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      I couldn’t stay in my dorm room forever. I gripped the doorknob and swallowed. My spine rigid and muscles stiff from too many hours spent horizontal.

      When I’d awoken that morning, I found Bianca’s bed empty and left unmade—which in itself was worrisome. She never left her bed unmade. But she hadn’t exactly been herself since… I didn’t want to go there. It would only make me want to curl back up under the covers and never come out.

      She left a mug of coffee, still slightly warm, and a croissant with butter on my night table. I’d inhaled the small meal before the film of sleep had even fully left my eyes. Turns out being unconscious for a couple days made you really, really hungry.

      I put it off as long as I could, but now, dressed in my kilt, blouse, and burgundy sweater, I couldn’t hide anymore. Besides, the onslaught of nightmares, and nightmarish memories from my ancestors made my rest feel more like a horror-movie marathon. That—it turned out, was the ‘side-effect’ Granger neglected to warn me about; how the origin spell could linger, causing vivid memories from the bloodline to seep through to the present mind.

      And that shit was not pretty. They were all mad. Well, most of them. Like, certifiably insane if the nightmares I’d been plagued with for two days were any indication.

      There were horrifying images of a woman shackled to a wall, singing softly to herself in a raspy voice between cracked lips. A man who pulled his own teeth out while he laughed around a mouthful of blood. And another as he set flame to his family home, smiling—his family still inside. Their screams echoed in my head even now.

      I shuddered and forced air deep into my lungs to calm myself. So, what? Obviously, my ancestors had a history of mental illness. So did a lot of people’s families. It didn’t mean anything. I’m not crazy, I told myself for the tenth time that morning. The psycho gene obviously—and thankfully—skipped my generation.

      I opened the door and stepped into the vacant hallway; grateful classes had already started for the day. My legs felt like wobbly stilts on my way down the stairs, and I had to grip the banister for support, sighing when I hit solid ground at the bottom.

      Elias wasn’t in his classroom, so it must’ve been second period. Perfect. If I hurried, I could probably catch him before third. I needed to talk to him about what happened. About what all these visions and nightmares meant, and why every person in that council chamber regarded me like I was some sort of monster summoned from the depths of hell after seeing what the origin spell had shown them.

      Was it just the history of insanity in my family line? I doubted that. There had to be something more to it to cause such an uproar. The back of my neck prickled, and I spun, feeling as though there was someone right on my heels, breathing cool air onto my skin. But there was no one. I shook my head and turned to rush down the hall, eager to get to the warm comfort of Elias’ cabin in the woods.

      I pivoted on my heel, and loosed a tiny squeal when I nearly collided with a man hurrying the opposite way down the hall. My hand flew to my heart, and I swallowed. “I’m sorry,” I muttered, and tried to step around him, adjusting my headband.

      “It’s Harper, right?” he asked, and I stopped mid-step, offhandedly wondering if I was about to get in trouble for wandering the halls without a pass.

      I turned and nodded. “Yeah.”

      I didn’t recognize him. He regarded me with shifty eyes the color of wet sand, and the hint of a smirk on his pale lips. He was younger, like Elias, but this man held the authoritative aura of a teacher. There was no mistaking his place. His head was nearly shaved at the base of his neck and grew infinitesimally longer as it crept up to the crown of his head, where it looked as though it could have been cut by a laser. Every hair precisely the same length.

      The man held out his hand. “I’m the new Sigils Professor. Mr. Donovan.”

      So, Granger had managed to retain her post as headmistress, then. Of course, she had. The woman had the tenacity of a boa constrictor. It was why I admired her.

      “Uh… nice to meet you,” I replied awkwardly, putting my clammy hand in his rough, dry grasp.

      He shook it once, hard, and then dropped it. “And where, may I ask, are you headed?”

      I licked my lips, and the air stuck in my throat. I cleared it. “Just to—um… to see the headmistress. She asked to see me when I awoke,” I finished with a nod.

      Mr. Donovan pressed his lips into a thin line that was trying to be a smile but failed. “Very well. But don’t dawdle.”

      “Yes, sir,” I replied, the tension in my shoulders easing away.

      “Liar,” I thought he mumbled, and my jaw clenched. I whirled back around to find his retreating back.

      “What did you say?” I called to him, even though the voice had been more distinctly feminine.

      He cocked his head at me, his brows furrowed and eyes narrowed. “I didn’t say anything,” he said. With a slight nod he continued on his way to his new classroom across the hall from Elias’.

      I searched the rest of the hall for anyone else who might’ve been nearby, thinking it was Kendra. But there was no sign of her yellow-blond hair, and no clickity clack of heels against the tile.

      Great, so now I’m hearing things.

      A flash of one of the nightmares I’d had in my weakened stupor the night before came surging back to the forefront of my mind. A man with bright green eyes and hair red like the dawn chanted an incantation.

      His voice was deep and powerful, echoing back to him from the stone walls all around. The bite of cold metal as he impaled himself with a long athame. And his twitching grin as the last drops of his lifeblood coated a jeweled box on the earthen ground at his knees.

      Just one of the many gruesome images I’d had the pleasure of bearing witness to.

      There had to be a spell or a potion to make the horrid visions stop. I’d ask Elias about that, too.

      I passed the quiet library, careful not to let the grumpy old woman who tended the books see me on my way out the back of the building. Across the grass and through the trees at the edge of the woods, I planned to do what I’d done before and circle around to his cabin, just in case anyone had seen me through the south-facing windows of the academy.

      I’d be in deep shit, no doubt, for going off into the woods alone. But at least it wouldn’t be for going into one of the professor’s private quarters. That would be a far sight worse and it would raise a lot of questions I wasn’t even sure Elias or I had the answers to.

      He’d kissed me barely a week ago. But only two days ago, he’d looked at me like everyone else in the Department of Arcane Inquiry—like something foreign and dangerous. Or, had I imagined it all? In the fog that’d taken over after the spell was complete, I couldn’t truthfully say what was real and what wasn’t.

      I couldn’t even remember getting back to my dorm room.

      The day was warmer than I’d expected, and even under the canopy of leaves, the sun had heated the damp earth and made the air sticky and humid with the smell of fresh green growth and tilled soil. The tiny purple and white buds of spring flowers poked up through the carpet of pine-needles and molten leaves, signaling that spring was finally coming to the mountains.

      Elias’ cabin came into view a moment later and I laughed in relief at the sight of it. And then the memory snapped into place like an elastic band around my chest.

      Even though the unruly grass was no longer stained with the bright crimson of freshly spilled blood, and Sterling’s body—and head—had been removed, there was still a stain on the area. Like no matter how much it rained, or how many days passed, the earth wouldn’t ever forget what happened there.

      And neither would I.

      I tiptoed around the space and volleyed up the three steps to his front door, knocking softly against the weathered wood grain. The door opened right away and he looked at me, breathless, his denim blue eyes searching. His gaze darted to the trees behind me. He sighed, pulling me into his cabin by the hand and into his chest as he flicked the door closed behind me.

      Elias buried his face in my hair, breathing deeply as his arms tightened around my shoulders and waist. I shivered at the contact, not realizing how much I’d needed it—this reassurance that whatever the hell happened during the origin spell hadn’t cleaved a rift between us. Aside from Bianca—and maybe Granger—he was the only person I had in this place.

      My throat was thick with emotion and I fought against the feeling with tightly sealed lips, fisting my hands into the crisp white cotton of his button-down shirt. I could’ve stayed like that forever, but third period would start soon and Mr. Fitzgerald would be expected in his next class.

      I pulled away to look him in the eyes. “Hi,” I said weakly with an impish smile.

      One side of his mouth tugged up into a lopsided grin. “Hi.”

      He led me to the sofa and Fallon slinked from the cushions to resume his usual spot hiding beneath Elias’ bed, his black-tipped tail flicking into place around him like a fluffy silvery-gray barrier.

      Elias shook his head at his familiar before he sat down. I fell into the cushion next to him and breathed in his warm spice and cool pine scent that had already managed to seep into the fabric. I missed that smell.

      “How are you feeling?” he asked, and I couldn’t help but notice how our fingers were almost, but not quite touching where they rested against the old sofa.

      “Good,” I breathed. “Better, anyway.”

      He pursed his lips. “That’s good,” he said, and his gaze flicked to the small window just next to the door, as though he expected company. “Uh, your familiars. Cal and Adrian—they came to talk to you last night. And the night before. I think they just want to see you’re alright,” he finished with a forced look of indifference.

      “Oh. Thanks for telling me.” My stomach dropped at the prospect of seeing them. Not that I didn’t want to. Hell, I needed to. Without them, I would stay weak and drained. I needed their strength, even if the thought of seeing them now that they’d accepted the bond made my stomach quake and my toes curl.

      I bit the inside of my cheek, watching Elias watch me—study me. Why was this so awkward? I tucked my hands between my knees and turned to face him. Best to get straight to it. “I—I came to ask you about what happened,” I began. “During the origin spell. Everyone seemed a bit,” I tried to think of the right word… “Surprised?”

      He nodded and his rich brown hair flopped over his forehead, shadowing his eyes. His jaw twitched under the light smattering of stubble. “You noticed that, huh?”

      From the way he said it, I thought maybe he had been hoping I hadn’t. Or maybe that I’d forgotten.

      “Kind of hard not to,” I said. “I figured if anyone knew the reason, it might be you. You know, history professor and all,” I finished with a shrug. “I mean, they seemed to recognize the man in the final vision.”

      The one who I’d dreamt about the night before, in his final moments after he’d pushed the blade of an athame through his heart… but Elias didn’t need to know that.

      He looked at me with a serious, apologetic expression. His iris’ visibly darkening. “It wasn’t the man they recognized, Harper.”

      I cocked my head, trying to remember exactly what I saw in that final vision. They had come so quickly and dissipated so swiftly, that I couldn’t be sure of any details. The burning in my veins had made it near impossible to concentrate on any singular thing. I was just along for the ride. My blood and my magic taking complete control of my body and mind.

      Elias took my hand in his, brushing his thumb across my knuckles. My chest tightened at the expression on his face, and I braced myself for what he was about to say.

      “It was the emblem on his breast. The emblem of the last royal alchemist family who ruled in Emeris.”

