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      Then this ebony bird beguiling my sad fancy into smiling,

      

      By the grave and stern decorum of the countenance it wore,

      

      “Though thy crest be shorn and shaven, thou,” I said, “art sure no craven,

      

      Ghastly grim and ancient Raven wandering from the Nightly shore—

      

      Tell me what thy lordly name is on the Night’s Plutonian shore!”

      

      Quoth the Raven “Nevermore.”

      

      - Edgar Allan Poe
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      Mika flipped a page, studying Corbin from under her eyelashes, knowing he could sense her gaze regardless.

      An entire week of this and she was sick of it.

      Everything had to be put on hold because of this shifter and all that went along with that.

      Corbin was a raven assassin. Now he was her personal bodyguard. And Mika was more than a little aggravated. She’d accomplished nothing in the last week because she couldn’t afford for him to hear or see anything she and the others had been up to the last few months.

      At least classes were starting back up tomorrow. Now that she’d read ahead for almost every class, Mika could relax the rest of the semester. But honestly, she just wanted things to go back to normal.

      When would the Council decide the threat against her was gone? And why would she need a bodyguard here on Morgana’s island?

      All questions that would have to wait thanks to Corbin. It’s not like she could go breaking and entering for answers with an assassin as a shadow.

      Her phone chimed, and Mika ignored the way Corbin peered at it. She read the message from Ethan and sighed slightly. She missed him. And she missed Lucien. But they’d left Morgana for spring break – all her plans shattered and gone once the Council and the dean had forced themselves into her life.

      Lucien was wary of Corbin sniffing him out as another shifter. It was why she’d arranged for him to get a scent charm from Selene and Kenzie. Then Ethan had wanted to spend the holiday with his mother and she couldn’t fault him for being a good son.

      It did make her feel lonely – more than she’d ever admit to anyone. Being this isolated, even with Audrey around, it reminded her of the life she’d lived before Morgana – constantly in fear.

      Even Audrey’s presence didn’t really help, not when they had to watch every word they said together – the raven never letting her out of his sight, just as he’d promised.

      She would see Ethan and Lucien tomorrow though. All she had to do was find a way to talk to them without the raven listening in. She may not be able to get things done with Corbin constantly by her side, but they could.

      Mika studied the tattoo that peeked out from the raven’s sleeve for the thousandth time. The symbol was familiar, and she’d had to bite her tongue all week to keep from asking him about it.

      She closed the book on Sumerian and reached for another. Mika barely glanced at the title. It didn’t matter anyway. Not when she couldn’t read anything she actually needed to with this guy around.

      Her eyes flicked to that symbol again. A raven with a pentagram woven through it – the horned moon above its head. Mika only saw that symbol in one place – on a book about the Morrigan.

      Was it a coincidence? Did Corbin know anything about the goddess? Or was it just the universe trying to play tricks on her?

      “You like it?” Corbin asked, rolling up his sleeves to his elbows, exposing more tattoos.

      Mika didn’t respond. She’d barely said two words to him all week. It seemed smarter to keep it that way. But she wasn’t going to lie to herself, she did like his tattoos. There was something brutal and efficient about them – nothing but deep black ink. They were also artistic which she hadn’t been expecting.

      “Come on, dove. You’ve got to speak to me sometime.”

      Mika turned back to her book and tried not to sigh. She could only read her blood magic books at night while the raven slept in the room next to hers. With that tattoo on his wrist, she didn’t dare read anything about the Morrigan around him.

      What a waste of a week.

      Though she supposed it could have been worse.

      She and Audrey had practiced for hours and hours each day. Mika had pushed herself to run five miles a day. The length from the southernmost tip of the island to the northernmost tip was a little over eight miles. Across was just under seven.

      One day she would be able to run the whole thing, but for now she kept it to a circle around the main school.

      Corbin ran with her every single day without fail.

      Mika would push herself to run the entire length of the school grounds if she thought it would tire him out, but when she was sweaty and breathing hard and her legs felt like jelly, he was still cool and unruffled, like they’d done nothing more than a brisk walk.

      “I’m pretty confident you’ve already read that book,” Corbin murmured, studying her closely.

      The raven rarely ever blinked. It was disturbing to say the least.

      Mika looked down at the book on Advanced Latin and sighed. She slammed it closed and stared at the raven openly for the first time all week.

      His green eyes were so bright they practically glowed. Corbin had blond hair in a Viking style, the sides shaved off, and a blond beard to match. He was one of the hottest guys she’d ever seen with the physique to complete the package.

      The physical requirements for assassins had to be out of this world, because for one of the smaller shifters, he was massive.

      Perhaps their families had been close thousands of years ago – before the Marshalls had emigrated, before the Vikings had faded from existence.

      “Are you going to finally say something to me?” Corbin asked, those green eyes twinkling.

      Mika eyed the tattoos on his forearm again, staring at the symbol for the Morrigan outright. “You talk a lot for an assassin.”

      He actually chuckled then. “So, I’ve been told,” Corbin admitted. “But I’m not here to kill you, so there’s no need to be quiet.”

      “Yet.”

      The smile dropped from his face and Corbin studied her the same way she’d been studying him all week – like an opponent. She could see the wheels turning in his head – the questions he no doubt wanted answers to.

      Mika flexed her fingers out of habit, but the silver bones were useless now. She wore them anyway – a reminder of what she was capable of.

      Instantly Corbin’s eyes went to that silver and his nose wrinkled ever so slightly. Did he smell the blood like Lucien could? Or just the magic?

      “What makes you think I might have to kill you dove?”

      Mika glanced at the stack of books next to her and considered the question.

      The Council and the dean had asked her endless questions – how had she found each of the bodies? How did she know where the killer was? What had happened to Patricia’s ankles and fingers? Had she told Mika anything?

      Mika hadn’t told them about the tunnels, or the hellhound she’d killed, or the seal to hell. She didn’t mention the blood dreams, or that she could hear the sound of blood pumping in veins when even shifters could only hear the heartbeat itself.

      But Corbin had stared at her without blinking the entire time she’d been questioned. Mika still didn’t know if he believed her or not, but it didn’t seem like he’d mentioned any suspicions or doubts to the Council or Dean De Rosa.

      “Why not a fully trained hunter?” she asked instead of answering his question. “Why have an assassin guard me?”

      Corbin tilted his head and narrowed his eyes slightly as he studied her. It wasn’t at all like the way Lucien or Hunter did it. The movement was sharp and precise, and then so still she wasn’t even sure he was breathing.

      A week and she still hadn’t seen his raven form.

      “I was hired to do a job. So, I’m doing it,” he said quietly. “I didn’t ask why they needed an assassin. That’s not part of my job.”

      “No, why should you ask questions?” Mika got up and walked through the stacks and past the language section.

      All week she’d been reading her textbooks, studying ahead for the languages she knew she’d be taking next, generally getting ahead as much as possible while her brain chewed on all the mysteries in the background.

      While she tried to figure out a way to do everything she needed to do with Corbin constantly by her side.

      Maybe she could lose him at night – the only time he wasn’t constantly watching her. It would be a risk to sneak out, but she had to try. Because even using the ancient languages to talk with the others was a risk. Mika didn’t know what the assassins were taught in those secret schools of theirs – hidden in their pockets of the world much like the foxes and coyotes.

      Would Hunter even come on Friday?

      She stopped in front of the section on enchantments. Without hearing him, sensing him, or even feeling his body heat, Mika knew Corbin was just behind her at her elbow.

      Reading up on raven shifters wouldn’t help her. She’d need a book or two from Hunter for accurate information on the most reclusive shifters. But the trees?

      “There’s no actual threat, is there?” Mika asked, trailing her fingers along the shelf as she read the sections until she found what she needed.

      Corbin didn’t say anything for once.

      Enchanting Magical Objects, Enchantments for the Modern Witch, How to Recognize an Enchantment…none of these were helpful.

      No threat meant they were watching her. Mika honestly wasn’t surprised. She’d be suspicious of someone who’d found all three bodies and the killer too. Which meant…

      Mika knelt down to the shelf on the bottom and pulled out How to Enchant Animals and Vegetation. “You’re here to watch me, and if I do something incriminating you’ll turn me in. If I turn out to be…dangerous…well, I suppose that’s why you’re here and not a hunter.” She shoved the heavy book into his arms. “Make yourself useful in the meantime.”

      The flicker in his green eyes was a combination of suspicion and respect.

      “If it’ll make you feel better, dove, I hope I don’t have to kill you.”

      Mika grabbed a few other books. “It doesn’t.”

      “And why is that?” Corbin took those books from her as well and Mika tried not to look surprised that he had.

      “Ravens feel nothing,” Mika murmured, sitting down at the table and cracking the book open.

      Four books should last her at least a few hours since she’d found that speed reading spell – and it had worked. Her table was far, far away from the study room where she’d met with Audrey, Ethan, Lucien, and Malachi that fateful night they’d sworn a blood oath to keep her secrets.

      The same night Malachi had started pulling away from her.

      Corbin sat across from her just as he had all week and set the books to the side. Then he went back to staring at her, not trying to deny anything at all.

      And that was what she had to remember. That no matter how beautiful he was, how friendly he seemed – Corbin was a raven. They could turn their emotions on and off at will.

      They said the active assassins never turned them on.

      No matter how much she liked him, how much her instincts said she could trust him, or how bad the burning curiosity was, wondering if he was her raven…

      Corbin didn’t give two shits about her.

      “You’re not wrong, dove,” he whispered, so quiet the words were barely more than a sigh. Then the raven went completely still – as still as the dead, watching her as he always did.

      And Mika wondered if he knew she could hear him.
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      Corbin was frowning. Mika ignored him as she entered in the right runes for Bay Coven into the portal. Hours of studying and she needed to see Claire and her grandmother before school officially started up again.

      “This isn’t a good idea,” Corbin told her.

      “Then you’re not a very good guard.” The portal opened and Mika stepped through before he could stop her.

      The text from her sister had been extremely concerning. A quick message to Audrey letting her know where she was headed and why, and Mika hadn’t wasted any time getting to the portal. No one was waiting for her on the other side this time.

      Mika added talking to Selene to the ever-growing list of things she needed to do once she finally got rid of Corbin. Maybe she could ask Selene why the Council had him guarding her – she knew a Council member or two apparently.

      Corbin was nothing more than a ghost as he followed, eyes flicking everywhere – as if there was something in every corner to be wary of.

      The Bay Coven building was silent on a Sunday evening and Mika kept a brisk pace as she made her way through. Per Claire there should be a car waiting for her outside the massive, ancient building in the heart of San Francisco.

      Mika pushed the doors open and paused at the top of the steps, breathing in the San Francisco air. Thanks to one of Samuel’s new programs, the air was cleaner than ever, and it tasted like rain – reminding her of Ethan.

      Fates, she missed him.

      “Ms. Marshall?”

      She looked down and recognized the car, but not the driver.

      “I was hired recently,” the driver told her, opening the rear door to the BMW. “My name is Chuck. I’m a friend of Ash’s.”

      Instantly the tightness in her chest eased.

      Another change in their world thanks to the coupe Kenzie uncovered in Bay Coven. Female witches didn’t trust their males anymore. At least not here in San Francisco.

      “He’s a squirrel shifter,” Corbin muttered.

      “And?” Mika went down the stairs and held out her hand to shake Chuck’s. “It’s nice to meet you. Tell Ash I appreciate him looking out for my family.”

      “Kenzie and Selene insisted,” Chuck murmured. He had gentle, understanding eyes. “It’s hard to argue with them.”

      “Indeed.” The mantle of a high society witch fell over her like a comforting blanket – familiar. It was a welcome barrier between her and Corbin. “This is my…bodyguard, Corbin.”

      No doubt news would travel across the school and this city like wildfire that she had a raven in tow. Mika wasn’t looking forward to the rumors she’d hear at the next Bay Coven holiday celebration.

      Chuck didn’t say anything but his disapproving look toward Corbin was enough. Mika slid into the back of the car and crossed one leg over the other, adjusting her slacks ever so slightly. She looked out the window at the overcast sky. It was already dark.

      There wasn’t a single star that she could see, not that the light pollution would have allowed for it either. Mika already missed Morgana.

      What was she going to do if her grandmother died?

      “Put your seatbelt on,” Corbin told her, reaching across her body to grab it himself.

      It took everything she had not to slap him. “I think I can manage.” Mika yanked the seatbelt from him and clicked it in place.

      “I’m supposed to guard you,” Corbin told her. “If you died in a car crash I would look pretty stupid.” Mika pressed her lips together to keep herself from saying out loud that he already looked pretty stupid.

      Chuck slammed the door closed behind Corbin and then slid into the driver’s seat. Clearly, he didn’t like Corbin either.

      But then the raven let her be. He was silent the entire time they drove through the city to the Marshall mansion. It was near the other wealthy witch clans – there before most of the city ever existed.

      Her phone chimed and Mika pulled it out. A text from Audrey saying she’d gotten her note and a request for her to bring some food home. Mika switched over to her delivery app and started ordering Thai. It should be there before she had to leave and go back to Morgana.

      “How was spring break?” Chuck asked, turning into the Marshall driveway.

      “Quiet,” Mika murmured.

      Her father and brother’s cars were still in the driveway.

      Bile rose.

      Why hadn’t her sister sold those already?

      Her mother was an only child, so she didn’t have any aunts or uncles either. It was just her sister and grandmother in the house now, after everything.

      Was Claire overwhelmed? Mika would have to ask. She would do whatever it took to get those damn cars out of her driveway.

      The car slowed to a stop and Mika studied the mansion she’d grown up in.

      It looked smaller.

      Morgana was a lot larger of course, but this place was also no longer the center of her universe. The world had grown much larger and Mika was a different person – the same sarcastic bitch she’d always been, but there was bite to her bark now.

      Chuck and Corbin got out of the car at the same time and Mika hid her mild amusement as they both blurred to her side of the car, trying to reach the door first. She watched them scuffle slightly through the tinted glass, knowing they couldn’t see her.

      A squirrel and a raven shifter.

      Never had she thought her life would be this interesting.

      Corbin won with a jab to Chuck’s ribs. The smirk on his face as he opened the door begged to be clawed off, but Mika did one better and ignored him completely.

      With her hearing charm she heard Chuck snicker.

      But then the door was before her and the other sounds seemed to drift away as the quiet house loomed over her. The door opened before she could use her key and the housekeeper smiled at her.

      “Welcome back, Ms. Mika.”

      She kissed the older woman on each cheek, truly relieved to see Ms. Jenkinson. The woman had been taking care of her family for as long as Mika could remember.

      “Grandmother?”

      The thin line of Ms. Jenkinson’s lips didn’t bode well. Without a word she followed the housekeeper up the stairs to her grandmother’s suite.

      It was dark in the house and quiet. The whole thing felt empty and abandoned. Parts of it were closed off and Mika felt like a stranger in her own home.

      Mika’s hand slid over the familiar railing, not a speck of dust on the banister. Her bodyguard would follow or not, and she left that up to him. Nothing could happen to her here – not where generations of witches had woven protection spells into the house, into the very foundation.

      Ms. Jenkinson pushed open the doors to her grandmother’s suite on the second floor and the sitting room was full of medicines, tinctures, potions – anything that might help a witch heal. It looked like the doctor had come and gone.

      Through the sitting room the bedroom doors were open wide, and Mika could see her sister sitting at her grandmother’s bedside. Claire held her hand and stared at the sleeping woman with a sad look on her face that Mika recognized from the night their mother had died.

      Without a word Mika went around to the other side of the bed and sat on the edge of the mattress. Her grandmother looked older than she should for a witch. Her hair was completely white now – no longer the platinum blonde that always graced at least one witch in their family every generation.

      Brushing back a strand from her forehead, Mika knew without her sister saying a word. This would be their grandmother’s last night on this plane. She noticed the deep breathing that slowed with each passing minute until she had to be watching to see it at all.

      Mika recognized the weary look on her grandmother’s face.

      She’d lost everything and it had broken her. Mika leaned over and pressed a kiss to her grandmother’s forehead, whispering a prayer to her new patron goddess – the goddess of death.

      “Morganna?”

      The words were paper thin and raspy, barely audible. Mika wouldn’t have even heard her true name without her charms.

      “I’m here, Grandmother,” Mika whispered into her ear, taking her other hand.

      Their grandmother had lost her only daughter to heartbreak. It looked like they would lose her the same way. Mika wasn’t angry this time. The Marshall matriarch had done her duty and now she could no longer do the job.

      It would pass to Claire now.

      The woman who’d helped raise her had more than earned her peace and Mika would never begrudge her that.

      “In my nightstand,” her grandmother whispered. “There’s a box.”

      Mika was afraid to shift her attention and miss the moment her grandmother passed. But the grip on her hand tightened and Mika murmured comforting words in the Old Norse her grandmother favored so much.

      Leaning over she opened the top drawer and saw trinkets, but she stopped dead when she saw the small iron box tucked in there. It was hell-forged if the shiny black was any indication. She probably would have guessed black gold before, but the iron was a sharp tang with her new senses, difficult to mistake.

      What had her heart pounding though was the symbol stamped on the top.

      Mika reached for it with trembling fingers. The iron was heavy in her hand and clinked against the silver bones. She rubbed her thumb across the raven’s wings, eyeing the pentagram woven through it.

      With a horned moon above its head.

      “Morganna,” her grandmother whispered again, beckoning with nothing more than her voice.

      Mika was uncomfortable that her grandmother kept using her true name – but whatever this was…it was important. She leaned forward. “Yes, Grandmother?”

      “Morganna,” she said for the third time, sending a chill up and down Mika’s spine. “Do not forget, my love.” A shuddering breath and Mika could feel Death hovering over her shoulder, waiting for her grandmother to finish this last, vital message.

      “Witches were warriors once.”

      And then she was gone.
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      Mika stood with the box in one hand, rubbing her thumb over the raven absently as she watched the coroner take her grandmother’s body. A few arrangements and she would be cremated and planted next to Mika’s mother in the garden.

      So much death.

      Claire stood beside her, quieter than Mika could ever remember her being. So much had changed over the last six months. “Are you going to be here for the funeral?” Claire asked.

      “If it’s on a weekend,” Mika murmured, moving aside to make room for the gurney. Her shoulder accidentally brushed against Corbin’s, but for once he didn’t move away.

      He’d seen everything from the doorway – heard the words her grandmother had spoken and seen the box before Mika could hide it. Even if she had managed to cover the top of it, her sister would have probably said something.

      No doubt the assassin would have words with her later.

      “I’ll make sure it’s on the weekend,” Clare said softly.

      Neither of them mentioned she was now the matriarch of the Marshall clan. The ritual had to be done still, but it would be complicated. Only Mika remained. A clan so old and powerful it dated all the way back to the days of the Vikings across the sea.

      Reduced to just her and her sister.

      It would be up to them to replenish their clan. If they didn’t…well, at least there was still the Marshall clan in Norway.

      “You should get back,” Claire told her. “I’ll take care of everything.”

      Mika studied her grandmother’s suite and wondered what else she might have tucked away. Not that she could really look until she got rid of Corbin. “Would you mind waiting to go through her things until I get back from Morgana? I’ll skip this summer and help…manage our estate.”

      Claire shrugged. “I can’t touch them anyway. She left everything to you in her will. As heir I receive the matriarch jewels, but that’s it.” Her sister’s voice was carefully neutral.

      Well, that was…concerning.

      “Which suite will you choose?” Mika asked.

      As matriarch Claire could choose any she wished, even this one. But the huge house was empty. She could pick an entire floor and Mika wouldn’t even notice.

      Her sister turned and made her way out of the suite that now felt stale and melancholy, glancing only once at Corbin. She didn’t ask questions – Claire never asked the real questions.

      “I left a few boxes in your room. It’s all stuff from Jacob and Dad’s rooms. I figured you should have the chance to go through it. All the rest of their stuff I’ve sold off or donated.”

      Mika followed her sister down the stairs, ignoring Corbin as much as she could for how much he hovered. His attention was fixated on the box in her hand – she could feel it.

      “What about their cars?”

      “I haven’t gotten around to it yet. I still have Mom’s and Grandmother’s as well.” Claire headed into the kitchen.

      Chuck came in through the back door with a giant bag of Mika’s Thai food. He set it on the counter wordlessly and gave her a nod before heading back outside.

      The housekeeper had left out tea and shortbread cookies.

      Mika didn’t want to, but she should offer. “I can stay. I’m ahead in all my classes.”

      Claire looked up from the teapot and shrugged. “It’s up to you. Do you want any of those cars before I get rid of them? I figured I’d sell them all and we can split the money. I’ll have to hire someone to help me take care of the greenhouse. The business is slowing down thanks to everything, but we’ll be okay with our other assets.”

      They should just sell it all. Mika took the cup her sister offered and sipped, glancing at Corbin only once as he sat on the stool next to hers. “Is that what you want to do with your life?” Mika asked carefully, taking a cookie. “Because if there’s something different, now’s the time to try it. There’s no one to tell you no.”

      Her sister studied her and then she looked at Corbin, really looked at him. “A friend?”

      “The Council thinks I might be a danger.” Mika took a bite of the cookie, not bothering to lie this time. “So, what would you like to do with your life, sister?”

      Claire shrugged, not even bothering to ask about the Council. She had a lot of her own problems to deal with. “I went to Morgana for potions and herbology. I still want to do that. But my green thumb isn’t quite as green as yours. The business could suffer, especially our poison garden. It’s not just up to me…sister.”

      And there was that chasm that had always been between them.

      They both sat at the kitchen island, a single light on in the massive place, making it feel small as the dark edges reached out for them. In this house of broken dreams and shattered hearts, Mika didn’t think there was kindness waiting for her in that darkness, but it felt welcome nonetheless.

      Rain started pattering on the roof and she sighed, feeling settled for the first time in a week, even with the raven beside her.

      Mika tapped a nail on the lid of the box and then slid it across the counter to her sister – a test.

      Claire picked it up, studied it, and then slid it back to Mika. “There’s no seal.”

      No obvious way to open it, but Mika hadn’t expected it to be easy. “A trinket I suppose,” she lied. “If there’s something of hers you want, let me know.”

      “Grandmother always kept us at arm’s length,” Claire murmured, pouring more tea in their cups. “The matriarch jewels are all I ever wanted. I just wish all this could have happened differently.”

      Corbin remained silent. Mika slid her cup of tea over to him. At first, she didn’t think he would take it, but then she saw his long fingers wrap around the porcelain in her peripheral.

      “Hire someone to help with the greenhouse,” Mika told Claire. “I’ll come back as much as I can, and I’ll be here in the summer.”

      “If there’s a summer program you want you should take it,” Claire told her, taking a bite of her cookie. “Not everything is offered every summer.”

      “I’ll keep that in mind,” Mika said, finishing off her own cookie. She wiped the crumbs off her fingers with a napkin and then stood. “I’m going back to Morgana tonight. If you need me though, I can be here within hours.”

      “I’ll keep the funeral small, like Mom’s,” Claire murmured, standing as well. She looked Corbin up and down again, and then she turned toward the back door. Claire had no idea if he was a shifter or a hunter – maybe if she knew she would ask more questions.

      But Mika doubted it.

      She and Claire had never really been close. It could have been worse, she supposed. They could have hated each other rather than being indifferent.

      Mika handed the Thai food to Corbin and then followed her sister out the back door to the carport where Chuck was waiting for them. The iron raven pressed into her palm and Mika knew the moment she and Corbin were alone he would ask.

      Then it would be her turn.

      How much could she risk? Should she listen to that voice deep down telling her that she should trust him?

      Chuck held the door open for her and Mika turned toward her sister.

      Would Claire be a good matriarch? Did she have the power for it?

      Because now that her block was gone and Mika knew what her potential was, she could challenge her sister for the position. Her grandmother hadn’t named her heir, but only the most powerful witch in the clan could hold the position. Was Claire still that witch?

      Did Mika care?

      “Saturday?” Claire asked as she hugged her. “I think I can get everything for the funeral together by then.”

      “Just remember, Aconitum was her favorite flower,” Mika murmured, pulling away from her sister faster than was polite.

      “Queen of All Poisons. Difficult to forget,” Claire said, smiling sadly.

      Mika didn’t say goodbye. She slipped into the car and put her seatbelt on before Corbin could. He settled in next to her and put the food between them before closing the door. Chuck didn’t say a word, he just started driving.

      Did she trust the squirrel?

      If things went awry she trusted him to get word to Ash and Kenzie.

      “Pretty little box,” Corbin stated.

      For the first time he didn’t sound like he was trying to flirt with her, or tease.

      “There doesn’t seem to be a lid.”

      “Curious design.”

      Mika turned toward the raven and looked down at the symbol of the Morrigan tattooed into his very skin. Clearly it meant something to him, something very important. “Do you worship her?” Mika asked, throwing caution to the wind.

      Cat was already out of the bag in a way, thanks to her grandmother.

      “Your sister?” Corbin asked, raising his eyebrow. “Or your grandmother?”

      Mika narrowed her eyes at the assassin. So, he wanted to play a game.

      “No,” Mika murmured. “The phantom queen, the goddess of death and war, the raven queen…” She leaned over until her lips practically brushed the raven’s ear. “The Morrigan.”

      Corbin’s eyes were glowing red when she pulled back. “All ravens do.”

      Interesting.

      What did they know about her? Did they know what the foxes knew? How could she ask without giving herself away?

      “Do you?” Corbin asked.

      Mika looked down at the hell-forged iron box and traced the pentagram that was laced into the raven’s form. The horned moon above it had sharp points and Mika paused. Was it really that simple?

      Should she tell him? Would he know what she meant?

      The Council was already watching her; nervous of whatever it was they thought she was mixed up in. But telling Corbin this…he could only tell the Council exactly what she told him.

      Any speculation wouldn’t be considered valid.

      She looked up into those glowing red eyes and decided to risk it. Mika could take care of herself. She’d learned that much over the last few months.

      “I don’t worship her, per se,” Mika murmured. “But I am her daughter.”
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      Corbin was silent the entire way back to Morgana, but those eyes never stopped glowing red. They were scarlet, beautiful in a way, and also a bit terrifying. But Mika would be lying to herself if she said she didn’t think they made him even more attractive than he already was.

      Once they were through the portal Mika shivered and pulled her coat tighter.

      Slush remained, but it was officially spring. Frozen fog hovered over the ground and glittering frost clung to everything. Mika checked her watch – a gift from Kenzie once she’d heard about the raven.

      It was nearly midnight, and still Corbin hadn’t said anything about what she’d revealed.

      Mika couldn’t keep quiet anymore. “Do you know what I am?”

      Nothing.

      So, she started walking to Oleander House. Mika would drop off the food and then she would consider visiting a certain temple. It didn’t seem like a mere coincidence that they’d arrived back at Morgana just before midnight.

      The walk back to Oleander House was silent and Mika tried to calm her racing heart.

      Maybe she’d made a mistake. But if Corbin knew the Morrigan, and if he knew what she was, he could have answers for her she might not find in any book – not even one from a fox library.

      Corbin set the food on the front steps and then turned around. Mika had been too focused on the ground and her thoughts that she didn’t stop in time. She ran right into him, and Corbin had to steady her – hands on her arms – to keep her from slipping on the ice.

      They stared at each other in shock.

      Never had he deliberately touched her before, not like this. He’d said in passing ravens didn’t really engage in physical contact except for procreating. At the time he’d been trying to rile her up, get a response, but Mika realized he’d been telling the truth.

      Corbin instantly let go of her when he realized what was happening, he even took a step back to put more space between them. “I know what you are,” he finally admitted.

      Mika tilted her head and studied him from head to toe. He was tall, she thought. For some reason she’d assumed the assassins would be smaller for stealth reasons. “Are you going to tell on me?”

      His eyes were still glowing red, and they narrowed. “I haven’t decided yet.”

      Mika turned around and headed toward the forest. “Hard to tell on me without giving away your own secrets.”

      Somehow she’d managed to surprise an assassin. Mika heard him move for the first time since she’d been assigned the raven as he hurried to catch up with her.

      “It’s not safe out here,” Corbin told her. “We need to get inside.”

      “It’s safe enough,” Mika murmured, remembering those eyes of hellfire hiding in the shadows. For some reason she got the feeling those wouldn’t hurt her. “Don’t worry little bird. I’ll protect you.”

      Then his hand wrapped around her bicep. Corbin intentionally touched her for the second time in as many minutes, and he tugged slightly so she would slow down.

      Mika stopped at the tree line and waited. Slowly Corbin let go of her, like he was realizing he didn’t quite hate touching her. She wasn’t sure how she felt about that.

      “Why?” Corbin asked.

      That voice deep inside whispered, pushing her to tell him. Mika sighed and looked toward the temple, hidden by the forest – but she always knew where it was even with her terrible sense of direction.

      “The Morrigan,” Mika said – her words barely more than a whisper. “Told me some things. And I may have been a bitch to her raven…whatever, that’s not the point. The point is – I can’t ignore the timing of your assignment. If you tell the Council…” She shrugged. “But I don’t think any of that is necessary.”

      “Are you threatening me dove?” Corbin almost sounded impressed.

      Mika started walking toward the temple again, trailing her fingers across the bark of the trees as she passed. They would have their words soon enough. “Hurry, or we’ll be late.”

      The full moon was three days ago. Mika had hated Corbin the most that day – wasting a precious full moon she could have summoned the Morrigan. But if he knew and ended up on her side…well, there would be another full moon soon enough.

      “I heard a hellhound was killed on the school grounds,” Corbin said, barely more than a shadow beside her.

      “Why would there be a hellhound on school grounds?” Mika asked him innocently.

      The look he gave her said he didn’t believe her little act, but Corbin didn’t push. “Hellhounds are hardy bastards,” he told her. “Whoever killed it has my professional respect.”

      Mika shoved the warm feeling spreading through her down deep and pretended she hadn’t heard him at all. “Remember whose secrets will be spilled if you tell the Council,” Mika murmured as she turned and left the forest completely.

      The temple loomed and the waning moon glowed bright. The dark waves crashed below, the foam glittering and glowing with moonlight. The sharp tang of salt and sea relaxed her and Mika wished she’d had a little more time with her grandmother.

      There were so many things she wanted to ask her.

      But Claire was right; she’d kept them all at arm’s length. Even if her health had improved and she had lived, Grandmother wouldn’t have given her the box – at least not until she was on her death bed. She wouldn’t have explained what it was or what it did.

      Thanks to the distance between them all – all except her mother – Mika was sad, but she wasn’t crushed at her grandmother’s passing. She wasn’t heartbroken. If anything, she felt closer to her. Mika knew now how much she’d loved her daughter—Mika’s mother. And for some reason, knowing that was comforting.

      It made it all seem…less horrific.

      “What is this place?” Corbin asked. His entire body stiffened as the power coming off the stone became noticeable.

      Mika didn’t respond. The answer would be obvious soon enough. She took each step carefully, even though there wasn’t any ice or snow – for some reason it never stuck to these stones.

      The mosaic was difficult to read on the first two levels, but as the fountain with the Morrigan’s statue became visible – white in the moonlight – Corbin let out a curse.

      Mika didn’t stop when he did. Instead she went to her usual place before the Morrigan and sank to her knees, the hell-forged iron box cradled in her hands as she stared into those depthless eyes. The stone didn’t give her pupils either – which made Mika wonder if the sculptor had seen the Morrigan once as well.

      The box felt alive in this place, but still she didn’t try to open it. Had her grandmother been able to? Or had it become some kind of heirloom that no one understood the significance of?

      “I don’t understand,” Corbin said carefully from directly behind her. He’d moved and even with her enhanced hearing she hadn’t been able to hear him.

      “I don’t either,” Mika admitted. “I don’t know why this temple is here or where it used to lead to. I don’t know anything about it other than who this statue is of…and that.” Mika pointed to the raven perched on the Morrigan’s shoulder. “That is why I brought you here.”

      Corbin actually knelt beside her, close enough she could feel his body heat, but not too close that he might touch her again. “I could tell the Council.”

      “I don’t think you will.” Mika stared into the Morrigan’s eyes and wished she could have all the answers to all her questions. “You know I didn’t kill those people.”

      The sharp look he gave her sent a flare of fear and adrenaline through her body, but she wasn’t backing down. The school was full again and Patricia had said ‘we.’ The Council had assigned her a raven indefinitely. Mika had to solve the problem of Corbin before she could solve all the others.

      “The Council also knows I didn’t kill those people.” Mika ran her finger along the horned moon of the box as she considered the Morrigan. “But they most likely assume I was a part of it somehow – or that I know something I shouldn’t.”

      “They think you use blood magic,” Corbin admitted, giving her something in exchange for trusting him just a little.

      She paused in her tracing and glanced sideways. “Ironic.”

      “Very.”

      “Blood magic isn’t illegal.”

      “No, but killing and sacrificing witches is.” Corbin seemed to lean in ever so slightly. “If I see anything suspicious I need to report it. And this is suspicious.”

      “Is it though?” Mika asked, tilting her head so she could study the statue of the raven. “It’s on the school grounds and I’m allowed here since there is nothing in Morgana’s rules forbidding it.”

      His elbow brushed hers infinitesimally, as if he was testing a theory. Then Corbin sighed and ran a hand through his hair. It was the most human thing she’d seen him do all week. “Why did you really show me this place?”

      Mika slid her finger across the horned moon hard enough to break the skin. The raven’s glowing red eyes flared brighter when he scented the blood. As it dribbled across the raven and the pentagram Mika heard a tiny ‘click.’

      “I want to know what you know,” she said. “Why do ravens worship a witch goddess? What do you know about her daughters, and most importantly, why do you know about them when I was born one and had no idea?”

      Corbin’s gaze was fixated on the box, but he answered regardless. “I assume for the same reason the foxes know about it.”

      Instantly she turned on him, a feeling of something rising up inside her. Mika had never felt anything quite like it before. It wasn’t quite shock, but…dismay?

      The raven gave her a shrug. “Us scavengers stick together.”

      Right.

      Mika remembered the way they’d stuck close to each other at the Samhain Ball the year before, and she remembered Hunter mentioning it in passing once.

      But she hadn’t realized the full ramifications of what that meant until now.

      “Explain it to me?” she asked, feigning ignorance. Corbin might know about Hunter, but she doubted he knew about Lucien.

      “You’re an outsider.”

      So he wasn’t ready to trust her that far. It stung a little after she’d thought they were making some progress, but Mika also understood. Ravens were incredibly private. Seeing them around never happened. If you saw one…well, it meant they wanted you to.

      Before she’d met the flock at Samhain, Mika had thought she would never see a raven, and desperately hoped it would stay that way. They’d all seemed so…normal. Well, considering.

      Mika looked up at the Morrigan as she spread her blood across the raven and the pentagram, tracing the horned moon once more. “I am an outsider,” Mika finally agreed. Not just to the scavengers, but to the witches too.

      She knew Ethan related to the feeling as well. It was part of the reason they understood each other so well. He wasn’t a high society witch, and his strength and power set him apart from the witches he had grown up with.

      Lucien was also an outsider here – a shifter hiding in plain sight.

      Then there was Malachi, the one who seemed to always belong. Perhaps that was why he couldn’t really connect with her in the same way after she’d told him the truth about everything.

      Now she had a raven at her side.

      And she and Corbin both knew the legends regarding the daughters of the Morrigan, he probably more than she.

      Witches were warriors once.

