      Grant grabbed the brown pack that Culpepper had earlier, putting water bottles and snacks into it. He gave it to Kota who held my hand all the way out to the bunker.
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      Dakota’s head swiveled back and forth as we returned to the bunker. He held my hand so tightly that I almost complained, but I wanted to hold tight, too. Fear. Real fear gripped my body. This wasn’t just frivolous magic. This was for keeps.

      He stopped just as we got to the entrance of the cave.

      “What’s wrong?” I asked.

      “Get your circle up. Defense. Shield. Okay?” he said, dropping the pack on the ground. He stepped between me and the cave. His circle flared to life in his hand. He stepped backward pushing me back toward the house.

      I held my hand up with the purple circle which seemed dull compared to his. The child, Rowena, stepped out of the cave.

      “I would have rather done this inside the cave, but out here is fine,” she taunted. “Or you could just give me the girl and live.”

      “Come and take her,” Dakota growled. “Run to the house, Lacey.”

      “No,” I whimpered.

      “Get help!” he yelled.

      I gritted my teeth in frustration but turned to run toward the house. Zuri stood in the gap between us and the house. I backed into Dakota holding up my shield. Zuri laughed.

      “You expect that to stop me?” she said. “If you come with me willingly, we will let your aunt live.”

      “How do we know she isn’t dead already?” Dakota asked.

      “You’ll just have to trust us,” Rowena replied.

      “Not likely,” Dakota replied. “Stay close. I can take them.”

      Zuri threw a blast of fire at my shield. The shield flared under the strain but held. “Not bad for an untrained mage.”

      “Good for her. She can read. She’s obviously read the books. Where are they by the way? I looked in your little sex pit but they weren’t there,” Rowena said.

      “Such a dirty mouth for a child,” Dakota said. The ground rumbled between us. I hoped we weren’t going down. I wasn’t fond of subterranean travel. Instead of us going down, the ground upturned in a mound running in both directions like a psychotic gopher. The earth upturned so quickly that neither of them could move. It knocked them down. Dakota wrapped his arms around my waist. “Point your shield down, and hold on.”

      “What?!” I exclaimed as a rush of wind lifted us off the ground, casting us toward Zuri who was trying to climb back to her feet. She fired balls of flame toward us, and I deflected them with my shield rotating it as we flew past her.

      “Down. Point it down!” Dakota yelled.

      I pointed it back down just as we impacted the ground. The force caused me to lose my concentration. It had softened our fall, but we still rolled down the ground. We were short of the house by fifty yards.

      Dakota hauled me up off the ground, throwing his shield up. “Run, Lacey, run!”

      I ran without looking back toward the house. Dakota’s shield faltered at the onslaught from Zuri and Rowena. I made it to the back door of the house, banging on it to open. The knob would not turn. Jerking and twisting, my panic took over my good senses.

      “Help! Help us! Help!” I screamed. Hurried footsteps filled the house, and Isaac’s face was the first I saw heading to the door. I turned back to Dakota as his shield fizzed, and he took a blast of air to the chest. It threw him to the house. His body went limp immediately and sank to the flower bed below him. I ran over to him and put up what was left of my shield as Isaac barreled out of the door with Grant on his heels. The attackers saw our reinforcements and ran back into the woods.

      Releasing the power of my shield, I focused on Dakota. I patted his face. “Dakota, wake up. Come on, hey you.”

      Culpepper rushed over to us, and he gently pushed me out of the way. He lifted his hand forming a circle the size of his palm. He pressed it to Dakota’s chest where it pulsed with power.

      “He used everything he had. I’m trying to restore it before we lose him,” Culpepper explained.

      “Lose him?” I cried. “No.”

      Isaac knelt down next to me. “He will be fine. Culpepper is a good healer.”

      “At some point, Denton, you are going to have to tell me how you know so much about me,” Culpepper said.

      “My mother was Carlyn Norwood,” Isaac said. Culpepper tensed, but continued the spell on Dakota. Grant and Ronan kept watch to see if someone else was coming or if the two little beasts returned. Dakota groaned as Culpepper held the spell in place.

      “Carlyn was a wonderful woman. I didn’t know she had a child,” Culpepper said.

      “She said you were friends and that if something ever happened to her, I should find you,” Isaac explained.

      “Do you have proof that she is your mother?” Culpepper asked, moving his hands from Dakota’s chest to touch his forehead.

      “Lacey,” Dakota muttered.