      Wait. Did he just tell me I descended from a royal bloodline? My eyes widened and I nearly laughed, giddy at the thought of being related to the kings and queens of old. They’d ruled over the immortal land of Emeris before our people had to flee to the mortal lands. How freaking cool was that?

      But the laughter died on my lips when Elias squeezed my hand and I noticed he didn’t share the same excitement.  Why did he look like he was about to tell me something awful?

      I knew that look. It was the same look my guardians gave me the day they told me how my mother had abandoned me and that my father was dead. It was the first time I understood the gravity of their words. I was only eight. And I had been confused and crushed.

      I had the same feeling now.

      And then I remembered the reason why our ancestors were dethroned and had to flee our homeland—the Vocari race took back the throne after my people cursed them and the Endurans. Making them into the fanged creatures they are today, cursed by the light of the sun and moon.

      I may not have ever attended a witch school before coming to Arcane Arts Academy, but even I knew the story of the fallen prince…

      I prayed I was wrong.

      “Spit it out. There’s something else, isn’t there?”

      He covered my shaking hand with one of his own, and I watched his adam’s apple bob as he swallowed. “It was Cyprian in the vision. The fallen prince of House Thorn,” he paused, looking away. “Which means—”

      A jeweled box gleaming in the moonlight. An incantation echoing through stone. A blood sacrifice. It was dark magic. Blood magic. And the box wasn’t just any box, it was Andora’s, and within it…

      “Which means I’m related to the man who unleashed the curse on Emeris. My bloodline is the same one that made the Endurans slaves to the moon and the Vocari unable to walk in sunlight.”
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      Elias was ready to tell me more. He tried to console me, but his class would be starting soon and I didn’t want him to be late. And I wasn’t ready to hear more. I couldn’t wrap my mind around it. The idea was impossible to process.

      Was this what being in shock was like? I shuffled my tired feet back to the academy in a daze, with one toe in reality and the rest of me somewhere off in the void of numb dark within. It wasn’t a big deal… right? I mean, Cyprian had lived over a thousand years ago. That would make for a pretty damn diluted connection to him—even with the longer lives of witches.

      But somewhere in the back of my mind, a voice whispered, it’s still a connection. His blood runs through your veins, no matter how diluted.

      I bristled, the sun doing little to stifle the chill taking root in my bones.

      Attempting to snap out of it, I pushed myself to walk a bit faster, cutting the time to get back from Elias’ cabin in half. Near jogging with the pace I managed to keep up.

      I have to talk to Ms. Granger, I thought. Yes, she wanted to see me when I awoke.

      I took the steps up to the landing, passed the library, and then the bell rang.

      Students poured from the classrooms and into the hallway, chatting, and laughing, and heading to their next classes. They had no idea they were in the same hallway as a descendant of the bloodline responsible for the death of their ancestral homeland.

      As though my feet were encased in cinder block, I waded through the throng of people. I didn’t fail to notice the stares cast my way, some filled with fear—others with something more like awe. I dropped my eyes and stared at the floor as I moved, wishing more than anything that there was some place for me to hide until the next bell.

      A hand brushed my arm and I snapped my head back up, flinching.

      “It’s just me,” Bianca said, standing calmly beside me with a hand wrapped around her notebooks and the other tucking a loose strand of her blond hair behind her ear. She didn’t smile or try to make conversation. She didn’t ask me if I was ok. She just looked at me like she understood. The corners of her eyes and mouth down-turned. Her jaw tense.

      She looked… different.

      Her eyeliner seemed darker, and her hair had been left to hang in untamed waves. Her signature pink lip gloss was missing, and without it drawing attention to her mouth, I noticed small flecks of copper in her eyes and the tiniest smattering of freckles over her nose that I didn’t know were there.

      Without her uncle around, I supposed she had no one’s shadow to walk in anymore. No one she needed to impress. Her fingers tightened around her notebooks as Marcus passed us in the hallway in all his dark god-like glory. Maybe she’d finally ask him out now that…

      I felt guilty for even having the thought.

      “I didn’t think you’d be going to class for a while,” I said, gesturing to her books. “I know Granger said to take as long as you need.”

      Bianca shrugged, blowing out a breath. “I couldn’t stay in that room anymore.”

      She didn’t need to say more. She needed a distraction from her own thoughts—I knew the feeling.

      “Are you going to class?” she asked, raising a brow at me.

      The bell rang, and the rest of the students in the hall hurried to their lessons, but Bianca stayed with me. Of course, given the circumstances, she’d be excused for being late. “No, I’ve got to go see Ms. Granger. She asked for me to go to her office when I woke up. Or, at least, I think she did—I was pretty out of it.”

      Bianca caught her bottom lip between her teeth. “Yeah…”

      My face went white-hot as I realized she had been front-row for the Harper Nightmare Show. “I’m sorry if I kept you up.”

      “Don’t worry about it,” she said, and nudged me toward the south hallway. “Come on, I’ll come with you to see Granger. I don’t feel like learning Alchemical Science today, anyway.”

      “I don’t think anyone ever feels like learning Alchemical Science.”

      She nodded in approval. “True.”

      We set off down the hall, past the science lab, and the ancient languages classroom. The thought of actually having to go back to class made my stomach turn. It wasn’t the lessons I worried about, but the whispers, and the stares.

      I could only imagine  what they’d say about me and my shifters. I’d sent Cal and Adrian away before anyone from the academy had a chance to see them. But they all knew it was an Enduran who killed Sterling.

      Thank whatever gods were up there that they didn’t know said Enduran was one of my familiars. I could not deal with that right now.

      The Magistrate had been trying to keep the whole thing hushed—or, at least that’s the impression I got from his letter saying they wouldn’t be taking the matter to trial. So, everyone would know I was there when he was killed. And that a shifter killed him. But would they know why? Would they know that Adrian only did what he had to to save me?

      I was willing to bet they’d left that part out. Which made them coming to visit me on academy grounds all the more dangerous. If someone saw them…

      Well, I’d hate to think what could happen. I’d have to tell them to be careful tonight when they came. Or better yet, not to come onto the grounds at all. I could go to them, instead. It would take a bit of practice to learn how to transfer messages through the bond, but it would be safer that way.

      “How are things at home?” I asked Bianca, the silence between us charged with what we were both avoiding talking about. She didn’t ask about what her uncle had done to my father. Didn’t talk about how my familiar tore her uncle’s throat out. Or about why I had my arms wrapped around Elias in the blood-stained grass, sobbing as I begged him to wake. But I’m sure it wasn’t hard to guess, I could only hope she’d keep all of it to herself.

      Bianca rolled her eyes and sighed. “As good as they can be, I guess. My brothers act like they’ve hardly noticed he’s gone, which makes sense since they were pretty much raised by their nanny.”

      “And has the council decided what to do about… you know, his properties and all that?” I had worried about what would happen to Bianca and her little brothers after Sterling never came home. With their parent’s dead, and Sterling as their only other living relative… what exactly happened to witch orphans?

      She bit her bottom lip again, and her eyes narrowed at the tile. “Turns out he had a will in place, and even though he betrayed the council and committed a—a crime, they’re going to honor it. He left everything to me.”

      She peeked up at me beneath her lashes to gauge my response. My eyes widened. “Everything?”

      Bianca barked an uncomfortable laugh. Her right hand balled to a fist at her side. “Yeah, everything. The wards around his house will be removed since a council member no longer lives inside. And I won’t have access to all his accounts until I turn eighteen, but they’ve agreed to give an allowance for now and to continue paying the household staff until my brothers come of age.”

      “Wow.”

      “I know,” she breathed. “I don’t want it. It feels wrong to take it. I’m only agreeing to it for my brothers’ sake.”

      I looked at Bianca’s shiny hair, and her gucci tennis shoes—the gold and diamond earrings in her ears. She wouldn’t know how to be broke.

      “I won’t use a penny of it,” she continued, looking at me with what I assumed was a very serious Bianca face. “Well, except for food,” she amended, tilting her head up in thought. “And tuition, of course. And clothes, and shoes, and make-up, and, like, the necessities, you know.”

      I closed my lips tightly to keep from laughing. “Right,” I said. “Of course.”

      She must’ve seen the look I was trying to hide because she rolled her eyes and swatted me with her notebooks. “Oh, whatever,” she said, shaking her head. “Pretty soon, you’ll have money to blow, too.”

      And she was right. I gulped. I wouldn’t know what the hell to do with Alistair Hawkins’ estate and accounts. I’d never had money like that. Enough to get a bag of five cent candies or a new-to-me shirt at the thrift store, sure, but never enough to buy whole freaking islands.

      I wouldn’t know the first thing about being wealthy. And besides, it wasn’t his money I was interested in. It was what I could find on his property—some clue about the real reason the Magistrate orchestrated his death.
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      “Come in,” Ms. Granger called after I knocked on her door. Bianca grew stiff, and any hint of a smile she had on the way here desiccated on her lips the moment we entered the first chamber of her uncle’s old office. I wondered if it was the first time she’d been in here since he died.

      I reached for the handle, but turned back to face her before going in. “You don’t have to come in with me,” I said, and she stiffened even more, drawing her brows together.

      Bianca lifted her chin. “Yes. I do,” she replied firmly, and for the first time I saw Bianca as something more than a smart, kind—if not overbearing—friend. She was stronger than I ever gave her credit for.

      I nodded and went inside with her close on my heels.

      “Harper!” Granger exclaimed when we came in. “And Bianca,” she added with a smile. “It’s good to see you both up and about.”

      She’d really settled into Sterling’s old office, and into her position as headmistress, it seemed. I barely recognized the place and found myself spinning in a full one-eighty to see it all. Bianca had dropped her jaw to the floor as well and looked like she was having some trouble picking it back up. There was no mistaking this office for the one her uncle had behind the same door.

      This one was wallpapered in deepest purple and embossed in satiny cream with gold accents. The bookcases were deep chestnut, and the carpet wasn’t that ugly oriental thing anymore, but a plush ivory and gold that covered the floor around her ornate teal desk. It was so her. Even the cloying cigar smell had been replaced with something more like lavender, or maybe jasmine.