      They used to comingle with the other paranormals, and they’d worked alongside them. Things hadn’t been perfect, but the paranormal world hadn’t been as broken up and isolated as it was now. They’d found strength in each other.

      Mika opened the box with her thumb and handed the lid to Corbin.

      He hesitated before he took it, all covered in her blood.

      Then she looked down and frowned. Mika picked up a crystal and studied it in the moonlight. She nearly dropped it when she realized what it was.

      A blood crystal.

      And the box was full of them.
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      Mika sat in her class but didn’t pay attention. She eyed the oversized raven sitting outside one of the massive windows and sighed. The professor must have sensed her irritation because he shot off questions at her and she responded in Latin without even thinking.

      He grumbled before turning onto the next student.

      Audrey had waited up for her the night before, and as they’d eaten the Thai food, Mika told her about her grandmother – Corbin a silent shadow next to her as always. Then she’d sent off texts with the news to Lucien, Ethan, and Malachi.

      Telling them was a courtesy she supposed she didn’t have to perform, but Mika felt like she owed them the information despite knowing they couldn’t possibly understand her situation. Her family had never really been close so it was strange to hear the words of consolation all over again, but now for her grandmother.

      It was even stranger to try and explain to Audrey that she wasn’t that upset about her grandmother’s death. She should be – that would be the normal thing. But it had been a very long time since she’d been close to Helen Marshall.

      The last time she’d been barely more than a baby. And then her magic had manifested at five years old. Ever since then her grandmother had started pulling away, putting distance between them. Had she known?

      “Can the raven still hear us?” Audrey asked from beside her. The whispered words didn’t carry, too quiet for anything less than shifter hearing.

      Mika tugged on the dangling earring that held all her tiny little charms. “Probably,” she muttered. “And if he can’t he most likely can read our lips.”

      “You came back later than I expected last night.” Audrey took a few notes, but she’d studied with Mika all week and knew the material as well.

      “I was performing an experiment.”

      “We have practice tonight,” Audrey reminded her.

      Mika nodded, pleased that the five-mile run had taken less than fifty minutes this morning. Her speed and stamina were improving slowly but surely. Audrey could still rip through her shields like tissue paper though.

      And all the while the raven had watched from his perch in the tree. It was the first time he’d given her the illusion of privacy, and it was the first time she’d seen his raven form. The entire first week he’d thrown out comments regarding how she could improve, teasing her to get her to respond. But she’d ignored him until he’d seen something she couldn’t explain away.

      Was this some kind of progress? Mika had hoped the Council would call him off after spring break and that would solve her problems, but it didn’t look like he was going anywhere anytime soon.

      Perhaps her solution to the problem of Corbin was to turn him instead. If he was on her side…

      She glanced at the raven again and wondered if he’d already talked to Dean De Rosa or if he’d managed to keep his mouth shut.

      “Does Malachi know?” Mika whispered, doodling on her notebook to make it appear like she was actually paying attention. If they didn’t count participation as part of her grade she wouldn’t have even bothered showing up.

      “I’ve been keeping him apprised,” Audrey whispered back. “He’s still being weird.”

      “Do you know why?”

      Another sharp glance from the professor. He knew they weren’t paying attention but he couldn’t call them out on it, not with how quiet and careful they were being.

      “He hasn’t said anything specifically, but I think he’s afraid – of you, for you. Malachi mentioned in passing last week that he wanted to make sure his feelings for you weren’t clouding his judgement. So he needed some space.” Audrey shrugged. “It’s kind of a compliment.”

      Mika snorted. “I suppose.”

      She glanced at the raven again. His eyes were glowing red now. He could definitely understand what they were saying.

      Finally the professor called the end of class and Mika gathered her stuff in relief. “I suppose I’ll get some idea of his current feelings,” Mika said. “Unless he’s decided to skip Shifter Studies.”

      “I hope he hasn’t,” Audrey said, slipping her hands into her pockets and glancing out the floor-to-ceiling window that looked out across the grounds in search of the raven. “Malachi needs to figure out his life already. He’s being a dumb boy.”

      “And Natalie has already pledged her undying love to you proving that women are far superior?”

      “As a matter of fact she has,” Audrey admitted with a massive grin. “Lesbians don’t mess around.”

      Mika chuckled and linked her arm through Audrey’s as they headed to their next class. For the first time in weeks she felt almost normal.

      They stopped at her favorite coffee cart and Mika treated them both. Then they walked through the maze of the school in companionable silence.

      “You know, I read that ravens work in pairs or trios,” Audrey said. “That one raven alone was vulnerable. What does that say about your little bird?”

      Mika glanced out the window and saw the raven perched on one of the statues, staring right at her. “Probably nothing I want to know.”

      “Does that mean he’s super strong, or that he works independently?”

      “I don’t know,” Mika snapped, irritated that she’d never thought of that herself.

      “Geez, I was just asking.”

      Mika pulled Audrey aside and set her back to the window. “I showed him the temple.”

      Audrey’s eyes widened and her mouth opened to say something but Mika put her finger to her lips. “Don’t say anything. He’s watching.”

      Instantly Audrey snapped her mouth shut and nodded.

      “He was there when my grandmother died, when she gave me this,” Mika murmured as quietly as she could. She showed the hell-forged box to Audrey before tucking it back in her pocket. “That symbol is tattooed on his wrist. He saw. I didn’t know what else to do.”

      Audrey whistled. “Risky.”

      “I know.” Mika didn’t trust their small amount of privacy for long. “But if I can get him on my side…”

      Audrey looked out the window and paled.

      Mika’s heart started beating wildly and she turned to see if he was standing right behind her, but then she heard his voice in the crowd.

      You’d think in a school full of eclectic witches that a tattooed Viking wouldn’t stand out, but he did. He was tall with huge muscles and just fucking gorgeous. All the girls stared as he passed.

      “Sharing secrets, dove?”

      She wanted to melt into the floor. There was no way this wouldn’t become the talk of the school. Mika smiled at some random girl who was staring and linked her arm through Corbin’s. “My cousin,” she simpered before yanking him along with her. “What do you think you’re doing?”

      “You’re clever,” Corbin admitted. “But until I decide what to do with you, I’m not letting you plot against me.”

      “And you think I am?”

      “I know you are, cousin.” And just like that he pulled his arm out of hers, clearly uncomfortable. “I’ve just been given status as an exchange student. Looks like I’ll be shadowing all your classes from now on.”

      Wonderful, just wonderful.

      How was she going to be able to talk to Malachi—to anyone—with this asshole hanging around?

      “You better decide soon,” Mika hissed, ignoring the stares of the other students. “Because if you don’t, I’ll just have to take care of things myself.”

      Let him chew on that during class.

      Audrey’s eyes were wide as she followed Mika into their classroom and up the stairs to their usual seats. Corbin just chuckled which only infuriated Mika more. She slammed her textbooks on the desk and slumped into her seat.

      Corbin’s presence was a thorn in her side, and Mika wanted to stab him with her pen just for the inconvenience. Maybe she shouldn’t have trusted him after all.

      “Have a good break?” Malachi asked – voice neutral as he passed by to the row above her and Audrey.

      “Got a lot of studying done,” Audrey told him. “How’s your mom?”

      “She’s working nights now, but that’s the Vegas lifestyle I guess.”

      It was like Mika didn’t even exist. But he’d already given her his condolences over text. She supposed there was nothing else for them to really talk about.

      Her fingers strayed to the titanium chain around her neck. She’d replaced her gold one with it after Hunter had told her Kenzie had beheaded a raven with hers. The new additions to her charms were heavy between her breasts and it pulsed with secrets and life.

      The blood crystals had small holes drilled in the top already – convenient and worrisome.

      Then the professor started droning on and on.

      Suddenly she realized Corbin was fuming beside her, but his eyes weren’t glowing – hiding what he was.

      Mika leaned her elbow on the desk and propped her head up on her hand. “Infuriating isn’t it?”

      He eyed her and crossed his arms over his chest in irritation. “Not as much as your smirk.”

      Mika grinned. “Imagine all the misinformation witches have regarding shifters. How they judge you with it.”

      Corbin didn’t growl like Lucien would. But there was a rumble of displeasure deep in his chest.

      “This is Corbin?” Malachi asked, keeping his voice low so the professor wouldn’t overhear him.

      “It is.” Mika turned her gaze back to the slides being displayed. They were onto feline hierarchy now.

      “Nice to meet you,” Malachi said, holding out his hand.

      Corbin just nodded, but otherwise he ignored the captain.

      “Corbin doesn’t like to be touched,” Mika murmured. “I haven’t seen you since that day, Malachi.”

      “I’ve been busy,” Malachi said lamely, pulling his hand back slowly when Corbin continued to ignore its existence. “I’m sorry I haven’t been around more.”

      The lie tasted sour on her tongue.

      “Being dishonest doesn’t suit you,” she said, turning around to face him. “Are we still friends at least?”

      She shouldn’t be having this conversation here and now with so many listening ears and the potential to get bad marks from the normally very easygoing professor. But Mika didn’t know when she’d have another opportunity – when Malachi would be forced to at least listen to her.

      Malachi sighed and flicked a glance at the raven. “What I feel for you is more than just friends, you know that.”

      “Do I?” she asked, arching a brow at him.

      “Ms. Marshall! Can you please tell me who the Alpha of the West Coast Pride is?”

      Mika didn’t turn away from Malachi. She didn’t even blink. Mika wanted him to see she wasn’t some kind of heartless murderer. “Samuel Erickson, Professor. He is also the feline representative on the Council and rules over all prides from the Rockies west, including Hawaii and Alaska.”

      And apparently a friend of Selene’s, but she wasn’t about to mention that.

      “Very good, Ms. Marshall. Can you please at least whisper if you’re not going to listen?”

      Mika turned back to the front of the class, crossed her arms over her desk, and rested her chin on them. “I apologize, Professor.”

      “Now, who knows what the other positions in a pride are called?”

      Mika sighed.

      Corbin and Malachi were testing her very thin patience.

      The raven took her textbook from her and started flipping through it, growing more and more agitated until he snagged a pen and started scribbling away on the pages. Mika didn’t even care.

      This entire semester was a shitshow of epic proportions and there didn’t seem to be an end in sight.
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      The coveralls were a comforting, familiar weight. Mika pushed through the doors into the poison garden and made a beeline right for Ethan. He slid off his chair when he saw her and headed right toward her. Mika threw her arms around his neck and buried her face in his chest.

      Fates, she’d missed him.

      Texting just wasn’t the same – especially when they had to be careful about every little thing they said just in case the Council was monitoring her phone.

      “I’m so sorry,” Ethan murmured into her hair, holding her tight. “About your grandmother—about everything.”

      She didn’t bother responding. Mika stood up on her tiptoes and pressed her lips to his.

      Rain.

      Breathing him in she felt every aching muscle release until the pain was nearly gone.

      Ethan kissed her back, gentle and sweet. His large hands held her face, tangled in her hair…

      Someone cleared their throat and Mika pulled back, licking her lips as she stared up at the storm witch who’d put a spell on her since day one.

      “I missed you,” Ethan said, ignoring Corbin completely. He tucked Mika into his side and pointed out his latest creation. “I’m thinking of naming it after you.”

      She chuckled and rested her head on his shoulder, wishing he hadn’t had to go home for spring break. “What is it?”

      “A beautiful poison,” Ethan murmured, tucking a loose strand of hair behind her ear. “Dangerous if you don’t know how to handle it.”

      She laced her fingers through his and marveled at the way her magic practically purred in his presence. Now that she wasn’t constantly in ‘survival mode’ as Malachi had so eloquently put it, it was a lot easier to control.

      Almost second nature around the people she trusted.

      Mika no longer feared for Audrey or Ethan’s lives, but she was still very careful. She never let it slip loose from the hold she had on it while she was with them.

      Now that her silver bones were useless.

      But knowing that had been her in control the whole time eased some of her fear and anxiety. Mika knew she could control her magic thanks to the bones, but now she had to do it without that crutch – without the wrongful assumption that the bones could ever truly bind her.

      “Does your sweet Malachi know about this little tryst?” Corbin asked, leaning on the worktable to inspect the plant Ethan was working on.

      “Of course,” Ethan said, clearly affronted by the question. “Mika told me he asked her out, what, a few weeks ago?”

      “Mhm.” Mika pulled on her gloves and wished for the thousandth time that the raven would just disappear. “Remind me what we’re working on today?”

      “Ghost,” Ethan replied, grabbing the plant from the shelf. “Have you read that chapter yet?”

      “All she did while you were gone is read,” Corbin muttered, reaching out for Ethan’s new creation.

      Ethan slapped the raven’s hand. “Don’t touch that.”

      “Don’t touch me.”

      “Then don’t mess with shit you can’t possibly understand.”

      “Oh, I think I know a little about poisons.”

      Mika rolled her eyes as the two bickered. Why did this always happen? Was it a dominance thing guys had to do, find their place and position with each other? Mika would never really understand males.

      As she watched Ethan move his plant, glaring at the raven, she couldn’t help but fall for the storm witch even more. He knew Corbin was an assassin and he still didn’t give a single fuck. This was his plant.

      “Look, guy. I’m trying to do you a favor. I don’t have an antidote for this yet. Unless you want to die.”

      Maybe it was that Ethan seemed so unassuming. He didn’t act or look like he was top of the food chain. But he had a backbone of steel and never shied away from the hard shit, from the terrifying truth of life.

      He’d seen what she’d done to Patricia, and he hadn’t looked at her with disgust even once.

      “How’s your mother?” Mika interrupted as other students started making their arrival. “How was your Ostara?”

      “We buried a few eggs, nothing special.” Ethan kissed her forehead and settled on his stool, hunching over like he always did.

      Corbin hovered awkwardly and Mika did nothing to help him. She took a seat on her stool and started working on the Ghost plant with Ethan.

      When it was dried and ground into a powder and mixed into food or drink it was flavorless, odorless, and undetectable by spells – hence the name.

      Mika wanted to ask Ethan if he’d told his mom about her, but she pressed her lips together instead. Ethan would tell her when he was ready.

      Professor Hayes walked in, giving her and Corbin a nod before barking out orders like she always did.

      “Have you seen Lucien?” Mika asked while trimming Ghost for cuts she could plant in the smaller pots.

      “Yeah, he stopped by with coffee this morning,” Ethan told her. “We have martial arts together.”

      Mika paused and stared at Ethan. “I had no idea.” It explained so much – why Ethan had so many abs and muscles. “How is he?”

      “Says he has a present for you.”

      “Another boyfriend?” Corbin asked, dragging a stool over obnoxiously.

      “Maybe,” Ethan answered. “Lucien is complicated.”

      “He kind of hates me,” Mika murmured, remembering their conversation at the temple that fateful night she’d first met the Morrigan. “But most people do.” She didn’t dare glance at Corbin.

      “Most people are idiots,” Ethan told her, kissing her cheek this time. “Would you like to go see a movie sometime?”

      “What’s the rec room playing?”

      “The latest Marvel movie.”

      Mika couldn’t help her small smile as she planted the cuttings. “You’re such a nerd.”

      “Would you have it any other way?” Ethan asked, nudging her slightly as he worked.

      “You two are going to make me gag,” Corbin muttered, crossing his arms over his chest and closing his eyes. “Wake me up when class is over.”

      Mika knew better than to think that he was actually asleep. She couldn’t talk freely with Ethan in the conservatory anyway. “If you see Lucien before I do, tell him I miss him.”

      “Will do. Hand me that trowel?”

      They worked together in comfortable silence and Mika wished the rest of her life was as simple as her time in the greenhouse with Ethan.
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      Corbin actually did sleep in her Interdimensional Physics class.

      Ryan wouldn’t stop staring at them, and Mika kicked herself for forgetting to ask Claire about him. She had been a bit distracted though. Mika would make sure to talk to Claire on Saturday when she went back home for her grandmother’s funeral.

      Then dodgeball practice was two hours of nonstop brutal drills and sprints and scrimmages. Malachi was punishing them for their week off. The only reason she and Audrey didn’t end up on the floor with the rest of them was thanks to their independent practices all week.

      Malachi even gave them a begrudging nod of respect as they managed to keep up.

      Corbin had stayed hidden in the trees the entire time.

      Mika sighed as she wiped down. Another healing bath was definitely on the list of things to do when she got back to their House. And a nice glass of wine sounded perfect. The only upside to this mess with Corbin was she’d done all her homework for the rest of the semester.

      Now she could finally relax.

      “Dining hall?” Audrey asked as she wiped off her own sweat. The sun was just now setting, spring making her presence known.

      “I need to at least rinse off first,” Mika told her. “Gym showers?”

      “Is your raven going to be joining us in there too?” Audrey asked as she waved goodbye to Malachi.

      “He’s not my raven,” Mika muttered. “And he can wait outside.”

      They trudged through the forest together toward the hunter’s training center, bags over their shoulders. Mika felt a twinge in her chest as she recognized this part of the forest. It would be hard to walk through these trees without that tingle of fear.

      And whatever might be beneath their feet.

      Audrey pulled out her phone as they walked in silence and typed something out on her notes before showing it to Mika.

      ‘Do you think they’re having me watched as well?’

      Mika shrugged and Audrey erased the words. There was always the chance they were. She took the phone from Audrey and tapped out her own message.

      ‘Best to stay topside until we know for sure.’

      Again the words were erased. Mika knew Corbin was nearby, but she had no idea where exactly.

      “What do you think they’ll have in the dining hall?” Audrey asked. She tucked her phone away as the training building came into view.

      “I heard it was pork roast with mushroom dressing.”

      “Why can’t they ever serve anything normal?” Audrey griped.

      “What do you consider normal?” Mika asked, glancing up at the trees. There he was – a dark speck against the fading sun.

      “Pizza, or hell, meatloaf. Maybe even spaghetti.”

      “We have those too.”

      Audrey looked up as the abnormally large raven settled on the roof of the training building. “It’s still weird. Mushroom dressing? Yuck.”

      “I’m starving. Let’s shower already so we can eat.” Mika yanked Audrey into the building and pulled her into the locker room complete with showers, a sauna, ice baths, and a steam room – anything a hunter could possibly need.

      “How do you feel about a bit of steam?” Mika asked, dumping her bag into a locker and stripping down.

      She grabbed one of the towels and wrapped it around her body, heading toward the steam room. Audrey followed her in and the second the door closed Mika pulled out her necklace. They sat down on one of the benches and Audrey held the chain carefully – staying far away from the fat crystals dangling from it.

      “They were in this,” Mika whispered in Sumerian, showing her the box that had caused all this trouble to begin with.

      Audrey started signing and Mika had to sign for her to slow down. Her ASL was rusty.

      A blood crystal? Audrey asked in sign.

      I think so, Mika signed back. It sure looks like one.

      What does it do?

      I have no idea. Mika knew they were probably making Corbin suspicious. So she switched back to English and tried to sound nonchalant. “So how are things with Natalie going by the way?”

      Does she still think you’re lying to her? Mika signed.

      “We’re about to have our one month anniversary,” Audrey said, tacking on a little giggle. She knows I’m hiding something, but I told her I would explain everything when I could – that it wasn’t my secret, she signed back.

      I’m sorry. Mika sighed, wishing things were easier for her friend and sister. “Any plans?”

      “Actually yes, but she said it’s a surprise.” Audrey adjusted her towel, sweat dripping from her hair, down her neck. But the herbs in the steam room would help them heal quicker.

      Is there anything I can do to help with Corbin? Audrey asked in sign.

      No, Mika signed back. “That’s romantic. I’m sure it will be amazing.” But I need you to get in contact with Jessica James. She needs to know about the seal, and the hellhound.

      What about the demon?

      Mika shuddered. No, only as a last resort.

      “Are you and Ethan official yet?” Audrey asked out loud.

      Mika wiped the sweat from her face and breathed in deep. “Technically he’s my boyfriend since I agreed to a commitment.” Mika fiddled with the largest blood crystal. What did it even do? Was it like normal crystals or something else entirely? “Lucien is…something, I don’t know what yet.” Mika missed Lucien too.

      “You see him tomorrow,” Audrey stated carefully.

      Did he get the charm to hide his scent? Mika asking in sign.

      Audrey nodded. “How do you think he’ll feel about your raven?”

      “For the last time he’s not my raven,” Mika snapped.

      “You don’t know that.”

      Mika gave Audrey a sharp look and shook her head. That wasn’t something she’d talked to Corbin about yet. “I need to get out of here and shower all this sweat off.”

      She got up and opened the door, looking back to see if Audrey was following. Then she ran into something hard and familiar.

      “Plotting against me again?” Corbin asked in a teasing voice, his eyes glowing red.

      The steam curled around them and Mika could only stare up at him, holding onto her towel even tighter, praying it didn’t fall. Then Corbin looked down and his head tilted sharply as he focused on her necklace.

      A single finger lifted it from her damp skin, pulling the charms out from under her towel.

      The way he stared at the blood crystals made Mika uncomfortable. He’d seen them when she’d opened the box, but neither of them knew what it was other than it contained some kind of power. She could feel them pulsing against her skin.

      What did Corbin feel?

      “This is the girl’s locker room, get out you perv,” Audrey snapped, pushing him back. “And where do you stash your clothes?”

      Corbin grinned at her. “Trick of the trade, gorgeous. If I told you, I’d have to kill you.”

      “Magic, duh,” Mika said, rolling her eyes as she pushed past the raven. “You follow me into the bathroom anywhere ever again Corbin, and I’m hexing you.”

      He just chuckled and folded his body into his raven form, wings flapping and making Audrey scream before he disappeared.

      “You know, if he wasn’t here on Council orders I think I’d like him,” Audrey muttered. “He’s got that rakish asshole thing going on and it works for him.”

      Mika didn’t respond – she didn’t want Corbin hearing her give him even a backhanded compliment – but she agreed with Audrey completely.
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      Her first two classes had gone by quickly. The break between her morning classes and her hunting class had been spent eating and reading. There was a way to talk to those trees and Mika fully planned on figuring it out before the spring semester was over.

      Corbin was a silent shadow but when she headed to the training center he seemed to perk up ever so slightly.

      Mika glared at him as she entered the locker room, silently reminding him of her threat from the night before. She wouldn’t hesitate to hex him if she caught him spying on her in the bathroom. Even having him sleeping in the room next to her and Audrey’s was too much.

      He could hear everything.

      And Mika had no idea how she was going to be able to do…anything with Ethan again. Hopefully the Council would decide she was just a normal witch and she only had to suffer until the end of the semester.

      Mika came out in her workout clothes, adjusting the guards on her arms. Professor Bartholomew treated her like every other hunter in his class now. But every class she still felt like she had to prove that she belonged.

      There was a caw behind her and then suddenly the flapping of wings became silent steps. Mika could feel Corbin looming behind her.

      “I have to say I’m intrigued,” he said, clearly getting ready to try and rile her up once again. “Ethan doesn’t really seem like your type, and then there’s the whole part of that where he’s totally cool with Malachi – even asking you out before the big captain! – and now this Lucien…who will Lucien be? I am very interested in this little melodrama you have going on.”

      “Jealous?” Mika asked, pushing the doors to the training room, one of many. This one was mostly used for weapons. “Trying to find your place in my heart, Corbin?”

      “You assume I care,” he drawled. “It’s nothing more than watching a soap opera.”

      “If you don’t care, then perhaps you should mind your own fucking business and observe silently.” There he was. Mika caught that deep black, shoulder-length hair that always seemed to get in his face.

      Lucien was even wearing leather pants – why did he always have to look like some kind of Korean sex god rockstar?

      “Little witch!” Lucien even smiled, holding his arms wide to hug her as she approached.

      It was most definitely for show. Lucien didn’t usually show his affection so blatantly, but those golden-brown eyes twinkled as he glanced at Corbin only once.

      “Lucien,” Mika breathed, taking advantage of his ridiculousness to actually hug him. The smell of leather reminded her of the night he’d saved her from hypothermia. She hugged him tight and then kissed him on the cheek before pulling away. “Are you ready to get your ass handed to you?”

      “Only if you let me grab yours,” Lucien smirked.

      They stared at each other for a moment, and Mika wished she could tell him everything she wanted to say, all the words ready to leap from her tongue. She wanted to tell him about her grandmother, and the box. She wanted to tell him everything.

      Her breathing hitched as that feeling of being suffocated wrapped around her like a thick blanket underwater. Mika had successfully shoved it all back when it had been just her and Audrey and Corbin.

      But now that everyone was back and things were moving forward as they ought to, she felt that crushing weight and this time she couldn’t ignore it. It was almost as bad as it had been during the years she’d had to hide what had happened to her, what she had done, and everything that meant.

      Lucien’s gaze sharpened as he studied her, no doubt taking in every tiny detail only a shifter could.

      Then without a word he took her hand and pulled her toward him slowly. Mika didn’t even bother resisting. For the first time in her life she felt like she wouldn’t survive without this lifeline between her and Ethan and Lucien – made all the more obvious by the presence of an assassin.

      Their touch was the only real communication they could have at the moment – the only meaningful communication.

      Her heart was pounding as that adrenaline started pouring into her veins and Mika instantly released Lucien, scared to hurt him. It wasn’t easy telling her body there was no real threat – that the suffocation was all in her head, that it couldn’t actually physically hurt her.

      “Just take a deep breath,” Lucien murmured, holding his hands up in surrender. “When you’re ready, I’m here.”

      Mika glanced over at Corbin, who was watching them closely from his seat on the bleachers. She knew he could hear them, she knew he was reading into every small thing she said or did.

      “You left again,” she said instead. “You didn’t even say goodbye in person – you texted me.”

      She’d managed to hold it together for an entire week, and now that they were back she was losing it a little – realizing just how much she relied on the two of them.

      “I had to get you a present,” Lucien said carefully, slipping his hands into his pockets as more students started filing into the training center. “But if you want me to tell you every time I come and go, I will.”

      He tilted his head slightly and she knew what he was really asking. Did she want to take their relationship to the next level?

      Mika shrugged, trying to make it seem like she didn’t care either way, shoving down that panic as deeply as she could. “If that’s something you want.”

      She turned and walked toward the wall with all the weapons on it. She’d given up using her own practice sword for the flexibility all hunters were required to learn. They had to be able to use any weapon available to them.

      Her favorite was the double-bladed sword that was still light enough she could use it with one hand. She selected that one and hefted it in her right hand, then tossed it into her left. She needed to practice with her left more.

      Just like Kenzie, she was left-handed, a lot of witches were, but she’d spent most of her time training with her right.

      “I know we only went on that one date,” Lucien said beside her. “But I wasn’t sure what you wanted.”

      “Breaking and entering isn’t a date,” Mika snapped. She practically bit her tongue off in annoyance that she’d managed to let something slip. Mika glanced at the raven and hoped he wouldn’t ask about it. Lucien could rile her up like no one else. He was the only one that could get her irritated enough to say things out loud that she shouldn’t.

      Lucien chuckled and selected his usual sword, heavy and long. It was brutal to fight against. “Maybe we should rectify that.”

      “Which part?” Mika asked. She headed toward their usual circle and dropped into a fighting stance.

      “Well, dangerous things get the juices flowing,” Lucien teased.

      Mika held up her sword in a defensive position and gave him a nod that she was ready. The familiarity and discipline was like cool ice in her veins, calming the fear and panic like a soothing cloth, just like it had with her burning hands. “Like that night in the ice water of the fountain.”

      Lucien glared at her. “No, not like that.” Then he attacked.

      Mika dodged instead of parrying, making sure to stay light on her toes. “Really? Why not?”

      “Because you almost died!” Lucien hissed, pressing the attack.

      It made him sloppy and Mika spun inside his guard, tapping his belly with the flat edge of her sword as she went by. Then she crouched again, ready for his next attack. “That didn’t get your juices flowing?”

      Lucien narrowed his eyes at her – still a very normal golden-brown. “Clever, little witch.”

      Mika actually smiled at him, feeling the rest of the weight lift. Even though Corbin severely limited what she could and couldn’t do, she had her friends—her…boyfriends.

      It was so weird to put it into those exact words, even in the privacy of her own thoughts.

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Mika said as innocently as she could before she attacked him.

      They were silent for a few moments as they both concentrated on the fight. Lucien would always be faster and stronger than her, but she could learn his weaknesses and she could agitate him so he would mess up.

      The clang of their blades helped her focus sharpen and Mika ignored everything else but the fight, pushing her body and the hard-earned muscles as far as they would go, forcing herself to be faster.

      When Lucien caught her blade against his and tried to press his advantage, Mika dropped the sword and caught it with her right hand – refusing to make the same mistake she had the first time they’d sparred.

      And just like that she spun and took the advantage – the tip of her sword pressed to his back, ready to skewer his heart through his ribs. If he were an enemy.

      Lucien laughed. “I yield.” Then he turned and his eyes were flashing, not quite gold, but the amusement there warmed them and he wrapped her up in a bear hug. “I missed you too, little witch. I’m sorry about your grandmother, about leaving without a proper goodbye.”

      The exercise made it feel like she could breathe again. She hugged Lucien back, breathing in the smell of tea and leather. “Thank you,” she murmured into his shoulder. She’d needed this.

      Stepping back, she gave the fox a slight smile and tossed her sword back to her left hand, ready to work the rest of her anxiety off.

      “Nice improvement, Mika! I want to see more of you challenging yourself with your non-dominant!” Bartholomew shouted as he entered the room.

      He had them all nicely trained. Pairs stopped sparring and turned to face the professor. If he ever caught them lazing about in here, they all had to run sprints, even before class officially started.

      “I want to switch it up today,” Bartholomew told them, crossing his arms over his massive chest. He was definitely a born hunter. “Pick a weapon you’ve never trained with before.”

      Mika eyed her favorite sword, whipping it through the air a little to test her muscles. She wasn’t exhausted, but dodgeball practice the night before hadn’t helped. Something two-handed would probably be best for this.

      So, she went to the wall with the rest of the students, Lucien pressed against her side like he always did – herding her in the direction he preferred. It used to bother her, but now Mika found comfort in it.

      She put the sword back and eyed the wall. The ax seemed like a terrible idea. Swinging that around would make her incredibly slow. And she didn’t have the strength to compete with any of the other students.

      Speed was all she had, and even that was only useful if she was clever.

      Mika selected the spear. It wasn’t something she would ever use, but it had a blade on one end. Using it more as a staff than a spear would work well for her. Stepping back, she twirled it around, whipping it through the air and across her body to get a sense of the weight and feel.

      The blade at the end was heavy, making it unbalanced. She had to hold it closer to that end than she would prefer for better balance, and that made the other end longer. Readjusting so that her hands were back in the center, Mika decided that adjusting for the extra weight would be easier than adjusting for the extra length on one side, leaving the other vulnerable.

      “Now, I want you to fight the person you were when I came in, regardless of the weapon in their hand.”

      Mika looked up and saw Lucien had something she didn’t know the name of.

      There was a metal ball at the end of a chain and it had circles on it that looked like they were spikes once, dulled just like the blade at the tip of her spear.

      “This will be interesting,” Lucien said, quirking an eyebrow at her.

      Glancing up at the bleachers again she could see Corbin leaning forward, arms propped on his knees as he watched with obvious interest. His eyes were still green at least. She wondered what he thought about all this on a professional level.

      Morgana was supposed to produce the most skilled hunters after all – and a lot of them went after ravens at some point or another.

      “Take your positions!” Bartholomew bellowed as he made the rounds.

      Mika stepped into their sparring circle and whipped the spear around her body again. Too bad magic wasn’t allowed in these classes – there was a whole other set of classes for witches training as hunters.

      Maybe she should take a few next semester.

      “Care to place a wager?” Lucien asked, wrapping the chain around his arm.

      Mika slammed the butt of the staff into the ground and placed her left arm behind her back. “Depends on the wager.”

      Lucien gave her that vulpine grin, exposing the sharp points of his teeth, but still his eyes remained brown. “I wager I’ll have you on your back begging. Should we pick a safe word?”

      A delicious shiver ran down her spine and Mika had to swallow. How Lucien could make everything so sexual…

      “And I wager that I’ll have you by the balls before you can. What’s the prize?”

      That grin of his grew wider. “Winner gets a full body massage.”

      Mika actually grinned back at that. She loved that these games were never serious – that Lucien loved the game more than the prize. To him, he won even if he lost because his hands would be on her…

      She shivered again and shoved back that mental picture.

      “Begin!”
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      That metal ball flew past her face fast enough she could hear it. Mika just barely managed to step aside in time, trying not to think about how much it would hurt if that had connected.

      She brought up the spear to tangle with the chain and yanked upward, changing the trajectory of Lucien’s ball. Again she moved to stay out of its path, sliding under that chain as she wrapped it around her spear.

      Then she yanked down, pulling Lucien off balance.

      But she was still the one at a disadvantage. Mika came out of the slide and popped up onto her feet, using all of her body weight to pull. Lucien took an involuntary step forward and she used that to get closer so he couldn’t use the metal ball anymore.

      What she hadn’t been expecting was for him to use the remaining chain and wrap it around her neck, twisting her around so her back pressed into his chest, cutting off her air supply with the metal, making the spear completely useless since it was just as trapped as his metal ball now.

      She was supposed to tap out at a certain point, but Mika was stubborn. If there was a way out of this, she would find it.

      Lucien avoided her attempt to stomp on his foot, and she couldn’t quite get the leverage she needed to flip him over. Lifting her knees to her chest, she used every muscle she had to whip her feet down and pull forward at the same time despite the stars in her vision.

      It got him off balance, but didn’t quite flip him over. What it did do though was loosen the chain around her throat ever so slightly. Mika shoved forward with her spear and gained even more room.

      Ducking out from under the chain and his arms, she let go of her spear completely. Moving like Malachi had trained Audrey to do – like Audrey had then trained her – she stomped on the chain connected to the ball and yanked on it.

      Lucien stumbled forward and her spear snapped in half. Without hesitation she brought up her foot and landed a sidekick to his jaw that would daze even a shifter.

      Just like that the chain was in her hands and Mika wrapped it around her arm, just like Lucien had.

      Part of being a hunter – or so all of her trainers had said – was being flexible. It was about being able to pick up any weapon and use it with some level of skill. Even if she’d never touched it before.

      Lucien picked up the two pieces of her spear and twirled them around, looking a thousand times more proficient with them than she would have, but Mika held her ground, trying to find his weak spots.

      Would they end up at a draw? How boring.

      Much like the ax, she couldn’t swing this thing around with any real speed or accuracy. Mika could, however, drop it on his feet.

      “Attack!” Bartholomew bellowed from behind her. “Don’t wait for him to attack you! You’re just standing there, flat on your feet!”

      Mika almost glared at the professor, but she kept her focus on Lucien, who was smirking. She let the ball drop to the floor with an obnoxious ‘clank’ and then dove right between Lucien’s legs. She rolled, yanking up on the chain, and then ran.

      The metal hit him right at the ankle, pulling his foot to the side hard enough he went down to one knee. Mika slapped the rest of the chain down right over his wrists, as hard as she could. Lucien dropped both pieces of the staff and she dove for them.

      But Lucien was fast. He had her pinned to the floor and on her back before she could blink.

      “Beg,” he whispered into her ear.

      Mika pressed the blade of her broken spear to his groin. “Make me.”

      Lucien collapsed on top of her, laughing his ass off. “Pineapple! Pineapple!”

      “Get off!” She shoved him to the side and wiped the sweat dripping from her brow. “That’s the stupidest safe word I’ve ever heard of.”