      “I’m here and I’m fine,” I assured him, grasping his hand.

      “Damn that hurt,” he said.

      “Your power is restored, but you are going to be sore from the hit,” Culpepper said. “I need you to block the pain until this is over.”

      “Yeah, Boss, I’m good,” Dakota said, lifting his gaze to me.

      “You should have seen her, Fane. She ran over her with that weak shield of hers and stood between you and the killing blast,” Grant said. “Saved by a girl.”

      “Hey! Girls are tough,” Isaac shot at him. “My mother was.”

      “Isaac, do you have proof?” Culpepper prompted.

      Isaac reached into his jeans and pulled a picture out of his wallet. I watched him hand it across me to Culpepper. It was of a younger Isaac standing next to a naturally beautiful brunette with tanned skin and full lips.

      “That’s definitely her. Who was your father, Isaac?” Culpepper asked, handing the photo back to Isaac.

      He shook his head. “I’m not sure. She would never tell me anything except that his name was Grant.”

      “Hey, Grant is a good name,” Grant said. Everyone ignored him.

      Culpepper rocked back on his heels, then unceremoniously fell on his butt. “You know him?” I asked.

      “A 3rd generation mage is rare, so it was entirely possible to have two children where one would have the talent, and the other would not,” Culpepper explained. “Grant was my twin brother. So, you are my nephew and a very powerful 2nd gen mage. I didn’t know that Carlyn and Grant were together. He never told me.”

      “So, you are my uncle?” Isaac asked.

      “It seems so,” Culpepper responded.

      “That’s cool.”

      “What’s the plan?” Dakota asked, breaking up the family reunion.

      “He’s right. We’ve got to get to Clara and fast. Lacey will go with us,” Culpepper said.

      “She’s going to be sick,” Dakota said.

      “Sick?” I asked.

      “The sudden fever you had in the hospital was an effect of using magic without training yourself. You used enough to help a dying man breathe, so it took a toll on your body,” Dakota explained. “After all of this today, I’m afraid of what it will do to you.”

      “Sorry about that, by the way,” Isaac said.

      “What happened that night? No one was in the other car.” I remembered never seeing anyone else at the scene and got the impression that they thought Isaac was drunk.

      “The doctors found something in my blood stream. A hallucinogen,” Isaac said. “I’m currently on suspension from the baseball team, because they thought I was taking drugs. Someone must have put it in my drink like a stalker.”

      “Or a bunch of crazy mages,” I said, looking at all of them.

      “We need to move. Less talk,” Dakota said, pushing himself up off the ground.

      “Take several cars. Dakota, you and Lacey come with me,” Culpepper said. Dakota was slow moving, but he shook off the attack pretty quickly. I had to think that Culpepper’s healing was the major reason he survived. They moved toward the front of the house while I stood still. Dakota looked back at me.

      “Lacey, what’s wrong?”

      “You were just hurt badly, and I don’t…”

      He walked back to me and leaned down over my face, digging into my heart with his dark eyes. “I’m fine, but it’s good to know that you would jump in front of a blast of magic for me. It’s wonderful to know that you are so concerned about my well-being. Because whatever happens today, I want you to know that I still love you. I never stopped loving you.”

      My heart beat my brain into submission, and I gave into what I wanted despite my better judgment. I believed better judgment probably kept a lot of people from being happy.

      “Damn you,” I said, grabbing the back of his head, pulling his lips to mine. His shock wore off after a second, then he matched my desperate kiss. The kiss I’d needed and missed. After a few moments of reminding ourselves how good we were together, he pulled away from me.

      “We gotta go, Lacey,” he said.

      “I know.”
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      Dakota put me in the front seat next to Culpepper, and he sat in the back of the Mercedes. We sped out of the driveway as a large explosion rocked the house. It went up in flames. Culpepper never let off the gas. He and Dakota discussed what approach to take and what to do with me.

      “She should stay with you,” Dakota said.

      “I need my full attention on Stanwick,” Culpepper responded. “You can protect her, Dakota. You have just as much power as I do. For that matter, so does she. Funnel her, if needed.”

      “Funnel?” I asked.

      “Yes, you are able to lend him power that you aren’t using. All you have to do is be in contact with him. However, you have your circle and shield ready at all times,” Culpepper instructed. “We will keep you safe as much as we can. And, if we get through this, I’ll teach you everything you need to know. I promise.”

      “Thank you, Professor Culpepper,” I said.