      The headmistress waved an arm around the space with a prideful gleam in her eyes. “What do you think?”

      “Wow,” Bianca and I said at the same time.

      Bianca cleared her throat. “It looks so different,” she breathed, and I knew there was relief in the tone of her voice.

      “Thanks,” Granger said, coming around to lean on the front-side of her desk in the center of the room. “Now, what can I do for the two of you?”

      I thought it odd she didn’t seem perturbed that neither of us was in class, but I supposed, all things considered, we’d get a pass—likely for as long as we needed one.

      “Oh, I was just walking Harper here,” Bianca said with a shrug. “I don’t need anything.”

      “That was kind of you,” she said to Bianca, before she turned her attention to me. “I wanted to speak to you about your inheritance.”

      I shuddered at the word, thinking about how I’d inherited a lot more than just some property and cash. I cursed the blood in my veins. Surely, Granger knew what the emblem on the breast of the man in the vision meant. She would have put two and two together, but she wasn’t looking at me as though I was some sort of monster. She was looking at me the same way she had since that first day in Sigils 101 when I almost crushed her ferret familiar under my clumsy feet.

      “Yeah,” I answered Granger. “About my father’s property. I want to see it.”

      I glanced at Bianca, wishing I could tell her about the origin spell, if only to have someone to talk to about it. But, even the mere thought of admitting it out loud made me recoil, wincing.

      I couldn’t tell her. Not yet. I couldn’t tell anyone.

      A prickle brushed up my neck and I shivered, my fingertips turning icy cold.

      “Go on, tell her,” someone behind me said, their voice raspy and their tone demanding.

      I whirled around with a strangled gasp to find empty air and the doorway we’d just entered through, vacant. I swallowed, whispering to Bianca, “Did you hear something?”

      A puzzled look turned down the corners of her mouth and she shook her head. “No, I didn’t hear anything. You ok?”

      Chewing the inside of my cheek, I shook it off, forcing a nonchalant laugh. “Yeah. Of course. I’m fine. Just thought I heard something.”

      “I was going to suggest the same thing,” Ms. Granger said, not noticing our hushed exchange, making me forget the phantom voice for a moment. “Since you have no living relatives that we are aware of, I will accompany you until you turn eighteen.”

      Wow, I thought. That was super nice of her. “Thank you,” I said in a rush. “I thought—well, I thought I wouldn’t even get the chance to see it until I came of age.”

      Her light brown eyes crinkled in the corners as she took me in. “Of course, not. That would hardly be fair. I know you must be anxious to see the place. I hear it’s quite grand,” she said, rising from leaning on her desk to fiddle with what looked like a small day planner. “I won’t be able to take you there often. This new position keeps me very busy.”

      “I understand,” I said with a nod. The stack of papers on her desk had nearly tripled in size from the last time I’d been in here.

      “When do you turn eighteen?” she asked, her quill hovering over the calendar page of her planner.

      I bit the inside of my cheek. “We—I mean I always celebrated it on the last day of June.”

      The truth was, I didn’t have a birthday. I mean, of course, there was a day that I was born on, but I had no way of knowing what that day was. I supposed it wasn’t high on my mother’s list of priorities to tell Leo and Lara when she ditched me.

      Granger gave a slow nod, understanding flashing over her eyes. “June 30th, then,” she said with a warm smile, flicking her bronze and brown hair back away from her face. “And I have this Saturday evening free—I was thinking we could spend the night at your father’s estate and return Sunday. What do you think?”

      My eyes bugged out of my head. This weekend? I could’ve kissed her. “That would be great!” I exclaimed, turning to Bianca. “Could Bianca come with us?”

      But before Granger could answer, Bianca frowned, an apology in her gaze as she said, “I promised my brothers I’d check in on them,” with a shrug. “Sorry.”

      And I hated that she didn’t even look excited about the prospect of seeing them. She’d been overjoyed every time she had an excuse to visit them before. But even that had been painted over in shades of gray.

      Bianca snapped her head up, turning her wide-eyed attention to Granger, her shoulders suddenly stiff. “I mean if that’s alright,” she said, and it sounded like a plea. I remembered she was under eighteen still, too. And no longer had a guardian.

      Granger pursed her lips, shifting on the carpet. “I’ll allow it,” she said after a moment. “I know your uncle allowed you to portal there alone in the past… as headmistress I am not supposed to allow students to leave without a guardian, however, there is an adult witch present at your home, is there not? A nanny?”

      Bianca scowled at the thought she would need to be babysat. I didn’t blame her. But she nodded, keeping her mouth shut.

      “And when will you be eighteen?”

      “Next month,” she replied, looking lighter at the thought.

      Granger nodded at the pair of us. “Soon, then. That’s good because I don’t know how the council would feel if they found out I was allowing you to portal alone without a legal guardian present to watch over you.”

      “Then they don’t have to know,” Bianca said, and Granger looked shocked at her forthrightness. At her willingness to lie to the council.

      But then Granger folded her hands in front of her and met Bianca’s haughty stare. “No,” she said. “I suppose they don’t.”

      Then, as though she’d only just remembered something, she moved back around to the other side of her desk and looked over a letter set down in front of her chair. “Speaking of turning eighteen,” she began. “I’ve petitioned the council for the addition of a new class—Magical Defense.”

      “And they agreed?” Bianca asked incredulously.

      Though I was still not as knowledgeable in all witch world things, even I knew the council was made up of a bunch of old men who wouldn’t like the idea of us ‘children’ using that sort of magic.

      The corner of Granger’s mouth twitched into a sneaky grin. “After I asked them what the parents would think if they denied their children the chance to protect themselves in such a dangerous world… yes, they agreed,” she said with a wink at Bianca.

      So, she’d manipulated—practically blackmailed the council into the decision. Bianca and I shared a look.

      “But,” Granger said, with a sigh. “They did put an age restriction on it. Students must be eighteen because of the dangerous nature of the spells they’ll be learning. So it will start with the new term’s lessons in July.”

      Right. I forgot Arcane Arts Academy was a year-round school. We’d get a week off at the beginning of July, and another in August, but no summer break like the mortals got.

      Bianca didn’t seem excited by the idea of learning defensive spells, but I would’ve been lying if I said I wasn’t. If I’d known how to defend myself when Atticus attacked and nearly killed Elias and I, then he might not have gotten so badly hurt. And Adrian wouldn’t have had to step in to save us.

      I still shudder to think what could’ve happened if my shifter familiars hadn’t sensed that I was in danger and came to find me on instinct. It was our unusual bond that saved us all. So, I had to thank whatever strange magic it was that brought us together.

      “I think it’s a great idea,” I told Granger and she beamed.

      Bianca remained silent.

      “I was impressed with your ability to shield, Harper,” she said. “Sterling’s power should’ve blown straight through…” she mused, and Bianca and I flinched at the use of his name.

      “Though, I suppose you have your powerful bloodline to thank for that,” Granger continued.

      I glanced nervously at Bianca, who quirked a brow at me in question. Dawning falling over her features. She must’ve realized she hadn’t really asked me about what happened when I submitted to the origin spell. She only knew I was the direct heir to my father’s estate, but nothing else.

      “Oh, you haven’t told her.” Granger said, the last word stretching out to sound more like a question than a statement.

      I looked away from Bianca, unable to meet Grangers gaze either. I stared at the plush carpet around my feet. “I’d like it to stay between us and the council for now.” I said, worrying the pleats of my kilt.

      Granger took ages to respond, and when she did, her tone was laced with doubt. “I’ll do my best to keep it between us,” she said. “But these things have a way of surfacing no matter how hard you try to hold them back. Better to tell everyone yourself—to own it, than to wait until they find out by other means.”

      But she was wrong. You couldn’t own being related to the bloodline who created the curse. And you couldn’t own a family history of psychotic insanity. Not without consequences.
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      Granger told me to take another day off to regain my strength and I was glad I’d get at least one more evening of relative peace. I could only imagine how much work I’d missed and have to catch up on once I finally showed my face in class.

      Not to mention the questioning stares I’d have to endure from the other students. Ugh. I was not ready to deal with that.

      Bianca returned to class and I’d swiped lunch from the cafeteria on my way back up to our dorm. I was lucky enough to beat the lunch bell by just enough time to nab a bowl of garden salad and a ham and cheese sandwich and get to the base of the stairs leading up to the labyrinth of rooms.

      Part of me wondered why I even bothered when I sat down on the bed and set the tray down on my lap. I wasn’t sure I could eat. My stomach still felt finicky after the visit to Granger’s new office. I wished she hadn’t said anything in front of Bianca—now I had no choice but to tell her.

      At least I could trust her to keep it to herself. She was probably the only one I could trust with a secret like that in this damned place. If someone like Kendra got ahold of that information… a shiver racked my spine, making my skin bristle.

      Blanche stared at me with her beady pinkish red eyes from a nest of blankets on Bianca’s bed. The enormous white rabbit twitched its nose at the bounty of lettuce and cucumber on my lap and moved closer to the edge of the covers.

      “Aren’t you fat enough?” I asked the ball of white fluff. But the rabbit persisted, and even hopped down from Bianca’s bed to pause with its front paws raised, sniffing the air. “Fine,” I said, gritting my teeth. “But if you bite me, I’ll turn you into rabbit soup.”

      It glared at me.

      “You be nice. I be nice,” I said more simply. Familiars were blessed with the ability to understand simple human speech and commands. Once the bond took hold, an old sort of magic awakened in the witch’s animal counterpart. Allowing them to become more intelligent than your average house pet. I supposed that sort of thing was kind of moot with my own familiars.

      Blanche came closer and I held out the piece of lettuce. The moment her creepy little teeth bit down on it, I let go, and she started to chew, the lettuce disappearing in tiny little increments as her jaw worked overtime to get it all in.

      I sighed, getting another piece of lettuce ready to hand over to the chubby bunny. She made me think of Cal and Adrian. They’d be coming to see me tonight, I was sure of it. I shivered.

      What the hell was I going to tell them?

      “How would you go about telling your shifter familiars that your family line is the one to blame for them having to change into a beast every full moon?”