      “Ah, but you knew it was a safe word,” Lucien told her, getting to his feet. “Not very stupid if it works, am I right?”

      “Good job,” Bartholomew snapped. “You’re both dead now. Pick another weapon!”

      Mika couldn’t help but smile as she picked up the broken pieces of her spear. Something about working with the hunters was calming. It soothed her mind, body, and soul.

      Tossing the pieces into a pile of broken practice weapons, Mika eyed the wall once more and hoped Lucien would find her note.
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      “No wonder the hunters always fail when they come after us,” Corbin said with a smirk. “That was pitiful.”

      Mika ignored him as she made her way to Sumerian. Audrey would have food waiting for her, and she was starving. It felt like she was always hungry these days.

      “Did you know that ravens start training from the age of three?” Corbin asked as he eyed all the students they passed.

      “Why would I know that?” Mika snapped.

      “You’re not bad, for a witch,” Corbin admitted. “You were started early in some kind of training, even if I’m not sure what. But it was sloppy. And you’re out of practice.”

      Mika gritted her teeth to keep from snapping at him again. She hefted her bag over her shoulder and pushed through another set of doors. Why were all her classes on opposite sides of the school from each other?

      “You could be better,” Corbin said with a shrug. “I could train you.”

      Mika stopped dead in her tracks, ignoring the glares from other students as they jostled into her. She didn’t bother moving. Turning to stare at the raven, Mika tried to think of any reason why he would offer such a thing.

      Was he trying to get her to trust him? Did he want her to spill all her secrets while they trained together? Or was he trying to get closer to her, so that one day she wouldn’t even think of him as an enemy?

      “Why? I thought ravens never taught outsiders.”

      Corbin actually looked away.

      Mika’s eyes narrowed. She pulled out her phone and texted Audrey that she had to skip class. “Come with me.”

      For once Corbin didn’t argue with her as she shoved through the mass of chattering students. She pushed through yet another set of doors and stepped out into the courtyard. It looked a thousand times different in the daylight – when she wasn’t being chased by a hellhound.

      “Skipping class isn’t advised,” Corbin told her as they passed more buildings.

      Mika walked toward the forest, ignoring him.

      The trees whispered as she approached and she didn’t slow down this time, not until she stepped out into the cemetery.

      Snow and ice still clung to the headstones and the trees, but the dirt was visible. Winter was fading.

      Mika looked up at the blue sky and then at the trees as their whispers grew silent in the presence of the raven. Even they knew what he was.

      “Why would you offer to train me?” Mika asked again. “When you might have to kill me one day?”

      Corbin was utterly silent behind her, but she knew he was there – she could practically feel him now that she knew what to look for. “If I had to kill you dove, it wouldn’t be with a blade to your throat.”

      His words were nearly gentle – almost…sad?

      Mika turned around to study the raven. “And how would you do it?”

      He took one step toward her and then stopped. “A painless poison. You would die in your sleep.”

      “Mercy?” she asked, raising one eyebrow in question.

      Corbin nodded, a flash of surprise going by before he could hide it. “You know your poisons.”

      “Of course I do,” Mika scoffed. “I’m a Marshall.” The headstone nearest to her was engraved in a language she didn’t recognize. She fiddled with the charm hanging from her ear and the words morphed until she could read the epitaph.

      Your life was brutal, so we made sure your death was gentle.

      Mika considered the words that seemed so fitting for her own headstone – if witches were buried.

      “Why train me?” she asked again.

      Suddenly he was right beside her and she had no idea how he’d gotten there or when he’d moved. Corbin’s green eyes practically sparkled in the sunlight. But the look on his face was serious…considering.

      “You’re not a hunter or a shifter,” Corbin said. “You are at a disadvantage in a physical fight until you learn how to use battle magic.”

      Mika went still. Battle magic.

      For some reason, the way the raven said it was completely different than the witches – than the ones who taught her battle magic for the sake of a game. And she doubted he meant the kind of magic taught to witch hunters.

      Battle magic.

      Audrey had mentioned she’d read about other types of battle magic spells than the fifteen they were taught for the game. Mika would have to ask her which book it was again.

      The sound of the Morrigan’s whispering words and the caw of her raven echoed in her thoughts as Mika considered all that those words meant – what Corbin was telling her without realizing it.

      Did he even know how little witches knew of their own past?

      Witches were warriors once. Even on her deathbed her grandmother’s words hadn’t wavered.

      “I thought you felt nothing,” Mika said, eyeing Corbin carefully. “I thought you were still deciding whose side you were on.”

      He took another step forward until there was only an inch of air between them, but still no part of him touched her. “I don’t. And what better way to decide than to spend more time with you?”

      Mika looked up into those green eyes and wondered if he was lying to her. How would she even know? This time she was the one who took a step forward until one strong gust of wind could push her into him, but still they didn’t touch. She was always mindful of that – knowing what it was like after three years of isolation.

      Touch burned like fire after years of nothing at all.

      What did a lifetime feel like?

      “You’re risking your life,” Mika warned him. “Because I don’t trust you.”

      And her magic was volatile – no longer contained by the pretty silver she wore. One wrong move and she could accidentally bleed him dry if her control shattered.

      Corbin tilted his head slightly like he would in his raven form. “Should be exciting.”

      Mika rolled her eyes and tucked her hands into her pockets. Why were all the men in her life so stupid? “Show me what you got, Corbin.”
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      Checking to make sure the window was still unlocked; Mika and Audrey eased it open – silent thanks to Audrey messing with it earlier. There was a chance Corbin would hear them, but they had Bewitched blaring on the TV and Audrey set up an enchantment that looked just like them, talking and eating popcorn.

      It was fucking eerie and Mika couldn’t wait until Audrey dispersed that particular spell.

      The charms Selene had given Audrey kept their every movement completely silent. Audrey had even managed to slip a sleeping charm in Corbin’s tea. Mika wasn’t sure it would work, he was an assassin after all, but Selene’s charms weren’t exactly legal.

      And the Kavanaghs were masters at these little enchantments they liked to package so pretty – it had looked like a simple sugar cube.

      With the help of the watches Kenzie had made for them, Mika was able to scan Corbin’s room, see that he was indeed laying on his bed, but she couldn’t tell from the outline if he was sleeping or not.

      Audrey had slipped a recording charm in his room earlier that sent the sounds directly to her watch.

      No wonder they didn’t sell these things much. The things the watches could do were unreal, but Kenzie didn’t just make these for fun. She used hers as a programmer. For the first time, Mika wished she was better at computers, but regardless the watch was a welcome gift.

      They had until midnight. Corbin usually got up around one in the morning to go to the bathroom, listen at her door, and then make his rounds around the house, stopping on his way back up for a snack.

      Mika had stayed up one night just to see what he did. Then Audrey had the next night. It had eased her fear that he might be watching her in her sleep. But no, he just stayed in his room, which made her wonder if there was another way he was keeping track of her through the walls.

      Did he rely on sound alone?

      Her boots didn’t make a sound as she climbed out on the ledge of the window. There wasn’t a fire escape, but the bricks had enough room for her fingers. Not to mention they would have help.

      As if he’d heard her thoughts, Lucien tossed a rope over the side of the building and it smacked the wall right next to her. Mika looked up and grinned at the fox, who grinned right back.

      This was what he’d meant by juices flowing. She could feel the adrenaline pumping through her veins making her feel giddy and strange.

      Gripping the rope, Mika used every bit of muscle she had to climb up, feet pressed against the wall so she could walk herself up a bit. Audrey waited anxiously, hanging out the window, but she didn’t say a word.

      Her hands reached the ledge of the roof and Ethan instantly grabbed her coat and helped haul her over.

      Audrey was next.

      As Lucien held the rope – his fox strength was ridiculous, he didn’t even look like he was trying – Mika hugged Ethan but waited for Audrey before saying anything. She and Ethan both helped Audrey up and over.

      Then a few words and some runes sealed them in a bubble similar to a shield. But it was like her other spell – no sounds could make it through that shimmering green sphere.

      “Well,” Lucien said, pressing into Mika’s side like it was the most natural thing in the world, with Ethan on her other side. “That raven is still here.”

      “I really thought he’d be gone by now,” Ethan muttered. “So what exactly did the Council say? Why is Corbin shadowing you?”

      Mika cleared her throat. “I did talk to him a little,” she admitted. “And Dean De Rosa and the Council insist it’s because I’m being targeted, but Corbin admitted it’s because they think I’m tied up in everything that happened before spring break.”

      Lucien let out a whistle. “Damn, and if Corbin sees you sacrifice a witch…” He drew his finger over his throat.

      “Yup.” It was gruesome, but at the same time Mika couldn’t forget what Corbin had told her. He wouldn’t kill her with a blade to her throat – what did that mean coming from an assassin?

      “Anyway,” Mika said, leaning into Lucien more than she usually did. She slipped her hand into Ethan’s, enjoying their comfort after a week without them. “We don’t have much time. Audrey, I need you to get into contact with Selene or Kenzie. Tell them you need to talk to Jessica James about the seal. Maybe see if we can set up a meeting?”

      Audrey nodded.

      Mika wanted the hunter who knew Lucifer himself to know where the seal was and what they’d found out. After all, that seal had Lucifer’s mark on it.

      Just because Patricia was locked up and the killings had stopped didn’t mean that someone somewhere wasn’t still planning to try and open that seal. Mika didn’t know if it was still unprotected, or if the dean had added more protections…those eyes she’d seen once still haunted her.

      Too bad there was no way to go searching for them with Corbin stuck to her side constantly. Maybe she’d get a chance another night.

      “Lucien,” Mika said, turning to him next. “You’ve got the best chance of sniffing out anything than the rest of us. Could you go back to that den and see what you can find there? Do that thing you do?”

      The fox grinned at that. “They’ll never know I was there.”

      “Ethan, help him if you can. But I was thinking, that spell you use to watch me through the plants?”

      The storm witch grinned at her. “You want me to put them in certain locations?”

      She nodded, chewing on her lip as she thought. “And maybe set up some mostly harmless poisons in the tunnel entrances? So if someone suddenly gets a rash…”

      Lucien and Ethan shared a smile. “Wanna help?” Ethan asked him.

      “Do I ever,” the fox snickered. “I love a bit of mischief.”

      Mika squeezed Ethan’s hand and smiled, enjoying how these two were finally coming to some sort of understanding.

      “Will the raven be going with you to the funeral?” Audrey asked, glancing at her watch and the outline of Corbin who was still lying in his bed with an arm thrown over his eyes. “Would you like for me to come as well?”

      Audrey’s question instantly dampened Mika’s mood. She wasn’t looking forward to the high society shenanigans this weekend.

      “Yeah, or I could go,” Ethan said gently.

      “I would offer, but Hunter might be there and ruin everything,” Lucien huffed, growling slightly. “I never know with him.”

      Mika wished she could bring all of them with her, but it would just cause more problems. “Yes, the raven will be coming with me, and no, I think it would be best if it were just me and him.”

      Ethan smiled down at her then and ruffled her hair on the top of her head. “You’re going to try and ensnare him just like you did me, aren’t you?”

      Lucien’s frown melted at that and he chuckled. “That sounds like a fun game. If anyone can make a raven fall for a witch, it’s you.” With that he chucked her under the chin and Mika couldn’t help but laugh.

      This was what she’d missed so desperately that she’d managed to fall back into her old habits – dealing with things the way she had before. But she wasn’t truly alone anymore. These three had her back no matter what.

      “We should get back, just in case,” Audrey told her, throwing an arm around Mika’s shoulders. “If you need anything from me to help soften this raven up, let me know.”

      Mika nodded and slipped her arm around Audrey’s waist, wishing things didn’t have to be this way, but soon she would have her way. Corbin would be hers or he would leave, one way or another.

      “There is one thing you can do,” she murmured, glancing over at Ethan and Lucien who were already going over logistics. “Find a way to get rid of Corbin if I can’t turn him. We need a backup plan.”

      Audrey looked out at the forest and sighed. “Which means we need to figure out a way to prove your innocence.”

      “You don’t have to make it sound like I’m such a criminal,” Mika teased, elbowing Audrey in the side.

      The other witch laughed and elbowed her back. “You are definitely a suspicious character, Mika. Maybe I’ll have to get them to lock you up while crime is happening. And I did invite Malachi, by the way. I’m sorry he didn’t come.”

      Mika was grateful Audrey had told her without having to ask and looking desperate, but it didn’t lessen the sting. She hugged Audrey tight. “It’s okay, and thank you, for everything – for the offer to come with me. I would take you up on it, but…I want to introduce you to high society not at a funeral.”

      Audrey nodded. “I don’t think I’m ready yet either, but I wanted to be there for you.”

      “Hey, let’s go!” Lucien called. “I want to be out of here before that shifter starts lurking around the house.”

      Mika kissed Audrey’s cheek and headed toward the ledge. The spell around them dissolved as she reached the rope.

      They had a plan, but Mika couldn’t be a part of it yet. It was difficult to accept, but she didn’t plan on sitting in the backseat for long.
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      Mika adjusted her black tie, laying it flat against the black shirt. Her sister had glared when she saw Mika arrive in the Armani suit tailored to perfection. No dress for Grandmother, not today.

      Grandmother would have been pleased, especially paired with the Louboutin’s.

      “This suits you,” Corbin murmured, touching the edge of her jacket’s sleeve briefly. “It makes an interesting statement too.”

      He was already reaching out to her more which she found interesting. Was it because he was training her now? Was it because they weren’t at the school? Either way, she had to ease into this. She didn’t want to raise his suspicions.

      So Mika ignored the raven and focused on arranging the Aconitum in the vase. Her gloves kept the poison from her skin, but all Marshall’s built up a bit of tolerance to poisons. The chance she could accidentally poison someone else though was too high to risk not wearing protection.

      “So how are you going to explain my presence?” Corbin asked, looking around the foyer of the Marshall mansion.

      The large dining room for entertainment had been cleared out which is where the funeral would take place. Claire had said the funeral would be small, but a hundred people was not small in her opinion. Mika sighed, moving onto the next vase. She supposed it could have been worse considering how well known and liked Helen Marshall had been.

      This whole thing was going to be a shitshow based on the guest list alone.

      “If anyone asks, I’ll tell them you’re my boyfriend,” Mika finally responded. “Though I doubt anyone with connections to the Council will believe it.”

      A raven dating a witch. Mika snorted. How ridiculous. Ravens hated witches.

      She glanced down at the inked wing she could still see on Corbin’s wrist. The rest of the Morrigan’s symbol was hidden by his suit jacket. Maybe they didn’t hate all witches. Not like Corbin would ever tell her the truth.

      Claire had shown her the guest list earlier and Mika’s stomach churned anxiously as she considered everyone that had been on there. Most of the Bay Coven would be in attendance. Which meant Selene and Kenzie, but that wasn’t what worried her. Kenzie would bring her foxes and that might potentially cause problems.

      Then she’d seen Matthew’s name on the list as well as his parents.

      Mika chewed her lip again, wondering for the thousandth time if she should warn Corbin.

      “Would you stop that?” Corbin muttered. “You’re going to tear the skin.”

      “Didn’t realize you cared,” she snapped, taking a step back to admire her work.

      There, the Queen of Poisons was properly displayed in all its varying colors and glory. Mika narrowed her eyes and studied it. A bit of orange would look gorgeous against all the purples and whites.

      Mika turned on her heel and walked through the foyer straight through the house to the back. They had a nice collection of black bean flowers from Australia that were both yellow and orange – and one of the deadliest plants in that country. It took a lot to kill someone, but the symptoms were incredibly painful.

      “Why pretend I’m your boyfriend?” Corbin asked, following her without question or hesitation. “Why not the truth?”

      Mika headed for the large conservatory out back and didn’t bother to answer. She slid off one glove and opened the door, holding it for Corbin. He gave her a curious look as he went by but didn’t press for answers.

      The poison garden was closed off from the rest of the greenhouse to make sure no one got any of the plants confused. Mika tapped in the code and held the door for Corbin again. Then she headed right for the Oceana plants.

      A few years ago she’d reorganized the entire poison garden by geographic location. It had been a monumental project, but Mika hadn’t been able to do any magic. She’d had a lot of time on her hands.

      She slipped the glove back on and grabbed the clippers from the worktable as she passed. It was strange being back here after so much had changed. The most obvious being that she could do magic again.

      Claire never really came into the poison garden and the plants looked neglected. Mika gritted her teeth in annoyance. Her sister did have to deal with a lot right now she supposed, and she’d always been better at potions than all the varying types of herbology.

      “Why not bring your real boyfriends?” Corbin asked, leaning against the table.

      Mika shooed him off. “Don’t touch anything unless you feel like going to the hospital. And because neither of them is ready for this.”

      “Oh, not counting Malachi. Interesting.”

      “No, I’m not,” Mika admitted. “You’ve seen the way he acts around me.” She eyed Corbin and set a few of the flowers down to really look at him. He was massive and gorgeous and wild and the blond hair was slicked back.

      For someone who didn’t know him he looked like any other hottie playboy, but if they looked closely they could see the hints of wildness in him – the flashing green eyes, the tattoos peeking from the suit in locations he couldn’t hide, the way the fabric stretched across the muscles, the close-cut beard, and the blond hair that hinted at his barbarian roots.

      “How old are you?” Mika asked.

      The question took him by surprise. “Twenty-three,” Corbin responded. Then his eyes narrowed. “Why?”

      Fates, he wasn’t that much older than her. She would have guessed he was closer to his thirties based on his demeanor, but Mika supposed ravens saw more by their twentieth birthday than almost anyone else.

      Why couldn’t they have given her an ugly raven?

      “Tell me something,” Mika said, turning back to the flowers. “What do you think of Malachi?”

      Corbin shrugged and ran his hand over his hair, still obviously unsettled by her previous question. “He’s a good guy. Trains you lot harder than that hunter anyway and it shows. You won the dodgeball match this morning without too much trouble. I’d heard of this game, but I didn’t expect it to be so interesting and barbaric. Who knew witches could be fun?”

      Mika ignored the jibe. “But what do you think of him?”

      She picked up the flowers and headed back toward the house, no doubt Claire was freaking out. People would start arriving soon.

      “I think he’s too straight-laced for you,” Corbin admitted. “If he cannot bend, he will break. And I have a feeling that would break you as well.”

      “Malachi swore a blood oath to me,” she admitted, trying not to think too hard about how well Corbin seemed to know her already, or everything his words could mean.

      “Really? Wouldn’t have guessed that. Did he swear to protect you from this day to the end of his days?” Corbin teased.

      Mika froze for a second, hearing those words triggered a memory she’d half forgotten – a ritual in a book, or a prayer maybe.

      “He didn’t swear to protect me,” Mika murmured, looking up into Corbin’s green eyes and wondering for the thousandth time what else he knew about blood witches and the Morrigan. “Only to keep my secrets. I was the one who swore to protect him.”

      Something changed in the air between them. It became charged and volatile, but not dangerous exactly. Simply…two ingredients reacting to each other.

      “How do I get you to trust me?” she whispered, wishing there was a small chance he would actually answer her.

      Corbin took a step back with that tiny bit of shock she could see in his eyes – much like Hunter he had tiny tells if she knew where to look. He opened his mouth like he was about to say something, but then Claire came into the foyer looking harried.

      “Are you almost done with the flowers?” her sister asked.

      Mika started arranging the orange into each vase. “Five more minutes. What do you need me to do?”

      Claire looked down at her phone and adjusted her black, strapless dress that poofed out from the waist like some cutesy 1950s dress except it was darker than the night and the hem brushed against the floor. She wore the most extravagant matriarch jewels too – a red so deep they were nearly black.

      Mika couldn’t stop staring at them ever since she’d first seen her sister with them on. Rubies – also known as blood stones per the blood magic books. She needed to find a way to borrow them at some point.

      She ignored the tiny voice deep inside that whispered they should be hers.

      “Food is arriving and being set up in the kitchen.” Claire wrung her hands. “I’ll open the doors from the dining room when it’s time for the guests to go through after the ceremony. I feel like we’re missing something.”

      “We’re not missing anything,” Mika assured her. “You’ve got the urn and photo set up?”

      “Her ashes came this morning. While the guests are eating the hors d’oeuvres we’ll bury her next to Mom.”

      And the circle of life continued.

      Mika nodded. “Then everything is fine. Trust the people you hired and go get ready to greet our guests. I will be done before they arrive.” She took off a glove and went over to Claire, inspecting her sister.

      She didn’t look ready for this level of responsibility. Mika tucked a stray hair back into her sister’s severe bun. Then Mika took the tube of lipstick out of her pocket. It was a red as dark as those rubies. “Wear this.”

      Her sister took the tube and looked down at it like it held all the answers she could possibly need. “I left out some rubies for you to wear in your room.”

      Mika had never wondered why her family had adopted rubies as their clan’s preferred jewel. But now…

      “From the matriarch jewels?” Mika asked as nonchalantly as she could.

      Claire turned to the mirror above the small entrance table and slicked on the lipstick like a pro, not a single bit of color out of line. “No, they’re yours per grandmother’s will. It seems we have a lot of rubies, but not all are the matriarch’s.”

      Mika clenched her hand as she rode out the anger that rose up to choke her. Claire had been in their grandmother’s room – even though everything in there was hers now, even though she’d said she wouldn’t touch anything until Mika could go through it.

      It had to have been the box Grandmother gave her. It had to be the reason why Claire was poking around where she shouldn’t – knowing just how much it would piss Mika off. And no doubt her sister thought she would quietly take it just like she had everything else the last three years.

      Mika turned and headed for the stairs, the rage simmering. “I’ll go get them.” She ripped off the gloves, taking a deep breath to keep her magic from lashing out—to keep a hold of that very tenuous control she’d been working on.

      “Well, the necklace doesn’t really go with what you’re wearing,” Claire said, eyeing Mika’s suit in the mirror. She set the lipstick down on the little entry table and shook her head. “Honestly Mika, why do you always have to make everything so difficult?”

      And just like that her magic rose up and nearly choked her, begging her to release it so she could soothe that hurt and anger. Mika clenched the hand covered in silver bones hard enough her nails sliced through the skin. “Why do I make everything difficult?” she muttered, stomping up the stairs. “I’ll show you difficult.”
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      Mika’s heels clicked against the hardwood floor and Claire’s pitiful apology clung to her skin as she tried to ignore it all – the anger, the raven, the feeling of betrayal. Nothing was sacred in this house. Nothing was truly hers.

      Even her existence was a nuisance to her sister and Mika tried to ignore the feeling that Claire was trying to shut her out of this life by making her feel unwelcome.

      “Mika?” Corbin asked carefully.

      “Please shut the fuck up.” Mika didn’t stop at the first floor where her grandmother’s suite was. No, she climbed all the way up to her room and threw open the door. It slammed into the wall and Mika didn’t care that dust fell from the ceiling.

      She didn’t care that Claire was technically the unofficial matriarch and thus the ruler of their clan. It may be petty, but Mika was fucking sick of being treated as less than – ever since that fateful night.

      Kicking off her heels she stripped off the Armani jacket and tossed it on her bed. The tie went next.

      Corbin cleared his throat as she started unbuttoning the crisp shirt she’d had tailored. This wasn’t about what she wanted any more. It wasn’t even about her grandmother – keeping secrets from her that could have potentially saved Mika from what had happened. It could have potentially even saved that human.

      Why hadn’t anyone seen what was going on?

      She threw open the door to her walk-in closet and yanked the shirt off, tossing it on top of her dresser.

      “I, uh, can go stand outside.”

      Mika slid off her bra and then headed to the back of her closet where the gowns were kept. “Do whatever you want,” Mika told him. She didn’t give a shit if he saw her bare back, or the sides of her breasts. He was a shifter after all.

      Sliding off her pants she studied the row of dresses. Some couture, some vintage, some not. She reached for the one she’d fallen in love with, but hadn’t been able to wear yet. Mika had been saving it for the next Samhain Ball, but this would do.

      “I don’t really understand what’s happening,” Corbin admitted.

      Mika stepped into the gown and settled the straps into place. She turned and headed toward the raven who watched her warily. “Zip me up?” She presented her back to him and waited.

      Corbin hesitated, but then his long fingers brushed against her lower back ever so slightly as he reached for the zipper. The sound as it closed was loud in the silence. When he was finished he snatched his hands back like she’d burned him.

      Turning she studied his hands closely. There didn’t seem to be any blood, but she didn’t really know anything about ravens. “I didn’t hurt you, did I?”

      “No,” Corbin said, sliding his hands into his pockets. Those green eyes were now glowing red though. “Explain to me why you’re now wearing…that.”

      It was a classic gown in the sense that it would always be in style. The deep ‘V’ went all the way down to her waist, showing off the curves of her breasts. Mika went over to her vanity and reached for the tape. She adjusted her breasts to make them look as good as possible and then taped them in place.

      “My sister…” Mika trailed off and glanced at the raven through the mirror. His cheeks were slightly red, but otherwise he looked normal. She knew he’d been watching her the whole time though – seeing everything. She reached for her liquid eyeliner. “My sister is a bitch. And she doesn’t even realize it. She thinks it’s how we’re supposed to be – every high society witch reinforces this idea.”

      Drawing a black, sharp line over her lower lip over the red, down her chin and then all the way down her neck, between her breasts to her waist – Mika considered how to explain this all to the raven without giving away anything she couldn’t afford to.

      “Claire was the one who helped me that night, three years ago.” It didn’t matter if he knew what she was talking about or not. “But she never asked who and never asked why. Because of her, my engagement to the boy I loved was dissolved since I was no longer a virgin.” She spat the last word.

      Virginity was only valued by men and it was the most arbitrary thing – like it was actually worth anything at all.

      “He’s going to be here today,” Mika told Corbin.

      She eyed her reflection and recalled the way the Morrigan wore war paint. Mika took the eyeliner and drew the marks. A line from one temple to the other, over the bridge of her nose. A small horned moon between her brows. Three short lines from her forehead to the moon in varying lengths. Then the two lines over her cheekbones. The black lines were delicate and simple, yet somehow still savage.

      “I haven’t seen Matthew in over a year,” she admitted quietly.

      Mika inspected her work. It was petty and dramatic, but Claire was no longer the only strong witch in the clan.

      Then she reached for the rubies her sister had left out. Big fat drops for earrings and a choker necklace that had to be at least ten karats. “Claire knows nothing of what these really are,” Mika murmured. “She is not what I am. But she was named heir to our clan.”

      Mika had one more thing she needed, but she wouldn’t find it here.

      “They’ll all see that,” Corbin said as she approached him. He blocked the entire door and Mika glared up at him. But then…his finger briefly touched the blood crystals dangling from the long chain around her neck. “You look like her.”

      And somehow she knew exactly who he was talking about – the Morrigan.

      Mika decided to be reckless. She couldn’t get him to trust her if she didn’t trust him – at least a little. Carefully she took the necklace off, her charms tinkling against the heavy blood crystal. She made sure it didn’t catch on her chignon and ruin her hair.

      Then Mika placed the chain around Corbin’s neck. “Keep it safe for me.”

      She didn’t bother trying to avoid touching him as she brushed by. Mika grabbed her heels and then headed downstairs to her grandmother’s suite. She checked her watch, she was going to be a few minutes late.

      The doors were unlocked which had never been the case when Grandmother had still been alive. And even though she couldn’t hear him, Mika knew Corbin was right behind her. She could feel his shock and discomfort on the air.

      “You shouldn’t give this to me,” Corbin warned her. “I could turn it into the Council.”

      Mika went straight for her grandmother’s closet where she kept most of her jewels. “If the Morrigan’s daughter can’t trust a raven, who can she trust?”

      Corbin didn’t have a response to that.

      There was a key in a hidden place. Mika rummaged through the box until she found the false bottom – a faded memory of her grandmother showing her where it was years and years ago resurfaced. She had to have been only five.

      The key unlocked the armoire that was made from hell-forged iron, just like the box she’d given to Mika. The armoire was where her grandmother had kept their most precious items. Mika opened each drawer, slamming them closed until she found exactly what she was looking for.

      Only once had her grandmother shown her this piece – the same day she’d shown her where the key was and then sworn baby Mika to secrecy.

      “The reason I’m wearing this,” Mika explained. “Is because this dress is exactly what my sister wants me to wear – maybe a little too much considering the cut. It’s high society witchdom to a T. But I cannot simply conform and be the meek, subservient little sister she wants me to be.”

      She reached into the drawer and pulled out the necklace of rubies that rivaled the one Claire wore. They radiated power and yet…they weren’t listed as one of the matriarch jewels. She flipped the heavy piece over and nearly dropped it when she saw the raven with a pentagram woven through it stamped into the back of the largest casing.

      Mika handed the necklace to Corbin and turned around, watching him hesitate once again as she waited for him to put it on her. “The reason I’m wearing all of this,” Mika murmured as the weight of the blood stones settled against her chest. “Is because I can be petty as hell. Claire wanted me to look like a high society princess. So I dressed as a queen.”

      Corbin nearly dropped the necklace at those words. He knew exactly what she was talking about then.

      The necklace clicked in the back and Mika turned to face him, reaching up to tuck her necklace into his shirt, letting her fingers brush against his throat. “Better hide those pretty eyes,” she whispered. “I’m sure you don’t want anyone seeing how red they are.”

      Corbin snatched her wrist and the red flared even brighter as he stared down at her. “You think they’re pretty.” It was a statement not a question.

      And her heart started racing as Mika studied him, realizing he actually cared about this. “I do.”

      He pressed a kiss into her palm and her knees nearly gave out when he said, “Let’s go stir some shit up then, dove.”
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      Mika stood next to Claire with Corbin directly behind her. Her heart was still pounding as she tried to ignore the question repeating in her head over and over.

      Was it a joke? Was the raven just teasing her? Did it mean…anything?

      “You look ridiculous,” Claire muttered between guests.

      “I’m wearing a dress just like you implied I should,” Mika said.

      Takahashi came next, the High Priestess of the Bay Coven. Her kiss on the cheek was cold as she looked at Corbin. “Mika,” she said stiffly.

      The High Priestess was clearly disappointed in her, but Mika got the sense she didn’t know why the Council had assigned a raven to her.

      “A dress, not war paint,” Claire hissed as Takahashi went into the dining room. “And where did you find that necklace?”

      “In Grandmother’s vanity.” Mika would have to go through their grandmother’s room this weekend and move what she needed to before Claire could rip the place apart and put it back together before Mika came home for the summer.

      “Are you sure those aren’t for the matriarch?” Claire asked for the third time.

      “Were they listed with the other pieces?” Mika asked, clasping her hands before her. She’d left the silver bones in her room. What was the point in pretending to herself anymore that anything could control her magic but her?

      “No, they were not,” Claire muttered. Then her sister stepped forward and greeted Selene who wore her own onyx matriarch jewels.

      Selene gave Claire that polite smile she gave everyone, kissing each cheek before she moved on to Mika. Kenzie didn’t even bother with Claire. “How are you, cousin?” Kenzie asked, giving her a hug instead. “Nice watch by the way.”

      “It’s very chic and goes well with your dress,” Selene agreed, kissing Mika’s cheeks as she held her hands. “May the Fates guide Helen to calmer shores.”

      Claire glowered but didn’t say anything.

      “Who’s this?” Kenzie asked, as if she didn’t know.

      “Corbin,” Mika said. “My boyfriend.”

      Kenzie snickered. “Of course he is.”

      Then Hunter and Finnick and Ash were there and taking up so much space she felt like she could barely breathe. Finnick and Ash were arguing about letting Chuck drive their new car while Hunter simply stared at her. He had texted her the day before saying he couldn’t make their usual lesson time.

      Mika wondered why, but she honestly didn’t expect him to explain.

      “Hey,” Finnick said. He stopped arguing with Ash long enough to give her a hug. “Tell Audrey we’ll be at the next game. Or at least, Ash and I will.”

      “I will,” Mika said, hugging Ash next.

      Despite how chaotic they were, she kind of missed them.

      Hunter stopped in front of her, but he didn’t make a move to hug her. Well, she’d missed all of them except him and his brutal lessons. “What would your grandmother say about Corbin?” Hunter asked, tilting his head slightly.

      Mika gave him a vicious grin. “She’d probably say it seems fitting, given the circumstances.”

      Hunter nodded. He’d assumed her grandmother had known something as the matriarch, but they couldn’t talk about it with Corbin standing right behind her—not when she hadn’t won him to her side yet.

      The alpha fox leaned in to peck the air above her cheek. “I’m sorry about your grandmother, after everything.”

      For the first time since she’d died, Mika felt that painful twinge in her chest, and her eyes stung as a lump in her throat choked her.

      It wasn’t because her grandmother had died per se, but because of everything that had led up to this moment.

      The betrayal of her father and brother, her mother’s heartbreak that had resulted in her death. She’d just given up, and that had broken her grandmother – the strongest person Mika knew. Well, aside from Selene and Audrey.

      Edith Kavanagh was next and Mika suddenly felt nervous. She didn’t give a shit what the rest of high society thought, but Edith had always been…something else. She was the only one who’d looked out for Kenzie – in her own way.

      The older witch kissed each of Claire’s cheeks and then Mika’s. They’d never really talked, but Mika had always gotten the sense that if something terrible happened she could go to Edith Kavanagh for help.

      Maybe she should have gone to her instead of Claire.

      Edith murmured condolences before moving on with the rest of her family and Mika breathed a quiet sigh of relief. She respected the hell out of that woman, and despite her ridiculous get up, there hadn’t been a single drop of disappointment on Edith’s face.

      “Mika.”

      Her heart clenched and Mika felt sick to her stomach as that familiar voice washed over her. She turned to Matthew and drank in the sight of him despite how much it hurt. He had always been beautiful.

      Matthew had black hair and blue eyes that always made her think he looked like some kind of fairy tale prince. The last few years had been good for him. He’d really filled out that lanky body of his, shoulders broader with muscles, and she hadn’t thought it was possible, but it seemed like he’d grown another few inches as well.

      It took everything she had not to reach for him, not to kiss him like she had a thousand times before. Matthew had once been the person who knew her better than anyone. Now it was like looking at a stranger.

      “Thank you for coming,” Mika finally said, keeping her voice as polite as possible. “It means a lot to me and my clan.”

      Claire greeted his parents and Mika ignored the sideways glances from all of them.

      Something in Matthew’s eyes died a little at her polite tone, but Mika didn’t know what he could possibly have expected to come of this. It had been almost three years since they’d last talked.

      “I’m sorry,” Matthew said quietly, placing his hands gently on her shoulders so he could lean in and brush a gentle kiss against her cheek. “For everything.”

      Mika blinked back tears as he headed into the dining room.

      She couldn’t do this anymore.

      Without saying a word she turned on her heel and headed for the study. There shouldn’t be staff or guests there. All she needed was a moment—just one, to gather herself. Fates, she hadn’t expected this to be so hard.

      Her heels clicked against the hardwood floor and Mika took a deep breath, emotions roiling, magic churning. The doors to the study were closed but she slipped inside, the raven nowhere to be found.

      Walking off the energy helped more than throwing herself on the couch to cry would. Mika trailed her fingers over the spines of the books and walked toward the large bay windows. She could see the driveway from there and all the cars still arriving.

      Claire was matriarch. She could handle greeting the rest of the guests. Mika would be back before things got started. And this way her sister didn’t have to deal with such an embarrassment for a sibling.