      “Lacey, you can call me Gil. Just not in my class.”

      “Got it.”

      “I apologize for my part in keeping Dakota away from you, but there are still concerns,” he said.

      “I understand. Well, I think I understand. I mean, I probably don’t, but yeah,” I replied.

      He pulled the car over several blocks from my aunt’s house, but didn’t exit the car. “All the same. I once had someone that meant the world to me, and instead of listening to my heart, I pushed her away.”

      “Gil, this wasn’t the same,” Dakota said.

      “No, not exactly. But I see how you look at her. She’s still trying to figure it all out, but I have no doubts about your feelings. I’m just going to have to buy you a box of condoms and put an unbreakable spell on them,” Gil said.

      Heat rose to my face, and I looked away from him while Kota literally choked in the back seat. It triggered a memory of our first time together. He’d insisted on a condom. Like emphatically. I thought he was just being uber safe. In a sense, I guess he was.

      “Someone has to watch out for you guys,” Gil said. “Let’s go bust some ass.”

      I laughed, and I heard Dakota holding back laughter in the back seat. He got out and opened my door. He offered his hand to me.

      “Thank you, Sir.”

      “You are welcome. We do have a lot to talk about,” he said.

      “Like spelled condoms,” I said.

      “I already have some of those. Well, the ones we didn’t use,” he said.

      “Dakota!”

      He laughed. “It’s true.”

      I huffed and rolled my eyes. “Can we go save my aunt now?”

      “Yes. Lacey, if something happens, you know I’m here for you. It seems you’ve picked up several protectors along the way. Isaac. Even Brax,” he said.

      “It’s not like I’m with them,” I said.

      “If you were it would have been hurtful to me but deserved. I left even though everything inside of me told me not to leave,” he said.

      I spun around to face him. “Dakota Fane, we are not talking about this right now. I kissed you. I miss you, but my aunt is down there with a madman. I need you to go get her, because I can’t!”

      He paused at my outburst. So typically, Dakota. Anytime I was frustrated or upset, he would never fuel the argument. He shut things down. Let me win. “You are right.” He turned and picked up the pace to catch up with Gil.

      “I’m sorry,” I muttered, but I was sure he didn’t hear me.

      We rounded the corner to see my home. Marley stood on the front porch, but there was no sign of the others. We walked down from our point while Isaac and Grant walked from the other end of the street. Ronan was nowhere in sight.

      Marley stood staring at us as we approached. Opening my mouth to speak, she lifted her hand and shot once.
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      A bright blue shield appeared before me. Dakota’s arms stretched out framing me, holding the shield in place. The bullet hit it with a force that made the shield wobble, but held. I still flinched, backing up into Dakota.

      “Circle up, Lacey,” he said quietly. Gently, so as not to piss me off. But it did as he asked. Dakota and I needed to have a big fight. Then, perhaps, some really fantastic make-up sex. I lifted my hand matching his shield with mine. He dropped his, then the bastard kissed me on the cheek. “Always here. Always watching.”

      “Stalker,” I muttered.

      “Marley, put the gun down,” Gil said.

      “Let me,” Isaac said, walking toward her without a shield. “Hey, sexy. How about another roll?”

      Marley turned the gun to him. “Stop or I’ll shoot.”

      “What and ruin your chance for mind-blowing sex?” Isaac said.

      “What’s he doing?” I asked. “He’s not got a shield.”

      “He does. It’s invisible. Pretty cool trick actually. I’ll have to get him to show me that one,” Kota said.

      Gil and Grant approached her from two sides while Isaac continued to talk to her.

      “I will shoot,” Marley said.

      “She’s enthralled. She has no choice about her actions. She’s given her power over to Stanwick. The only way to save her is to get to him,” Kota explained.

      “What about what she did to me? When she shot Brax?” I asked.

      “None of it was her choice. However, it was her choice to give herself to him,” Kota said. “She will have no power left.”

      His words shook me. My aunt said that she had once lost her power, giving it to the wrong person. Or something along those lines.

      Isaac moved closer to Marley. She looked at him without being distracted by the rest of us. He held out his hand to her. “Come with me, honey. I can make you feel better than he ever did.”

      She quirked a smile, then narrowed her eyes firing three times. His bright green shield flashed to life with each hit of a bullet. Grant rushed her knocking her to the ground. He wrestled with the gun, until Kota dashed past me to kick it out of her hand.