      The rabbit tilted its head at me, considering my words. I knew it was likely too much for such a young familiar to understand. “I mean, I could just not tell them,” I continued, feeding Blanche another bit of salad. The thoughts and questions more for myself than for the fluff ball to weigh in on anyway. “But,” I said with tensed muscles and a chill pooling in my chest. “If they somehow managed to find out on their own…”

      “They’d feed you to the wolves.”

      I tipped the contents of the tray onto the floor as I jolted in mortified shock at the sound of the voice. I cursed when she materialized across the room, leaning against Bianca’s vanity with an amused expression on her face.

      Was she a…

      “A ghost?” she said with a devious grin, and I recoiled, knowing she could somehow hear my thoughts. “What do you think?” she asked and turned her head to one side.

      In the soft skin of her temple was a red-ringed hole. The skin around the dark opening raised and ragged. My stomach turned. This isn’t happening. I was dreaming. This was just another vivid dream. That’s all.

      But Blanche had skittered under Bianca’s bed, squeaking, and the room was icy cold. And I didn’t remember falling asleep.

      “You aren’t asleep, silly,” she snickered in a lightly accented voice. Not southern… no. A New York accent, maybe. Or Boston. I couldn’t tell.

      “How did you get in here? Who are you?” I stammered, curling my hands into the bed sheets beneath me.

      She took a drag of her cigarette, putting the long black stem in her mouth. The force of her inhale turned the ember on the tip of the cigarette bright orange in the dim light. The phantom woman blew out the smoke, and it tumbled around her sharply angled face.

      Her red lipstick left a mark on the old-fashioned cigarette thingy and I looked away from her piercing, brilliant green eyes long enough to notice she was dressed in an extravagantly beaded gown. The style distinctly 1920s. I knew because it was Lara’s favorite decade as far as fashion went, and she even had almost the same feathered headband the woman before me wore. White, crusted in pearls, with a silvery peacock feather jutting out the top.

      With her high cheekbones, flawless skin, and blood red lips, she could’ve been a movie-star. If it weren’t for the bullet hole in her head.

      “And I might’ve been, too. A movie-star, I mean. If it weren’t for my ailments,” she drawled, reading my mind again.

      “Who are you?” I asked again, more firmly, as I tried to rein in my nerves. I would not be afraid of a ghost. Ghosts weren’t real, everyone knew that.

      She rose to her full height, tilting her head as she looked down on me with a pitiful stare. Her full red lips pouting as she said, “Oh, but I am real, toots. And so are the rest of them. Be thankful I was the one able to get through. If it had been one of the others, you may have ended up like me.” She pointed one polished nail to her head, and gave a little laugh, her gaze narrowing on my face.

      This really is happening, I thought, allowing myself to believe it was real. I was seeing a ghost. One that had the same voice I’d heard earlier in Granger’s office. There was no sense in denying it. Why wouldn’t ghosts be real? I rationalized… just because you’ve never seen one before doesn’t make it any less true.

      “There you go. There’s the curious nature in you. I was starting to wonder if we were related at all.” She tipped her head to me in a formal sort of greeting, lifting a drawn-on black brow. “I’m Rose. Probably the sanest of the scary ghosties clamoring for your attention… and your great aunt. A pleasure to meet you, darling.”

      What the actual fuck.

      

      I wasn’t sure how long we’d been talking, but it was long enough for me to relax to the point where my heart wasn’t pounding in my throat anymore, and I managed to learn some things. Like how she was able to appear before me, and who these other so-called scary ghosties were.

      Rose said she remembered a feeling like waking up in the morning after a night spent out on the town. She opened her eyes and found herself in the council chamber where they were performing the origin spell. And she wasn’t the only one to be awakened during the spell, either.

      There were others, too.

      She couldn’t remember where she was before that—or if she was even anywhere—but she knew she was dead and that it’d been a long while.

      “And since then I… blink in an out of being,” she continued as she picked phantom dirt from beneath her nails. “When I blink back in, I’m always with you,” she continued with a slight grimace. “I can’t seem to go anywhere else. The further I move away from you the faster I fade. And then I’m just… gone.” Her brows drew together. “And the next time I wake up again, I don’t know how long it’s been, or where I’ve been. I just know I’m back.”

      “Ok,” I said, drawing out the word while I rolled the information around in my mind. “But before you were only a voice—and there were other voices, too. How did you, like, appear? How can I be seeing you right now? Aren’t ghosts supposed to be, you know, invisible.”

      Rose snorted at me, her top lip curling back in an almost snarl. “I don’t know the damned rules!” she shouted, her hand curling into talons as she threw them up in the air.

      “But there must have been something you did that made you more—more corporeal.”

      “Well there was that weird light thing,” she said with a sigh, vaguely gesturing to me. “It was hovering around you. Just a small thing, like a bee. It was buzzing and humming and the others—they wanted it real bad so I knew it was important.”

      “A—a light?”

      She nodded. “They tried to lunge for it, but I was faster.”

      “And then?”

      She looked at me like I was an idiot. Smirked. “And now here I am.”

      So, she caught the light and was able to appear. Ok. This was just getting weirder and weirder.

      I swallowed. “You said that if the others got through, I’d end up like you…” I trailed off. Rose picked at the shiny beads around her hips, turning her head so that the bullet hole in her temple was clearly visible again. Surely ghosts couldn’t fire guns.

      “They’re dangerous,” she said, and either my vision was getting blurry or she was beginning to fade. As though she could feel it happening, Rose looked at me apologetically. “Don’t listen to them, Harper,” she said in a rush, her body going transparent before my eyes. “Their words are poison, they’ll drive you to—” she stopped with a gasp, her head turning towards the door to the room. “Someone’s coming,” she breathed, and then she was gone.

      “Wait,” I nearly shouted. What did she mean their words are poison? I needed more than that. “Rose! Come back.”

      The door clicked open and Bianca’s blonde head appeared in the doorway. Her brown eyes roved around the room. “Who were you talking to?”

      I blew out a breath and looked away from Bianca. “No one.”

      She looked skeptical, but said, “Okay. If you say so,” and dropped her text books onto her bed. “What happened in here?” she asked as she stepped around the mess of salad and deconstructed ham and cheese sandwich on the floor. “And where’s Blanche?”

      Right. I stooped down to pick up the mess, tossing the uneaten lunch back onto the tray. Just then Blanche came out from under the bed, shaking, and squeaking as she waddled to Bianca’s feet. “What happened to you?” she exclaimed, turning an accusatory stare my way.

      “I was just feeding her and I—I dropped the tray,” I stammered, not wanting to tell her I was seeing ghosts. I shivered, looking at the spot where Rose had been standing in front of Bianca’s vanity only a moment ago. She was there. I hadn’t imagined it, right?

      It was hard to catch my breath, and my chest froze over in a layer of icy sweat.

      I’m not crazy, I thought to myself, repeating the three words over and over in my head until they stopped feeling like a lie.

      I’m not crazy. I’m not crazy. I’m not crazy.

      But even I knew only crazy people talked to dead people.
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      She wasn’t fooling anyone—snuggled up under her covers with her back to me. Blanche nestled at her back, keeping diligent watch over her witch counterpart, who was doing a poor job of pretending to sleep.

      It was near midnight and I couldn’t believe she hadn’t passed out yet. But then, I wasn’t exactly sleeping either. I wondered what horrors she saw when she closed her eyes? I saw dark magic… blood magic. And insanity. Heard the deranged whispers of my ancestors as they slithered down my ear canals, the feelings they carried with them turning my stomach.

      I wondered if she saw her uncle, and flinched at the thought, knowing that if it weren’t for me, he would still be alive. I couldn’t fully regret it. And a dark voice buried in my subconscious whispered to me that Sterling deserved what he got. But for Bianca, I wished there was a way he could’ve lived—for her not to have found out the truth of his nature the way she did. But time-travel was strictly forbidden in all its forms. And memory-wiping was dangerous and could only be done with council approval in the rarest of circumstances.

      I really did have to hand it to Bianca, though. She was being strangely respectful of my privacy for once. Even though I could tell it was taking some effort, she never asked me about my bloodline, or why I didn’t want anyone to know about it. And she didn’t ask about why I was acting so weird—because even though I couldn’t help it, I knew I was.

      Bianca was being patient… and that was a thing I didn’t know she knew how to do. She shifted under her coverlet, sighing, and flipped over to face me, making Blanche yip before the bunny burrowed itself into a mound of blanket closer to Bianca’s feet.

      “You can’t sleep either?” I asked her and she slitted one eye open. I watched her tensed body relax.

      “No,” she said finally, opening up her eyes all the way, giving up the charade. “How’d you know I was still awake?” she asked, propping herself up on one elbow.

      I smirked. “I hate to break it to you but you’re a terrible actress.”

      She let her mouth fall agape in mock insult. “I’m a fabulous actress,” she said with an exaggerated huff. “I took lessons, you know.”

      “Why aren’t you sleeping?” I asked, but I thought I already knew the answer.

      Bianca bit her bottom lip, looking away as she responded. “Your familiars have been around. I thought now that you’re awake that you’d go to them if they came.”

      She wasn’t wrong. That was the plan. “So, that doesn’t explain why you aren’t sleeping.”

      “I worry about you,” she said with a pout, and I could tell the admission made her uncomfortable. “I’ve never had a friend here and those… those Endurans could be dangerous. You could get hurt. And if I don’t do anything then it will be my fault for—for just sitting here while you went out there and—”

      “Wow,” I said, interrupting her frantic word vomit, propping myself up. “My familiars aren’t a danger to me, B. They won’t hurt me.”

      But even as I said it, I knew that it may not be entirely true. One command from their alpha and it could be bye-bye Harper. But I had to hope it wouldn’t come to that.

      “I don’t think you’re very sure.”

      My heart hurt at the look in her eyes. Even though they weren’t here and I couldn’t see them, I had Leo and Lara. She had no one now except her brothers and the academy. And little Eddie and Louie were just more weight and responsibility on her shoulders. I could see that in the way she spoke of them now. Not as her adorable siblings that could do no wrong, but as the two lives she was now responsible for.

      I felt the familiar tugging at my chest and the weakness and tension eased out of my bones as my familiars drew nearer to the academy. They would be at the edge of the grounds soon. I shivered at the sensation, my senses coming alive with each step they took closer to me. The relief flooded my body like a tidal wave, washing the fog from my head and the frailty from my bones.