      “Hey,” Matthew said, ducking into the study and closing the door behind him. “I thought I’d find you here.”

      Sixteen years together and Mika supposed some things never changed. This had always been one of her favorite refuges.

      “Can I help you?” Mika asked, wishing for the first time since he’d been thrust into her life that Corbin was there. Without him it felt like there was nothing between her and Matthew – nothing preventing the conversation she’d been putting off for three years.

      “I wish you wouldn’t do that,” Matthew told her, taking a step forward. He stopped when she took a step back and clasped his hands behind his back.

      It was a pose he used to appear non-threatening. And it usually worked, but it looked like his time at the military academy had really stuck with him because all it did was make him look fearsome thanks to the new muscles and the sure way he held himself.

      “I’m sorry they sent you away,” Mika finally said, reaching for the rubies at her throat. “Seemed like an overreaction.”

      “You never told me what happened,” Matthew said softly. “You never explained to me why.”

      Everyone thought she had cheated on him, and still, he wasn’t angry at her. Mika’s heart ached and those tears stinging her eyes threatened to spill over. She clenched her hand around the largest ruby, wishing she could just tell him.

      It wouldn’t make a difference if she did though. It wouldn’t magically bring back their engagement, and all it would do was make him feel helpless and angry.

      “What do you want me to say?” Mika whispered. “I was weak.” A lie within a truth. She knew how it would sound, when in actuality she’d just been too physically weak to knock Brad out.

      Perhaps if she’d had the training Corbin had offered earlier she could have prevented what had happened. But it was useless to wish she could change the past. The only thing she could do was make sure her future was what she wanted it to be.

      “Things just don’t add up,” Matthew insisted. “I spent every hour of every day with you. I know for a fact there was no one else.”

      This time she held her ground when he stepped forward, and Mika hated herself for letting him reach out and take her hand. Her magic didn’t rise up and attack him despite their skin to skin contact.

      Even if they could get back together, she wasn’t the same person anymore.

      But she missed him. She still loved him, and Mika had hated every day of the last three years she couldn’t spend with him. They’d sent him away to a human school not long after their engagement had been broken.

      No chance for her to talk to him, to explain, to try and connect to the one person who might have been able to help her with what had happened. Matthew had never been one to jump to conclusions.

      Which was why he was so perfect – why Mika couldn’t drag him into her world now.

      Would Matthew be able to survive assassins and hellhounds and blood magic?

      “There was no one else,” Mika finally admitted, looking up into those gorgeous blue eyes. It hurt how much they reminded her of the life she’d had before.

      Mika let go of his hand and reached up to run her fingers along that chiseled cheekbone. “But it doesn’t matter now.” Her hand dropped back to her side and she had to look away so she didn’t have to see the devastation she’d wrought.

      “I’m going to find out what happened,” Matthew promised her. “Yours wasn’t the only life destroyed.”

      She knew he was right, and that he deserved more—he deserved better. “We’re going to be late.”

      Matthew didn’t sigh. His body language didn’t broadcast his irritation and anger. Mika knew he wasn’t angry at all thanks to the short lifetime they’d had together – it was honestly more than most got. No, Matthew was determined, which was a dangerous thing.

      “Hey,” she said, reaching out for his hand as he turned. “Don’t go and try to be my knight in shining armor. You hear me?” It could get you killed.

      Matthew didn’t respond though, just like she knew he wouldn’t. He brought her hand up and brushed his lips against her knuckles. “This look suits you. You always were a savage beauty.”

      And just like that Matthew wrecked her all over again.
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      Her grandmother’s ashes were buried next to her mother’s. Mika planted an avocado tree over Helen Marshall. Her bones would fertilize the soil and help the tree to grow big and strong, adding to their grove.

      The ritual and prayers had been second nature, still so familiar after her mother’s death.

      Mika didn’t care that she’d gotten dirt on her dress or that she was barefoot under the gown, removing her heels before heading outside. She didn’t even care that most of the people she actually liked had shown up to pay their respects.

      What she cared about was all the drama that was churning under the surface, ready to blow.

      She’d stayed home for the weekend and spent all Sunday going through her grandmother’s suite with Corbin as a silent shadow beside her. Something about Matthew had upset him, but she couldn’t figure out what.

      Not that he would ever admit to feeling anything as mundane as being upset.

      Mika was starting to get the feeling that Corbin was lying to her. She was starting to doubt that he’d truly shut off all his emotions. But she honestly didn’t know enough about him or ravens to say for sure.

      Sunday had been long and arduous. There had been no words between her and Corbin, just like before, but this time he wasn’t trying to rile her up into saying something. He just watched her work, moving the heavy items without her having to even ask him.

      Anything and everything that she thought might have something to do with being a blood witch, Mika had set aside. She’d emptied out the armoire and gone through every single thing in her grandmother’s suite under Corbin’s watchful eye.

      After stripping the room down to its bare bones, Mika had sent everything she could to be donated. The irreplaceable, valuable items like couture or vintage went up to her room. Now her sister could do whatever she wanted with her grandmother’s suite, even take it for herself.

      The stuff she kept…well, Mika had a lot to go through. But it wasn’t the clothes and the jewels she was really worried about. She’d selected all the rubies and put them in a secure traveling case to take back to Morgana with her.

      Any books were packed up, and the rest of the jewels had gone into a safety deposit box at the bank. Mika hated even thinking the thought, but she couldn’t trust her sister. Not until Mika knew everything the Marshall clan knew about blood witches and the Morrigan.

      And even then…

      Part of her hated keeping the secret from Claire, but the other part of her – the saner and rational part – knew Claire would shun her for using blood magic. It was too taboo among high society witches. Not even Selene and Kenzie advertised the fact that they used blood charms.

      Not only all that, but there was a bitter part of her deep down that wanted to keep this secret from Claire as punishment for ripping her life apart. She’d trusted her to keep things from getting out and instead she’d told their mother who was too old fashioned to keep the information to herself.

      Mika adored her mother and would never forget the time spent with her in the greenhouse, but telling Matthew’s family she was no longer a virgin had been difficult to swallow – if technically the honorable thing to do.

      She had never had the chance to tell Matthew herself, and letting him believe a lie had somehow seemed easier.

      Claire was waiting for her downstairs when Mika was finally done packing up. “Will you be visiting again before the end of the semester?” The words were stiff and ice cold.

      Mika just barely resisted rolling her eyes. “We only have a few weeks left. I doubt with the dodgeball practices and games, and then finals, that I’ll have time.”

      It was infuriating that her sister looked relieved. “I’ll deposit your half of the money from the cars when I get it,” Claire told her. “If you need anything else while you’re at university let me know.”

      Was their relationship irreparable? Mika studied her sister and wondered if they’d ever really had a relationship to begin with, or if that had all been wishful thinking on her part after seeing how close Kenzie and Selene were while growing up.

      “I did actually want to ask you one thing before I go,” Mika said carefully, letting Chuck take her bags.

      Corbin didn’t leave her side, but he didn’t say a word either. He’d been silent all day and it was slightly disconcerting. But Mika didn’t have the guts to ask him why when she had so much of her own shit to deal with.

      “Yeah, what is it?” Claire asked, adjusting her pearl bracelet slightly.

      Mika narrowed her eyes. Her sister was nervous of her. When had that happened?

      “Ryan told me he was a friend of yours.”

      Claire’s eyes widened, clearly surprised by the direction the conversation had taken. “Yes, we were really close while I was at university.”

      “Did you date?” Mika asked, hating that she had to dig for any details at all.

      Her sister laughed like it was the most ridiculous thing she’d ever heard. “No, Ryan is a human born witch. But he is one of the best friends I’ve ever had. We still talk actually.”

      Well, Mika could already see a few motives rising from that statement alone. “What’s he into?”

      It was Claire’s turn to narrow her eyes. “Are you going to ask him out, little sister?”

      Was Claire jealous, or was she going to try and force Mika into a high society marriage? The only person who Mika might even remotely consider was Matthew and that was so far from possible it wasn’t even funny.

      “He gives me weird vibes,” Mika told her, telling the truth this time. “And he mentioned you, so I wanted to see what you knew about him.”

      Corbin took a step closer to her.

      Her sister wrung her hands and shook her head. “In our fourth year he lost his girlfriend to an experiment. He’s been trying to find her ever since – which I’m sure is why he’s studying Interdimensional Physics at a Master level.”

      Mika considered that information. “That sucks. I hope he finds her.” She turned and slung the bag of jewels over her shoulder as she headed toward the front door where Chuck was waiting in the family car outside and ready to go. “See you in a few weeks, sis.”

      Claire didn’t even bother with words of goodbye.

      Opening an umbrella, Corbin held it above them both and Mika almost thanked him, but then decided against it.

      She needed to talk to him, but what was there really left to say? Corbin hadn’t made up his mind yet, and thanks to her personal drama she hadn’t had the focus to push what little ground she’d gained with him further.

      Until Corbin decided what to do with her, she was stuck doing what she could under the watchful eye of the Council. Mika just hoped Audrey, Lucien, and Ethan were making better progress than she was.
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      “How did it go?” Audrey asked as she took a massive bite of the artisan pizza Mika had brought back with her.

      “As well as could be expected,” Mika said with a shrug, sipping on her Boba. “Claire pissed me off, so I pissed her off and the entire time there were the foxes in the background taking bets on who would lose it first. During my grandmother’s eulogy by the way.”

      Audrey snickered and sat back with a contented sigh. She sipped on her Boba and considered the common room they were currently in – one of many in Oleander House. It was quiet which was pretty normal for a Sunday night.

      “Oh, by the way, apparently Finnick and Ash are coming to our next game.” Mika closed the pizza box and eyed Corbin sitting across the room, reading some book.

      She was under no impression that he was actually reading, but she appreciated the illusion of privacy.

      “Four more games,” Audrey said, sipping at the milky tea. “Think we’ll make the official Marauders?”

      “Hard to say when Malachi currently hates my guts.”

      “I think it’s more than that,” Audrey said quietly, glancing at Corbin. But they both knew this wasn’t a topic the raven would report to the Council when he considered Mika’s love life so dramatic and inconsequential. “There’s something else going on, but I can’t figure out what.”

      “What do you think it is?” Mika asked, genuinely curious.

      The fire popped and crackled in the silence, but Corbin was the one sitting in front of it. Mika and Audrey were curled up on one of the massive couches – TV in front of them, paused on the end credits of an episode of Bewitched.

      “He’s technically a low born witch,” Audrey said, dropping her voice in case the other witches passing by heard her. “People usually overlook that thanks to his charisma and skill on the field, plus he’s a frickin’ genius when it comes to innovating new spells. But with everything that happened before spring break…there has to be more.”

      Indeed. There was a ‘we’ out there somewhere. A group of people who had been working with Patricia, or she was working for them, either way it didn’t matter. Their goal was to open the seal to hell for some reason.

      What did that have to do with Malachi?

      “Can you stick close to him while I work on…other things?” Mika asked, glancing over at the raven who was suddenly nowhere to be seen.

      How had she missed that?

      Audrey’s face paled when she noticed his absence as well, but she nodded. “I’ll ask Natalie to help me. Hopefully it’ll appease her insistence that I’m ‘withdrawn’.”

      “It’s getting late, dove. You should get some sleep,” Corbin said quietly, suddenly appearing from the shadows behind Audrey.

      They both jumped, spilling some of the tea. Mika cursed and mopped it up. Thank the Fates for the protection spells on the furniture.

      Corbin smiled slightly, but it didn’t quite change the dead look in his eyes.

      Mika certainly had her work cut out for her.
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      All week Corbin shadowed her – quieter than he’d ever been before. Mika wanted to ask him a thousand questions, but she also didn’t want to be the first one to break their weird silent standoff.

      Had he listened in on her conversation with Matthew? It was difficult to know with the way he could fade in and out of shadows. Not everything in her life was interesting to him.

      She flipped through the catalog of summer programs, enjoying the rainy Friday. Hunter had said at her grandmother’s funeral that he wouldn’t be around while the raven was here. They’d set up a tentative schedule for the summer while she was at home – easier considering they lived in the same city. There was nothing she could really take this summer anyway.

      Mika sighed and wished she didn’t have to leave Morgana, but with the way things were back home it was probably a good idea to get all that settled so she could start her sophomore year with fewer distractions.

      “You ready for the game?” Audrey asked, bringing out a tray with their breakfast on it.

      “I should pay you for all your cooking,” Mika muttered, tossing the Morgana magazine aside. Eggs and fruit and toast with orange juice. It all looked amazing. “And yes, sleeping in this morning really helped.”

      “Can’t work out or run every day,” Audrey agreed. “Where’s that raven of yours?”

      Mika gritted her teeth and held her tongue. It didn’t matter how many times she told Audrey the raven wasn’t hers, it seemed like her dorm mate planned to insist that he was. “I don’t know and I don’t care. His whereabouts aren’t my concern. I was pretty sure it’s supposed to be the other way around. Just assume he’s always around and he can always hear us.”

      It was easier that way. It was less likely for anyone to make mistakes and slip up if they simply assumed he could hear everything all the time, always.

      “Does he even like dodgeball?” Audrey asked, biting into a piece of pineapple. “I couldn’t imagine how boring this must all be for him. How old is he anyway?”

      “Twenty-three,” Mika admitted, sipping the orange juice. Audrey looked surprised. “I thought he was older too.”

      “Weird.” They were silent for a few seconds as they ate. Then Audrey shrugged. “Sometimes I feel like I’m never going to understand the paranormal world. I’ve lived among humans for so long…sure I had TV and books and whatever, but there’s a lot of conflicting and just plain wrong information out there. Raven assassins who can turn their emotions on and off? Who fucking knew?”

      Mika snorted. “It’s definitely complicated. I don’t think even paranormals know everything that’s out there. We’re all too secretive and closed off. It’s not like it used to be, per Hunter anyway.”

      “Well, either way we need to kick ass for the rest of the season,” Audrey said, changing the subject. “I want us to be the top contenders.” Audrey nodded like she was reassuring herself and then started digging into the food.

      Mika followed suit and considered the other witch. They’d grown closer than she’d ever thought possible when they’d first met. And now they were like sisters. Was there anything she wouldn’t do for Audrey?

      The only reason Mika was on the dodgeball team at all was because of her. The other witch hadn’t allowed Mika to simply fade into the background like she had for the last three years and had instead insisted Mika show the university what she was capable of even with her handicap.

      If she made the Morgana Marauders, Mika wouldn’t lie, she’d be stoked. But she didn’t think she wanted to play if Audrey didn’t make it. The chances that Audrey wouldn’t, and she would, were too slim to be truly possible though.

      Her dorm mate was a thousand times more flexible than she was on the field. Mika couldn’t shield very well at all. She assumed the only reason Malachi hadn’t benched her was because of the raw power she could wield. Her energy blast could easily clear three or four opponents from the field if they were placed properly.

      “Malachi has really turned the team into a strong contender,” Mika said, finishing up the last of her eggs. She started cleaning up the dishes as Audrey sat back, contented. “I assume if we had any other team leader we would be at the bottom, just like Yellow.”

      Picking up the tray of dishes, Mika headed into the back of the house where the kitchen was. The least she could do was clean up, even if they did have a maid to wash the dishes and do the deep cleaning in all the Houses.

      “Team Orange today,” Audrey said, following after Mika. “Then we have to fight Team Blue and Red again.”

      “Top two teams fight off again for the last game,” Mika murmured, pausing before the sink with the tray, knowing Red would be one of the last two.

      Nerves tickled her belly. She’d loved playing in high school and playing for Morgana was a dream she never thought she’d get to have again. But was she good enough?

      Mika shrugged to herself and placed the tray in the sink. She supposed it didn’t really matter. If she didn’t make it, she could always try again next year.

      “Let’s get ready, Malachi will freak out if we aren’t early,” Audrey said.
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      Round one ended with a clang and Mika rested her hands on her knees, breathing hard. Orange was a better opponent than she’d given them credit for. She’d even say they were about the same level.

      “Bring it in!” Malachi yelled, ushering them all to their side of the field where Joe waited with the water.

      Mika took off her helmet at the same time Audrey did. Sweat dripped down her face, down her back, and soaked her hair. Not getting knocked off the field wasn’t easy.

      She took two waters and handed one to Audrey, wiping the sweat from her forehead. Hopefully Malachi had a plan that would give them that edge they needed so desperately. Round one was a stalemate.

      “You all did excellent,” Malachi said, getting down on one knee. His ability to connect with each individual player never ceased to amaze Mika. “We only had one knockout last round, as did they. But we need something dramatic to get us noticed.”

      Mika frowned at that. “Aren’t you the captain of the Marauders? So, you would pick who plays next fall?”

      Malachi didn’t avoid or ignore her this time. At least confronting him had done that much. “I am on the voting committee as captain, yes. But it’s not just me. It’s the entire Marauder alumni who chooses the players on the team each fall.” He pointed up into the stands, and for the first time Mika saw them.

      She’d had no idea they were there every game, but she supposed it made sense.

      A large group of older witches in varying outfits with their school colors on. What set them apart from the rest of the fans though were the shiny silver pins they wore. The skull and crossbones with the sword down the middle was the team’s symbol, but Mika noticed they’d put tiny rubies in the hilts of the swords.

      Interesting.

      Too bad everyone in her family was dead except Claire – who’d never been interested in battle magic dodgeball. Mika would like to get a closer look at one of those.

      Mika shared a look with Audrey. They’d been practicing a few things together. “What about a full knockout?” Mika asked. “If the Orange players were corralled, I think Audrey and I could manage it.”

      Malachi glanced between the two of them, and then studied the other players, the wheels in his head obviously turning as he considered all the options. “What do the rest of you say? Anyone got any other ideas?”

      “I don’t have anything that can beat a full knockout in round two,” Mick said with a shrug. “That is, if you two can actually manage it.”

      “Oh, we can,” Audrey smirked. “Don’t worry your pretty little head about that.”

      Mick rolled his eyes, but Malachi had to cough to cover up his laugh. “All right, we’ll try that. Everyone else push Orange into the center. But Mika,” Malachi warned as he got to his feet. “We haven’t been able to push them back into their territory and I’m not sure we can. So, if your plan depends on that at all…”

      “It doesn’t,” Mika assured him, smiling slightly. “As Audrey said, don’t worry about it. We’ll make it work.”

      “Yeah we will. Pound it!” Audrey bumped Mika’s fist and gave Malachi a wink. “Us girls will take care of it.”

      The bell rang signaling the end of the break and Mika could hear Finnick’s obnoxious voice screaming her and Audrey’s names. She glanced up into the stands as they walked back to their positions on the field and spotted Finnick and Ash. It was hard to miss that fiery red hair.

      Mika waved and then scanned the stands for any signs of that dark bird that lurked in broad daylight and still somehow managed to go unseen.

      “I can’t believe Finnick and Ash actually showed,” Audrey said, waving obnoxiously before slamming her mask back on.

      “Of course they did,” Mika murmured, spotting Corbin perched on top of one of the highest spires of the colosseum. She gave him a little wave and then slipped on her own mask. “Now, are you ready?”

      For weeks they’d been practicing not just battle magic, but the extents of their affinity as well. Neither Mika nor Audrey thought that bit of information would matter to the Council.

      “Yes,” Audrey said, getting behind Mika. They were behind everyone else. Audrey signaled to Malachi that they would need at least three minutes. Then Audrey’s fingers settled on the back of Mika’s neck. “They better not suck at their shields or this isn’t going to work.”

      It was an all or nothing spell. Audrey couldn’t shield for shit while she spooled power to Mika. They could do it quick and fast – something they’d been practicing in case they ran into another hellhound.

      But the more time they had the more power that could build up.

      The bell rang and magic exploded across the battle field. Mika held her hands a few inches apart and concentrated. Magic started to build up, a crackling ball of energy and light that would do whatever she wished when the time was right.

      Her thoughts whispered the spell over and over and Mika let the ball build and build, expanding her hands to hold it. It was now as strong and powerful as the ball she had cast during tryouts.

      But she hadn’t had access to Audrey’s magic then.

      The cool fingers at the base of her neck suddenly warmed as Audrey’s magic seeped into her body, there for Mika to use if she wished. Audrey’s magic always reminded Mika of autumn – the warm sun on orange leaves, the crisp smell of apples, and the brisk wind that hinted of the bite that was to come.

      The white ball of energy took on a slightly different color. It didn’t grow larger, but denser as Mika wove Audrey’s magic into her own. It made her sweat and shake to use something so unfamiliar, but she wasn’t taking it.

      Not like the way Kenzie could take magic. This was given to her freely and Mika was a conduit—a vessel. She wasn’t trying to make it her own, but rather use it along with hers. Audrey’s enchantments were twice as powerful when Mika was the one to share her power.

      They didn’t have the same specialties, but they could enhance what they already had in a way that was incredibly rare. Most witches never trusted each other enough to even try to see if they were compatible.

      Magic was power and no one liked sharing power in Mika’s world.

      “Now!” Audrey screamed as Mika’s hands shook to contain the power building between them.

      It wasn’t larger, but once it made impact the blast would leave ripples and anyone caught in its radius would be affected.

      Their teammates parted before them, jumping out of the way as Mika ran forward, Audrey’s fingers leaving her skin. The other witch wouldn’t collapse this time. They’d been very careful to learn each other’s limits after the first few times.

      One, two, three running steps and then Mika planted her feet, thrusting the energy toward the players in the center of the field. Malachi and the others had done a good job herding them close together.

      The blast was catastrophic. It hit the first opponent and flung them backwards so hard he fell right off the back of the field into the water. And the others…the others were tossed about like feathers in a tornado.

      Two remained on the field but Malachi and the others took care of them, advancing into the now cleared squares. Mika fell to her knees, gasping at the sensation of all that magic suddenly leaving her. Another unfortunate side effect, but the spell was worth it as a last ditch effort.

      Silence practically echoed in the stadium as everyone processed what had just happened. Then cheers erupted so loud and hard the stone vibrated and the field shook from the stomping feet and screams.

      Malachi was laughing as he turned around, looking for her and Audrey. The bell clanged along with the cheers, ending the game and recognizing a victory. Suddenly Malachi was there and helping her stand, pulling off her helmet, and hugging them both.

      “Holy shit you guys! I had no idea you could do that!”

      Audrey chattered and laughed and Mika felt buffeted by noise on all sides. The ringing in her ears made her feel numb to it all, but she couldn’t help looking up into the stands where Finnick and Ash were sitting, and Ethan and Lucien beside them.

      Ethan grinned and gave her a thumb’s up while Lucien whistled hard and loud – nearly a catcall.

      Mika grinned. She’d always been powerful, but with Audrey they were unstoppable.

      Teammates swarmed them. She and Audrey were lifted up on shoulders. Mika found the alumni in the stands, so obvious now that she knew what to look for. None of them smiled as they looked down at her and Audrey, but they clapped just like all the others.

      A chill ran down her spine as Mika wondered what exactly it was they saw in her.

      Did they think she would be an asset to the Marauders? Or did they think she was too volatile – too dangerous to work with others?

      She turned back to Audrey and smiled. It didn’t matter really. This moment was worth it.
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      There was a knock on the door. Mika wrapped her towel around herself as quickly as she could. It better not be Corbin. After training with him for an hour she was exhausted. She was not ready to fight with him again, even if it was verbally.

      Cranky ass raven.

      Mika yanked open her door with a glare, mouth already open to yell at Corbin, but she froze when she saw Ethan. “Hey, what are you doing here?”

      His slow smile made her skin flush. “Audrey was nice enough to let me know she was going to be staying with Natalie tonight.”

      Why did he look like he was ready to cause some trouble?

      Mika held her towel closed as tight as she could and cleared her throat awkwardly. “Corbin is in the next room and can hear everything.”

      Ethan shrugged one shoulder, that lazy smile spreading. “I’m just here to spend some time with you, Mika. I didn’t realize your mind was so dirty.”

      She blushed. Honestly it had been too long since the last time she’d seen him without his shirt off. Mika wanted more time to explore him. Once had just left her wanting more. But there was no time, no opportunity with everything that had happened before spring break.

      Finding the killer had solved one problem and presented ten more thanks to the Council.

      “Can I come in?” Ethan asked, raising one eyebrow at her.

      Mika was flustered which was stupid. This was Ethan, but something about having Corbin in the other room made her feel like they were right back at the beginning of their relationship.

      Stepping aside, she let Ethan pass, wondering what exactly he had planned.

      “It feels like the only time I really get to spend with you anymore is during class,” Ethan told her, holding out one hand for hers.

      Mika took it, still holding onto her towel with a death grip. “I know, I’m sorry.”

      Ethan shrugged and pulled her toward him slowly. “Don’t be. I understand the situation.”

      Before she could end up flush against him, Mika pulled her hand out of his and took a step back. “Let me get some clothes on.”

      Ethan chuckled and slipped both his hands into his pockets as he inspected her room. “Who drew this?” he asked, looking at the flower sketch on her desk.

      Mika rolled her eyes and grabbed sweats and a T-shirt from her armoire. “Some idiot with a crush on me.”

      The sound of his laugh made her giddy, but Mika made him turn around anyway. Having him watch her get dressed was only going to make this harder. When Ethan’s back was facing her, Mika hurried to get her clothes on, wondering why he was really here.

      “I’m surprised you kept it, considering how much you hated me at first,” Ethan admitted. “And I was the idiot who couldn’t stop staring at you.”

      “Okay you can turn around now.” Mika smoothed her wet hair nervously. Ethan must still have the plants watching for her to be able to guess when she’d be done with her shower. She might have been annoyed if it didn’t make so much sense given the circumstances.

      It wasn’t like she could tell him everything with Corbin around, but Ethan would know where she was and would be able to tell Lucien and Audrey if anything happened – like the Council deciding to bring her in for more questioning.

      Mika knew the only reason they hadn’t was because Corbin had kept everything he’d learned about her so far to himself. She wasn’t sure what to think about that.

      At some point it was all going to come to a head. Mika just didn’t know how or when. Corbin was either going to disobey the Council, or he was going to tattle on her. She had to be prepared for both.

      “Hey, it’s going to be okay,” Ethan murmured, crossing the room to wrap her up in his arms. “I know this is hard, but we’ll get through it.”

      Mika breathed him in deep. He always smelled like rain and damp soil and whatever plant he’d been working with last. It comforted her in a way that was difficult to explain.

      She assumed because it always reminded her of her best memories with her mom in their family greenhouse. They’d spend hours there together, working with anything and everything and making it grow.

      And now it was all gone and if Claire wasn’t careful, generations of Marshall witches’ work would disappear if their plants weren’t properly cared for. When she got home for the summer, Mika planned to make sure they hired someone competent to help while she was gone.

      The last three years her entire family had relied on her to keep that greenhouse running smoothly. Growing plants didn’t require her own power. Wild magic was one of those odd magics, either it worked for you or it didn’t – and even when it did it was a finicky thing.

      “What makes you so sure that the Council won’t cart me off to wherever they keep prisoners?” Mika asked. She tightened her grip on Ethan and wished they could stay like this forever.

      “Come here.” Ethan pulled her toward her bed and sat down. He settled with his back against the headboard, slipping off his shoes. “Let me hold you at least?”

      Mika crawled up and settled into his side, resting her head on his chest with a sigh. Ethan wrapped his arm around her and she snuggled even closer, wishing that she’d been able to spend more time with him lately.

      “I’m sorry everything’s been so crazy,” Mika murmured, rubbing her nose into his chest before settling.

      “Hey, it’s okay,” he told her. Ethan’s voice rumbled through his chest and into her – soothing. “And I’m sure the Council won’t cart you off because you’ve done nothing wrong Mika. There is no legal reason the Council can take you. After all, you were the one who caught the killer.”

      “Thanks to some magic they don’t like, don’t know about, and would probably consider stripping me of. At the very least they’ll assign Corbin to me forever.”

      “Would that be so bad?” Ethan asked, running his fingers through her hair.

      Mika went completely still as she considered those words carefully and all their possible meanings. “You want the Council to know about me?”

      “Well, let me just say I don’t think you can keep this secret forever. And there is a precedent for it. Nothing happened to Jessica James or Kenzie when the Council found out. They’re too powerful for them to control.”

      Mika considered that as she snuggled closer. The night sky twinkled with the stars she’d missed in San Francisco.

      He wasn’t wrong per se.

      “There’s that necromancer too. She doesn’t do shady shit and they leave her alone,” Ethan reminded her. “The dean even called her for help because there are some things only necromancers can do.”

      “And Corbin?” she asked.

      “He’s very pretty,” Ethan admitted and without even looking she could hear the smile in his voice.

      Mika actually laughed at that. “Yes, I suppose I could have an ugly raven to look at.”

      “I haven’t forgotten what Hunter told us,” Ethan murmured quietly, glancing at the wall that connected her room to Corbin’s. “And how a storm witch isn’t necessarily a part of that equation.”

      Her grip on his tightened and Mika pulled herself up so she could look into those stormy grey eyes of his. She brushed a curl back and kissed him. “I don’t believe in prophecy, Ethan. If I want you in my life, you will be. No matter what that stupid fox says.”

      Ethan chuckled and placed his finger under her chin, tilting her face up slightly so he could kiss her back. It was gentle and sweet with just a tiny hint of what they’d done before. “I would do anything for you.”

      “I know you would,” she murmured against his lips, breathing him in once more. Ethan’s scent settled her soul and made the world seem a lot less frightening and dangerous.

      Her fingers dug into his shirt and she pulled, bringing his face to hers so she could kiss him. Ethan’s inhale was sharp as her tongue slid into his mouth, tasting him. Then something hard poked her stomach and Mika couldn’t help but laugh.

      “Not funny,” Ethan practically growled, holding her hips tight. “Keep it up and I’ll just have to show you how much I don’t care the raven is in the other room.”

      Her heart fluttered nervously, but Ethan wasn’t some kind of exhibitionist. Or at least, she didn’t think so.

      Mika rolled to the side so he was no longer poking her, but she kissed him again, reaching for those curls she loved so much. The warmth of his body against hers just felt right. It felt perfect. Somehow they belonged together despite everything that should be keeping them apart.

      But Ethan was the most patient, understanding person she’d ever met. And Mika was pretty sure he was the reason she was finally able to start accepting who she really was and not the witch she’d always thought she’d be.

      He was a lot like Matthew in that way, but Matthew was more like Malachi than anyone. He was raised high society just like Mika, but he’d never branched out of their small circle. She highly doubted Matthew would understand why she wanted shifters and other paranormals to be able to attend Morgana.

      Lucien was something else altogether and thanks to Ethan she didn’t feel guilty for feeling the way that she did – for the response she had to anyone else. Something may or may not come of it, but…Mika knew she could have it if she wanted and if that wasn’t a freedom all its own, she didn’t know what was.

      Ethan’s hand ran up her side and dipped underneath her shirt. Mika gasped when his thumb brushed across her nipple. He paused. “You’re not wearing a bra.”

      Licking her lips, she studied Ethan. “No, clearly I’m not.”

      He smirked at her and pinched her nipple softly. “You’re always so sassy.”

      “It’s part of my charm,” Mika gasped, arching into his touch, feeling that ache between her legs grow just like it did whenever they got physical together. “We should stop.”

      “Why?” Ethan rolled her on top of him, and the new position had his hard length nestled between her legs and Mika had to bite her lip to keep from groaning at the sensation. It rubbed in all the right places and suggested how much better it would be if she just…ignored the fact that she had no privacy.

      “You know why,” she whispered, glancing at the wall connected to Corbin’s room.

      What she wasn’t expecting was Ethan to place his hand over her mouth and start untying her sweats with his other hand. “Guess you’ll have to be quiet,” he whispered. “Unless of course you really don’t want to do this.”

      She bit down on his finger in irritation. Of course she wanted to do this. Mika didn’t stop Ethan from untying her pants, and she let him slip his free hand inside – curious what he had planned.

      What she hadn’t expected was that gentle touch fluttering across her clit, making her buck against him, rubbing against his hard on. Ethan bit his lip as he touched her again, eliciting the same response.

      Mika could feel how wet she was by how easily Ethan’s fingers slid through her folds, rubbing against her bare flesh until she wanted to scream for more, but she couldn’t – not if she didn’t want Corbin to hear.

      “So, Mika, would you like to watch a movie?” Ethan asked, hips rising so his cock pressed against her. “Maybe an action movie, or something scary?”

      She nodded, rubbing against him, wanting there to be fewer clothes between them. Mika removed his hand, placing it under her shirt and on her breast. “I think an action movie sounds like fun,” she said, voice huskier than normal.

      Maybe she’d feel more embarrassed if Ethan’s eyes weren’t already half-glazed and his cock wasn’t poking out the top of his pants, waiting for her.

      Leaning across him, she reached for the remote on her nightstand, and he moaned slightly. Lifting up her shirt Ethan buried his face between her breasts, squeezing the one in his hand slightly and she gasped.

      It was difficult to pull back without falling with the way his wicked tongue circled one nipple and then the other; making them both harden to the point she could feel every slight breeze. Mika aimed the remote at the ceiling and a TV dropped down to face her bed.

      “So fancy,” Ethan said, ripping her shirt off completely. He sat up as he pulled it off, running his nose along her collarbone and generally making it difficult to think as she tried to select something to watch.

      Finally, Mika gave up when his teeth raked against her nipple, making goosebumps rise up on her skin. “Here, you choose.” With that she scooted down, yanking his pants along with her. They were soft joggers that she secretly admired and contemplated stealing later.

      But she licked her lips when she saw he didn’t have anything on underneath either.

      “I showered and headed over right after Audrey told me,” Ethan admitted, something loud and obnoxious playing. He tossed the remote to the side and grabbed her by the hips. “I couldn’t wait to watch a movie with you.”

      Mika laughed and helped him get her pants off. A single word and a snap of her fingers had her door locked and the whole room warded thanks to Audrey making the spells permanent but flexible.

      Finally, there was nothing between them and Mika was straddling Ethan, wondering for just a moment how to do this. Part of it was instinctual, and then she went and overthought things until Ethan placed the head of his cock against her entrance, sliding against her clit on the way there.

      Then just as easy as breathing, she sank down, letting him fill her bit by bit as the movie blared behind them. Mika didn’t know what movie it was and she really didn’t care. All she knew was Ethan inside her, below her, hands on her hips—her waist, guiding her.

      He looked into her eyes as she slowly rocked against him, getting the feel for this new position, this new vantage point. Mika liked that she could see him, that he could see her, that he could keep teasing her nipples. The position allowed her to control how deep he went, how much pressure she needed or wanted on her clit, and Mika was breathless at the sensation when his tip seemed to hit her damn stomach.

      She picked up the pace, feeling that ache build and ease at the same time with each roll of her hips until Ethan was helping her ride him hard, crest building to a point where she would shatter and Mika wasn’t afraid, because Ethan was right here with her – always ready to catch her when she needed him.

      Her orgasm ripped through her with such ferocity Mika knew she was going to scream and so did Ethan. He covered her mouth with his hand and flipped her over, not once missing the beat. She clutched onto him as the pleasure tore through her, delicious and all consuming.

      Ethan thrust into her, prolonging the sensation until he buried his face into her neck and groaned, his entire body going still as he came.

      Mika held him close, running her fingers along his spine as she still convulsed around him, enjoying the way this felt. Being a part of each other this way was still so new to her. She’d never felt this kind of closeness before, not even with Matthew, and Mika knew that Ethan had been the perfect choice for her first time.