      “I’ve got her,” Grant said. His voice sounded weird to me. Like I was hearing him speak twice. I focused on him through the glow of my shield. “Sleep, Marlow Vernon. Struggle no more.”

      Marley’s body went limp beneath him. He took each of her hands swirling his hand around them. A pulsing red rope circled her hands. Kota helped him drag her out of the front yard.

      “They know we are here, Lacey. Focus on your shield. Let it guard your body, but mostly your heart,” Gil said. He placed a caring hand on my shoulder. I nodded in understanding. My only living relative was in that house. I needed to be smart, but I was pretty sure that I’d do anything to keep Aunt Clara safe.

      “The books are in the attic in a trunk. I placed a protection spell on it from the Grimoire,” I told him.

      “Well, then. The books are safe. I’m not as concerned about those as I am Clara.”

      “They are safe?” I asked.

      “If you successfully completed the spell, Stanwick cannot get into it. He’s never seen the book. We will talk about that book later,” he said.

      “You requested it,” I said.

      “I did. For you,” he replied. “Now, let’s go in here and get your aunt.”

      “We are ready,” Kota said, running up next to me with Grant. Isaac nodded in agreement.

      Gil walked up the steps first, and we followed them. Kota kept me in front of him with Isaac directly in front of me. My aunt was seated in the living room on the left. Zuri stood to our right. The child stood at the top of the stairs. Stanwick sat next to my aunt with a stupid grin on his face.

      “Bringing her back to me. That’s a bold move, Gil,” Stanwick taunted. “I need her to remove the spell on the books. In fact, I’ll give up my quest to create a 4th gen if she will give me the books.”

      I started to speak, but Kota cleared his throat. Stanwick laughed. “Lacey, are you going to let these men control you?”

      “Like you controlled Marley?” I exclaimed.

      “Yes, well, Marley gave herself to me willingly. Like Shawnna,” he said. Shawnna moved out of the darkness in the back of the room to stand behind my aunt with a pistol to her head. “You saw that I was willing to shoot my own son to get what I want. You know I’ll kill her.”

      Aunt Clara sat silently looking down. I wanted so much for her to make eye contact with me, but she wouldn’t.

      “You cannot have the books, Clanton. I won’t allow it,” Gil said.

      “Why? Because you checked them out in your blood?” Stanwick asked. “Let me translate for you, Lacey. To remove books like the grimoire from the library, you sign your power away in blood if they do not return. If I take them, Gilbert Culpepper dies. So, you get to choose. Your aunt or your would-be trainer.”

      “Where is Elmira?” I asked.

      “She didn’t make it,” Stanwick said.

      The rolling thuds of her body rattled the old house as the demon child pushed her down the steps. Her eyes were open, but clearly dead.

      “You see, Lacey, if you stay with Gil, you will lose your power like your aunt here or end up dead like Elmira. This house is just full of his failures,” Stanwick taunted.

      I saw Gil’s strong shoulders hunch slightly with the words. Stanwick was getting to him.

      “I will go with you. You can’t have the books and you can’t kill my aunt,” I said.

      “No,” Kota growled.

      Stanwick looked like the devil when he smiled. A half smirk grew into a wide pleasurable smile.

      “What if I say no?” he said. “You see, destroying Culpepper is pretty high on my list. I think I’d rather him die than fuck you.”

      “You can take the books. Lacey, go upstairs and remove the protections,” Gil said.

      “I’m going with her,” Kota said.

      “No,” I muttered.

      “Just do it,” Kota insisted.

      “Rowena will go with you to insure no funny business. I’d hate for the two of you to get all lovey dovey and decide to have a romantic interlude upstairs,” Stanwick said.

      Dakota went up the stairs first to keep himself between Rowena and me. I listened as Stanwick taunted Gilbert below.

      “Such a noble gesture, Gil. I knew I could count on you,” he said as his voice was obscured by our footsteps on the wooden floors. We climbed the steps to the attic

      “No sudden movements, Rowena. I’d hate to flinch and take you out,” Kota said.

      “As if you could,” she snarled.

      When we reached the attic door, she opened it, but didn’t step inside. “Go in,” I said to her.

      “You first. That protection spell is mean,” she said.

      I walked past Kota who grabbed my hand intent on going in with me. “I don’t want it to hurt you,” I said.

      “It won’t,” he replied. “The only danger here is bride of Chucky.”