      “They’re here, aren’t they?” Bianca asked, and I wondered if something had changed in my expression to make her think that.

      One side of my mouth tipped up in a small smile. “They are,” I replied, sliding out of bed, glad I’d stayed fully dressed when I laid down. I dug beneath the bed for my shoes and pulled them on.

      Bianca threw off her covers. “Let me come with you. Then at least if anything happens, it would even the—”

      “No,” I said, a little too harshly, trying to amend with an explanation. “I need to talk to them alone. Our… our bond still isn’t the strongest. They wouldn’t like it if I brought you with me. Besides, it would only prove to them what they already believe, that I’m afraid of them.”

      “And aren’t you?”

      “No,” I said firmly, finding truth in my response. “No, I’m not. They’re my familiars. And I’m their witch. We belong to each other. It would be a crime against nature for either of us to hurt the other.”

      She swallowed, looking at Blanche, and I knew she heard what I was saying. She would never hurt Blanche, and the thought of the fluffy white rabbit hurting her was a total joke. Blanche may have some attitude issues, but I knew she worshipped Bianca.

      It was how the bond worked. It was a joining of souls. To hurt your familiar counterpart would be to tear apart your own soul. And I didn’t know anyone crazy enough to do that—not even Cal or Adrian. At least, not now. Not after everything.

      “I’ll be back soon,” I said, and opened our door to peek out into the hallway. It was empty and silent as a graveyard. Not a student or teacher in sight. I turned back to Bianca. “Don’t worry so much, B,” I said in the lightest voice I could muster. “You’ll get wrinkles.

      She groaned and whipped one of her pillows at me, but I jumped out into the hallway and pushed the door closed fast enough to hear the soft cushion thump gently against the wood on the other side. I poked my head back in. “Missed me,” I teased and then tore off down the hall away from the dorms on quick, quiet feet.

      But it wasn’t to last. True to my cursed nature, I missed the last step on my way downstairs and landed sprawled on my chest, my chin throbbing. I groaned as I lifted myself up from the cool stone and sucked in a breath when the air touched the raw skin. “Damnit,” I muttered to myself, rubbing the dust from my palms off on my kilt.

      Somewhere upstairs a door creaked open and I was spurred back into motion, rushing down the hallway, past the darkened classrooms and shadowed inlets until I was safely around the corner of the corridor leading to the library and the southern exit. I exhaled, grimacing at the sting in my chin and the abrasion still tingling on my palms.

      Why did I always have to be so clumsy? I hoped whoever it was who’d come out of their dorm room was only going to use the lavatory, or get a drink of water—that they didn’t come out to investigate the strange noises coming from down the hall.

      Agonizing over it wasn’t going to help anything. I moved down the corridor, keeping close to the walls, looking behind me every few feet to make sure I was alone. The academy was silent save for the normal creaks and groans that old buildings made in the dead of night.

      And I had grown all too used to those. The beastly groaning of the walls expanding and contracting. The clanging and clatter of old pipes in the ceiling and floors. The rushing of unidentified water that seemed to come from every direction. The noises were different from the city sounds I was used to. The honking horns. The incoherent chatter of midnight drunkards. The buzzing of the streetlights.

      In comparison to the ominous noises of the academy, the sounds of the city would seem downright soothing. I’d hated it at the time. But now… I sort of missed it.

      I snuck past the library, peering inside to find there were still lamps lit, but no one sat beneath their glow. And then down the steps two at a time and into the frigid night.

      I’d have to get better at levitating so I didn’t have to walk through half the academy to get outside. If I was confident enough in my ability, I could just go out the window. But as it was, I was pretty sure I’d end up with something broken if I tried. Or maybe I’d just float away.

      Definitely not something I was ready to try yet.

      I bit the inside of my cheek as I tiptoed over dew-dampened grass, the sweet-smelling wetness coating my tennis shoes and soaking through around my toes. They were almost here. I could feel what remained of the tension easing out of me.

      I stopped.

      My ears rang and the skin at the nape of my neck bristled. Someone was watching me—and it wasn’t my wolves. Swallowing, I turned to look back at the darkened windows of the academy, finding nothing but the night-sky reflected in the multicolored glass. Not another ghost, I thought to myself, clenching my teeth. I couldn’t take any more visits from the dead tonight.

      A wisp of shimmering blonde hair caught my eye near the exit where I’d just come out a moment before, but then it was gone. I couldn’t believe Bianca had followed me out. Was she really that worried?

      She’d better stay inside if she knows what’s good for her.

      I was nearing the tree-line and still couldn’t see them. I stopped at the edge and peered in, but couldn’t make out anything in the mottled shade. The moon was just a sliver in the sky and cast hardly enough light to see more than ten feet in front of me. They weren’t approaching anymore, I could tell.

      “Um, Cal? Adrian?” I whisper yelled into the trees, closing my hands into fists.

      No answer.

      They were really going to make me go in there. Bastards.

      I inhaled deeply through my nose, calming the jitters in my hands and the fluttering in my stomach. We couldn’t risk them being seen on the academy grounds, I rationalized. This was the only way I could see them—by going into the deep dark woods. And besides, I thought, strengthening my resolve, this isn’t the story of Hansel and Gretel, and if it was, I’d be the witch.

      Yeah. No problem. Witches aren’t scared of the dark. We live in the dark. Easy.

      I stepped beneath the ceiling of leaves and tripped on a tree root. Squealing as I caught myself on a tree branch that was covered in spider webs.

      I’d only just regained my footing when a massive thing came barreling toward me and crashed into my chest. It knocked me down, pinning me to the ground under strong paws. And then it attacked, licking my face in a frantic fury I thought was only reserved for puppies. Whimpering and whining in excitement, the wolf left great streaks of hot saliva all over my cheeks, neck, and hairline.

      I tried to turn my head away, but that only seemed to make him want to play, and he nipped playfully at my ear, still holding me against the damp earth. “You’re getting me all dirty,” I whined, outraged, but also completely unable to stop laughing.

      I snorted like I always did when I laughed this hard, and he froze at the sound, lifting his head to cock it at me with his long tongue lolling out to one side. A pair of beautiful mossy green eyes stared curiously at me. Cal. “Stop!” I said firmly, reining in my laughter with a finger pointed at the two-hundred-pound beast on top of me.

      Cal yipped, but hopped off my chest, allowing me to stand. “Good boy,” I said to him as I pushed off from the ground, wiping his sticky saliva from my face with the hem of my sweater. He came forward and pushed his fat head against my knees, like a cat demanding to be pet. I shook my head at him, amused.

      From what I’d been able to learn, I knew that in their wolf forms, their behavior was more instinctual. They could control themselves, but not like they could while in their human form. Their natural urges won out more often than not.

      Adrian came crashing through the brush a second later, his body relaxing when he found us. Me, still wiping slobber from my neck, and Cal, wagging his tail by my feet. Even sitting down he was the same height as me standing, and I marveled at the size of him.

      “Hey,” Adrian said, coming closer. “He must’ve caught your scent because he just ran off. I was afraid he’d—” Adrian stopped himself, dragged in a breath. “Never mind.”

      I noticed how Adrian’s eyes were still aglow with his urge to shift. Shining like they had on that first day I’d seen him in his human form—like sunlight through whiskey. His cargo shorts hung dangerously low on his waist, and I tried and failed not to notice the trail of soft brown hair leading from his navel downwards.

      I looked away. Nope. I was not checking him out. Not at all.

      Trying to distract my thoughts I blurted, “Do you shift with your clothes on?” I’d been wondering about it since that first time, and still couldn’t make sense of it. They’d both stripped naked and left their clothes on the forest floor when they left before. So, then, they couldn’t magic their clothes into wolf form. But then where did the shorts come from?

      My heartbeat was beginning to calm. The distracting thoughts were working.

      Adrian tilted his head, and the glow ebbed away from his iris’, leaving them a muted gold only visible when he turned his head to the light. “Trade secret,” he teased, and stepped closer, his gaze tracing the lines of my face and neck with something like grudging relief. His adam’s apple bobbed. Between the two of them, I knew Adrian was less comfortable with me than Cal. But since what happened with Sterling, he’d warmed up a little.

      Cal leaned into my side, nearly knocking me off balance before I regained my footing in a wider stance. A flash of jealousy sprinted across Adrian’s eyes and I saw the faint glow of his inner wolf as it fought to come back to the surface. He wanted to touch me, too.

      Wait, was he… was he checking me out? I bit the inside of my cheek and my insides quaked at the pressure of his stare.

      “So,” he said, breaking eye contact. “What happened? We could feel your distress over the last few days. Your uh… friend Ellis or whatever his name is said that it was normal after a,” he paused, clearly trying to remember what it was Elias told him. “Uh…”

      “Origin spell?”

      “Yeah, that. He said you would be weak for a few days, but that was more than just weakness…” he trailed off.

      I let out a long breath, my cheeks flushing with heat. “It definitely felt like it was more than just being a little weak,” I agreed. “But I’m fine. It did what it was supposed to—told the council what I already knew—that I am Alistair Hawkins’ daughter.” I swallowed and it felt like my throat was full of razor-blades.

      I wanted to tell him the other part, but the words stuck in the sharp pieces, and I couldn’t summon the strength to drag them out. They didn’t need to know, I reminded myself. My bloodline didn’t have to be anyone’s business but my own.

      “That’s good, right?” Adrian asked, likely confused at my lack of excitement. “You said he was really wealthy? Doesn’t this mean that you’ll inherit all his, you know, like money and shit.”

      I laughed. “Yeah. I don’t really care about being rich though. I’ve never had money before, and honestly, I think too much of it turns people into assholes.”

      Cal whined, reminding me of his presence, and I stuck my fingers deep into the fur around his neck to give him a good scratching. He began to pant, and I smiled at his puppy-like expression. I liked him like this. Looking at Adrian, I almost wished he was the one who’d stayed a wolf instead. Cal was easier to talk to, and seemed to have accepted the bond more easily than his brother wolf.

      “Why isn’t he changing?” I asked Adrian when he didn’t respond.