      And her second.

      She just hoped they would have the opportunity for many more after this.

      “Ten minutes into the movie,” Ethan mused as he pulled back so he could look at her. He smiled and kissed her. Mika melted, wishing this moment could last forever. “I’ll get some snacks, and then maybe we can actually watch the movie?”

      She grinned as he rolled over and headed to her bathroom. “If that’s what you really want to do.”

      His wink made her grin and Mika planned to take advantage of the entire movie’s explosions.
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      Malachi called the end of dodgeball practice and Mika went straight for her water. She was dripping sweat and her workout clothes were completely soaked. Audrey followed after her, breathing just as hard as she was.

      They were finally winning more games than they lost, but if anything Malachi was pushing them harder during practice. Only three more games to prove they were good enough to be on the Morgana Marauders.

      “Are you going to talk to him?” Audrey asked, keeping her voice low as she searched the stands for the raven.

      But he was nowhere to be seen.

      “Yeah.” Mika sipped the water even though she wanted to down it, but she didn’t want to get cramps. “Now actually.”

      “What about Corbin?” Audrey kept looking, but Mika knew he was hiding somewhere he could still listen in. Dodgeball practice usually bored the shit out of him.

      “I’m not worried about it.” Mika slapped Audrey on the back once and then sipped some more water, watching as their teammates started leaving the stadium in twos and threes. “What about that other thing?”

      Mika hoped things were going better for Audrey than they were for her.

      “It’s going,” Audrey murmured. “I’ll see you back at Oleander House? I’m thinking of making something normal – like chicken parmesan.”

      “I’ll be there as soon as I can.” Mika watched as Malachi stripped off his shirt and started wiping down. Fates, he was distracting. “The raven has to eat too.”

      Audrey grumbled but waved her understanding as she turned to leave.

      Corbin was most definitely listening in, but Mika really wasn’t worried about it. The raven was conflicted about something. If she had to guess, she’d say he was having a moral conundrum.

      And Fates knew what he’d heard that night with Ethan.

      “You did excellent,” Malachi was telling Ed, the only other player left in the stadium. “You’ve really improved.”

      

      Ed muttered his thanks and asked another question. Mika felt weird for lurking, but it was the only way to really talk to Malachi anymore. He was never in the dining hall for dinner. It was like he disappeared from the school grounds after practice.

      Finally Ed moved on, heading toward the locker room under the stadium.

      Mika took a step toward Malachi. “Hey.” This was awkward, and she felt self-conscious. But it had to be done. Mika couldn’t stand this weird limbo they were in anymore. “That was a good practice.”

      She wanted to smack herself for saying something so stupid.

      Malachi glanced at her and then turned back to his bag. “You’ve really made a lot of progress Mika.”

      He finished wiping down and then grabbed a white shirt from his bag, fresh and clean. But he didn’t say anything else, and she didn’t leave. When he saw her still standing there after putting on the shirt, his eyes widened in surprise.

      “Is there anything else?” Malachi asked.

      Mika took another step forward. There was still a good amount of distance between them though. “Well, kind of.”

      He gave her a wary look before grabbing his own water. Malachi didn’t say anything as he watched her, waiting for whatever it was she wanted to say.

      “You’ve been avoiding me.” Mika took one more step and then clasped her hands behind her back. Now that he knew about her magic, about what her bare skin could do…Mika wanted to appear as unthreatening as possible. The irony was Malachi had no idea she didn’t need to touch anyone to manage what she had.

      She would never forget the look on his face when he’d seen what she’d done to Patricia.

      The captain studied her for a moment, and there—that was what Audrey was talking about. It wasn’t aversion, but fear. And Mika didn’t think it was about her powers exactly, but…something else?

      “I have,” he finally admitted. Then Malachi started packing up without further explanation.

      Mika resisted sighing in exasperation. This was like pulling teeth and no doubt it wasn’t going to get any easier. “Why?” She downed the last of her water and then tossed her stainless-steel water bottle into her bag.

      “It’s not what you think,” Malachi muttered.

      The orange of the setting sun made his brown skin appear gilded and Mika wished he wasn’t so beautiful. It would make all this a thousand times easier.

      But he’d sworn a blood oath to her.

      Audrey had been right, there was something else going on here, Mika could feel it deep in her bones.

      “So, it’s not because you’re terrified of me?” She slung her bag over her shoulder and followed him out of the dugout and through the tunnel under the stands to the exit.

      Malachi actually scoffed. “Even though your particular brand of crazy does make me uneasy at times, no. It’s not because of that.”

      “Because of what you saw?” The air was chilly. Winter was desperately clinging to the world, but spring was pushing through. There was even some grass and flowers poking through the bits of snow that were still left.

      Malachi glanced sideways at her and Mika hid her wince as she stepped over a dandelion. It wasn’t easy to forget the look on his face the split second he’d thought Patricia was dead – as though he wondered if perhaps she’d been the killer all along.

      “What happened to her…it was unsettling,” Malachi admitted as they walked toward the forest. “I hadn’t realized what it all really meant until that moment—everything you’d told me. But that’s not why I’m avoiding you.”

      She took a step closer to him as the world around them darkened when the sun sank below the horizon. Mika wondered how long it would take her to feel comfortable in the forest again. “Then why are you?” she asked, unable to hide the irritation in her voice.

      The conversation was going around in circles and Mika wanted—needed answers before she went completely insane. She wanted to know if she should care what the captain thought at all, if she should move on with her life, or try harder to connect with him.

      If there was something else going on Mika couldn’t do anything about it, or help, until she knew what it was.

      “I recently found out who my father is,” Malachi murmured.

      Mika tried not to think about the fact that he’d waited until they’d fully entered the forest to tell her. Did he think the raven was gone? Did he know something about the forest that Mika did not?

      She really needed to get her ass moving on those enchantment books.

      “And?” Mika moved even closer until they were walking through the trees with her shoulder pressed against his arm.

      “I’m not allowed to tell you.”

      Mika stopped in her tracks and turned to face Malachi. He grimaced when she narrowed her eyes at him. “There are other ways for me to find out.”

      She could ask his blood just as she had Patricia’s. And parentage? Blood loved giving that secret up the most, at least from what she’d read.

      Malachi paled at that – she had never seen someone with skin that dark…lighten that way. It worried her even more. “Don’t,” Malachi practically hissed, grabbing her arm.

      Ripping out of his grip was more for his benefit than hers, but Mika didn’t like how rough he’d been. Malachi was truly scared.

      “You’re not alone,” she whispered, searching his face for some kind of explanation to his behavior. “I can help you.”

      Then his large hands wrapped around her biceps and squeezed. Malachi pressed his forehead against hers, lips so close she thought he might kiss her for a second. “Don’t you understand?” he whispered. “It’s you they want.”

      Mika jerked out of his grip and studied Malachi closely. His words could mean anything, but she seriously doubted it. “I can help,” she insisted.

      He smiled sadly at her and shrugged. “Maybe, but it’s not a risk I’m willing to take.” Malachi reached out like he was going to caress her face, and then thought better of it. His hand dropped and Mika ached at the space between them.

      Malachi turned and walked through the forest toward Mandrake House.

      She watched him go, wondering who exactly was threatening him, and what that had to do with his father.

      “Well, well. Looks like you might be in danger after all,” Corbin murmured from directly above her.

      Mika looked up at the tree above her to see Corbin sitting on one of the branches, a leg dangling down. “Appears so,” she said mildly. “Maybe you should do a better job of protecting me. Find out who it is and stop them before it happens.”

      Corbin smiled down at her, but it was as dead as his eyes. “Clever witch, getting me to do your dirty work for you through the Council’s decree.” He dropped down and landed deftly on his feet, like it had been a foot instead of twenty. He closed the distance between them and stared down at her like she was some kind of strange specimen he didn’t understand. “I have to admit, I like it.”

      She didn’t dare breathe. There was something off with Corbin and she had no idea what it was. Perhaps…perhaps she could get him to open up to her during one of their late night training sessions.

      “Come on,” Corbin said, heading toward Oleander House. “Chicken parmesan sounds delicious right about now.”
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      “You’re stance is decent, but your core is weak.” Corbin eyed her from head to toe and Mika gritted her teeth.

      If his training wasn’t so important she would snap back at him like she usually did during the day, but when he was her instructor Mika never opened her mouth except to ask for clarification or help. He deserved as much respect during their training sessions as she could muster. The most effective way for Mika to do that was to keep her damn mouth shut.

      Corbin had noticed the difference in her demeanor immediately and had even commented on it the first time – trying to get her to snap at him like she usually did.

      Some days she thought she was insane for agreeing to this. But it was impossible to pass up training from a raven. It would give her an edge that no one else could ever really gain unless they somehow had their own raven to help them.

      But the assassins never trained outsiders. They rarely even spent time with the rest of the paranormals, let alone the humans, unless they were doing a job. Train anyone in their secrets and they would no longer be the best of the best.

      They weren’t as strong as the larger shifters, but that wasn’t what made them so deadly.

      “You need to add more core exercises to your morning workouts,” Corbin told her. “It’ll make everything a lot easier. What most people don’t realize is the muscles here and here,” he said, smacking her bicep and thigh. “Don’t do all the work. It’s here and here.” Another smack on her stomach and then her back.

      Mika instantly fixed her stance, concentrating on those muscles and breathing from her diaphragm. Three years of doing absolutely nothing had weakened her body more than she’d ever realized before – even in her hunting class.

      Corbin’s instruction was brutal and efficient – much like Hunter’s had been for her magic.

      “Now take this.” He tossed her the sword she preferred in her hunting class.

      Mika caught it and eyed it suspiciously. “Do assassins learn swordplay?” she asked, settling into her stance.

      The raven walked around her then, eyeing her stance, adjusting her with tiny barely there touches. “We learn everything.”

      Mika had honestly expected him to teach her knife play, maybe guns? But not this.

      “Lucien doesn’t use his full strength with you,” Corbin muttered. “Which isn’t doing you any favors.”

      Biting her tongue against a retort was more difficult this time. Lucien never went easy on her.

      “You’ll never be as fast, or as strong as a shifter or a born hunter,” Corbin told her, nodding his approval of her current stance. “But you can be better.”

      He picked up a sword that was exactly the same size as Mika’s. She watched him flip it around like it weighed nothing, and then he crouched down in a stance much different than hers, more…feral.

      It was hard to explain, but the way he held it over his head with one hand and how he put most of his weight on his back foot really made her notice the way his tattoos were so black they seemed to shine under the starry sky. The moonlight was always kind to him and it seemed to make his green eyes glow.

      Even after chicken parmesan his look was completely dead. Mika wondered what had changed. At some point since her grandmother’s funeral he’d turned his emotions off. If she was unsure before, now it was undeniable. Mika had something to compare his previous behavior with.

      There was no teasing, no little smiles, no prying questions. Corbin was nothing more than what he was supposed to be, and for some reason it made her heart ache.

      Another nod and she attacked like he’d told her to. Corbin had noticed she preferred to wait to be attacked, but he wanted her to learn how to neutralize the threat before it got the best of her.

      Their swords clashed, but Mika’s barely touched Corbin’s for a split second before he whirled around and slapped her back with the flat of his blade. It hurt too. She practically snarled, but Mika clamped down on the anger that rose up.

      He didn’t want her getting emotional either.

      The raven had told her that relying on anger for strength was a weakness. She had to know what she was capable of – always. She had to stay cool and collected if she wanted to win the fight. Let the opponent make the mistake.

      And to Corbin, emotions were what made good fighters die – emotions made them sloppy and left them open for attack, they left them vulnerable.

      She turned and followed him across the roof of Oleander House, pressing the attack as best as she could. But holy hells he was fast. The sound of their blades was oddly soothing as she concentrated on keeping her core strong and her breathing even – that was what Corbin wanted her to improve on first.

      Apparently mastering that alone would give her an edge. And as she watched him dodge her every attack, barely even trying, she could see why. He wasn’t even sweating yet and he wasn’t breathing hard.

      Mika had a feeling that’s how he disappeared, but he hadn’t taught her that little secret yet, and she doubted he ever would. It was what gave the assassins such an edge after all. They simply…disappeared.

      Then he flipped his sword and caught it by the hilt so that the flat of it rested against his forearm, essentially becoming an extension of himself as he suddenly turned on her, forcing her to dodge and weave and move in ways she rarely ever did.

      Every muscle screamed in protest but Mika breathed through it and kept her core strong as she narrowly avoided the cut to her cheek.

      Corbin was beautiful like this. He was savage and deadly and graceful. Every step was silent as death. Every move of his body was just the bare minimum – no wasted effort and energy. It was efficient and wicked fast.

      Mika tried to get back to attacking him but all she could manage was a block here and there, dodging was safer with the strength behind his strikes. She used everything she’d ever learned as a hunter and a dodgeball player to avoid the little cuts Corbin usually left her with.

      A reminder to do better next time he’d said, and then had told her it was much gentler than what he’d received for a mistake. Mika hadn’t asked him to elaborate.

      One twist and flip got her over his sudden whip to her knees, but he brought the blade up and Mika let herself fall, using her new strength to drop into a pushup position. The wind whistled and she moved left, narrowly avoiding another cut.

      “Good,” Corbin muttered. “But breathe through and use all your senses. Stop panicking.”

      She was definitely panicking, but Mika didn’t know what else to do.

      “Stop being afraid of pain,” Corbin demanded, louder this time as he whipped the sword around, barely missing her as she flipped backward.

      Mika was running out of roof.

      “Listen for my heartbeat, for my breathing, for the sound of the blade cutting through the air and displacing the molecules. Breathe and remember your body is strong. It can do what you ask of it.”

      Corbin could be oddly inspiring and aggravating at the same time. Mika gritted her teeth and reminded herself she was strong. She listened as she parried, and froze when she realized she could actually hear his heart beating.

      Slow and steady and strong.

      Then his blade cut her inner thigh and Mika hissed in a breath.

      “Any deeper and you’d bleed to death.” Corbin stopped and flipped the blade into the usual position once more. “That vein in your thigh…”

      “Yes, I know,” Mika snapped, wiping the sweat out of her eyes. She slicked the hair back that had escaped her ponytail and let herself take a moment to catch her breath. “I know which veins to hit.”

      Corbin tilted his head in that way he did – it reminded her of his bird form which she would never admit she admired. “A witch who knows her poisons isn’t that unusual, but a witch who knows how to physically kill is odd.”

      Mika walked over to the same table that she’d mixed Audrey’s Name Day ingredients on and grabbed her water. She took a swig and eyed where she’d done the pentagram. There was still a bit of residual power, but the markings were gone thanks to a cleansing spell she’d done.

      “The Marshall clan emigrated from Norway,” she told him. “We’ve always been warriors.”

      Corbin’s eyes didn’t turn red, but the green seemed to shine brighter. “Vikings then.”

      She nodded and took another sip. “We went all the way west and settled in San Francisco during the gold rush. We’ve been trained as hunters since we came to America; it’s not normal, but it’s also not that weird. There are quite a few witch hunters.”

      Corbin eyed the sword in his hand and then tossed it onto the ground next to the other weapons he’d brought up. “Hunters don’t usually know the easiest way to kill. They’re more like officers of the law than they are killers.”

      Assassins, he meant.

      “Yeah, well, my family has never been normal.” Mika set the water bottle onto the table and glanced up at the moon.

      How much of what her family taught each generation was because of their history, and how much of it was because they’d never truly wanted to lose their heritage and the Old Ways? Why didn’t they come right out and say it?

      ‘By the way, these matriarch jewels are blood stones’, or something along those lines.

      But then Mika remembered. Blood witches were once as common as healers – rare, but just as respected. Then suddenly…they were gone and there was no record as to how or why. Only a few blood magic spells. Most of the more advanced ones were locked away or destroyed.

      Even those didn’t have everything that her own books had, books that Hunter had given her from his own source. Books that made her feel like less of a monster.

      “Tell me something,” Corbin said, getting closer. “Why have you never asked for your blood crystals back?”

      Mika dabbed at her forehead with a towel as she studied Corbin. Her necklace was still around his neck. She could see the slight bulge under his white, button down shirt. What those crystals were could be the answer to every question she had.

      But Mika had wanted to see what Corbin would do with them.

      Every night he took the necklace off and studied them, based on the outline she could see through the wall thanks to her watch, but then he just put them back on. Never once did he try to open them, or find out what they did.

      It was odd.

      Mika looked up at Corbin and tilted her head. Not quite the same way he did, but close. “Why haven’t you given them to the Council?”

      “Were you testing me?” he demanded, taking a step closer.

      Smiling slightly she tossed her towel on the table. “I don’t even know what they are or what they do. Giving them to you cost me nothing and gained me everything.”

      Those eyes burned up all the green and glowed a red so bright and yet dark they rivaled her rubies. Mika took a step forward and mirrored the same movement Corbin had done back in her bedroom. She slid her finger under the titanium chain, barely brushing against his silky tattooed skin as she tugged the necklace from underneath his shirt.

      Her finger slid down toward the crystals, and Mika’s knuckles brushed against his chest ever so slightly. She ignored the way his heart sped up just the littlest bit and focused on the tingle of power coming from the crystals.

      It leeched into her fingertips until they felt like they were humming as well, but Mika didn’t feel her volatile deadly magic rise up and try to take over. Rather it seemed to settle in the presence of the crystals.

      “How did it gain you everything?” Corbin asked, voice slightly hoarse.

      Mika looked up and finally she saw something in his eyes. “Because I know you won’t betray me, at least not in this. It’s too closely tied to whatever it is you know that I don’t. The Morrigan is sacred to you in ways I can’t even begin to understand. So that means you know what this is to some degree, and what it means.” Mika rubbed her thumb along the column of the largest crystal.

      “I might,” Corbin admitted. “But it would just be an educated guess.”

      “I trust you,” she murmured, watching as tiny flickers of emotion went by in the depths of those gorgeous red eyes. “To keep them safer than I ever could right now.”

      “And not your rubies?” he asked. Corbin tried to hide his doubts behind a smirk, but Mika could read him just like she could Hunter.

      For the first time she started to wonder why she could, when almost no one else was able to.

      “My rubies are precious family heirlooms and protected by some pretty badass enchantments. But if you wanted to wear those as well I wouldn’t stop you.” Mika released the necklace and the crystals hit his chest with a dull ‘thump.’ “I doubt anyone would be able to take them from you.”

      His red gaze flared as she turned away, not taking the necklace back from him. “You certainly are a conundrum, dove.”

      It was the first time he’d used that nickname in a while and Mika wished she could figure him out more. Corbin was hot and cold and generally confusing. Her attempts to win him over were causing them both a lot of emotional whiplash.

      Mika glanced over her shoulder at him. The raven was numbly tucking the necklace back into his shirt like he didn’t know what else to do. “I’m sorry,” she murmured, knowing he could hear her.

      That sharp gaze whipped to her. “For what?”

      Turning back to face him she grabbed her sword again. “For making this all harder.”

      For making a raven feel.

      Mika hadn’t realized what would come of turning him. But now they were both mired down in this confusing conflagration of emotions. If he couldn’t decide soon it would take them both down when the Council finally demanded real answers.

      “Will you show me that trick with the blade across your forearm?” she asked, steering them back onto safer ground. “I may never be as strong as the hunters like you said, but I do want to be better.”

      The red settled back to green and Corbin smirked for real this time. “Of course you do.” And with that his hand directed hers through the motions over and over until Mika got it, but neither of them were quite ready to move onto the next step.

      Whatever this was between them was dark and addicting and dangerous and neither of them really knew how to pull back, how to stay away. The line that designated him as her bodyguard and potential assassin and nothing more, was fading.

      And neither of them was ready to admit it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            18

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      The hilt of Lucien’s sword hit her right across her cheek and Mika dropped, seeing stars.

      “Jesus,” Lucien muttered, kneeling next to her. “I didn’t mean to hit you so hard. Normally you dodge that without any issue.”

      Mika shook her head, gritting her teeth against the pain and the migraine she knew she would have later. “I know, it’s my fault.”

      “Why are you so distracted?” Lucien asked, helping her stand up. They walked toward the table along the wall of the training center with various different first aid supplies, water, and tonics.

      Mika glanced over at Corbin on the bleachers who looked like he could be sleeping, but she knew he wasn’t. Not that it really mattered. The raven had already overheard the conversation with Malachi. Knowing more about these people who wanted her would only help him protect her.

      “I talked with the captain. He told me why he’s avoiding me.”

      Lucien handed her a tonic and then opened the cooler under the table. “Because he’s a douchebag?”

      “No.” Mika glared at the fox. “Because apparently someone is trying to get to me through him and he’s trying to protect me.”

      Lucien grunted like he didn’t really believe her, but he didn’t say anything else. He grabbed an ice pack and then stood up to gently press it to her cheek. She watched him closely as he inspected the already bruised and swelling cheekbone.

      The gold in his brown eyes always surprised her a little. It made him look so unique, so…feral – even when he was pretending to be nothing more than a hunter. His shaggy black, shoulder-length hair was tied back and the white shirt he wore was open at the neck and she could see his pecs.

      Mika licked her lips and took the ice pack from him. Lucien was truly one of the most beautiful males she’d ever seen. “He said ‘they.’ ‘They want you.’”

      His golden-brown eyes darkened at that. “Sounds like something else I need to look into. Shouldn’t be hard. He lives in the same House as Ethan.”

      “Everything okay here?” Bartholomew asked on his rounds of the training room.

      “It’s fine, Professor,” Mika assured him. “I’ll be good to go again in a few minutes.”

      “Good! Because in a real fight you won’t have the time to stop and tend to your wounds. You’re all lucky you’re not in my fourth year class!” Bartholomew went on and on as he barked at people, walking around the massive training room with his hands crossed over his chest.

      “How’s the other thing going?” Mika asked, adjusting the ice pack.

      Those sharp brown eyes flicked to the raven and then back to her. “It’s going,” Lucien admitted. “How long are you going to have a shadow for?”

      She shrugged and finished her tonic. “I’ve no idea, but I assume until the end of the semester if not longer.” There was a slight growl and Mika glared at Lucien. “It’s not that big of a deal. I have nothing to hide.”

      Lucien laughed harder than she thought appropriate. “Sure, little witch. Keep telling yourself that.” He grabbed her hand and tugged her forward until she was pressed against his chest. Lucien wrapped his arms around her and then studied her face closely. “Don’t worry, Ethan and I will take care of everything.”

      Mika felt flustered, but being held by him felt too good to push him away. “I’m astonished you two haven’t killed each other yet.”

      The fox snorted. “There have been a few close calls. But, there is one thing I think you’ll like.”

      “Oh?” Mika tossed the ice pack back into the cooler and headed back to their sparring ring. “And what’s that?”

      “I told him I planned to ask you on a date. I figured I should at least warn him considering he convinced you to call him ‘boyfriend.’”

      Mika choked and started coughing. She desperately reached for her water. It went down, easing the pain in her throat, but it didn’t soothe the shock she felt. “You asked him to do what?”

      Lucien grinned and patted her on the back harder than necessary. “Oh, I didn’t ask him. I told him. But I am asking you, if you’d like to go out on a date with me and make things official. Since apparently that time we broke into—”

      “Hey!” she yelled, looking around to see if anyone had overheard him.

      None of her classmates or the professor were looking in their direction, but Corbin was staring right at them.

      “So, will you go out with me?” Lucien asked with that infuriating smirk on his face.

      Mika glared at him and picked up her sword. “I don’t know. What do you have in mind? After all, Ethan had this entire romantic evening planned.”

      Lucien’s smirk dropped at that reminder. He picked up his own sword and held it to his chest for a moment to signal that he was ready. Mika did the same and gave him a little smile that she knew would set his blood to boiling.

      “I can’t cook, and I don’t know anyone who does,” Lucien snapped. “But I can go fetch something. What would you like, sweet Mika?”

      She gritted her teeth at that and narrowed her eyes, waiting for him to attack. “Surprise me.”

      “Dinner and a movie it is. You’ll come to Wolfsbane House and I will make all your wildest dreams come true.”

      The statement was so ridiculous and over the top Mika was too busy rolling her eyes to see him attack. She barely brought her sword up in time to block him, and she snarled her frustration. “You are the most aggravating person I’ve ever met,” Mika snapped, slipping to the side and spinning around.

      Lucien blocked her overhead attack, but he didn’t see the kick to his shin. The fox cursed and growled as he tried to readjust his balance. While he was moving she flipped her sword like Corbin had taught her and drove it up, blade pressed to Lucien’s throat.

      The fox froze and stared down at her in pleasant surprise. “That was a neat little trick.”

      “It was, wasn’t it?” she said, smiling slightly. “I think I’m starting to get the hang of this again.”

      Lucien pushed her sword from his neck with a single finger, a smile spreading across his face. “Does that mean my little witch will declare herself a hunter for sophomore year?”

      Her smile dropped from her face and Mika twirled her sword, tossing it between both her hands to strengthen her arms and hands. The stronger she was the faster she could whip the thing around which was why she’d added weights to her morning routine.

      “I don’t know, Lucien. Only one witch has ever been a hunter in my family and that was a long time ago. I figured I’d probably end up back in my family’s greenhouse. The plants are suffering under Claire’s care.”

      They circled each other, Lucien holding his massive, heavy broadsword like it weighed less than her own, much smaller one. “If that’s what would make you happy.”

      Mika narrowed her eyes, watching his tells. “I have no idea what would make me happy.” At this point she was still just pleased she wouldn’t accidentally end up a serial killer.

      “Fair enough.” Lucien shrugged and then sheathed his sword at his back. He clasped his hands behind him and grinned at her. “Let’s play.”

      She couldn’t help her grin as she crouched into position, both hands on the hilt of her sword. Sparring with Lucien was never boring.
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      “That bruise is disgusting,” Corbin told her, eyeing her face like it was particularly grotesque today. Someone was in a mood. “Being distracted could easily get you killed during a fight.”

      Mika rolled her eyes but kept her ‘obviously’ to herself.

      Corbin circled her as she stood on the roof of Oleander House. “You can never let your personal life interfere,” Corbin told her. “You cannot let emotions rule you. No wonder all of you fall so easily.”

      Mika glared at Corbin. “That’s not what Kenzie told me.” And clearly he was having his own issues with emotions.

      The raven stopped pacing and glared at her. “The void? Yes, we heard about that. But that wasn’t my flock. Don’t assume we’re all so incompetent. That will also get you killed.”

      Was he worried about her? Was he trying to get her to some level of preparedness? Mika was nowhere near ready to take on an assassin despite all her current practice. “It’s not like I could win against you anyway,” Mika told him, watching as he started to pace again. “I don’t even know how you disappear.”

      Corbin whirled around to face her like she’d just accused him of something atrocious, but he didn’t say anything. He was clearly conflicted. Mika had never seen him so…emotional before.

      “Are you okay?” she asked.

      “Tell me something,” Corbin said instead, crossing his arms over his chest as he inspected her from head to toe. “What makes you so special?”

      Mika took a step back, shocked and yeah, a little bit hurt too. “Excuse me?”

      There was that sharp head tilt like she was a mouse he planned to hunt down. Corbin’s eyes flashed and suddenly they were glowing a red so intense it reminded her of the rubies hidden in her room.

      “You were such a cold bitch during that first week,” Corbin said, his body so still he looked like a statue. “Then finally you spoke to me.”

      Her chest ached strangely and Mika’s heart started pounding. She didn’t understand what was happening, but it was scaring her a little.

      “I saw into your life and for some reason you’ve confided in me,” Corbin murmured. “I still don’t understand why, when it could be the end of you if I decided to tell the Council what I know.”

      “But you haven’t.”

      Corbin narrowed his eyes at her. “No, I haven’t. As you said, I would have to explain how I know what I know since you so carefully chose your words.”

      She gave him a vicious smile. “I’m not stupid.”

      “No,” Corbin agreed. “You’re very clever, dove. But what I really don’t understand doesn’t have shit to do with your magic, or your family, or any of that.”

      Some of the fear eased with those words. But Mika didn’t understand. What was the raven talking about then?

      “Explain to me why you have a witch willing to share with a hunter?” Corbin asked. “Why is the captain not worried about that, but rather keeping you safe when he clearly has feelings for you as well? Then there is that poor boy, Matthew. At this point I’m wondering who else is secretly in love with you. Your roommate perhaps?”

      Mika was so taken aback that she really didn’t know what to say. She sat down at the table they’d pushed off to the side and shrugged. “Audrey is my sister. But I couldn’t explain the others to you. I don’t even understand it myself.” Was he jealous?

      But that would mean he felt jealousy.

      “Which is why I ask, what makes you so special that they are all willing to accommodate each other?” Corbin glared at her like whatever inner turmoil was her fault.

      So Mika got to her feet and closed the distance between them, getting in his face. “Why don’t you tell me?”

      His arms dropped to his sides and the assassin looked completely shocked by her unspoken accusation. This time it was his turn to say, “Excuse me?”

      “Clearly you’re jealous,” Mika said, circling him like he had her just a few moments ago. “You have to be, to care so much. Are you annoyed that you’re interested in me – a disgusting witch? Or are you bothered that there’s competition? And here I thought you were just a cold-blooded killer.”

      “You assume I can even feel something as petty as jealousy,” Corbin snapped.

      She stopped in front of him and stared unflinchingly into his ruby red eyes. “Then why are you so mad?”

      He opened his mouth, and then closed it again. The glowing red gave way to green and he stared at her in confusion as the anger seemed to melt away.

      Mika’s heart started pounding again, but for a completely different reason this time. She took another step closer so that they were practically touching, but not quite. She slipped her hand in his – easy and gentle so as not to overwhelm him.

      “Your emotions are on,” she murmured, searching those green eyes like they might have the answer as to why.

      Still Corbin didn’t respond, but he also didn’t take his hand out of hers.

      He was nearly as tall as Ethan and she had to crane her neck to look up into his face. On the roof of her House, under the night sky…Corbin was gorgeous. His blond hair looked silver under the stars and the waxing moon.

      The tattoos on his body had always intrigued her, even when she’d hated his guts. Mika reached up to run a feather-light touch over the one on his neck. Corbin had a vicious beauty that had always taken her breath away.

      But now she knew how conflicted he really was, and for some reason that made him even more attractive. Corbin was being vulnerable with her whether he knew it or not, whether he acknowledged it as such or not.

      And even though this had been her goal all along, Mika knew it had turned into much more than getting him to take her side. She wanted him on her side. She wanted this man to confide in and learn from, but in their world it felt like that could never be possible – despite everything the Morrigan had said.

      Mika blinked as she stared at him and realized she had feelings for him, real feelings that ran deeper than she could have ever anticipated.

      “I need to leave for a few days,” he said suddenly. Corbin avoided her question and all its implications, but he also didn’t move away from her touch.

      Mika’s stomach dropped out as the meaning of his words sank in. He was leaving her?

      She shouldn’t care. It would finally give her the freedom she’d so desperately wanted, even if it was only for a few days.

      “Why?” Mika couldn’t resist reaching for his hair. It might be her last chance while he was still in such an amenable mood. Who knew what he would be like when he came back from wherever.

      The shaved sides had a nice texture she wanted to run her hand over again and again, but the longer, blond hair that was in the shape of a braided mohawk was soft, like she imagined his feathers might feel.

      “If there’s really a threat against you, I need to find out what I can. The rest is…personal.” Corbin reached up and wrapped his long, deft fingers around her wrist but the touch was gentle. He pressed a kiss into her palm. “I’ll be back in three days.”

      Then he took the necklace she’d given him to keep safe and lifted it over his head. Without a word he slipped it around her neck, the crystals pulsing the moment they touched her skin.

      Mika hated that the idea of him leaving her actually hurt. She took a step back, wrapping her hand around the crystals, and mentally chastised herself. This was the perfect opportunity to finally talk openly with everyone and try to figure out what the hell was going on with Malachi before Corbin returned.

      “I promise,” Corbin murmured, like his promise would actually mean something to her. “I will be back.”

      Then he folded in on himself and the flapping of his raven wings softly brushed her face. Mika watched as he flew off into the night to only the Morrigan knew where.

      She buried that bereft feeling down deep and turned to go back inside the house to find Audrey.
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      The study room was empty. Mika and Audrey set up the food and drinks just like they had last time. There was a fire in the fireplace again even though it wasn’t as frigid as the last time they’d met in this room.

      With Corbin gone Mika needed to take advantage as much as possible. This would be the first time in weeks she could actually talk to everyone. That she felt a tiny bit melancholy didn’t matter and Mika shoved it down deep.

      The raven giving her a few days alone was a blessing – not something to be sad about.

      Audrey checked her phone for the thousandth time. “I don’t know if I should ask Natalie or not.”

      “I said it was fine,” Mika reminded her. “If you trust her that much, then I trust her.”

      Audrey grimaced and tossed her phone on the table. “That’s just the thing though. I’m not sure I trust her that much. This kind of secret is life-changing and I’m just not sure…I’m not sure this is going to work out.”

      Mika wished there was something she could do to help Audrey, but there wasn’t anything in her power to do so.

      Love potions were strictly forbidden and no one wanted a lover under that spell anyway. They became a stage five clinger and everything remotely attractive about them disappeared.

      “Why not?” Mika asked, pouring tea into the various cups. The boys had better hurry up before her anxiety maxed out.

      Audrey tapped her fingers on her phone and watched it like she was waiting for a very important response to come in. “I know it seems dumb when the whole reason we’ve been arguing would be solved by bringing her in, but why couldn’t she just trust me?”

      “Uh, because you guys barely know each other?” Mika handed over a cup of tea and pushed the sugar bowl over.

      Audrey actually snorted. “If I wasn’t sure you were straight I would be now. That’s not how lesbians work darling. If we were living in the real world I’d have already moved in with her.”

      “Oh, so is she the top?” Mika asked, sipping at the exotic oolong tea.

      The other witch stopped stirring and stared at Mika, who hid her smirk with her cup. “Stop confusing me! I thought you knew nothing about my world.”

      “I don’t.” Mika shrugged and set the cup down. “But I do listen to you guys chatter.”

      “She’s the top, yeah,” Audrey said with a laugh, grabbing a few of the macarons she’d made earlier. Mika still couldn’t believe she could make macarons, and they tasted better than the ones that cost a fortune in San Francisco. “But I’m starting to wonder if we’re going to break up or not. So, I’m not sure, you know? I don’t want to invite her in, and then have it all go to shit.”

      “A blood oath like the rest of you took should ensure it doesn’t matter,” Mika said, taking the small plate of cookies from Audrey. “You two could go your separate ways.”

      Audrey sighed. “Thank you for being so open, but I don’t think I’m ready. Maybe I’ll feel differently in a few weeks.”

      Mika didn’t say anything to that. They both knew summer could be rough on relationships.

      She paused for a split second and then popped the cookie in her mouth. Would her relationship with Ethan survive the summer? What about Lucien when they were still…nothing right now?

      Sure, he’d asked her out, but that wasn’t very permanent and honestly even though Ethan was her official boyfriend, Mika didn’t know how things would go with her in San Francisco and him in New Mexico.

      Unless he was taking a summer class, then she could at least visit him here on the weekends or something.

      There was a knock on the door and Mika popped up to answer it. Ethan grinned down at her, kissing her with just enough heat to remind her of everything he could do with that mouth and more.

      Lucien cleared his throat and Ethan smirked as he walked by so she could greet the fox. Mika didn’t see Malachi anywhere in the library behind Lucien, but she honestly didn’t expect him to come after he’d ditched the last time.