      Rowena hissed. Like a snake. I almost laughed, but it was damn freaky. I walked into the attic first, and the circle around the trunk glowed brighter. Kota cautiously followed me in, but Rowena stayed outside the attic. I knew then it was a trap, but it wasn’t soon enough. Another circle ignited trapping Dakota and I inside it with the trunk.

      “We already have the books,” she said with a smile. “How do you feel about burning alive?”

      Dakota threw his hands up producing both circles. He threw one at her, but it bounced off the barrier created by their circle. I put my hand on his arm, feeling the muscles flex with tension underneath.

      “Let her go,” I said.

      “You should fuck her one last time for funsies,” Rowena said, as she shut the door.

      Dakota pounded on the barrier.

      “Stop! Dakota! Stop!” I screamed at him.

      “We have to get out!” he said.

      “They don’t have the books,” I said. “It wasn’t a protection spell per se.”

      “What?”

      “It’s a protection via illusion,” I replied.

      “How did you do that?” he asked.

      “I read the book. My parents always said that reading was important,” I replied.

      “The book is undecipherable,” he said.

      “Not through my circle.”

      He grabbed my cheeks and kissed me. “Hurry.”

      I opened my circle, walking toward the box. As I recited the words I’d memorized for the spell, my circle of protection around the trunk faded. Quickly, I lifted the lid, hoping that I hadn’t lied, but inside sat the two books.

      “See. They are here,” I said. “Now what?”

      “I need something to break this barrier. Find something in the book,” he said.

      “Kota, I don’t have the skills to know what is what. I got lucky with the illusion,” I said. “You look at the book.”

      “I can’t read it.”

      “You can through my circle. Come here,” I said, kneeling at the trunk. He sat down next to me as I held my circle over the opened grimoire. He looked and his jaw dropped. “Don’t drool on my book.”

      He flipped the pages, scanning quickly at the spells and potions. Finally, he stopped, reading the same page twice. “This is what I need,” he said. “Give me a minute to memorize the incantation.”

      I looked at the page myself, but the spell didn’t make sense to me like most of the book. It seemed to have more than one layer.

      “This is complicated,” I said.

      “Yes. And I need your help. This part here. I need you to hold your circle up and call the electricity like you did in the elevator.”

      “I did that in a panic.”

      The smoke detectors suddenly erupted in shrill alarm through the house.

      “That enough for you?” he asked.

      “I am going to slap you for being smart.”

      “After we survive, then you can hit me, baby.”

      “Don’t call me baby.”

      “Okay, Chantilly.”

      “Dakota Ingram Fane!”

      “That’s the fire I need. Now throw that spell at the barrier!” he yelled.

      I growled in frustration, lifting my circle and I focused on the fire symbol. Suddenly, I felt the electricity flowing through the house humming through my veins. I pulled on it like it was a cord on a talking baby. Feeling it rush to me, I hoped I had the knowledge to direct it how he wanted. His arm wrapped around my waist from behind and leaned down to my ear.

      “Let it go, Lacey.”

      “Argh!” I screamed, releasing the power I held toward the barrier. Raising his free hand, I watched as the water symbol pulsed. “Oh shit!”

      He grunted releasing a flood of water toward the barrier along with a short incantation. Sparks flew around the room, and he leaned down over me to block them from hitting me. When the frying noises ceased, we both looked up to see the barrier was gone.

      “Get the books. Whatever you do, don’t give them to Stanwick. Not only would we lose Gil, but we would lose everything. He will destroy us all with that book,” he warned. “Here are my keys to Gil’s car. You run to it and don’t look back.”

      “I’m not leaving you behind. You didn’t leave me. I’m not leaving you,” I said, refusing to take the keys.

      “Stubborn woman!”

      “That’s right! Don’t you forget it. And don’t call me Chantilly!”

      He grabbed my hand, dragging me down the steps into a mass of smoke. The alarms in the house blared, and I could hear sirens in the distance. The pop of a gun stopped us in our tracks.

      “Aunt Clara!” I screamed, breaking free of Dakota.

      “Lacey, wait!”

      I ignored him finishing the last flight of stairs two by two. When I got to the bottom step, I could see my aunt lying face down on the floor. Lunging for her, I was stopped as Dakota wrapped me up in his arms.

      “Let me go!”

      “No, it’s too late, Lacey. She would want you to run,” he said.

      “NO!” I screamed, fighting him the whole way to the front door.

      Two more shots rang out. A bright white shield appeared in front of us as Gil stepped out of the smoke. A red spot formed on his right shoulder.