      His shoulders tensed and he looked away, a sudden darkness taking over his expression. “One of us needs to stay in wolf form to communicate with the pack.”

      I didn’t know they could do that. I wondered how they communicated with them. There was still so much I didn’t understand about their kind. “Why?” I asked, “You’ve never had to do that before.”

      Adrian shot me a cutting glance and I waited for him to lash out—to tell me it was none of my business. But Cal growled at him, the rumble within him vibrating where my fingers still played in his fur, and he relaxed, loosing a sigh that somehow managed to also be a groan.

      “There’s trouble with the packs,” he said between gritted teeth, still not meeting my gaze. “Our kind—shifters, have been going missing. Nine have vanished in the last two weeks alone.”

      My skin went icy cold. Missing? I didn’t know what to say. Swallowing, I replied, “Oh, I—I’m sorry, I—”

      Adrian barked a laugh, and his large hands curled into white-knuckled fists at his sides. He stepped back from me, and I knew he was on the verge of shifting. His iris’ ignited, the golden color looking near orange or red with his fury. “And maybe you should be,” he snapped. “Since all the evidence so far points to witches. How else could they vanish without a trace? Their alpha’s can’t even feel them through the pack bond anymore,” he explained, deflating.

      He leaned against the rough bark of an old oak tree and pressed his forehead into his palms, rubbing his eyes. I hadn’t noticed before just how tired he looked. There were dark circles under his eyes, and his normally bronzed skin looked pale compared to only days before when I’d last seen him. “Only magic could do that, right?” he asked.

      I opened my mouth to respond, wholly unsure of what to say because he was right. Only magic could sever a bond like that, and it made no sense for wolves to vanish without a trace unless they went through portals. But…

      “Unless,” Adrian said, and I knew he was thinking the same thing I was. “Unless they’re dead. That’s the only way the pack wouldn’t be able to feel them anymore.”

      Cal nuzzled his head against mine, whining low in his throat. I knew he could understand what Adrian was telling me, and he was in distress over what he heard, his wolf reacting to the stress more strongly than he would in his human form.

      “But then” I began, thinking about the implications. “If they’re dead, where are their bodies?”

      “Exactly.”

      Our eyes locked, and I could see in Adrian the same doubtful, inquisitive nature that drove me. He wouldn’t quit until he figured it out. Just like I wouldn’t quit until I figured out what really happened to my dad—why he had to die.

      “Anyway,” Adrian said with a frown. “That’s sort of what we came to tell you.”

      My brows furrowed.

      “We can’t tell Atlas yet,” he explained. “I know we said we would as soon as we could, but… Our alpha isn’t feeling very accepting toward witch-kind right now.”

      I pursed my lips, understanding his meaning. I supposed if our roles were reversed, I wouldn’t be either. “I can imagine.”

      He drew in a broken breath, leveling a haughty stare at me. “Which means it may be difficult for us to come to you. With the nightly search parties, and the new curfew Atlas is trying to make us follow… we’ll still come—we have to, or else…”

      He didn’t need to finish. If they didn’t come it would weaken all of us. And they needed their strength, now more than ever it seemed. I was inclined to agree with their alpha on this one. “Maybe your alpha is right. Maybe you shouldn’t be out here like this if wolves are going missing.” A sliver of fear pushed its way into my chest and shoved ice into my veins.

      Adrian nodded silently; his jaw taught. “Atlas will be going to check on things over at the Clairmont Lumber Mill this weekend, so we’ll try to come then.”

      “Ok,” I said, but then shook my head, remembering. “Wait, I won’t be here on Saturday. I’m going to my father’s—er—my house that night.”

      “Sunday then.”

      He offered me a half smile, and I knew he understood. Adrian still had both of his parents, but Cal’s both died when he was only little. He’d told me the last time I’d seen them—after I told them I was going to do the origin spell, and why I was going to do it, and not to freak out if they sensed I was in pain. He’d said he was an orphan, too, but at least he knew who his parents were.

      Him and Adrian were born on the same day. Their parents were best friends. So, when Cal’s parents died, he went to live with them, and my two familiars grew up as brothers. They were born as wolves instead of changed. Elias explained to me how much more rare that was, and how it made them stronger and faster than changed wolves. Looking at the pair of them now, I hoped that it gave them an extra advantage over the others—that if something came and tried to take them away that they’d be able to fight it, and win.

      Adrian nodded to his brother wolf, and I knew they had to get back. My chest squeezed. This was always the hardest part. I never wanted them to leave. It felt wrong on so many levels to be separated from them. A witch was supposed to have her familiar near at all times. But there was nothing normal about this relationship.

      “Be careful,” I whispered, and watched Adrian’s spine go rigid. Cal stopped wagging his tail.

      “I mean, I’m sure you can protect yourselves. I know you can handle it, I just—” I rushed to say, not wanting to insult them.

      Adrian smirked at my discomfort and I rushed to change the subject, swallowing hard. “I’ll um—I’ll see if I’m able to learn anything about the missing Endurans. If witches are truly responsible, then maybe I can find out something that could help you.”

      Adrian’s face screwed up into a confused scowl, his brows narrowing. “You would do that?”

      I made a face to match his. “Of course, I would. There’s right and there’s wrong. It doesn’t matter which race is to blame for it, even if it’s my own.”

      He stepped in and pulled me to him. I was so shocked that my spine went ramrod straight as he crushed me against his chest in what could only be described as a bear hug. It took a second, but my arms thawed out and I gingerly wrapped them around his waist, feeling the most blissful sense of relief wash over me at the skin to skin contact.

      It was the first time he’d touched me since that horrible night with Sterling and I had no idea how much I’d been aching for it. I nearly moaned and had to clench my teeth to keep the sound from slipping out. His whiskey and cedar scent made me want to melt right there in his embrace. My heartbeat thrummed loudly in my ears and I wondered in an offhand way if he could hear it, too.

      And then so swift it left me wobbling, he kissed the top of my head and pulled away, leaving me chaffing my arms against a chill.

      “Thank you,” Adrian said, and Cal nuzzled his wet nose into my hand when I dropped it, making me curse when I remembered he was there. Blushing like a maniac.

      “Right. Yeah. You’re welcome,” I blurted, completely unable to lift my gaze from the dark forest floor.

      “Oh, and there’s one more thing… I need you to promise me you won’t tell anyone either—about us, I mean. The bond. We don’t want word somehow getting back to Atlas before we can tell him ourselves.”

      I bit the inside of my cheek. I hated making promises, especially when my big ass mouth had a habit of betraying me. “I understand. I—I promise.”

      “See you Sunday,” Adrian said, and I peeked up in time to watch him give me a sultry wink and drop his shorts. I gasped at what I saw, hurrying to avert my gaze.

      The last thing I heard before the telltale snapping and popping sounds of his shift, was him laughing at me. The sound deep and sexy, coming up from somewhere deep, deep down. I almost looked again, just to see how his face looked when he smiled, but by the time I did, he was gone.

      Cal made to follow his wolf brother, turning back to stare at me in a wolfy goodbye. And then he licked his great maw, and gave a little yip.

      “Goodbye Cal,” I said to him, still fighting the blush, and he took off back into the trees, chasing Adrian to god knew where.

      My body weakened as they grew further away, but the feeling wasn’t as bad as it usually was. I thought maybe I was building up a tolerance to being away from them. Either that, or the closer we got to each other—the more direct contact we had—maybe it kept my power charged up longer.

      Either way, as I turned to head back to the academy, I was glad it seemed a little easier than before. We were like addicts—the three of us. Using each other like some people used heroin or cocaine. We felt relief only in each other’s presence, and each time, I couldn’t get to them fast enough. I needed my fix as surely as they needed theirs. I felt it like an ache in my bones that could only be taken away by their touch.

      But I wanted more with them. I didn’t want Cal and Adrian to be my drug. I didn’t want to use them. I wanted to know them. To share myself with them in more ways than my bond allowed. I groaned to myself in the dark. Why did they have to be so infuriatingly hot? Why couldn’t they have been little greaseballs with bad hair and even worse teeth or something?

      There was no way to know if they wanted the same thing. If I had to hazard a guess, I’d say that they didn’t… not yet, anyway. But that could change, my more adventurous side whispered in the back of my mind.

      I bit the inside of my cheek, fighting back a smile. Yes, it could change. And I thought it was possible Cal was already part way there if the way his wolf acted was any indication. I could still smell his wolf’s scent of fresh air and animal musk on my clothes.

      The fluttering feeling in my stomach told me I was already theirs, whether they wanted me or not. But the warring feelings of insecurity and worry dampened the sensation and made the smile fighting for dominance on my face contort into more of a frown.

      I huffed. At least one thing was certain, they couldn’t stay away for long, and that was a very reassuring thought.

      The steps up to the entrance to the academy vanished under my feet as I raced back inside, eager to lie in my warm bed and process every second of my time with the shifters in the quiet dark.

      She emerged from the shadows like a monster from under a bed. Her gaze unwavering, and top lip curled back in a wicked sneer. “Wait until the headmistress finds out what her star student’s been up to…”
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      How the hell had she seen us? Was it even possible?

      Surely Cal in his wolf form would’ve heard her if she’d dared try to approach.

      “You’re looking a little pale, Harper,” Kendra said, a note of fake worry in her tone as she looked me up and down.

      Her familiar chose that moment to swoop down from the air, landing with an erroneous caw on the stone banister just outside the academy where we stood. I shrieked, shrinking back from the beady-eyed black crow and the sudden blaring noise.

      Well, shit. That was how she’d seen us. Another perk of the witch familiar bond was the eventual ability to see through the eyes of your familiar. It took practice, but I had no doubt Kendra had bonded to her bird young and had already had years to master it. Damnit. She had a birds-eye view of events while she stood here, safe and warm, letting her familiar do all her dirty work.

      It was like cheating. Except she wouldn’t be punished this time. No… she won.

      “I don’t know whether to be worried about the fact that I apparently have a stalker,” I spat the word at her, clenching my hands into fists, but the fire quickly ebbed away and my magic seeped back into the stone beneath my feet. I sighed, shaking my head. “Or impressed that you had the backbone to follow me out here—oh, sorry, I mean that you had your familiar follow me.”