      She kissed Lucien’s cheek, lingering longer than she normally did.

      It wasn’t like she’d never kissed him before – a real kiss that made her knees weak and her blood heat. But she’d agreed to go on a real date with him, and that kind of made things weird. It felt less like messing around and more serious.

      “So the raven is gone, gone?” Lucien asked.

      She stepped aside and let him in, closing the door.

      Something stopped her and Mika looked up to see Malachi holding the door. His eyes were dark – haunted.

      “Is it still okay that I’m here?” Malachi asked, shadows falling across his face.

      Mika considered the captain and wondered what it was he was hiding from her, and if the raven being gone would help her get answers, or if Malachi would be stubborn and keep it to himself.

      Without a word she opened the door all the way and let him pass. He’d sworn a blood oath after all, it wasn’t like he could talk to anybody about her secrets.

      “The raven is gone, gone,” Mika confirmed. “But only for a few days. He said he had to take care of something.” Right after he’d asked why she was so special.

      Mika didn’t have an answer to that – even she didn’t understand what was happening with Ethan, Lucien, and Malachi.

      Looking up she considered Malachi. He’d said he was protecting her.

      “Tell me everything.” Mika passed out the tea, and then poured one for Malachi. She hadn’t thought he’d come, but she’d brought him a cup just in case. She was glad he had.

      “Well, I spoke to Selene like you asked,” Audrey said, going first. “I asked her to get in contact with Jessica James and tell the hunter that there is a seal to hell here. But it wasn’t something I could really do over the phone. I don’t want its location getting into the wrong hands.”

      “That’s something,” Mika murmured, wondering what the hunter thought about her message and if she’d dismiss it or not. “Did you set up a meeting?”

      Audrey nodded. “Selene invited me to stay with her and Kenzie over the summer if I didn’t find a class I wanted to take. I will be able to meet Jessica then and give her the location.”

      Mika separated out the macarons one at a time, trying to hide how disgruntled and annoyed she was.

      But somehow, her dorm mate always knew. “Selene invited me to stay there because she didn’t want me living here during the summer with everything going on, and she also didn’t know if the raven would still be with you over the summer. It seemed safer.”

      Lucien threw an arm over her shoulders and Ethan placed a hand on her lap. Mika was grateful for their comfort, but she felt stupid that she needed it at all. Audrey was her sister, not Selene’s. Selene already had a sister who loved and cared for her.

      And Mika…Mika had Claire.

      “If the raven goes back to where he comes from I can stay with you, if you like,” Audrey said carefully.

      Her emotions were becoming volatile. Carefully Mika shrugged off Lucien’s arm and stood so she could pace, no longer interested in tea and cookies.

      “If that’s what you want to do,” Mika told her. “You are your own person, but just know you’ll always have a place in my house.”

      Lucien cleared his throat awkwardly. “Ethan and I also have been working on the assignments you gave us.”

      “Lucien even managed not to get poison ivy all over him,” Ethan teased as he sipped at his tea. Grimacing, he dropped in a few sugar cubes. “The plants haven’t seen anything suspicious and no one has turned up in the infirmary with a rash.”

      “Hey, let me finish my report,” the fox snapped. “Always trying to steal my damn thunder.”

      “Not hard to do when I actually have thunder,” Ethan smirked, conjuring a small storm in his palm.

      “Show off.” Lucien rolled his eyes and popped a macaron in his mouth, chewing aggressively. “So I went back to Patricia’s den. It’s completely wiped clean of scent, but not pain.” He grinned viciously at that. “So I took a little looksee.”

      Mika stopped pacing and stood behind Ethan’s chair, one hand on his shoulder as she waited for Lucien to grace them all with his information. “What did you find?”

      “I didn’t really get a lot of information. But I did see that she performed a spell to communicate with someone. It was all one sided though.”

      “What were they talking about?” Mika asked, glancing only once at Malachi.

      Audrey was just as interested as she was. Her chin was propped up on her hand as she listened raptly.

      “The spell to open the seal – who exactly they needed to open it. All I know is the other person was a man, and that they needed a witch of each bloodline – pure, human, and one with both.” Lucien looked at Malachi then, who was unusually pale once again. “Lucky it wasn’t you they sacrificed.”

      “Yeah, lucky me,” Malachi muttered.

      Lucien popped another cookie in his mouth and chewed all while staring at Malachi. “Clearly Patricia wasn’t able to open the seal,” Lucien drawled. “But she’s not the only one interested in trying. She’s working for a bigger group, one that supposedly has members here on the island from what I gathered through their conversations.”

      No one could miss Malachi’s reactions by this point.

      “Why don’t you tell us what you’re protecting me from?” Mika said quietly. “Why you’ve really been avoiding me?”

      A few words with a complicated series of finger movements and Audrey had the entire study room sealed, even the fire chute. Another word put the fire out completely so they didn’t choke on the smoke.

      “Nothing and no one can overhear us, or even sense that we’re here,” Audrey told him. “We’re all allies, so just tell us.”

      “We’re honestly the only ones who can probably help you,” Ethan said gently.

      “Yeah, we killed a fucking hellhound,” Lucien reminded Malachi. “I’m sure we can take on a secret society of dumbass witches.”

      Malachi glared at the fox, not appreciating the jibes that always rolled off Ethan’s back.

      “They want you, Mika,” Malachi finally said. “They know what you can do.”

      One could hear a pin drop in the room.

      Mika felt hot and then cold, her hands shaking as she tried to understand how and most importantly why. “Who exactly are they?”

      Ethan moved to get up, but she pressed her hand down on his shoulder to keep him in place. She still needed to process. This time, she didn’t want comfort. She wanted answers.

      Malachi glanced at Audrey and something unreadable passed between them. Mika didn’t think they were keeping secrets from her, but she did think they had a connection she would never really understand, born of their time together the semester before.

      “While I was at home in Vegas for spring break they approached me. I don’t know who exactly or what their real plans are, but part of them is to unleash an apocalypse to cleanse the earth. Not that I really disagree with them in the sense that humans could do with a fresh start, but I don’t know what will come through that seal.” Malachi finally took a sip of his tea.

      So much information and yet…it was fucking useless. Mika glared at nothing in particular. “How did they find out about me?”

      “Seems they know more about blood magic than most which I guess makes sense given their goals and the ways they like to achieve them.” Malachi shrugged, almost an apology. “So when they heard what had been done to Patricia, they knew blood magic had been involved. Your name was splashed all over the place thanks to the Council naming you as the one who found the killer. It wasn’t difficult to put together.”

      Lucien and Ethan shared a look and Mika didn’t like how tense everyone was, like they were waiting for her to explode. She took her hand off Ethan and wished Corbin was there before she could stop the thought from occurring.

      He was the only one who wasn’t apprehensive about blood magic in general.

      Malachi sighed in defeat and gave in completely. “They call themselves the Hellfire Society.”
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      The Hellfire Society? Mika studied Malachi, but he didn’t seem to get the significance. “You mean like hellfire?”

      Malachi frowned and Mika realized how dumb the question sounded out loud. She looked to Audrey. She was the one who was supposed to be in contact with the hunter.

      “Jessica James is a hunter,” Audrey said carefully, sliding the business card Hunter had given them before spring break to the center of the table for everyone to see. “She is half demon, half witch. I’m not sure if she has actual hunter powers as well since witches and hunters have been in her family for generations – case in point Jesse James, yes the outlaw. Well, she has this magic that only demon witches have and it’s called hellfire.”

      Malachi sat back and ran his hand over his face. “Every time I think this can’t get any weirder, or any worse—it does.”

      “What exactly is hellfire magic?” Lucien asked, looking to Ethan for help.

      Ethan shrugged. “I don’t actually know.”

      But Mika knew. Supposedly they were cousins after all – if what Kenzie had said was right.

      “It’s a gift,” Mika murmured, staring at Jessica’s business card. Audrey would need to get a message to her as soon as possible. “Demons actually don’t have it. It’s a gift from hell that only the half-breeds can use. They say it comes from Lucifer himself.”

      “But what does it do?” Ethan asked, frowning as he considered the possibilities as he always did.

      She sighed and sat down, nibbling on a cookie. “I don’t know the full extent of it, but I have heard stories.” For some reason those glowing red eyes of hellfire came to mind. “It burns so hot a single touch will incinerate someone in a split second and they become nothing more than ash. I don’t know what else it can do.”

      Probably an infinite number of things if it was anything like blood magic or maybe it was simplistic yet powerful like the gift of Sight.

      “So, what does that have to do with the society?” Malachi asked. He rolled a macaron between his fingers until it crumbled into a million pieces. Audrey glared and wiped it up. He shot her an apologetic look before turning back to his tea.

      Mika glanced outside the window, half expecting to see the raven there, but all that she could see was the glittering night sky. It was almost the full moon.

      “If they want to open the seal to hell, do they think that will gift them the power?” Mika asked. “Do they want demons to owe them so they can have more demon witches? I think there are currently only three of them. And if that’s the reason, why do they need demon witches? Why do they want to bring on an apocalypse?”

      No one had any answers to her questions and the only sound in the room was the ticking of the clock on the wall.

      “I found out who my father is,” Malachi said, filling the potent silence.

      What exactly did his father have to do with anything?

      Mika felt a chill run down her spine as she considered all the implications. “Who is he?”

      Malachi looked down at his hands as if contemplating the color of his skin and everything it meant. “My mom is black, and I never knew my father. I never asked because it didn’t matter to me when my mother was the one raising me. I was always lighter than my cousins, but I never thought twice about it.”

      It was one of those things no one else in this room could really understand, except maybe Lucien, but he’d grown up with foxes. It wasn’t quite the same thing.

      “During spring break my father reached out to me. Imagine my surprise when I saw he was white.” Malachi looked up at Mika then. “And blood doesn’t lie. He’s definitely my father. He was kind enough to prove it to me.”

      Audrey glanced at Mika with a worried look in her eyes. They both knew how something like that could be proved, and it wasn’t pleasant.

      “Why now?” Lucien asked.

      Malachi shrugged. “I asked the same thing. He simply said it was time. Then took me to the Hellfire Society’s meeting place in Vegas. It’s a lot like Morgana in the sense that it connects to all the others in the country.”

      “Through a portal door?” Ethan asked, rubbing his chin in thought.

      “Yeah, like that.” Malachi drained his teacup and set it down with a ‘clink’ before sliding it over to Audrey. “Apparently my father is a pure witch which makes me half I guess. He’s even high society.”

      Mika wondered who it could be, but she didn’t know every high society clan in the United States, just most of them. “But what does he want with you?” Mika asked again, still not seeing how any of this was really relevant.

      “Apparently he wants me to bring you in thanks to you being on my team. He doesn’t know about our…personal relationship,” Malachi told her, glancing between Ethan and Lucien before looking back down at his hands with a grimace. “If I do he will officially claim me and I will be a high society witch. If I don’t, he will use me in the next sacrifice for the next seal.”

      Ice ran through her veins. No wonder he’d freaked when Lucien had mentioned that.

      Mika had to sit down.

      She pulled out her chair and slumped into it as she considered. “So they’re still trying to open the seal under the school?”

      “Yeah, among others and with your help,” Malachi muttered. “Since they lost their best blood witch to the Council.”

      Mika snorted. “She’s not a real blood witch, but I know what you mean.”

      “Do you know anything about that?” Lucien asked. “Did they talk about their plans…or maybe your bio dad filled you in?”

      Malachi nodded. “To some degree. He wants me to join them as well. But you guys, it’s not just him and a few people. It’s a massive underground society that dates back to the inception of this school.”

      If the society was that old… “Do you think it has anything to do with the seal being here in the first place?” Mika asked. “Remember that story you told me, Lucien?”

      “How could I forget?” he scoffed. “My entire House is haunted.”

      “Forty-nine witches,” Ethan murmured. “Maybe their deaths were used to open the seal?”

      Malachi shook his head. “They were convinced it only took three, not forty-nine. If it was the same spell I think there would have been a lot more deaths.”

      Mika drummed her nails on the table as she considered everything. “We need to talk to Lucifer, or get Jessica to talk to him for us. He’s the one who sealed it in the first place.”

      Everyone looked uncomfortable at that so Mika smiled. “Don’t worry, I’ll do it now to make sure it’s done before Corbin comes back.” She pulled out her phone and selected Kenzie’s contact.

      The phone rang. It was late, but Mika had a feeling her ‘cousin’ was still awake.

      “What do you want?”

      “It’s Mika.”

      “Yeah, I know. I have your phone number saved.”

      Maybe she should have waited until the morning. Lucien’s shoulders were shaking from keeping his laughter in and she slapped his thigh in irritation.

      “I need to talk to Lucifer.”

      Silence on the other end. Then, “Why?” Kenzie demanded.

      Mika sighed. How many people should she bring in on this? “I just do. I’m not sure telling you over the phone is safe, or even a good idea. Can you make it happen?”

      More silence, but this time Mika heard the ticking of keys in the background. “Done.”

      Pop.

      “Hello again.” Eisheth, the fucking demon, gave her a vicious grin before grabbing her hand and popping them both out of existence.
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      Mika gasped as she could suddenly breathe in air again. Then she ripped her hand out of the demon’s, grateful she hadn’t accidentally sucked the blood from his body. Did demon’s even have blood?

      “What an unusual request, especially considering how careful you’ve been not to draw my attention.” Eisheth snickered. “As if I would ever forget a blood witch when there are so few of you now.”

      She ignored the demon as she tried to get her bearings. Where were they? It looked like a posh penthouse – all white and glittering silver. Finally, she turned her gaze on the handsome demon she’d only ever seen once before.

      His white tailored suit was perfection as always, linen if her eye was right which would explain the warm climate and the open doors to the balcony over the ocean and glittering city.

      “Los Angeles?” she asked, walking toward the open night. It was balmy compared to Morgana, but the air was still crisp at night. No doubt it was quite warm during the day when it wasn’t raining.

      “Good catch,” Eisheth murmured, watching her like a hawk. “Jessica will be here shortly, with Lucifer.”

      Mika’s heart started pounding as she considered the fact that she would meet the prince of hell in mere moments.

      “In the meantime, why don’t we get to know each other a bit? Would you like something to drink?”

      “Something strong,” Mika muttered. “Whiskey?” She went out onto the balcony and rested her hands on the railing.

      Eisheth chuckled. “Jessica is definitely going to like you.”

      As she stared out at the Pacific Ocean, waves crashing and the salt spray in the air, Mika wished she would have known what her phone call would do. But she supposed she’d set this in motion weeks ago when she’d asked Audrey to contact Selene.

      Jessica already knew something was going down. She was already trying to get access to the seal. So it made sense that she would try to get access to Mika the moment she was available. But the kicker was, she planned to bring Lucifer.

      How was Mika supposed to handle all this?

      Her phone chimed a thousand different times and Mika did a mass text telling Audrey, Malachi, Ethan, and Lucien that she was alright and would be back soon. Hopefully. But she kept her doubts to herself.

      When Corbin said he was going to be gone for a few days, she really hadn’t anticipated secretly meeting with Lucifer in the meantime.

      What would the prince of hell think of her – a mere witch? Was he the prince, or the king? Did it even really matter?

      Pop—pop.

      Mika turned at the sounds right on the heels of each other and tried not to vomit when she saw the man who was so clearly Lucifer.

      “Good evening, Mika,” Lucifer said pleasantly in a voice so smooth and cultured it made her weak in the knees.

      “Whiskey?” Eisheth asked as he handed a glass to Jessica on his way to Mika.

      “Scotch if you have it,” Lucifer said, clasping his hands behind his back, never once looking away from Mika.

      “Of course I have it,” Eisheth scoffed. “You think me some kind of barbarian?”

      Jessica looked from Lucifer to Mika and then back again.

      Mika was frozen. Then she downed the entire glass of whiskey.

      Jessica laughed and stalked over to her, handing Mika her own glass. “Here, drink this too.” Then she clapped her on the back hard enough Mika nearly spilled the whiskey. “Pleasure to finally meet you, cousin.”
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      “Eisheth has not officially claimed me,” Mika told Jessica stiffly, downing the second glass of whiskey before she could think twice. The alcohol warmed her blood which helped because she was currently freaking out.

      And she thought a demon was bad. Now Lucifer himself was considering her and Mika felt like she was in way over her head. But this was important, and she couldn’t waste this precious time.

      Could the Council track her location? Could Corbin?

      Her hand went for the crystals on her necklace and Mika wondered if the raven had placed a tracker on her – would he come running the second he noticed she was no longer on the east coast?

      “You’re clean,” Jessica said, looking Mika up and down. “Eisheth wouldn’t have let me come if you weren’t. No one knows you’re here, and your phone’s tracker has been deactivated. The benefit of this place is some of the wards Eisheth has on it.” Jessica gave her a half-smile and leaned against the balcony, Mika assumed to get her to relax. “It’s a dead zone for any magic trying to find you.”

      The half demon, half witch hunter couldn’t look more the part if she tried. Mika couldn’t help but admire the shirt that had decorative skulls on it; torn and woven back together in a way that showed skin through the slices like it had all been done on purpose.

      Tattoos peeked through and Mika recognized a few runes which meant they weren’t just for decoration. They were probably also spells, which was crazy hard to do with ink in flesh.

      Leather pants hugged every curve the hunter had and her boots looked comfortable and easy to run in, normal aside from the glinting spurs attached to them. But it was the black duster that really made her look like some kind of neo-western outlaw. Weapons no doubt hid under the cover of that coat, but Mika didn’t bother looking.

      No, she was more interested in the hellfire magic Jessica possessed and what it had to do with the secret society trying to open a seal to hell under Morgana.

       She glanced over at Lucifer only once. The only reason he was here was because he wanted something from her. Otherwise Jessica could have easily handled everything herself and passed along Mika’s request.

      Neither of them knew what Mika even wanted, other than she wanted to talk to the prince of hell. But clearly there was something about her the fallen angel wanted to know – to use no doubt.

      God-like beings didn’t cross planes to mess in a mortal’s life on a whim.

      “What do you know about the Hellfire Society?” Mika asked no one in particular, watching as Eisheth served Lucifer a glass of scotch, a bottle of whiskey in his other hand. The demon didn’t seem subservient to Lucifer, but Mika didn’t understand the hell realm as well as she probably should.

      Looked like she did have homework after all.

      Eisheth handed the bottle of whiskey to Jessica who poured more in her glass as well as Mika’s and then sat down next to Eisheth at the fancy glass patio table under the stars. Lucifer approached them slowly, like he knew exactly how nervous Mika was the closer he came.

      Fates, he was massive.

      She’d seen hunters and shifters like Samuel the white tiger, but this…Lucifer was something else altogether. It wasn’t like he was abnormally large. No, he appeared normal – maybe like an actor buffed up to play a superhero who also happened to be six foot five, but…he really was massive.

      His presence alone was smothering, and then add the power radiating from him on top of that? How did Jessica deal with him on the daily?

      Mika downed another glass of whiskey like it was water, feeling the tips of her fingers tingling pleasantly from the alcohol.

      “That particular society is old,” Lucifer said softly. “Been around for as long as I can remember.”

      That didn’t bode well.

      Mika looked to Jessica then, but she was intensely aware of the prince of hell taking another step closer to her. He leaned against the balcony with some space between them but not nearly enough, back to the ocean, still watching her.

      “They are in Morgana,” Mika said, clearing her throat awkwardly. “They want to open the seal to hell. Malachi says his father wants to start an apocalypse to wipe the world clean, but I’m curious how they even know the seal is there, and if that’s what they really want. Perhaps they’re looking for a certain gift.”

      Jessica muttered something unpleasant under her breath and drank some more whiskey, but she waited – somehow aware Mika wasn’t done.

      Mika finally turned to Lucifer, giving him her full attention. “That portal was sealed by you,” she said quietly.

      She was just a witch – she shouldn’t even be talking to someone as powerful as Lucifer. He was something like a god, but she supposed this was her life now. First the Morrigan and now Lucifer. Hopefully this would be the extent of her experience with the divine.

      Lucifer smiled slightly and sipped his scotch. His eyes flashed for just a second and Mika recognized the hellfire there – the glowing red that she sometimes saw in the shadows. The prince of hell’s was not quite the same as those gentle eyes, but she knew for sure now – whatever was stalking her was definitely from the hell plane.

      “The seal is behind a very powerful door,” Lucifer said. “How did you open it?”

      Mika cleared her throat again, feeling on the spot. Her nerves tried to get the best of her, but she flexed her fingers, calming her magic.

       It wasn’t like Eisheth didn’t already know what she was. And since Jessica was one of his wards, she probably knew too. Something about telling the prince of hell what she was outright felt weird. But what exactly was he going to do with the information? Tell on her? Lucifer didn’t operate under the Council’s supervision, so she doubted he would waste his precious time informing them of something like this.

      “I opened the door with a blood spell,” Mika told Lucifer. “And then I saw your mark on the seal in the floor.”

      Lucifer smiled again, but it was sharp. “With a blood magic spell that doesn’t exist in that library. I made sure of it.”

      Mika decided she needed more whiskey. She was feeling parched and she didn’t even really know why. Sitting as gracefully as she could in one of the patio chairs, Mika reached for the bottle of whiskey with trembling fingers, ignoring Eisheth and Jessica’s twin grins.

      She took a sip of much needed alcohol and decided she wasn’t going to throw anyone under the bus. “I have a friend who has access to alternative libraries,” she said carefully.

      Lucifer busted up laughing. Lucifer. Bent over his knees, laughing his damn ass off, and wiping tears from his face.

      “I like this one,” Lucifer said, still chuckling as he sat down next to Jessica.

      Mika’s eyes widened when the hunter threw her legs over Lucifer’s lap, crossing her feet at the ankles. Then her eyes nearly popped out of her head when Lucifer casually placed his hand on her boots like they did this all the time.

      She drained the rest of her whiskey and poured more, ignoring Eisheth’s wink.

      “I had no idea the foxes liked you so much,” Lucifer told her, still watching her like one would a bug under a microscope. “They don’t like anyone.”

      Mika tried not to stiffen under his gaze. “Not all witches are dicks, and Hunter is one of the smartest people I know – shifter or not.”

      Lucifer’s smile dropped from his face and he held Jessica’s feet while leaning forward to really peer at her. “Hunter Kavanagh?”

      “Uh, yeah.” Mika couldn’t help herself, she leaned back a little to put space between her and the prince of hell. The power radiating off of him was unsettling – scorching where the Morrigan’s was icy.

      “That asshole,” Lucifer grumbled, leaning back. “He’s definitely smart. I’ll give him that. Well, if Hunter is the one taking you under his wing…good luck. If I could go the rest of my existence without having to deal with another fox, it would be too soon.”

      Familiar rage rose up and Mika gritted her teeth, trying to tell herself that she couldn’t snap at the prince of hell – that this was not the time to get particular, but she was who she was, and it was a good excuse to get out of here before he ‘asked’ her to do whatever it was he wanted her to do.

      Her job was to relay information, not be the devil’s errand girl.

      She sipped on her rage like it was a fine wine and let it slowly rise to the surface, letting herself feel the anger, letting her magic loose a little bit at a time. Mika didn’t care what Corbin said, emotions gave her an edge.

      “Hunter is a good man,” Mika snapped, her words as sharp as a whip with flechettes. “He is the only one who is willing to help me. Did you know? Did you know what I am and what I can do?”

      “Mika,” Eisheth warned.

      “No!” Mika sliced her hand across her body, feeling her blood boiling in response to the demon’s attempt to silence her. “I don’t care who, or what, you are. Everyone with power thinks they’re so much better than anyone without. Did you know that I existed Lucifer?”

      The prince of hell looked at Jessica warily and the demon witch just smirked at him. “Did you?”

      “I did,” Lucifer hedged.

      This time it was Mika who leaned forward. “And you did nothing.”

      “Neither did your goddess,” Lucifer growled, the sound like a thousand hellhounds roaring in the distance.

      But Mika was too furious to care, to be afraid. She wrapped her hand around Lucifer’s wrist and watched him closely, testing him. “She is trapped in a plane that no one has done anything about. I was left alone for three years to think I was some kind of monster, by the goddess, by my family, by anyone who knew.”

      Her power reached for the fallen angel lazily, as if it knew exactly what she wanted and needed. And there wasn’t even a flicker of pain or realization on Lucifer’s face.

      “What damage could I have done if Hunter hadn’t decided to help me before it was too late?” Mika asked, calming her voice as much as possible, concentrating as much as she could. “What would have happened to me if another fox hadn’t stayed to protect me? If a raven hadn’t disobeyed Council orders to keep my secrets? These so-called ‘lesser shifters’ have done more for me than anyone else. So, I would appreciate it if you weren’t a dick about my family.”

      Lucifer didn’t try to pull out of her grip; if anything he leaned forward ever so slightly, testing her. “You’re not one of mine.”

      She loosened her hold on him, seeing what she needed to in those eyes of punishing flame. Lucifer was just like everyone else, just with more power. “But now you need me,” Mika murmured.

      “I don’t.”

      Mika released Lucifer then, wiggling her blood covered fingers. “Fine then, figure it out yourself.”

      She stood then and took a swig straight from the whiskey bottle, her right hand glistening with Lucifer’s blood. She set the bottle down on the table. Mika would never forget that look of shock on his face in her entire life, she didn’t care if it meant her death – this moment was totally worth it.

      “It was nice to meet you, Lucifer. I hope to never see you again.” Two steps and Mika knelt, drawing runes into the floor in a perfect pentagram. Just like that the floor started glowing with that hellfire power.

      No one said anything as she opened the door to Morgana and gave them all the finger.

      Mika hated people. She hated high society witches looking down their noses at the witches not born into a prosperous clan. She hated the beings of enormous power who always thought they knew better. Some had wisdom with age, and some just thought they could get away with the same old shit.

      And she hated men who always thought they were stronger than her.

      “Mika!” Jessica’s voice made her pause, the cold wind whipped through the portal from the east coast into the Los Angeles air.

      Had it been the other two, Mika would have ignored them, but she turned to the hunter and waited.

      “He was just testing you.” Jessica sipped on the whiskey and smiled at her. “You’re loyal to a fault.”

      But that didn’t make it any better. “Neither you nor Lucifer can step onto Morgana grounds without an invitation,” Mika said. It had been a guess, but the irritation that flashed through their eyes confirmed it. “Insulting me and my friends wasn’t a good way to start this meeting when you need something from me.”

      Lucifer glared. “Are you sure about that?”

      Mika inspected the remaining blood on her hand and the power it held. “The island isn’t yours, as you so eloquently put it. Perhaps you should ask the Morrigan nicely on the full moon. You aren’t the only one with this kind of power.”

      Stepping through the portal was the hardest thing she’d ever done, but Mika wasn’t going to let anyone treat her, or her friends, like they were less than simply because of what they’d been born as.

      A slice of her hand and the portal disappeared, closing on Lucifer’s surprised face and Jessica’s knowing smile.

      For whatever reason the hunter was on her side.
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      Mika snapped her fingers and a vial appeared in her hand. A few words and the blood on her hand went into the vial. She wasn’t about to waste divine blood – not when it would open a portal to any realm or plane if she knew the right runes.

      Tucking it away she started walking through the forest back to the library.

      What a waste of fucking time. Lucifer wasn’t as powerful as he liked to pretend he was – just like every man in the known universe. And Jessica…well if she had anything else to say to Mika, she could just tell Selene or Audrey.

      All Mika had wanted was for Lucifer to tell her why the seal was under the school, and if it had always been there. She’d wanted to ask if he knew anything about the forty-nine witches, and if he had any plans or advice to keep the seal he’d closed shut.

      But Mika didn’t trust people. Lucifer hadn’t killed her for her insolence, but he also hadn’t been trying to help her. He’d been waiting to see what she could do for him. Mika had simply used her anger at his jab as an excuse to expose his real motive.

      Pop.

      A second set of footsteps matched her own and Mika sighed. “Why can you visit Morgana?” she asked the demon.

      Eisheth chuckled and slipped his hands in his pockets, eyeing the dark trees. He even shuddered against the cold wind. “The Morrigan and I were friends once. But time passes differently in hell, and there was this whole drama I missed out on. I never knew what happened to her. Not until you said something.”

      Mika considered those words carefully. Eisheth wasn’t Lucifer’s demon either from what Hunter had explained to her. Eisheth was Jewish so Samael was his king – and husband.

      “I thought she’d died,” Eisheth murmured.

      And Mika knew by the way his blood pulsed in his veins he was telling the truth. She stopped in the middle of the dark, enchanted forest and stared up at the demon who looked both relieved and sick to the stomach.

      “She was your friend?” Mika asked.

      Eisheth nodded, looking off in the distance – toward the temple. “A few centuries ago, maybe five or ten? She asked me to watch over her daughters and I wasn’t sure why, but I agreed of course. The Morrigan knew of my love for you mortals, and what was a few more? I honestly never thought it would be something that would ever fall to me.”

      “So she knew what was coming?”

      The demon shrugged. “I think so? Either way, she disappeared and it’s been difficult to keep track of all of you. Your family has always had the power, but it died out. Or so I thought. There was a cleansing right after she disappeared.”

      The word ‘cleansing’ made Mika nauseated. “They tried to wipe us from the face of the earth,” she murmured. For some reason that didn’t surprise her. Mika had honestly expected it on some level.

      All she had to do was look at what remained of the Morrigan’s temple and the ruins of whatever was here before.

      “Why are you here?” Mika asked, tucking the vial of Lucifer’s blood away and crossing her arms over her chest.

      Eisheth snorted. “Lucifer really doesn’t like Hunter. Sorry about that. He and the chaos tricked him out of one of the recently dead once and he’s never really gotten over it. Unfortunate that was brought up at all. You know how men can be,” the demon said, bumping her shoulder with his. “Such fragile egos.”

      Mika actually smiled. Eisheth wasn’t like any man, or person of power, she’d ever met before.

      The demon linked his arm through hers and casually started walking toward the library. “I’m here because Jessica asked me to do damage control while she yells at Lucifer. She’s been dealing with the seals for a while now. Someone’s been trying to open them and Lucifer tasked her with finding out who a bit ago.”

      Mika didn’t ask for more details, she didn’t really want to know what was going on between Jessica and Lucifer – especially when she had a feeling Jessica had enough power to rival the prince of hell himself.

      “So I’m going to tell you why that seal is there.” Eisheth turned them toward the temple at the last minute and Mika didn’t resist.

      It had to have been hard thinking a friend was dead for centuries only to find out they were trapped somewhere. Eisheth hadn’t known which meant he couldn’t help her. Maybe he would now. Mika was curious why she was even trapped in the first place.

      “Before this was a school,” Eisheth murmured quietly, glancing only once at the trees. “It was an asylum against the witch hunts. Before that, it was a place of learning and sanctuary, but not the way you know it to be now.”

      The trees were silent as they listened and Mika wondered if they would tell the dean about this conversation. The last thing she needed was the Council knowing she was friends with a demon.

      “There was a castle over the sea, glittering and enchanting,” Eisheth said, his lyrical words painting a gorgeous picture. “The Vikings had discovered this land and the people here, but this island was deserted and so here they lived, trading with the shamans and shifters on the main continent.”

      Mika could barely comprehend how long ago that was, and Eisheth didn’t see time quite the same way that she did. There was a massive difference to her between five and ten centuries.

      But the dark forest felt comforting for the first time since she’d found the first body here.

      Eisheth looked up at the trees and their dark leaves with a slight smile. “Blood witches were very common in the Viking tribes. Ravens and witches lived side by side and they worked together to end wars. But as time went on, the English started invading and the Morrigan and her people fled their country to live here. For a long time things were peaceful.”

      “And then they started colonizing.” Mika chewed on her lip as she considered. It wouldn’t have been hard to keep this place a secret.

      Eisheth nodded. “And with them came the witch hunts. The witches here begged her to open the wards, and so the Morrigan did.”

      He started walking again, hands still in his pockets. Then the demon actually sighed – did he even need air? Mika wondered what the air was like in hell.

      “Other witches came to live here, and a school was created for everyone. But things got weird.”

      Mika followed him, watching for the edge of the forest. This time when the cliff appeared she was ready for it. And off in the distance the temple practically glowed under the moonlight, like the lights were on for an old friend.

      She glanced up at Eisheth and wondered what it had looked like the last time he was here.

      “Corruption festered in the witches’ ranks,” Eisheth explained. “They wanted to access more power – the ones who weren’t blood witches anyway. So they found a way to open a door to hell and take that power for themselves.”

      A chill ran down Mika’s spine as they stepped onto the first stone of the temple and it echoed something like joy. Had the Morrigan’s blood been spilled here? Was that why this place always felt so alive?

      Whatever it was, it recognized the demon and it was happy about it.

      “Was there a seal to hell here before?” Mika asked as they climbed the steps to the statue at the top.

      “No.” The demon shook his head and stopped when they reached the fountain. “It took the death of forty-nine witches to rip a hole in the universe between planes that would stay open. The spell was a perversion of blood magic and a lust for power.”

      “So that’s why those witches haunt the original building.” Mika crossed her arms over her chest and considered the raven on the Morrigan’s shoulder. What was Corbin doing with his time away? What would he be like when he came back?

      “That was the first initiation of the Hellfire Society,” Eisheth admitted. “They made deals with demons, some procreated with demons, and some escaped into the hell realm. That moment in time has caused ripples in the universe that are still spreading.”

      The demon eyed the statue of his friend and Mika felt reckless for a moment – she had nothing to lose really. “She told me I can summon her on the full moon here, if you want to come.”

      Eisheth looked down at her in surprise. “You’d be okay with that?”

      Mika snorted. “Not like you really need my permission. You’re a demon after all.”

      He looked down at her, considering. Then Eisheth reached for her wrist, lifting up the hand that had been covered in Lucifer’s blood. “I haven’t seen anything affect a divine creature like that in a very long time – aside from Kenzie of course. Kenzie can take power from me, from Lucifer. Whoever she wants.”

      “Including me,” Mika murmured, unable to look away from the demon’s perfectly manicured hand wrapped around her wrist. Her magic didn’t try to push her to act either. “The Morrigan said only a void witch could take what was mine.”

      Eisheth chuckled at that. “There is always a check and balance it seems. But now we have Jessica who possesses as much strength and power as Lucifer himself, enough to challenge him for his title if she wished. Then we have Kenzie who can take power from anyone. And you…who can take blood from Lucifer as if he were a mortal.”

      Mika shuddered and pulled her hand out of Eisheth’s. “I’m not interested in some prophecy or fate,” she warned him. “That’s not what I want my life to be like. I’m not like Jessica.”

      And just like that the spell was broken and Eisheth turned back to the statue with a sad smile. “No, and I honestly couldn’t tell you what’s going to happen, but it has my ancient bones aching in worry.”

      That wasn’t something she was particularly pleased to hear. Mika sighed and took out the vial of Lucifer’s blood. “I’m keeping this. I know with what I am…there’s a good chance things will start looking for me, start trying to control me and the power I wield. It’s not something I’m going to allow.”

      The demon smiled slightly. “You learn quickly. That was a hard lesson for Kenzie to swallow. She had to kill a being who was basically a god to earn her autonomy.”

      Mika hadn’t known that – though she’d heard bits and pieces of the aftermath. It had been during everything she’d had to deal with once Kenzie had exposed the traitors in their coven, so a lot during that time was fuzzy.