      “You’re shot!” I screamed.

      “Get her out of here,” Gil said. “I’m fine. Let’s move.”

      Dakota wrestled me to the front yard where we watched a car speed away. Isaac came around the side of the house with Marley over his shoulder.

      “I’ll take her. Grant is getting the car,” he said.

      “Ronan?” Dakota asked, holding me up as the shock settled into my body. The house began to burn brightly. Fire trucks rounded the corner.

      “He took on Zuri. I’m not sure what happened,” Gil replied. “The house filled with smoke so quickly.”

      “Where do we go?” Dakota asked.

      “Somewhere public with a lot of people.”

      “The hospital,” I muttered. “He’s shot.”

      “She’s right. It’s better if you go in than sit here to explain the house burning,” Dakota said.

      “You have the books,” Gil said.

      “Yes,” I muttered staring at the house.

      “It was an illusion spell. They disappeared from the couch, and he went nuts,” Gil explained. When I dropped the illusion, the fake books had disappeared. Stanwick went nuts and killed my aunt. I’d killed my aunt.

      I didn’t hear the rest of their conversation. But Dakota eased me away from the house as Grant drove up to get Isaac and Marley. He laid her in the back seat of the sedan and jumped in behind her.

      “Don’t look anymore, Lacey. Keep moving,” Dakota said, blocking my vision of the house.

      “Why did they shoot her? I can’t leave her here. It was my fault,” I said.

      Gil looked at me then at Dakota as if he didn’t know what to say.

      “Tomorrow, Lacey. We will mourn her tomorrow. Today we live,” he said.

      I didn’t remember agreeing with him, but he continued to coax me to Gil’s car. By the time we got there, the professor was barely walking on his own. He collapsed into the backseat of the car as Dakota tried to help me in the passenger seat.

      “I can do it,” I huffed.

      “Of course, you can,” he replied gently. Always tip-toeing around me, but I saw the grave look on his face. He was in pain just watching me. He shut the door, then rushed to the driver’s side.

      Once he started the car, he made a huge U-turn in the road. In the side mirror of the car, I watched the smoke rise burning everything left of my family to the ground. Tears rolled down my cheeks landing on the books sitting in my lap. All of this over a couple of books and a girl with insignificant magical knowledge.
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      Dakota and I tip-toed into the room at the hospital hoping not to wake the patient. However, Braxton’s eyes popped open, then blinked several times.

      “Oh, God. You are alive,” he said.

      “I am,” I replied, walking up to his bedside. “I’m really glad you are, too.”

      “Just a scratch,” he said with a cough.

      “That’s not what the doctor told us,” I said. “And you pulled one of Isaac’s tricks telling them I was your fiancée.”

      “I did. I had to hope that you would make it. You look sad though. What happened?” he asked.

      “I don’t want to talk about it,” I muttered. I had been pushing my aunt’s death back further in my mind. Dakota had told me while we waited on word about Professor Culpepper that they had another safehouse closer to the University. Since the explosion that rocked his other house and the fire at mine, we were left with that one option.

      “How are you, Fane?” Braxton asked.

      “I’m alive,” he replied.

      “Kept her alive, too,” Brax said.

      “She did some of that on her own, and she definitely kept me alive more than once,” Dakota replied.

      “You know that I don’t have the talent that you guys do, right?” he said.

      “We know,” I replied. “It’s one of the reasons I wanted to check on you. Make sure you were safe.”

      “My father has always shunned me for my lack of talent. I know about the whole world of magic, but I can’t perform any of it. I had no idea that you could or that he was after you,” Brax said. “Shooting me was just a way to get in your head. It was bad enough that I caught him with Shawnna…”

      “You caught them?” I asked.

      He sighed. “I did. I told you she had someone else.”

      “I never fathomed it was your father though,” I said, sitting on the edge of his bed. “She was with Jamarcus the other day. I just assumed it was him.”

      “No. She’s with several men, but she’s bound to my father,” he said.

      “Geez, that’s harsh,” Dakota said.

      “It would have been worse if my feelings were involved,” Braxton said.

      “Even if you didn’t love her, he’s your father, so feelings were involved. Blood was involved,” I said.

      “Yes, well, I’ve been a disappointment to my father forever, and I have to admit that when I looked at you, I saw a beautiful life without the magic element. I was a fool,” he said with an uneasy laugh.