      Completely ignoring me, she held up a perfectly manicured pink fingernail. “I don’t know how you did it, but it’s an affront against nature!” she whispered harshly. “We’re meant to bond with animals.”

      Was that jealousy in her voice?

      I could have tried to explain. I could’ve told her I hadn’t done anything to encourage the bond—and that it wasn’t my fault at all. That the magic in my blood chose them. But she wouldn’t believe me, and I didn’t blame her. It shouldn’t be a thing that’s able to happen.

      The most annoying part about it was I just promised Adrian I would keep it secret until they were ready. And now bitch-face was jeopardizing my ability to keep that promise. “What do you want?” I asked, barely recognizing the almost scary tone of my voice as I resisted the urge to reach out and strangle her.

      Her face puckered in a look of disgust and she stared me down as though I were an interesting, if also repulsive, new plaything. “I own you now.”

      I snapped my jaw shut to keep from shouting about a thousand obscenities at her. My jaw flexed as I ground my teeth, and my chest warmed with the heat of injustice and so, so much fury.

      “If you tell anyone I followed you out here—what I know, I’ll go straight to the headmistress. I’ll tell everyone what you did. How you used dark magic to bond with those… those filthy beasts,” she snarled, near out of breath.

      “Don’t,” I nearly shouted, feeling my magic surge within me again. I forced it back down, not wanting Cal and Adrian to come racing back, sensing I was in some sort of distress. “Say what you want about me, but keep your thoughts about them to yourself.”

      She raised a brow at me but stumbled back with trepidation. “Whatever,” she said in an offhand way, but I could practically smell the fear on her. She knew I was stronger than her. I was probably stronger than any witch in the entire academy. And apparently she thought I was wielding dark magic, too.

      Maybe she should be afraid.

      “Yes, maybe she should,” said a voice I knew was not Kendra’s. Her lips hadn’t moved.

      My spine went rigid. The deep rasping sound of the male voice grated my insides. I didn’t dare turn toward it, knowing what I’d find.

      “You could make her regret this…” the phantom voice whispered, drawing out the ‘s’ into a hiss that made my skin bristle as though the sound was a serpent under my clothes. “Just a few drops of blood. I can show you the spell…”

      “I have to go,” I said, my stomach turning, and shoved past Kendra, speeding away from the ghost now laughing at my discomfort. The eerie sound chased me down the darkened corridor, echoing in my skull.

      “Whatever Hawkins. Just remember who’s holding all the cards!” Kendra called after me, and I rounded the corner, breaking into a full-on sprint back to my dorm room.

      But his laughter followed me all the way to my door. And by the time I got there I was shaking, shivering, my eyes stinging with hot, angry tears. But still, the laughter was there, taunting me. Teasing me. It was in my ears, and all around. Inescapable.

      Stop. Stop. Stop.

      “Get out of my head!” I shouted, a wave of pressure leaving my chest. My magic worked to shove the foreign entity from my body, blowing it out in a rogue blast that left me with force of a hurricane wind. It shook the window-panes down the hall and rattled the doors on their hinges.

      And I was rewarded with sweet, blissful silence…

      … for all of three seconds.

      Bianca was at the door, and had it near ripped from its hinges in her haste to open it. She stood there, disheveled in her thin white nightgown, her brown eyes wide and searching.

      I leapt to my feet, trying to hide how my hands were still shaking, and control the rasping breaths sawing in and out of my lungs. But I couldn’t fool Bianca. She knew something was wrong. She took one look at me and her lips pressed into a firm line, her expression changing from one of worry to one of easy understanding.

      Another door opened somewhere down the hall. And then another opened behind me somewhere else. My shoulders twitched, and I had to stop myself from looking to see who’d heard me shouting in the middle of the night. I curled in on myself, wishing Bianca would move out of the way so I could run into our room and hide, but unable to form my mouth around the words to ask.

      “What are you lot looking at?” she snapped at the other girls in the hallway. “Mind your own damned business.” Bianca took me by the arm, her palm fiery hot against my ice-cold skin, and gently pushed me into our room and away from the prying eyes outside.

      She didn’t follow me inside right away, instead she turned back to the open doorway with a furious grunt. “Did I stutter?” she yelled at whoever was still here. “Go back to bed.”

      The domino-like clicking of doors closing all the way down either side of the hall made the knot in my stomach lessen, if only a little. A small part of me made a mental note not to ever piss Bianca off. I didn’t think I’d ever seen her speak to anyone like that before.

      The strange fog that infected my mind and filled it with the horrid ghost-like laughter all but lifted, and I settled down onto my bed, hanging my head between my knees to try to catch an unrestricted breath.

      “I knew I shouldn’t have let you go alone,” Bianca said harshly, not even remotely trying to keep her voice down anymore. “There’s a store of monkshood at the house—I’ll get some of it and I’ll shove it down their throats!”

      Wow. I glanced up to find her fuming, breathing hard as she paced two steps to her left only to turn around and pace the other two steps to her right. She looked ridiculous, and about as dangerous as a kitten having a tantrum with her long blonde hair and frilly night clothes.

      “What did they do to you?” she asked, and I watched as she forced herself to sit down, perching on the very edge of her bed as though she was about to launch off it.

      I shook my head. “No. There’s no need for monkshood,” I breathed, giving her a crooked stare.

      It should’ve come as a shock that Sterling kept a store of bloody monkshood in his house. It was rare, and only grew near to where the Endurans lived, as though the earth itself was trying to restore balance against such formidable creatures. But of course that lunatic kept it in his home.

      He probably had stores of hawthorn to ward off Fae, too. It wouldn’t surprise me if he had a bindstone cell beneath his floors, and a freaking UV lighting system for vamps, too.

      A guy like Sterling? He probably had a list of enemies a mile long.

      “It wasn’t them,” I added, stumbling over the words as I bit the inside of my cheek. Because here we were again… even though I wanted to, I couldn’t tell Bianca about Kendra. The stalker bitch could be listening at the door for all I knew. And then she’d go blabbing to everyone at the academy about Cal and Adrian.

      But there was something I could tell her… I just hoped she wouldn’t judge me for it. I had to believe that out of everyone under this roof, she would be the least likely to think badly of me for my heritage—and hopefully wouldn’t think I was crazy for seeing ghosts.

      

      “It’s just some weird side-effect,” I told her after I’d explained about my bloodline, and who exactly I was related to as well as the fact that I was kind of sort of hearing voices.

      I didn’t mention Rose because hearing voices and straight up seeing the spirits of my dead ancestors were separate levels of crazy, and the former might be just a tad more acceptable. Maybe. “I mean, they said there would be some side-effects for a while,” I assured her, trying not to read too much into the weird look she was giving me.

      Bianca tucked her hands between her knees and rocked back further onto her bed. She shrugged, but didn’t meet my eyes. “Yeah,” she said, giving a small nod. “I’m sure it’ll go away.”

      So then why didn’t she sound so sure?

      “Hell, B, you don’t think I’m crazy, right? Tell me you don’t think I’m crazy.”

      “No,” she said stoically, finally raising her head. “I don’t think you’re crazy.” She sighed. “But that shit is messed up.”

      I let out a relieved breath and fell back onto my pillow, suddenly more eager than ever to go to sleep. For this shit storm of a day to finally end. “You’re telling me.”

      

      Mr. whatshisface, the new Sigils prof had a voice like a metronome. Monotone. Consistent. Never hitting any high, or low notes as he read out dry chunks of text to us from a book.

      It made it easy for me to tune him out, and he didn’t seem to care one way or the other if anyone paid attention. So, I was able to keep my head down and avoid the sidelong glances from the other students. I was falling behind, and I knew I should be listening, but I couldn’t focus. I wasn’t sure why I even bothered coming to class.

      I should have taken another day off like Granger suggested. But being alone in the dorm room sounded almost worse than going to class. The spirits gnawed at the edges of my mind, and if it was too quiet I could hear them. Their indeterminable whispers brushing past my ears. One of them seemed to be fond of whistling, and I’d say they were quite good at it, but the melancholy tune was eerie and made my skin crawl.

      No, I’d rather endure the stares and the whispers of people that were actually real than to endure another minute of it. It couldn’t be long now, though, right? The side-effects could only last for so long.

      Bianca was slumped in the chair one up from where I sat. She looked almost as exhausted as I was, and I felt bad for having woken her. I didn’t think either of us slept much last night. Strange how, to witch-kind it seemed my bloodline—particularly who I was related to—wasn’t a big deal.

      Everyone who knew only seemed to care about how powerful the bloodline was, and how powerful that would make me, rather than how filled with insanity it was. Or how it was my ancestor who’d lain the curse on the other species and pretty much initiated the plague on our immortal homeland of Emeris.

      Nope, they only cared about how much magic I could have. Granger. The council. Even Bianca and Elias to a certain extent didn’t seem at all miffed about it. But I doubted anyone from any of the other immortal races would feel the same way.

      “Kendra, would you mind demonstrating,” Mr. whatshisface said, standing aside to allow Kendra space at the head of the class to perform a simple transformation sigil.

      “Of course, Mr. Donovan.”

      Right, that’s what his name was.

      Kendra tossed her straight yellow hair over her shoulder and sauntered up to the front, licking her lips when she turned to face the rest of the class. She executed the transformation sigil perfectly, turning the sheet of parchment atop Mr. Donovan’s desk into a seedling tree, its roots twisting and curling, trying to find a foothold against the smooth table-top.

      “Very good,” Mr. Donovan said.

      Kendra locked eyes with me for an instant before she waltzed back to her desk, pride evident in the set of her shoulders and her barely concealed smirk. I wondered when the snake was planning to strike—and how bad the bite would be.

      To my knowledge, she still hadn’t told anyone, but I knew that silence wouldn’t come without a price. Before long, she’d dig her vile little teeth into me and I’d have no choice but to do as she asked. At least for as long as I needed to keep my promise to Adrian.

      All the waiting was making me crazy. Even though I’d only just seen them last night, I was already counting down the minutes to being able to see Cal and Adrian again. And counting down until tomorrow, when I finally got to see my father’s home and sign the deed that would make it mine.