      “I want to be an ally not a pawn,” Mika murmured, rolling the vial between her fingers. “I don’t want Lucifer to think he can push me around, no matter who he is. That’s why I left. He was going to demand I work for him, giving him information. I understand he’s the prince of hell and the kind of power he wields, but if I can take his blood – he isn’t stronger than me. Not really.”

      “Lucifer and Samael have never liked that little trick of the Morrigan’s,” Eisheth admitted, winking at the statue of the raven. “She basically gave all her daughters a piece of the power she had, and only daughters. There are no male blood witches which is why there is always a raven for every morrigan. I assume that’s why someone locked her away and then murdered all her children. They didn’t like their power being challenged by mortals.”

      Mika turned and started back down the stairs toward the library, texting everyone she would be back in a few minutes. “Do you have any idea who would be able to imprison a goddess?”

      Eisheth followed closely behind. “I’ll start looking into it. Now that I know where she is I can start trying to get her out. I’ll be back on the full moon.”

      Then Mika heard the telltale pop.

      The night hadn’t gone exactly as she’d planned, but she’d at least gotten what she needed out of it, and then some. Mika took off her necklace and slipped the vial on it, letting it clink against one of her blood crystals.

      But she still had a long way to go before the people she cared about were truly safe.
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      Corbin still wasn’t back yet, and Mika had mixed feelings about it. On one hand it was day three and still no word from him. She had no idea if he even planned to come back. But on the other hand she’d been able to handle the shit she’d needed to, and now she could go on her date with Lucien without worrying about the raven hovering over them.

      Telling everyone what had happened with the demon – about meeting Lucifer…no one had looked pleased, especially Lucien and Ethan. But Malachi hadn’t had anything to say about it. Mika had told them all what she’d learned, but honestly it didn’t really help them.

      Knowing the history of the Hellfire Society, and how they’d been the ones to overturn the Morrigan and all the blood witches – that they’d been the ones to sacrifice forty-nine witches so they could rip open a hole between earth and hell just so they could gain more power…

      None of that helped them with what was happening here and now.

      They still had to find out when the Hellfire Society planned to strike, and how. Would they try to open the seal again? Would they hurt Malachi? Would they try something else?

      In the meantime she knew Jessica was doing what she could from the outside and so was Eisheth. Lucifer couldn’t open the seal on this plane, but he could wait on the other side she supposed, if and when it ever did.

      At least that’s what Jessica had told Eisheth. Lucifer would keep an eye on that portal from hell, but that’s all he could do. The rest was up to Mika, Audrey, Ethan, Lucien, and she supposed Malachi.

      But Malachi…he had a lot to deal with. It’s why after he’d left the library she’d asked Ethan and Lucien to keep an eye on him – to make sure he was safe, and to make sure he wasn’t going to try anything stupid like hand her over to those nut jobs, not that she would blame him with the ultimatum his father left him with.

      Adjusting her dress, she shoved that thought away. Malachi wouldn’t have told her what they wanted if he planned to betray her.

      Mika studied herself in the mirror and decided she looked cute enough for a stay-at-home date.

      A little black dress with a white Wendy collar and comfortable boots were definitely cute enough for a movie and whatever kind of dinner they could have at the hunters’ house. Mika grabbed her jacket and kissed Audrey on the cheek as she left.

      Her dorm mate was studying her ass off for finals even though they were still weeks away. Mika helped when she could, but for the most part Audrey had it all down, she was just obsessive since she’d gotten such a late start in life.

      Mika blew a kiss at the plants in the giant pots outside her House’s door, knowing Ethan was still having them watch her.

      The weather was finally warming up. It was April, and Mika was honestly shocked at how long it had taken the island to shake off the weight of winter, but it was her first east coast winter and spring. She supposed it would still be raining for another month or two in San Francisco, so she should be counting her lucky stars.

      The forest had birds chirping and the sound of animals getting ready for summer. Mika breathed deep and relished the scent of rich soil and growing things. Soon she would be back in her greenhouse with her plants, and Mika felt torn.

      She couldn’t wait to work on the Marshall greenhouse now that she had her magic back, but she was also depressed that she had to leave her friends…and boyfriends.

      At least Audrey would be in the same city.

      The forest opened up to Wolfsbane House and Mika admired the old building all over again. She could see its age in the architecture, in the way it looked like some sort of plantation mansion, but the repairs had been kept up, and there were some additions that had been made over time.

      Mika took the front steps two at a time and knocked on the door, remembering the last time she’d been here and everything that had happened.

      It was crazy to think how volatile and out of control her magic had been only a few months ago. So much had changed since Mika had first arrived at Morgana and it had only been one semester. What kind of a person would she be after five years?

      The door opened and Mika smiled at Natalie. “For Lucien?” Natalie asked, smiling slightly.

      Mika wasn’t sure what the other hunter thought of her, and she didn’t want to ask. That was Audrey’s business. “Yes, thank you.” Mika stepped inside when Natalie opened the door farther for her to pass.

      “He’s been preparing for most of the afternoon,” Natalie told her. “I hope you two have fun. Is Audrey at Oleander House?”

      Mika nodded, inspecting the House that she’d only ever seen once during a party. For the most part it looked the same, but it had a homier feel to it than she’d expected. There wasn’t much residual magic in the air or on the furniture, but she could feel it deep down in the building itself.

      “Glad you could make it, little witch,” Lucien said, coming from around the corner, giving Natalie a nod.

      The other hunter smiled and waved goodbye before leaving. Mika hoped things would go smoothly between her and Audrey.

      “What’s the plan?” Mika asked, running her hands over her dress to dispel some of her nerves.

      Why she was anxious in the first place, she didn’t really know. It wasn’t like she hadn’t spent time with Lucien over the last few months, saving each other’s lives, investigating murders, sparring…kissing.

      Lucien’s smile was vulpine as he offered her his hand. “Let me show you what I’ve prepared.”

      She let him lead her out of the foyer and through the main living space toward the back where their massive kitchen was. Much like Oleander House there were multiple common areas so all the students in the house could have their own space.

      Not everyone liked to watch the same show, or movie. Not everyone needed or wanted silence while they studied. Creating multiple spaces kept the fights to a minimum.

      Mika glanced outside where she’d tossed that girl across the yard, where the ghosts liked to hang out, and where she could see a pool. She’d had no idea there was a pool over here. How had she missed that the first time?

      “So for dinner, I asked Ethan for some pointers, and he reached out to Selene for me. We managed to grab a few things from San Francisco, and Selene delivered it to the portal door herself.”

      Mika stopped in her tracks when she saw the spread on the coffee table in front of the TV. They were in a common area just off the kitchen. And it looked like the spread was a little bit of everything from all her favorite food places back home.

      Not only had Lucien thought to ask, Selene had remembered.

      Tears pricked her eyes and Mika had to clear her throat. “This is amazing.”

      Lucien chuckled and tucked her into his side. He led her toward the couch and turned on the TV. “Ethan told me I wasn’t allowed the latest Marvel movie so I had to pick something else. I’ve no idea if this is something you even like, but I figure it doesn’t really matter.”

      A comedy show started playing and Mika had to laugh. “It’s not really my thing, but as you said, it doesn’t matter. I’m here to get to know you better Lucien.”

      The fox looked down at her then with a curious look on his face. “Same here, little witch. I love comedy shows, but prefer to see them in person. I also have a Russian movie about vampires in case you want to watch that, but it’s got subtitles.”

      Mika grinned. “I love that movie, but I’d rather watch this with you tonight. Did you pick anything that you like to eat?”

      For the first time Lucien looked flustered. “I saw there was Korean BBQ on the list and got some of that. I wanted to make some for you, but I don’t have all the stuff I would need to make it properly.” He ran his hand through his hair and Mika thought he looked adorable.

      She didn’t think she’d ever seen Lucien really nervous before. Mika popped up to her tiptoes and kissed his cheek. “Maybe next time.”

      He let out a deep breath and then smiled at her. “Come on, I’m starving.”
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      “You know I actually kind of like Ethan,” Lucien confessed, turning the TV off. He laid back and clasped his hands over his stomach. “Man, I am so full.”

      Mika was already laying back with her boots off and her feet up. She’d given up long before Lucien, but couldn’t help picking at the delicious food here and there.

      “What’s not to like?” Mika asked with a chuckle, sipping the Boba tea.

      Lucien gave her a side glance. “He’s a witch.”

      “So am I.”

      “And that’s not always a point in your favor,” Lucien chuckled, poking her in the side. “But neither of you are like the witches I was warned about as a kit.”

      Mika sat up and looked around the room. “Someone could have heard you.”

      The fox shrugged. “I don’t even care anymore. I know you’ve got my back.”

      Something about that made her feel warm and fuzzy inside. Mika relaxed once more and rolled to her side so she could face him. “Ethan likes you too.”

      “What’s not to like,” Lucien teased.

      This time she was the one to poke him in the side. “Sometimes you’re an annoying know it all.”

      He turned to face her so they were nearly nose to nose. “I do know a lot.”

      Mika studied his golden-brown eyes and watched as they started to glow a gorgeous gold that had always enamored her. Just letting her see that part of him meant he’d trusted her from the very beginning, and that was more than Mika felt she deserved.

      But she planned to do everything in her power to keep that trust.

      “I still have your present,” Lucien murmured, reaching out to tuck a piece of hair behind her ear. “Would you like it now?”

      She nodded, losing herself in those golden eyes just like the last time she was here in this house. “Where is it?”

      “Up in my room.”

      Mika smiled. “Clever way to get me there.”

      He chuckled and shrugged one shoulder, inching a bit closer. “I thought so too, but you also know I can be a gentleman.”

      And she did. The last time she’d been in his room he’d done everything he could to keep her alive, and then he had let her sleep with him in the same bed – no expectations, just comfort. Mika would never forget that night.

      “Yeah, you are. So what did you get me?”

      Lucien sat up and started gathering the food. “Let me put this away and then I’ll show you.”

      Mika started helping him, gathering what she could and separating the garbage. She couldn’t help stealing glances at Lucien while they worked. He had always been one of the most gorgeous men she’d ever seen.

      His golden skin and dark shaggy hair never ceased to make her knees weak. And that irritating swagger that made her want to smack him was also somehow endearing. He simply wouldn’t be Lucien without it.

      Without a word they cleaned up and put everything away, Lucien marking the boxes of food with his name before putting it in the refrigerator. After weeks of going to the temple together and finding the killer, it was second nature for them to work as a team. She knew his strengths and weaknesses better than she knew her own.

      Then he took her hand and led her back through the common room where Mika snagged her boots. For some reason her heart was racing and her palms were sweaty. Looking up at the stairs she remembered the way he’d kissed her that night at the welcome back party, and Mika licked her lips.

      They hadn’t really kissed like that since.

      She wasn’t sure why, but it also wasn’t like there was time to mess around with a killer on the loose and Lucien the only one able to really see what they were doing with his fox abilities.

      Each step up echoed through the quiet house. Mika didn’t ask where everyone was, and she didn’t bother trying to make small talk. This was a shift in their relationship, one way or another. And for the first time since everything started, Mika felt like she was ready for the change.

      Lucien had been by her side since the very beginning in his own way. He’d protected her at the temple, and in the forest. Whether he’d meant to or not, Lucien had been dedicated to her – never once afraid of her or her magic.

      Just like Ethan.

      And now the two were getting along? It felt like the time was right to take the next step.

      Settled with her decision, Mika no longer felt nervous when Lucien paused in front of his door. “Are you sure?” he asked, searching her face with narrowed eyes. “We could always do this another time.”

      Mika squeezed his hand and smiled up at him. “No, I’m sure.”
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      Lucien’s room was just as she remembered it and Mika wondered again why he didn’t have a dorm mate. Did all hunters have their own rooms?

      She stood awkwardly in the center of the sparse room while Lucien rummaged through his closet. “The only reason I went back home for spring break was so I could get this,” Lucien told her, voice muffled.

      Then he turned around with a package in his hands, all wrapped up with a pretty bow.

      “You know it’s not my birthday for a few more weeks, right?” Mika asked, eyeing the package.

      When he’d said he had a present she had thought he was just messing around like always.

      “It doesn’t matter.” Lucien shoved the package at her. “Just open it.”

      He hovered and it was kind of cute so Mika took the box and sat on the edge of his bed to open it. The ribbon fell off easily enough as she pulled at it, and then the paper. When it was all in a pile next to her she opened the box carefully, wondering what could possibly make Lucien so nervous he was fidgeting.

      The top of the box fell to the floor when she saw what it was. A book, but not just any book – it was a blood magic book that looked older than anything she’d ever seen before. It even had the Morrigan’s symbol stamped into the leather.

      Her fingers trembled as she reached for it, tracing the now familiar symbol. “Where did you get this?”

      “Do you like it?” Lucien asked, sitting next to her, close enough their shoulders touched.

      Mika lifted the heavy thing out of the box and set it on her lap, enjoying the weight and feel of it. It had that slightly vanilla scent to it that all the old books had. “You didn’t steal it did you?”

      The last thing she wanted was Lucien being hunted by his own pack like Hunter had been.

      “No, I told the librarian about you—well as much as I could,” Lucien admitted. “I told him about the temple, and…everything. Are you angry?”

      “And he gave you this?” Mika didn’t know how to feel, or what to think. She was still so overwhelmed.

      “Yeah, he said our tradition of serving morrigans with knowledge wouldn’t end with him. So he gave me this for you, and look.” Lucien reached over her and opened the book. Inside was a small slip of paper with a note on it. “This is like a library card. You can visit my library whenever you like if you bring this.”

      Mika almost dropped the book she was so overwhelmed. When she took the slip of paper and read the permission of her presence given by the librarian of Lucien’s pack…tears spilled down her cheeks and she handed Lucien the book, afraid to damage it.

      “You did all this for me?” she asked with a shaky breath.

      Lucien held the book carefully, watching her closely. “Of course. I want to be your fox, Mika.”

      She buried her face in her hands and pressed on her eyes to try and keep the tears in. How could he have known that’s what he wanted weeks ago? How could Lucien be so sure about something this serious?

      The whole thing was ridiculous. She wasn’t some all-powerful morrigan looking to claim her birthright and rule the witches. All she wanted to do was get through university, and find her place in the world, whether that was as a hunter, or in her family’s greenhouse…she didn’t know for sure yet.

      But all this shit was heavy, and Mika didn’t know how to handle any of it.

      “Hey, hey, are you okay?” Lucien asked, setting everything on his bed to wrap her up in his arms.

      It only made Mika feel stupider, but she buried her face in his chest, wishing she could just be a normal girl. “It’s a lot,” she finally managed. The tears made her sound hoarse and ridiculous and Mika wrapped her arms around Lucien’s neck, wishing she could hide there forever.

      The fox didn’t say a word, he just held her, stroking her hair while she cried until she could get a handle on the new influx of emotions.

      Mika had been so careful over the last three years to keep everything and everyone as far away from her as possible. So having someone care about her like this, a shifter begging to let a witch into their secret library because he believed in her…because he wanted to be hers…

      Mika took a deep breath, her entire body shuddering as she wiped the tears from her cheeks. “You don’t even know if I’m your mate, this is a terrible idea.”

      Lucien shrugged. “As far as I’m concerned, I don’t have one. I was telling you the truth. Being the one you turn to…that’s what I want, even if I do have to share with a dumb storm witch.”

      Mika laughed and it was ugly thanks to all the tears and snot. “Ethan’s not dumb.”

      The fox smirked as he handed her tissues. “No, but it made you laugh. He gives me time to be with you without trying to horn in. I appreciate that.”

      Finally she felt like she could talk without crying again.

      Wiping her face, she looked up at Lucien and wondered how she could have gotten so lucky to not only have one amazing guy who understood her, but two. Lucien took care of her differently than Ethan did and she loved that about them.

      She loved how wild and untamed Lucien was – how he was always by her side ready to protect her at a moment’s notice. She loved how Ethan was the rock she could lean on. He was the strong foundation she needed to figure things out and find her place in the world. While she did so he gave her a safe place to do what she needed to do.

      There was nothing in the world quite like these two guys working together to take care of her, to make her happy. Mika wasn’t sure how long this truce between Ethan and Lucien would last, but she was grateful for it – for however long she could have it.

      Mika brushed a strand of hair from Lucien’s face and smiled slightly. “Thank you, for everything.”

      Lucien took her hand and kissed her knuckles before holding them to his chest. “It was my pleasure.”

      All she wanted to do was touch him, but they were at a crossroads. One more step and things would start to become permanent. “Are you sure you’re fine sharing with Ethan?” Mika asked, needing to hear it again.

      Lucien chuckled and placed the book on the ground. Then he gathered her up and pulled her onto his lap. “If it means I get to have you, then yes I’m willing to share.”

      Mika couldn’t help her stupid grin. She had butterflies in her stomach and her hands were shaking. Despite getting closer over the last few months she was nervous. This was a whole new situation. Not only would she have Lucien, but she’d have to find a way to fit both Lucien and Ethan in her life.

      “Then I want you to be my boyfriend.” Mika kissed the corner of his mouth. “If that’s something you want.” Then she kissed the other corner.

      The sound of his blood pulsing through his veins picked up and she smiled. Mika loved that she could affect him like this.

      “Your boyfriend?” he asked, clearing his throat slightly. “Like I get to tell everyone you’re mine?”

      She nodded and kissed his throat. “Yours and Ethan’s.”

      “Yeah whatever.” Lucien flipped her over onto her back and Mika gasped at the sudden movement.

      She stared up into his golden-brown eyes, wishing she could read his mind.

      “I told you, I will take you however I can get you.” Lucien bent down and kissed her throat in the same place she’d kissed him. “You’re mine, Mika.”

      The feel of his sharp teeth scraping against her skin made her shiver in anticipation. Mika ripped off his shirt, running her hands over the muscles in his back and shoulders. There was nothing quite like a man’s muscles to get her going.

      Lucien made her feel surrounded and safe and loved. The curtain of his hair tickled her face as she went to kiss him. She wanted to taste him, to feel his tongue in her mouth again, to have that wildfire take her over.

      Mika ran her hands up and down his back, enjoying this moment with Lucien. It felt like a long time coming.

      Months of sparring with each other – touching and fighting, building up that tension without even realizing it.

      Lucien slowly lifted up the skirt of her dress and Mika’s grip on him tightened. She’d expected this, but it was still a shock that it was actually happening. Despite her time with Ethan, Mika was still pretty inexperienced. It felt more natural to let Lucien take the lead when she was still so unsure of herself.

      Before she knew what was happening though, Lucien had slid down until his knees were on the floor and he was settled between her legs. Mika’s entire body tensed when he kissed her inner thigh.

      “Is this okay?” he asked, cupping the backs of her knees.

      It was all she could do to form words as his breath tickled her skin. “Yes,” she murmured, trying not to lift her hips to meet his mouth.

      Lucien didn’t make her wait for long – he was very different from her first time with Ethan in that way. A growl was all the warning she had before she heard the rip of fabric. Then his mouth was on her and Mika nearly shrieked at the hot and cold sensation.

      The way he licked and sucked had her eyes rolling into the back of her head and her hips rising to meet him. His growl of pleasure only sent more vibrations through her and Mika nearly lost all sense of control at that.

      She gripped his arm and yanked, pulling him up and knowing full well the only reason she could was because he let her. Mika reached for his belt, kissing him as she undid the clasp and the buttons on his pants.

      After so many months of foreplay all she wanted was him inside her. Mika wanted to feel Lucien’s strength and affection the same way she had Ethan’s. She wanted to be as physically close to him as she could be.

      His rumble of approval made her smile as he settled between her legs. Running her fingers through his shoulder length hair was as satisfying as she’d imagined it would be, but not nearly as satisfying as the feeling of his cock at her entrance, pressing inside slowly as her body surrendered to him.

      When his hips finally met hers, the feeling of being stretched made Mika sigh with contentment. She didn’t think she would ever get used to this or how fucking amazing it felt. Her entire body was pulsing around him, desperate for more—for friction.

      Mika never wanted it to stop.

      His lips were soft as he kissed her, sliding out only to thrust back in hard and Mika moaned into his mouth. She’d wanted this for a long time if she was honest with herself, but with Lucien things had always been more complicated.

      But for a little while she could enjoy him and his commitment to her instead of worrying whether she was his mate or not and what that meant in the grand scheme of things. Mika shoved those thoughts and questions back as far as she could until all she knew was this moment and this feeling.

      Lucien was a shifter, but for right now, he was her shifter.

      With him on top of her, holding himself up, she could look into his eyes and watch as he thrust, eyes glowing gold. Her nails on his back urged him on and she felt the wave of pleasure crest.

      “Lucien,” she murmured, holding on tight as the sensation started slowly. “Come with me.”

      His answering growl sent her right over the edge and Mika screamed, back arching into him as her entire body shuddered. Lucien’s claws ripped into the bed and his roar as he came sent another wave of ecstasy through her.

      Slowly she came back to earth and her breathing started to calm. Mika stroked his back, enjoying the silky feel of his skin and the weight of him on top of her. She wished this moment would last forever, but that’s not how things worked.

      “You’re mine,” Lucien growled into her ear, kissing her neck. “Don’t forget that.”

      She smiled, secretly enjoying how possessive he was. “Mm, hard to forget with you to remind me.”

      Lucien chuckled at that and rolled over, pulling her with him so she could lay on his chest. “That’s the plan, little witch.”

      Mika closed her eyes and let herself drift off. Nothing was more perfect than these stolen moments of peace.
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      The trees were still whispering when Mika knelt in front of the one she liked the best. It wasn’t necessary, but the book did say it would make the spell easier if she felt an affinity for the tree. So Mika had spent about an hour walking through the forest closest to the Morrigan’s temple until she felt drawn to one.

      It was giant for a blackthorn tree with white blossoms thanks to spring. Mika liked how dark the wood was. It was a tree whose berries and bark were used in many medicinal remedies and potions. But it was one of those…controversial things.

      Blackthorn trees symbolized dark magic, or so the lore books said. Mika eyed the tree and opened the book Ethan had given her to the page on blackthorn trees. Checking her watch, she saw it was nearly midnight.

      Lucien and Ethan should be by soon enough. Audrey would meet them after talking to Natalie. And Malachi…Mika wasn’t sure if Malachi would show up.

      The last week had gone by faster than she’d anticipated. They’d won their last dodgeball game, and finals were next week so everyone could get home for Beltane on May 1st. The spring semester was nearly over. It was strange to think about.

      Mika had thought Corbin would be back by now, but he was still elsewhere…she tried not to think about it too much, tried not to worry about him. It was more difficult than she’d anticipated though, and with no way to contact him, she just had to wait and see.

      Talking to the trees had been on her agenda since spring break, and now she’d finally cobbled the right spells together that she thought would allow her to tap into their enchantment. Mika needed to know if anyone on campus was a part of the Hellfire Society. She wanted their claws out of Malachi.

      His father—well, she’d leave his father to him, but if her life would save his, she planned on doing whatever she could. Mika was not going to let them sacrifice Malachi, but she wouldn’t let them rope her into their bullshit either.

      There – a whole page on the blackthorn, interesting. Mika skimmed over the page and then froze.

      Where the blackthorn grows next to its sister the hawthorn, the power of the tree is amplified. The blackthorn has many themes in witchcraft over the centuries, but the most common and popular is its representation of the Crone aspect of the triple goddess.

      But it is also known for dark magic, the waning and dark moons. Sometimes it is called the ‘keeper of dark secrets.’

      The blackthorn is also linked with warfare and death – and as such, is associated with the Crone and the Morrigan.

      Mika’s blood went cold as she looked up at the tree she’d chosen and wondered what the chances were that she’d picked this tree without knowing any of the history behind it? And what was this book that just casually mentioned the Morrigan like it was no big deal?

      Picking up the text, Mika checked the spine and the foreword. It was old, very old. But it was from the library based on the spell marking the first page. The ink glittered with its spell in that deep navy-blue color that Mika associated with the ocean, the night sky, and the University of Morgana.

      Did Ethan know about this, or did he even read this book? He didn’t enchant trees, just smaller plants like flowers and vines – said they were nosy already so it was easy to get them to spy for him.

      Now here she was trying to find out if she could alter his spell and mix it with the one she found in the library to communicate with the forest on Morgana’s island.

      Mika placed the candle before the tree and tried not to think about what this spell could do with the Morrigan’s tree. A snap of her fingers lit the candle. Man, that would never get old. Three years of being powerless had certainly made her grateful for every bit of normal magic she could use.

      Her pre-mixed ingredients were pungent and Mika took a pinch and sprinkled them over the candle. That would supposedly awaken the tree to her presence, but Mika had a feeling it was already aware based on the goosepimples breaking out all over her skin.

      She was supposed to carve runes into the bark per the enchantment, but something about that felt wrong. Mika glanced at Ethan’s book and saw that it had a gentler approach, thank goodness.

      Peeling off a layer of old bark seemed less invasive.

      Mika found a piece ready to go and admired the fresh trunk underneath. Then she eyed the enchantment book again and wondered…

      Taking out her witch knife Mika carved the runes into her own palm instead of into the tree. A few she tweaked so that the power went from her to the tree instead of forcing the power from the tree itself.

      Now normally she wouldn’t be so careful with a plant’s feelings, but Mika needed to ask it a favor. She figured it would be best to start on the right footing.

      With blood welling she placed her palm on the freshly exposed trunk and closed her eyes. This part was going to be hit or miss. She wasn’t trying to enchant the tree, but tap into whatever enchantment was already there.

      So now all she had to do was wait and see if that enchantment would reach out to her or not.

      A morrigan, a whispery voice filtered in through her thoughts. It’s been a long time.

      Mika’s heart skipped a beat and then started pounding. She hadn’t expected the thoughts to be so modern, or composed. This was less sentient tree and more dryad spirit in her opinion.

      And apparently it knew what she was.

      “I, uh, wanted to ask a favor,” Mika said aloud, wishing she didn’t feel dumb and scared at the same time.

      I thought you were all dead, the whispery voice stated. I’m glad you’re not.

      Mika paused and reconsidered the favor she wanted to ask. “Do you know what happened?”

      I know many things. I’ve been here for nearly two millennia. You’ll have to be more specific.

      So this tree was snarky. Why didn’t that surprise her?

      Mika sighed through her nose. “Do you know what happened to the Morrigan? To her daughters, the blood witches—the ones you call morrigan. Do you know what happened here to open the seal to hell? Or how about the sacrifices of witches here in this forest? Or hey, if anyone might be a part of the Hellfire Society?”

      Looks like I’m not the only snarky creature here.

      Mika nearly ripped her hand away from the fresh bark, disturbed it could hear so much of her thoughts, but she pressed her hand and her blood harder against the trunk instead.

      Fine, I’ll tell you everything I know, the whispery voice said. For some reason Mika was almost certain it was female.

      Despite the tree’s general insulting amusement, Mika was relieved she might finally get answers to her questions.

      I was never enchanted, the tree confessed. Not by witches. The Morrigan made me and my sisters sentient. The hawthorns and the blackthorns have watched over this place since the very beginning. As your demon friend said, a conspiracy grew under the Morrigan’s reign. Thanks to a conflict between her and Lucifer she was distracted.

      Mika had wondered if the trees were watching her, and now it was confirmed. But did they tell the Council, or the dean?

      When those witches sacrificed forty-nine of their own to open a permanent door between worlds, the demons came and slaughtered everyone who resisted. Those witches and their descendants have been ruling ever since.

      What? “The Hellfire Society runs things?” Mika asked. It sounded like a conspiracy theory, but at the same time…

      Not in the way you’re imagining, the blackthorn whispered. Mika could almost hear the chuckle of amusement in her head. But they are everywhere and have been silently guiding the world of witches for a long time.

      What did that mean exactly? “And the sacrifices?”

      This time the tree’s voice felt…sad. As you suspect, there are more of them here.

      “The dean?”

      No, not the dean, the tree said. But the Council member she is working with as well as a few professors here. There are students and alumni who are now a part of this society. The same one that created a door to hell on this island. A slight huff and Mika nearly smiled. This tree had a lot of personality and seemed almost desperate for someone to talk to again. I do not know all of them, but I can tell you what I do know.

      It was almost too good to be true. “Why?” Mika asked.

      You are a morrigan, the blackthorn whispered. We are both daughters of the goddess. I could do nothing while your sisters were slaughtered by the men they trusted most. I want to help now that I finally can.

      Mika recoiled as a flash of history slipped into her mind. Demons and witches cut down the women who were so clearly blood witches. They released creatures from the stones around their necks – stones that looked like rubies. But there were too many enemies and Mika had to listen helplessly to their dying screams just as the tree had.

      Tears filled her eyes as that feeling of devastating betrayal filled her, so familiar. It made her wonder…were the men who betrayed the blood witches the same as the ones who’d tried to take over the Bay Coven?

      Was this all somehow connected?

      Slowly she placed her hand back on the tree’s bark, ignoring the tears rolling down her cheeks. “The forest is enchanted.”

      They keep your secrets, the blackthorn whispered. My sisters and I rule here, and they do as we bid. You and yours are to be protected at all costs.

      Mika wanted to ask why again, but she knew why. The Morrigan had given life to these trees and given them a purpose – to protect what was hers. The only thing left of the goddess’s was Mika as far as she knew.

      “Who are they, and where?” Mika asked, pulling out her phone so she could write them down.

      They—

      Something cut off her speech and Mika felt a chill run down her spine.

      Run, the blackthorn urged. Run before they find you.

      Mika didn’t know what was happening, but she trusted the spirit. Grabbing her stuff she leapt to her feet and ran. She ran as fast as she could through the forest that seemed to urge her forward to somewhere safe.

      But where was safe? What was after her?

      Pop, pop, pop—pop.

      She froze as four witches suddenly surrounded her. Witches, not demons. How?

      “Ms. Marshall, it’s a pleasure,” one of the men said, sweeping a mocking bow. “It’s time to come with us.”

      Where were Lucien and Ethan? Where was Audrey? Had Malachi betrayed her after all?

      Mika turned and saw the other two men behind her. They wore expensive black suits with shiny gold pins on the lapel. These witches were from the Hellfire Society.

      “What do you want from me?” she demanded, dropping her books to free up her hands. Mika flexed them, keeping an eye on the men surrounding her. There was also one woman, but Mika didn’t know who she was or why she was a part of the society other than a sister who probably wanted more power.

      “We need you to open the door,” one of the men said, his eyes on her hands.

      But Mika didn’t need to touch them.

      She reached out and twisted her hand. One of the men fell to his knees with a scream as she shattered the bones in his ankles just like she had with Patricia. Flinging out her second hand she did the same to the knee of another man who started running forward. His shriek of agony made her smile.

      They were not going to simply take her. They were not going to force her to open a seal to hell. Not without a fight.

      Mika may be outnumbered, but she was a blood witch.

      The other two came at her and she had to whirl around. Whipping her hand up as she muttered the words she’d read just the other day – the very same spell Patricia had used on her.

      Both of them stopped in their tracks, reaching for their stomachs. They looked down in shock as blood poured from the slices she’d made. Mika hadn’t cut deep enough to disembowel them, but it was certainly an effective deterrent.

      She didn’t wait to see if any of them could heal, or if they were coming after her. Mika just ran as fast and as hard as she could for Wolfsbane House. The hunters would be there with their tools to neutralize magic.

      Where were Lucien and Ethan?

      Pop.

      “And where do you think you’re going?” The man who’d appeared in front of her grabbed her arm and Mika pulled away, but he’d already used whatever power he had to transport them both.

      The familiar darkness and lack of air choked her as fear rose up.

      Mika had a bad feeling she knew exactly where he was taking her.
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      The second she could breathe the man let her go and disappeared again. Smart bastard. Mika tried to get her bearings but the room was pitch black. It was disorienting to say the least. She reached out hesitantly, stepping forward to see if she could find a wall.

      “Ms. Marshall,” that voice said over some kind of intercom. “I’d like to come to an agreement.”

      “You can fuck right off,” she told him. There was no way in hell she was going to help this guy out.

      Too bad she didn’t know Eisheth’s summoning name. But he wasn’t the only one she knew who could teleport. Mika didn’t know the pentagram for Eisheth, or Jessica. But she’d seen Lucifer’s seal. Maybe she could ask Lucifer to contact Eisheth – the only one allowed on the Morrigan’s island.

      Her hand finally touched what felt like a dirt wall. She leaned closer and sniffed. It didn’t smell like the rich soil of the tunnels under Morgana. It smelled more like…she sniffed again. Was that desert?

      “I think you’ll want to make a deal once you’ve heard what I have to say.” His voice was smug. It was the voice of a man who practically begged to be smacked. “After all, I have something you want.”

      She paused at that, but then pulled out her witch’s knife and sliced the inside of her arm deep enough to get the blood flowing, but not too deep she’d damage tendons. Dipping into the hot blood she used it to start sketching the pentagram on the wall – Lucifer’s pentagram.

      It was stupid and reckless and it wasn’t like they’d parted on good terms, but it was the only calling card she knew for someone who could teleport.

      “Aren’t you the least bit curious what it is?” the man asked.

      “There’s nothing you could possibly have that I want,” Mika snapped, making sure to get the devil’s mark just right.

      “Mika?” a familiar voice trembled over the intercom.

      She froze at the sound of Audrey’s voice. A rage unlike anything she’d ever experienced before filled her and Mika’s hands were trembling. Her magic demanded vengeance, but she soothed it as she tried to understand what exactly was going on.

      “What do you want from me?” Mika snarled, speeding up the careful drawing of the pentagram.

      Summoning Lucifer was always a bad idea, but in this case she was willing to take the risk. It wasn’t just her life at stake anymore.

      “Like I said, I want you to open the door.”

      “Which door?” They were clearly not on the university’s island anymore. And there was something extremely problematic about random witches being able to teleport. The skill was insanely rare and was something a witch was just born with – never a skill one could develop or learn.

      And demons weren’t welcome, other than apparently Eisheth.

      The only other witches who could teleport were demon witches, and from what she’d read it wasn’t all of them, just most of them. But regardless, they had to be able to even get on the island which meant what exactly? Did they have alumni badges? Did they alter the wards around the island somehow?

      The blackthorn did say they’d been ruling ever since the fall of the Morrigan.

      Mika didn’t like any of those ideas.

      “Every seal is protected by a door. And I heard you were able to open one.”

      She gritted her teeth as she finished the pentagram. Either Malachi or Patricia told on her. And Malachi wasn’t able to without dying, so unless he was dead…

      “Send her back to Morgana, and I’ll open the door.”

      All she had to do now was wait and hope that Lucifer would accept her request. But in the meantime she couldn’t simply wait around to be saved. Who knew what these guys planned and if they would hold up their end of the bargain?

      Her hand strayed to the titanium necklace, feeling each of the charms. Most were sleep charms and then the one that unlocked anything. Mika supposed she could put these assholes to sleep.

      The charms in her earrings were just for sight and sound.

      And the blood crystals? She had no idea what those were for.

      For the first time she wished Corbin was here. Just her luck that the society had found her before he’d returned.

      “We’ll be keeping Audrey here until you complete the task,” the smug man said, knowing he had her over a barrel. “Don’t want you getting any ideas. Hurt one of us and she dies.”

      Lucifer better fucking answer her call.

      “Fine,” Mika snapped, dropping the necklace. She couldn’t afford to risk Audrey’s life. Her only hope now was that the devil would take her call.