      I took his hand in mine. “My aunt died today. I’m going to need my friends to lean on. That includes you. I will do the same for you.”

      “We will do the same,” Dakota said. “My father sent me here to find her. They knew there was a 3rd gen here. We just weren’t sure who.”

      “Did you know my father was part of the Society?” he asked.

      “My parents did when I made a list of possible candidates. When your name came up, they assured me that you had no powers, but that your father was a 3rd gen.”

      “Did you know it was me?” I asked Brax.

      “Not until you passed out in the hospital. I’d seen my mother do it after using magic. It scared me to death because I knew my father was hunting you,” Brax admitted.

      “So, you stayed with me in the hospital,” I said.

      “Yeah,” he replied.

      Grant slipped in the door quietly. “Hey, how is Culpepper?” Dakota asked him.

      “Good. Didn’t hit anything major. He’s eager to get out of here,” Grant said.

      “We can’t leave Brax,” I said.

      “What?” Brax asked.

      “Um,” Grant said.

      “Lacey, I can’t go with you guys. I’m not one of you,” Brax said.

      “Fuck that, you are family. You helped us find her. Think you could stand? We’ll break you out if we have to,” Dakota said.

      “Are you serious?” Brax asked.

      “He is,” I replied.

      “You’ll regret it when she ends up with me,” Brax teased him. I blushed deeply.

      “Don’t count on it, Stanwick,” Dakota prodded back.

      “Guys,” I begged. “Please.”

      “No, need to beg, Lacey. I’ll give it to you,” Braxton said, sliding to the edge of the bed.

      “I take it back. He has to stay,” Dakota said, as Grant pulled the I.V. out of Braxton’s arm. The machines went wild as I removed the censors on his chest.

      “Don’t hurt me, honey. I like it slow and easy,” Brax teased. I ripped one of the sensors off pulling hair with it. “Oh, damn! That fucking hurt. Do it again.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Darn. There aren’t any more.”

      “That’s a shame. You can kiss it and make it better later,” Brax teased.

      “I’m completely regretting this now,” Dakota groaned. “Come on, Romeo.”

      The nurses were rushing in the room as we turned to leave.

      “You can’t take him. He’s not discharged,” one of them said.

      “I discharge myself,” Brax responded.

      “There are papers to sign,” the nurse insisted.

      “Send them to his father, Clanton Stanwick,” I said as we passed them going into the hallway.

      “Where to?” Grant asked.

      “I’ll take the stairs,” I said, remembering the last time I was in an elevator.

      “You will be with us,” Dakota said. “Nothing will happen.”

      “Famous last words,” I said.
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        * * *

      

      Two hours later, once the elevator got unstuck, we met Gil in the parking lot. We had to avoid a lot of angry hospital officials, but Brax convinced them that he was leaving on his own accord.

      “Welcome, Braxton,” Gil said.

      “You okay with this?” Braxton asked.

      “I’m sure you can provide unique insight on your father’s motivations and business. I think you will be an asset to the group,” Gil said.

      “You got the ass part right,” Dakota quipped. I elbowed him.

      “To the safehouse. See you all there,” Gil said. Dakota and I helped him into the backseat of the Mercedes. Braxton sat with him.

      “How’s your head?” Dakota asked after driving in silence for a few minutes.

      “I’m exhausted,” I said.

      “We will rest when we get there,” Gil said. “A good long rest.”
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        * * *

      

      I laid in the bed curled up next to Dakota who let me cry into his chest. He brushed my hair lightly occasionally assuring me that it was okay to let it all out. The apartment safehouse was spacious with four bedrooms. Dakota and I took one while Grant and Braxton took the other. We hadn’t heard from Ronan. Isaac slept in the basement with our prisoner. Marley hadn’t stirred since we brought her back. She’d been awake, but not talking to us or responding to questions.

      “I know you feel like you don’t have anything, Lacey, but I assure you that you will have a family with us. Plus, when you are feeling up to it, I’d like to take you home to meet my parents,” Dakota said.

      “That sounds serious,” I said through sniffles.

      “I’m only serious about two things in this world, Lacey. My family and magic,” he said.

      “Oh, for a minute I thought you were going to say me,” I said, feeling disappointed.

      “I did say you. You are my family.”
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        Enjoy 2 chapters of bonus content for Frivolous Magic in my Facebook Group Magic and Mason Jars.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Pre-order Ambitious Prodigy, Book 2 of the Chantilly Lace Series. Releases July 15, 2019.
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