      Until then she’d have to find a way to get them both out.

      Then she remembered. Mika reached for the vial and breathed a sigh of relief when she found it still there among her blood crystals. Lucifer’s blood could open a door. All she had to do was make sure they were safe enough before doing it.

      And Morgana was no longer safe. She’d have to think of somewhere else.

      The door creaked open, letting in some light and Mika held up her hand to shield her eyes against the sudden brightness.

      “Glad we could come to an arrangement,” the man said.

      Mika didn’t bother to ask names. She didn’t care who he was. She knew everything she needed to know by the pin on his lapel and the tight grip he had on Audrey.

      “Are you okay?” Mika asked, ignoring the man as she stepped out.

      Audrey nodded, but she looked harried and scared. The bracelets on her wrists told Mika everything – they’d bound her magic.

      Honestly, she was surprised they hadn’t done it to her as well, but maybe they really did know more about her than the average witch.

      “Now, if you’d be so kind as to follow me.” The man turned and dragged Audrey along with him.

      Mika’s fingers twitched, dying to shatter every bone in his body – to see if she really could boil his blood. But she followed after him, smiling slightly. There was a bloody pentagram on a dirt wall that no one knew about.

      At the very least she hoped Lucifer would show up pissed he’d been called like a dog and rip everyone to pieces if something happened to her or Audrey.

      The hall ended in a large dirt room and Mika froze when she saw the others tied up in the center of that room.

      Ethan and Lucien were bound and gagged. Malachi was slightly apart from them, bound as well, but he was unconscious with blood trickling from a cut on his forehead. So he hadn’t betrayed her.

      What the hell were these psychos trying to do?

      “Why do you have them?” Mika demanded. “I agreed to help you, let them go.”

      The man tossed Audrey toward Lucien and Ethan. Then he whirled toward Mika with a smile. “Oh, but our agreement only covered Audrey’s life. The others are here to complete the sacrificial ritual since the other was so rudely interrupted and all our organs confiscated.”

      Mika felt sick to her stomach as her mind tried to comprehend what the hell was going on, and how she could possibly save them all.

      “My son failed to bring you in, so he will take the place of the half-blood witch. Ethan is pure despite his low born status, and then we have Audrey. I can exchange her for your hunter if you like – we don’t really need him.”

      Her blood ran cold as she realized this was Malachi’s father. Mika thought she would be sick.

      Seemed they both had fucked up daddy issues.

      The vial of Lucifer’s blood was heavy against her chest. “Where’s the door?” Asking anything else seemed pointless.

      Eisheth, I hope you’re paying attention.

      There had to be a way to get them all out.

      Ethan and Lucien both tried to tell her something, but Mika didn’t bother listening. She was running through the spells she knew, trying to see if there was anything she could do to get them untied without touching them.

      Basic magic she might be able to do, but she wasn’t nearly as skilled with that as she was with blood magic, and unless there was blood on those bindings she was shit out of luck. The only thing she could think of…

      “Can I at least say good-bye?” Mika asked hoarsely, not having to pretend. This wasn’t a game. If she couldn’t find a way out of this, the people she cared about the most in this world would die. It was as simple as that.

      ‘What would you do, Mika Marshall, if the world tried to take away what you loved most? What would you do with all that power? Would you go quietly into the night, or would you watch it all burn?’

      – ‘I don’t think there’s anything I love that much.’

      Mika would never forget that sinister half-smile Hunter had given her. ‘That’s what I thought as well, once.’

      Malachi’s dad narrowed his eyes, but nodded.

      Mika’s hands went to her neck – a simple movement signaling distress – as she stepped forward.

      Ethan and Lucien pleaded with their eyes, both struggling against the bonds. She knelt before them and bowed her head. Her hands moved, up and over to her lap. “I’m sorry, I didn’t know you were here otherwise I would have bargained for you as well.”

      Mika let the real tears fall as she leaned forward and kissed Ethan’s, and then Lucien’s, forehead. The necklace dropped into Lucien’s hands – the hunter who could shift. “When I open the door, do whatever you have to and unlock the others’ bindings. Then bring this back to me.” She wrapped her arms around his neck so she could get closer. Mika’s lips barely moved as she whispered so softly only Lucien could hear her. “It’s our only way out.”

      Then someone dragged her away and Mika gasped, feeling the connection between them sever.

      More witches had arrived – mostly men, but there were women as well. And they were all watching her closely.

      “That’s enough,” Malachi’s father said. “It’s time.”

      Malachi groaned then and Mika breathed a sigh of relief. At least the others wouldn’t have to carry him if they got free.

      “What the hell?” Malachi asked.

      “Ms. Marshall, open the door now.”

      “Dad?” Malachi asked, looking around the room in confusion. Her heart went out to him, but Mika had to look away.

      “It’s sir, or Mr. Williams to you now,” his father said with a sniff, indicating the door he wanted Mika to open. “You stopped being my son when you refused to bring in this lovely lady.”

      Mika wanted to flay his skin from his body, but she gritted her teeth against the urge. Too many other witches were here now and they could easily kill those she loved – powerless as they were. But Lucien…Lucien could shift when they were all distracted.

      She forced herself to keep her eyes on the door and step forward instead of glancing back one last time.

      Lucien would know when the right moment was. She trusted him. She trusted Ethan to get them all out once he was free. She trusted them all – even Malachi.

      Malachi hadn’t given her up. He’d protected her as much as he could at the cost of his own life. She would never forget that.

      Just like she did the last time, she took out her knife and sliced her hands open. Tucking it back in her pocket she reached for the door handles – not bothering to ask where they were or how they had access to a second seal.

      Eisheth had said they’d been causing Jessica some trouble for a while now. No doubt they had access to several seals.

      “Why do you want to open the seal?” she asked after the first lock clicked. Moving on to the second one she didn’t really expect an answer, but anything to fill the dreadful silence.

      “One seal will give us access to our demon allies once again,” Mr. Williams told her. “The more seals between hell and earth that are opened, the more power we have – and then we may choose the apocalypse that will cleanse the earth.”

      Mika didn’t know what to say to that. It sounded like a power trip.

      “It’s unfortunate your father and brother lost their positions in your coven. We were counting on them.”

      Her hands slipped before she could finish the second lock.

      “Strange neither of them knew what you were. Ah well, it’s probably why they all got caught.”
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      Her concentration was shattered and every plan she had to get free disappeared as she focused on those words. “Excuse me?”

      Malachi’s father chuckled and it reminded her so much of Brad she felt sick to her stomach. “Our roots run deep. Now, open the door or I’ll save Audrey for the first demon to walk through that seal.”

      Mika placed her hands back on the door, repeating the same process she had with the door under Morgana. It opened easily enough, taking her blood in payment. When the doors swung open, she stumbled back and Audrey caught her.

      This was bad. Whoever these people were had infiltrated witch society at every level – or at least high society and up. She didn’t know much about the rest, but Mika just couldn’t come to terms with her father and brother somehow being connected to the Hellfire Society.

      Jacob was a part of all this? He wanted to unleash an apocalypse? Was overruling the females also a part of their agenda?

      Mika barely noticed when the witches surged forward to investigate the seal. Suddenly Ethan was there unlocking the binding’s around Audrey’s wrists and Lucien was handing her the necklace she’d given him.

      “Get Malachi.” Mika’s lips felt numb and the words were strange on her tongue, but a small part of her was still running the show – making sure not to waste this opportunity while all of the Hellfire Society was distracted by the seal.

      “I sure hope you have a way out of this, little witch,” Lucien said. “They teleported us in here.”

      Numbly her fingers wrapped around the vial on her necklace.

      Mika didn’t have time to wonder what Mr. Williams meant by his comments or what exactly her father had been involved in. She could freak out about all that later. She blinked and everything seemed to come back into focus and she gave Lucien a nod.

      “I’ve got a plan,” she promised him. “I swore an oath I’d protect you all from this and I will.”

      Her nail popped the cork off the vial of Lucifer’s blood. Mika hated to use it so soon, but at least it was for a worthy cause. Mika started drawing the same pentagram she had before on Eisheth’s balcony. Thankfully her interdimensional physics class was finally paying off. All those equations made it simple to tweak just a bit here and there.

      And then…

      “There,” Mika said. The pentagram shimmered until it was a window into a familiar white and silver penthouse. “Go.” She shoved Audrey through it first.

      “If you think I’m leaving you here,” Lucien said hoarsely, grabbing her wrist before she could push him through. “You are sorely mistaken.”

      “I’m not leaving either,” Ethan said, hefting Malachi up. The big captain’s arm was slung over Ethan’s shoulder, and he was still holding his head and groaning, blood everywhere.

      “Get him help,” Mika said, shoving Ethan toward the portal. “He can’t make it through a fight and neither can you if you’re taking care of him.”

      Ethan shoved Malachi through and the storm in his grey eyes glittered. “I’m not leaving you Mika.”

      Fingers wrapped around her bicep and yanked. “Where do you think you’re going?” Mr. Williams snarled.

      She focused all her attention on the hand touching her and his screech made her smile. “Don’t touch me ever again.” Her eyes fell to his knees and just like the others the sounds of them shattering were loud.

      But he wasn’t the only witch. There were at least ten others and Ethan’s lightning electrocuted three of them at the same time. Mika had never seen anything like it, but it made her hair float and she smiled.

      Ethan was no weak-willed witch.

      Lucien’s snarl as he shifted was music to her ears. He may not have his sword or any other weapon – but he was a weapon. Screams as he bit through tissue and muscle and bone could be heard.

      “You bitch,” Malachi’s father spat.

      She watched as he reached for the body of one of his fallen witches and realized too late what he was doing. The puddle of blood was absorbed by Williams and just like that he was as good as new.

      “You think you know more than me in my own field?” he snarled. “You do have some interesting tricks I’ve never seen before.” Then he reached for her but she was already moving, trying to get back to the door so she could lock it.

      The portal to Eisheth’s penthouse would stay open until she closed it thanks to her math and the divine power in Lucifer’s blood, but she couldn’t afford for anyone else to cross into that safe place either.

      Mika slapped her hand on the door and put a new lock in place with a few whispered words. It wasn’t the strongest, but it was keyed to her blood, and hers alone. No one else could open it.

      A whistle of air was all that warned her. Mika ducked before the floating rock could smash her brains in. She crouched and swung her leg around, catching Williams at the ankle. He landed flat on his back with a surprised look on his face.

      Most witches anticipated a magical attack and almost never a physical one, at least not from another witch.

      Mika grabbed one of the sleeping charms and slapped it on his face. Instantly Williams was knocked out cold.

      Before she could get the other two and get the hell out of there, another witch with eyes like a hellhound’s grabbed her and Mika felt as though she were being burned alive. Her scream echoed in the underground room that smelled like a desert night.

      She turned even though the pain was excruciating, even though she thought she might fall apart. And the witch was using hellfire magic. It wasn’t enough to kill her and burn her into little more than ash, they needed her alive after all. But it roasted her from the inside out, debilitating her – or so they thought.

      Concentrating on the hand touching her skin she imagined the same thing – the same exact feeling and shoved it into the blood she could feel pulsing in the veins far too close to her own.

      Then it was no longer just her screaming – the demon witch was as well. They both collapsed but each was too stubborn. Mika felt her skin start to split. She didn’t have the strength to rip out of their grip.

      Her only hope was burning the demon witch alive before he did the same to her.

      Suddenly blood sprayed. It covered her face and entire body in a fine mist. Mika had to blink a few times to even be able to see what was going on.

      And there was Corbin, teeth bared as the demon witch bled to death from a slit throat.

      “Blood looks strange, dove. Did you boil him?” Corbin asked, scooping her up from the floor.

      Mika couldn’t even nod, her entire body hurt and even Corbin’s gentle touch was too much. But he did the last thing in the world she would have expected. He used his knife to slice open his wrist, muttering a prayer she could barely hear as her eyelids fluttered closed.

      All she could smell was roasting meat.

      His blood dribbled into her mouth. It was sweeter than she thought blood would be. Not like she’d ever really tried raven’s blood. But it wasn’t gross.

      “Let it heal you,” Corbin murmured as he carried her toward the portal. “Your body knows what to do. You two! Let’s get out of here!”

      It was the last thing Mika heard before she passed out.
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      “Get out of the way, bird.”

      “I didn’t see you saving her life as she burned alive,” Corbin snapped.

      “Both of you shut up. Where’s a doctor?” Ethan’s voice was tight but he sounded in control of the situation.

      “All of you children, do shut up.” Something cold was pressed to her forehead and Mika sighed in relief. “She’s going to be just fine.”

      Her skin felt tight and sensitive, like she’d been sunburned. But Mika knew it should be a lot worse considering she’d seen her skin split like a juicy roast at some point. She forced her eyes open and saw five sets of eyes peering down at her in concern.

      “Oh thank the Fates,” Ethan sighed, rubbing his face. “What was it you did?” he asked Corbin. “That was quick thinking.”

      The raven’s eyes were glowing red and he never looked away from her. Mika realized he was kneeling on the floor next to her and she was on one of Eisheth’s extremely comfortable white couches.

      “Ravens have always served the Morrigan,” Corbin said quietly.

      “Well darling, you’ve got quite the following,” Eisheth teased, patting her face gently. “Imagine my surprise when a portal opened up into my living room and people started parading through. You’re lucky I was wearing clothes.”

      “Or on this plane at all,” Jessica said as she stormed into the room. “Don’t worry I closed the portal.”

      Mika abruptly sat up as she remembered her pentagram in the cell. “Lucifer?”

      “He’s taking care of that branch of the Hellfire Society as we speak.” Jessica crossed her arms over her chest and leaned against the wall with a smirk. “Cute little trick. He was pissed at first but decided to answer. He felt bad about the last time and the whole thing with the Morrigan.”

      Audrey came in with a tray of food and drink, stealing nervous glances at Jessica. “I cook when I’m stressed,” she said, setting it down.

      No one reached for any, they were all still staring at Mika. Two pairs of glowing eyes, one gold and one sapphire. Then her storm witch and Audrey. The demon smirked at her, his dressing gown open to a very impressive bare chest.

      “Where’s Malachi?” Mika asked, wincing as she scooted to the edge of the couch.

      Ethan jerked his head toward the balcony.

      “You’re still healing,” Corbin told her, checking her pink skin. “You have to let the blood do its job. There was a lot of damage.”

      “How does that work exactly?” Lucien asked, peering closer. “Can it be anyone’s blood?”

      Corbin started explaining it, and normally Mika would be just as curious, but she needed to talk to Malachi. No one else quite understood the feeling of being betrayed by a parent as Mika did.

      She gave Jessica a nod and slowly walked out onto the balcony, grateful for the night sky. The sun would have been brutal.

      And there was Malachi, staring out at the Los Angeles skyline, not really seeing it. He looked lost.

      Mika gently rested her arms on the railing and winced. She didn’t bother asking him how he was, or if he was doing okay. There was no way to feel okay after experiencing what he had. His father had been willing to sacrifice him for refusing to force a friend into doing something very illegal.

      “Thank you,” she said instead. “For not giving me up.”

      Malachi sighed and gave her a look like she was being particularly dense. “It didn’t end up mattering. I couldn’t keep you safe. It all just…went bad so quickly.”

      She shrugged and listened to the sirens in the distance. So many city noises were strange after the silence of Morgana. “It’s not like there was really a good choice. They moved before we could make any plans.”

      “Well, apparently you called Lucifer?” Malachi smiled slightly and shook his head. “Only you would have the balls to summon the prince of hell and live to tell the tale.”

      Mika leaned over and kissed his cheek. “I will never forget what you did for me, and what it cost.”

      Malachi pushed off the balcony. “Even though he’s my father, I couldn’t let him sacrifice any more people. If I’d known that he could get to you at Morgana I would have moved sooner, but who could have known that? I mean…the island is warded like crazy. There I was planning the strategy for our next game and suddenly he was there in my room…”

      And he’d been hurt, so clearly the altercation hadn’t gone well.

      “He teleported me out before my attack spell hit, but something about the dimensions and molecules got messed up,” Malachi said as he rubbed his cleaned-up forehead. She must have been out for a while. “Something hit me as we moved through time and space.”

      Mika didn’t know what to say. There were no words she could use to comfort him. Only time could help him heal from this betrayal – she would know. And it would take time. There were days the wound was fresh and days it didn’t bother her at all.

      They both looked out at the Los Angeles skyline together. “Well.” Mika nudged his shoulder with hers. “I’m here if you need anyone to talk to. Hey, we could even start a club or something.”

      Malachi glanced at her. “Yeah, that’s right, he mentioned your dad. Did you know?”

      She shook her head. “No, and I am seriously not ready to think about it. Maybe once everything settles down…” she trailed off.

      Even then she didn’t want to think about it. Heading down that path, looking for information, it would only cause her more heartbreak.

      A loud pop and suddenly Lucifer was standing in Eisheth’s living room with Malachi’s unconscious father. Mika’s heart lurched into her throat and she moved as quickly as she could back into the penthouse.

      “An apology,” Lucifer said, tossing Mr. Williams at Mika’s feet. “I was an ass last time, as Jess so eloquently told me with words that made my ears burn. I’ve wiped anything incriminating from his memory. He doesn’t know what you are, or that he’s someone’s father.” Lucifer paused and glanced at Eisheth. “And then I’m going to have Jess turn him into the Council which will clear your name.”

      Corbin silently appeared at Mika’s elbow like the shadow he was. Lucifer blinked and smiled. “Hello assassin. Looks like your services will no longer be needed.” The prince of hell looked between Mika and Corbin and his smile dropped. “But I assume your service will always be available to this one.”

      “Always,” Corbin responded. He stared down the devil with that glowing red gaze, never once blinking.

      And it made Mika feel warm inside even though she was oddly crushed to know this raven would soon be moving on. She honestly hadn’t thought she would feel like this. Mika thought that she’d be relieved, but clearly something had changed while Corbin was wherever he’d gone.

      “Thank you,” Mika told Lucifer, feeling Lucien brush his elbow against hers. “I apologize for the rude summoning, but there was no one else I could call.”

      Jess snickered at that. “Looks like I’ll have to give you mine, cousin.”

      Eisheth chuckled. “Which means you need mine as well. Jess isn’t always available. But I have nothing better to do than meddle in the affairs of my favorite mortals.”

      Lucifer pinched the bridge of his nose and sighed loudly. “I’m always so relieved that you aren’t one of my demons, Eisheth. But on a personal level, I do enjoy your meddling from time to time.”

      “Don’t act like you don’t meddle,” Jess scoffed. “I’d say you’re one of the worst meddlers Lucifer.”

      Mika glanced at the others and was glad to see she wasn’t the only one a little star struck with the beings around them. The prince of hell was here, chatting and arguing like it was a normal part of his day. Audrey’s mouth was slightly open in awe and then she reached for the tray.

      “Would you like some tea or cookies?” Audrey asked.

      Lucifer eyed the cookies. “Snickerdoodles?”

      Mika grinned when Audrey blushed. “Yes, they are.”

      “I love snickerdoodles,” Lucifer admitted, taking two.

      Audrey anxiously waited as he took a bite and Mika leaned into Corbin and Lucien. She smiled at Ethan and despite everything that had happened to bring them to this point in time; she wished it could stay like this forever.

      “These are the best snickerdoodles I’ve ever had,” Lucifer told Audrey. “Thank you.”

      And with that he grabbed the unconscious Mr. Williams and the prince of hell disappeared. Jess gave Mika a wink and then she too popped out of existence.

      It was just Eisheth and the others now. Malachi was at the door to the balcony, staring at the spot where his father had been. Mika’s heart went out to him and she wished there was something she could do or say to make things better.

      “How are you feeling?” Corbin asked, checking her skin once more.

      The pink was slowly starting to fade to her natural color and Mika could hardly believe Corbin’s little trick had worked. “A blood spell?” she asked.

      The raven glanced at the others in the room and nodded. “Anyone can do blood magic. And your body is built to take what it needs from it.”

      Lucien and Ethan shared a quick look. “Anyone?” Lucien asked.

      Corbin nodded again. “Anyone.”

      Eisheth clapped his hands together when the silence in the room grew heavy. “Let’s get you all back to Morgana so when they come to check on you, you’re there.” Without waiting for anyone to agree he grabbed Malachi and disappeared.

      Two seconds later he came back for Audrey who was still grinning about the fact that the prince of hell liked her snickerdoodles.

      Then the rest of them, even Corbin.

      When they were all back in Morgana’s forest, Mika could practically feel the relief from the trees and she smiled. At least one good thing had come out of that experiment. Mika had the trees at her back now.

      Eisheth kissed her cheek. “I’ll come visit during the summer.”

      Then the demon was gone with a flutter of his dressing gown.

      Mika was exhausted and let Ethan take most of her weight.

      “Let’s get you back home,” Ethan said, looking around at the dark forest, the silence after all the sounds of the city strange. “You want to look like you didn’t just fight an entire branch of an evil secret society when the dean comes knocking at your door after Lucifer shows up.”

      Mika chuckled and let him lead her. She glanced over her shoulder at the others, and somehow it felt right to see Corbin among them all.
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      In the blink of an eye finals were over and Beltane was only a few days away. After they’d gotten back, the dean had been there moments later to fetch her and Corbin.  Mika would never forget the faces of the two Council members that had flanked the dean. Per the blackthorn tree, one of them was a member of the Hellfire Society.

      With an entire branch ripped to shreds thanks to Lucifer, Mika didn’t think they’d be trying anything new for a while. Per Jessica’s text message they were lying low. The demon witch would take care of anything outside Morgana.

      The university…well, the hunter had asked her and the others very nicely to keep an eye on things and report anything to her, Lucifer, or Eisheth if they noticed anything strange.

      To say Audrey was excited about having an open line of communication to the prince of hell was like saying goblins were only a little bit ugly.

      After a quick interview with the Council they’d dismissed her.

      The feeling of despair as she’d had to walk away from the raven was something Mika hadn’t been expecting. She had almost thrown caution to the wind and hugged him goodbye, but the Council could know nothing about their strange alliance – if they did they might look more closely into her life and Mika couldn’t afford that.

      Walking away, never knowing if she’d see him again, had been one of the hardest things she’d ever done – not that she would ever admit that to anyone.

      So she’d done the best she could on the dodgeball team considering everything going on, but Mika couldn’t say she wasn’t distracted. Malachi hadn’t benched her, but she’d been expecting him to.

      It wasn’t really a surprise when Audrey made the Morgana Marauders, but Mika didn’t.

      Honestly, she was almost relieved after everything that had happened over the spring semester. She could take another heavy course load in the fall, focusing on the hell realm as well as more hunting courses. It seemed smarter than a game, but if things had settled a bit she’d try out again next spring.

      And then Mika had a personal list about a mile long of everything she needed to study over the summer – studies that wouldn’t get her any extra credit at Morgana.

      Everything was packed up and ready to go back to San Francisco. The University of Morgana was unlike normal colleges in the sense that this room was hers until she graduated. So Mika didn’t pack her bedding, or any of the basic necessities. She had her clothes, laptop, and anything else she didn’t think she could live without for three months.

      Like her rubies.

      There was a lot she had to do over the summer, but Mika couldn’t help feeling like this was the end of whatever comradery she had going on with Ethan, Lucien, and Malachi. Would it be like starting over in the fall?

      Audrey was coming with her back to San Francisco since there was nothing she could take at the university over the summer. They would finally get to that list Audrey had made before spring break.

      It would be an interesting summer for sure – between Hunter and Claire and Audrey…

      Mika sat on one of her suitcases and fiddled with the tag as she waited for Audrey to finish packing. “I’m going to go update the blackthorn,” she said, watching as Audrey contemplated if she should bring her shower sandals with her or not. “I’ll be back in a little.”

      “Yeah sounds good,” Audrey said distractedly. “I should be done soon.”

      They’d both passed finals with flying colors despite everything and Audrey had to come back to Morgana early for Marauder training, but Mika felt like they’d gotten off easy.

      The walk to the forest went by in a blur. Mika hadn’t had time to say goodbye to anyone, but Lucien and Ethan said they were waiting for her at the portal with everyone else. The first and last day were always crazy as everyone arrived or went back home.

      The trees were quieter today, murmuring as the warm spring air just had a tiny hint of summer to it. Soon it would be hot and everything would bloom. The food at the farms would grow and Mika wished she could stay.

      She wasn’t ready to deal with Claire. She wasn’t ready to face Beltane again. But time didn’t work that way – it never stayed still.

      Especially with the small heartbreak she couldn’t quite get over. There’d been no time to talk, to say farewell, or to exchange numbers, addresses, or emails. Mika had no idea how to get back in contact with him.

      Part of her wanted to stay on this island and explore the ocean, or search for any other signs of the Morrigan, but she had duties at home. Once she had the greenhouse settled and the Matriarch ceremony was done she could explore her own options.

      “Thought I would find you here.”

      Mika whirled around, heart pounding, tears pricking her eyes. “You came back.”

      Corbin gave her a cocky grin. “I’m not currently contracted with the Council. They can’t tell me who I can and cannot see. And there’s the little matter of them forgetting about this.” He waved an I.D. around and she had to laugh.

      “Did they forget it, or did you steal it back?”

      “Does it matter?” he asked, taking a step forward.

      Mika’s breath caught as she stared up at the raven. He was gorgeous as always. “No, I suppose it doesn’t. What are you doing here? You disappeared, and then showed back up just in time to save the day. Then you disappeared again.”

      He tilted his head and that smile widened. Corbin took another step closer. “I went home to speak with my brother, and then I was doing as you had commanded – finding those who wanted to hurt you so I could deal with them.” They were so close she could touch him if she took a deep breath. “You seem to care an awful lot about my whereabouts.”

      Narrowing her eyes, Mika wanted to pinch him. “And you stole an I.D. to come and go as you please. Who’s more desperate?”

      Corbin reached out and his finger barely brushed the line of her jaw. “We thought all the morrigans were gone. I need to sort some things out with the other flocks. But I’m not ready to say goodbye either.”

      And then he leaned down, brushing his lips against hers ever so slightly. Mika could barely breathe as lightning shot through her whole body. Corbin was kissing her.

      Her eyes were wide as he pulled back. Mika could hardly believe that had actually happened.

      Corbin’s cheeks were flushed, but he was smiling. “I know things are complicated right now, but I want you to know I’m here if you ever need me.” The raven handed her a slip of paper wrapped around a coin before he folded into himself.

      His bird form was massive – more like a giant eagle than a raven. And he was gorgeous. When he flapped his wings a feather fell and he swooped down to catch it. Mika watched as he circled her and then landed on the branch above her.

      Then he dropped the feather and it slowly fell right into her waiting hands.

      Mika wanted to tell him she needed him right now. That she didn’t want to face her sister alone. She wanted to tell him to stay, but there was no place for an active assassin at the University of Morgana.

      Corbin had a life and it wasn’t here.

      He flew off to go back to wherever it was he called home and Mika watched him go with a heavy heart. Part of her knew deep down he was hers, but the timing wasn’t right. Maybe one day.

      She looked down at the paper he’d given her and smiled at the email address and phone number wrapped around an assassin’s token.

      Mika tucked it away and twirled the feather between her fingers as she headed to the blackthorn. Asking her for a cutting would supposedly allow her to communicate with the tree while in San Francisco. Hopefully it worked. Ethan thought it might.

      And she’d gotten to say goodbye to Corbin.

      Three months was a long time, but Mika thought maybe with Audrey it wouldn’t be so bad.
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      Hundreds of witches milled around the portal, waiting for their city to be called. The University of Morgana wasn’t a large school, but there were enough people there to make Mika feel claustrophobic.

      She sat on her suitcase with Audrey, searching the crowd for Lucien, Ethan, and Malachi. The administration always did east coast to west coast due to the time zones. The idea was that everyone got home at roughly the same time of day.

      They were only onto Denver, but Malachi and Ethan would be up soon.

      “Mika!”

      She turned and smiled when Ethan barged through the crowd under the spring sky. Malachi followed a bit slower behind him. Ethan didn’t have a suitcase, but Malachi did. Right, they lived in the same House.

      “Where’s all your stuff?” she asked, standing up so she could wrap her arms around him.

      “Professor Hayes asked me to stay for an independent study program in the conservatory,” Ethan explained. “So I signed up yesterday.”

      That sounded about right for him. Mika stood up on her tiptoes and kissed him. “I’ll have to come visit you.”

      “You most certainly will.” Ethan kissed her back and held her close. “I’m going to try and come visit you too. Three months is too long to go without seeing you.”

      Mika agreed. Breathing him in, she stepped back with a teasing smile. “I think you just want to see my greenhouse.”

      Ethan chuckled. “It’s definitely on the list of reasons.”

      Malachi watched them with a small smile on his face, still rather disconnected from it all. He’d been so distracted during the games that they’d bumped him from captain. Malachi was still on the Marauders, but he wasn’t going to be the one leading it next year.

      It was a lot all at once and Mika wished she could make him feel better. She wrapped her arms around Malachi, hoping a summer away from everything would do him good. “You should come visit too. There’s a lot to see in San Francisco.”

      Malachi kissed her cheek, but moved back so they were no longer touching. His eyes were haunted. “I have some things to sort out first with my mom, but it might be a good idea. You guys are welcome in Vegas of course. Though there’s really not much to do until you’re twenty-one.”

      “Or have a fake I.D.,” Lucien said as he walked up with his hands in his pockets – no bag to be seen. “You guys are witches. Don’t tell me you can’t just magic one into existence, or confuse a bouncer or two.”

      Audrey grinned at that. “I refuse to admit to any sort of crime,” she said, pulling out her state license. A wave of her hand over it and the dates magically changed. Another wave and it went back to normal. “An enchantment I made for spring break, but never got the chance to use it.”

      Mika wasn’t angry about missing out on spring break with Audrey anymore. She wasn’t mad about not making the team, or missing the last full moon to speak with the Morrigan.

      There was a lot she’d accomplished regardless, and she’d been able to convince a raven to keep her secrets. That was not something everyone could say.

      “They just called Vegas,” Malachi told them, giving Mika a nod. “I’ll see you all in the fall if nothing else. And Audrey, don’t slack off.”

      Audrey laughed and hugged Malachi goodbye. “I won’t. Don’t forget to text and call. If you need anything let me know.”

      Malachi waved as he walked toward the portal door with a few other students from Vegas. They all watched him go, and Mika sighed. She really hoped the summer would help him heal and come to terms with everything that had happened.

      But she knew from firsthand experience it was never that easy.

      “You think he’ll be okay?” Ethan asked.

      “He’s a big boy.” Lucien rolled his eyes. “He knows he can call us if he’s not.”

      “With his dad locked up there’s almost no chance of anything happening.”

      “Is anyone else not surprised there’s a seal to hell in Vegas?” Audrey asked. Then something caught her eye and she smiled. “Hey, never mind. Ex-nay on the hell shit. Natalie!”

      Mika watched as Audrey said her goodbyes to her girlfriend. It was strange to think all these people would be in their own separate corners of the universe for three months. She’d never had to experience anything like this before, and she had to admit, she didn’t like it.

      In high school she’d been so secluded no one even cared – and honestly it wouldn’t have mattered if she had been friends with anyone. They all lived in the same city anyway. But this…this was completely different.

      But at least they had phones.

      Mika took Ethan’s hand and then Lucien’s. “I’m going to miss you guys.”

      “And we’ll miss you,” Ethan told her, kissing her on the cheek. “Lucien decided to stay for the summer as well, but we’re going to make a trip to his pack in a few weeks. You should come.”

      Mika looked at Lucien’s smirk in shock. “You’re letting him into the library too?”

      “The librarian knows as much as I was allowed to tell him,” Lucien told her. “He knows the situation.” Then the fox kissed Mika’s other cheek. “If you’re jealous just let me know and I’ll tell Ethan he has to wait until next summer.”

      It was hard to be jealous when she was just so shocked that they were working together. “Why are you staying for the summer, Lucien?”

      The shifter shrugged and gave her a mischievous smile. “I’m nosy and want to know things. Also, there’s this class being taught by an actual samurai hunter visiting from Japan. Chick is like eighty years old with a kill record off the charts. There’s no way I’m missing that.”

      Mika almost said fuck it so she could stay too. A samurai? She was highly annoyed she had to go and deal with Claire instead of getting trained by one of the best female hunters. “Take notes for me?” Mika asked. “I’d stay if I could.”

      She grabbed Lucien’s shirt and tugged until he leaned down far enough she could kiss him without having to stretch. The taste of him wasn’t enough to last her the whole summer, but Mika knew things wouldn’t fade between them.

      Lucien wasn’t like that, and neither was Ethan.

      “Mika, we’re supposed to be next,” Audrey called. “Get your ass over here before we miss our portal and have to wait until tomorrow!”

      She didn’t want to leave. Mika threw her arm around Ethan too and kissed him good and hard, tasting the rain on his tongue. Then she turned to Lucien and held his face as she slid her tongue into his mouth to taste that wildfire she was always craving.

      “Get to the door,” Lucien told her, laughing as he smacked her ass. “We’ll see you before you know it.”

      Mika nodded, blinking back tears even though Lucien’s lewd gesture made her laugh. She grabbed her bag and her suitcase, not looking back as she caught up to Audrey. It was only three months.

      Everything would be fine.

      “Mee-kah Marshall,” Ryan said as he put in the correct sigil – over pronouncing her name like he had when she’d first arrived at Morgana. “Congratulations on your A in my class, and I hope to see you next semester.”

      She didn’t know what to say to the guy who had always made her slightly uncomfortable – like he was constantly trying too hard. “I hope so as well,” she said politely, falling back onto high society manners.

      “I thought your final equation was really interesting,” Ryan told her. “To think how easy it would be to open the right door. I’ve never quite seen that equation presented for the hell realm.”

      Mika gave Ryan a sharp look. “I never said it was the hell realm.”

      “Hm, odd.” The portal opened and those blue eyes made her shudder internally. “I vividly remember seeing the rune for the City of Dis. Have a good summer, Mika.”

      It took all she had to step over that threshold when Mika wanted to demand how Ryan could possibly know a rune so obscure and secret only a handful of people knew it – and almost all of them lived in hell.

      Well, except for Jessica.

      The only reason she even had it was thanks to her ‘cousin.’ Jessica had texted her the image after explaining she wasn’t always on earth – popping back and forth to hell all the time as she did.

      So how did Ryan know what it was?

      Mika had done the extra credit equation without explanation for fun – as a test for those in the Hellfire Society, hiding as the blackthorn had explained.

      Looked like she needed to text Jessica the moment she got home.

      “The City of Dis?” Audrey asked as the door behind them shut. “In hell?”

      Mika nodded. “I wonder if that’s what happened to his girlfriend.”

      They walked toward the main entrance to the coven building where Chuck was supposed to be waiting for them with the car.

      “What a place to get lost. There couldn’t have been a less shitty place to disappear to like…the faerie realm?” Audrey scoffed. “Or Hades. I hear the pomegranate there is out of this world.”

      Mika snorted. “You should see if Hel is interested in dating,” Mika told her. “Since you have this weird obsession with the underworlds of the universe.”

      “Maybe I should,” Audrey teased.

      The doors opened, and Mika saw Chuck waiting to take them to her family’s mansion. It felt right to have Audrey coming home with her and Mika took a deep breath of the San Francisco air.

      Ryan and his mysteries would have to wait. She’d promised to take Audrey to see the Golden Gate Bridge after all.
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