      Swallowing past the lump in my throat, I picked up my pencil to scribble down the sigil in my notebook and froze. Spread between the two pages of parchment laying open on my desk was an image. An image of a rose, beautifully sketched and shaded in lead with twin swords crossed above, their sharp points spearing through the gray petals to jut out the bottom of the flower. Had I drawn that? My stomach soured. No, I hadn’t.

      I couldn’t have.

      And yet there were pencil shavings all over my desk, and my pencil was an inch shorter than it had been the last time I looked.

      No.

      I had trouble drawing damned stick men, I couldn’t have possibly drawn that. My hand began to shake, and I felt the cramp in my wrist before I saw the dark lead stains on my fingertips and the side of my palm. What the hell was happening?

      Mr. Donovan had launched into a lecture about how transformation spells should never be used on living things and the dangers of mistransformation, but I couldn’t focus on his words. And I tried to keep calm, but the symbol of House Thorn was staring up at me, and the lead on my hands might as well have been blood.

      “You know somethin’,” she said, materializing out of thin air to stand with a hand on her hip to the left of my desk. “I don’t much like him.” Rose ashed her cigarette on my desk, and turned up her nose at the teacher.

      I gasped, jumping in my seat, and knocked my notebook from the desk. My heart stuttered in my chest and a finger of ice zipped up my spine. No one else saw her. But I sure as hell had their attention now.

      “A-a spider,” I said by way of explanation, trying to disentangle myself from my desk to pick up my notebook from the floor. Damnit!

      “Is that what I am?” Rose said with a laugh. “Because I could’ve sworn I was a ghost.”

      Mr. Donovan picked up the notebook before I was able to and flipped it over. His brows pulled inward at what he saw and I held my breath. He looked at the drawing and back to me with a suspicious gleam in his wet sand eyes. I reached for the book, and when he held it out to me, I snatched it from his hands and stood, backing away from my desk only to bump into another one.

      “I uh,” I swallowed. “May I be excused. I have to use the ladies room.”

      I didn’t wait for him to respond before I tore from the classroom with the notebook tucked safely under my arm. I would burn it. Burn it and then bury the ashes. And then I would go the library and find out how to exercise myself of unwanted spiritual company.

      “Sorry if I scared you,” Rose said a second after the door to the classroom closed behind me, and I jumped again, turning to see her slanted eyes studying me. The hole in her head so much more gut twisting this close up.

      Ew.

      “Look, you need to leave me alone,” I said, stopping mid-stride to look her straight in her creepy ass ghost eyes.

      I started off down the hallway, not really sure where I was going, and not bothering to check if Rose was following me. I turned my face away as another student passed me in the hall on instinct. I didn’t want anyone to see me. I didn’t want to be seen. Hell, I wished I could be the ghost.

      I didn’t need people thinking I was crazy. Or at least, that I was any crazier than they already thought I was. Why can’t they just leave me alone!

      “Ha!” Rose barked from my side, and I stopped to turn to her, checking to make sure no one else was in the corridor.

      “What the hell is so funny?”

      She looked down at me like a mother chastising her child, with ire and condescension. “You think I want to be here? Taunted by the living, forced to watch you all carry on with your lives while everyone I ever knew is long dead. You think I don’t realize it’s not 1923 anymore?”

      My chest ached for her, but I was too angry to feel guilt. “Then go!”

      Rose glared at me, silently standing mere inches from my face. I shivered, finding I liked it better when she was talking. It was worse when she was all quiet and menacing with her ever so slightly see-through body gently flickering like a candle about to go out, or a t.v. screen stuck between changing the channel. “You wouldn’t last a minute if any of the others got through. They certainly wouldn’t leave you alone. You should be thanking me.”

      “For what? For making me look like a total lunatic? You,” I said, pointing at her to emphasize my point. “Are not explainable. I can’t just tell people I’m seeing ghosts. They’ll lock me in a padded cell and throw away the key.”

      She snapped her mouth shut, and a fury deep within made her eyes glow. “You know nothing of suffering. Nothing of feeling powerless against the power of your own mind. I once lived in a cell like the one you described…” she said, and I thought I saw ghostly tears welling in her eyes. “And it’s no joke. That padded cell leads only to one place—the surgeons chair and a needle the length of your arm.”

      I staggered back, her words sinking in. But, she couldn’t have been lobotomized… could she? The bullet hole…

      A sour taste filled my mouth and a weight pressed heavily on my chest.

      She shook her head. “I wasn’t going to let them do that to me,” she explained, wiping a stray tear from her cheek. After a deep breath, she looked up at me with her blood red lips pressed in a firm line. Her resolve strengthened. “So, I did it myself before they could.”

      “I’m sorry, I didn’t—”

      Rose turned away from me, her feathered headband blowing in a wind I couldn’t feel. Her glittery dress whooshing around her ankles. “Goodbye, Harper. And good luck.” She threw me one last glare before she flickered, faded, and then blinked out of view.

      “Wait,” I said, but she was already gone.

      “Harper,” he called from the other end of the hall, back near his classroom. “Who are you talking to?” Elias asked, holding a key out to lock the Arcane History room behind him.

      My shoulders slumped, and my throat burned. The mere sight of him made me want to curl up into his warm embrace and cry. It hurt. Everything hurt. And I was so damned tired. I felt like I hadn’t slept in weeks. And all the secrets were making me anxious and paranoid and filled with a miasmal sense of dread I just couldn’t shake.

      I longed for the days spent on the open highway in the back of Leo and Lara’s caravan. To listen to them sing bad country songs. To hear them chastise me for mixing the potions wrong and turning one of their clients’ hair green. But I was stuck here.

      And I couldn’t ever fully regret it, or wish I was somewhere else because there was him. Elias. And the way my magic roared in my veins every time I saw him told me this was exactly where I was meant to be.

      I closed the distance between us in a matter of a second and pushed the key and his hand away from the lock, turned the knob and stepped into the classroom. He cocked his head. His dark rain-cloud gaze fell on me, and his jaw tightened, making his face look as though chiseled from stone. I heaved in a breath to fuel my courage and pulled him into the classroom with me.

      “Harper, are you alright?”

      I let my magic do the work for me, surprised when as I called it forth to engage the lock on the door with a flick of my fingers, and the pull-down blind to drop covering the only window facing the hall, it actually listened. It didn’t set anything on fire, or blow a hole in something. It obeyed.

      Elias’ button-down shirt was rolled up to the elbows like it was that first day in class. Something about the way it made his arms look drove me to the brink of madness. I wanted him. I’d wanted him from the first moment I saw him, and right now, I needed to feel something that wasn’t despair or worry or any of those other ugly emotions.

      I wanted something good.

      “Harper?”

      “Don’t talk,” I whispered, and saw him stiffen at the two words, his lips parted.

      I stepped in closer to him and he didn’t move away.

      His fingers twitched at his sides, and I could practically feel his own unsated desire pulsing between us. I saw it in the way he glanced at my lips. And in the way his chest rose and fell, harder and faster than a moment before.

      Don’t fight it.

      It was right. Us. I didn’t care what anyone else thought. No one else had to know.

      I laid my hands on his chest, and he shivered beneath my light touch, but didn’t protest. He felt strong and warm. The magic within him sparked, and my own ignited like a trail of gunpowder up my back. Elias’ head tipped back just slightly and his eyes fell shut. I couldn’t hold myself back any longer.

      I yanked him to me and wrapped my arms around his neck. There was a millisecond of surprise before his lips softened, the keys fell from his hand to clatter to the floor, and he pressed me further into him. We stumbled backward, him leading the way until my back smashed against his desk. Our lips parted for an instant and it was too long. Blinded by desire, I found him again, and he caught my lips between his teeth, forcing a soft moan from deep in my chest.

      Elias gripped my hips and lifted me onto the desk, pushing in close between my legs. A heat like nothing I’d ever known before coiled up from some fathomless place within and my head spun. Drunk on the thrill of it, high from the feel. I couldn’t get enough of him.

      He pulled away, and it was too soon, but I knew we couldn’t stay like that forever, no matter how much I wanted to. He ran the back of his hand down my cheek, down the curve of my neck. Both of us breathless, and trembling. “I want to know you,” he said quietly, his lips moving whisper-soft against my forehead.

      I smiled. It was odd, but I felt like I knew him already. Like I’d always known him, even though that couldn’t have been further from the truth.

      With my heart swollen and my insides still doing loop the loops, I sighed, luxuriating in the sense of total bliss I hadn’t had in weeks. “I’d like that.”

      “Dinner,” he said, moving back to lift my chin so he could peer into my mind. “Sunday? I’ll cook.”

      I couldn’t conceal my smile, and his mirrored one made me feel even more the school-girl I now was, grinning like a damned fool. “Perfect.”
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      My heels bounced against the hardwood floor in the waiting room outside Granger’s office. We were supposed to have left already, but she got tied up with something and asked if I could wait. I wasn’t about to rush her, I mean, it was a huge favor she was doing for me, after all—escorting me to spend the evening at my father’s estate home.

      Tonight, I’d sign the document that made it my home, and the thought made me anxious as hell. I’d never owned anything in my entire life, not really. Not unless you counted the clothes on my back. Or my collection of band stickers I had all over my heavy old suitcase. I wondered if Leo and Lara still had it. Snorted. It’s not like I planned to do much traveling.

      “Just another minute,” Granger said, poking her head out of her office for the second time since I sat down. “Sorry!”

      “It’s alright,” I laughed. “Take your time.”

      “Right. I’ll be quick.” And then she vanished back behind the closed door.

      For a second, I thought I felt the familiar prickle of cold that came before the voices… before Rose, but I shook it off. It was just a chill. Nothing supernatural about it.

      It’s freaking cold in here is all.

      I didn’t want to jinx it, but I hadn’t seen Rose—or any of the other spirits since I told Rose to leave me alone. I felt a little bad about the way we left things, but she was a ghost. Dead. She wasn’t even supposed to be on this plane. With any luck, I wouldn’t ever see her again. I was starting to think the side-effects of the origin spell were finally gone.

      After what’d happened in Mr. Donovan’s class, and with Elias afterward, I’d torn the drawing of the rose and two swords from my notebook and wadded it up into a ball before I flushed it down the toilet. Bugger almost wouldn’t go down, and I thought I might’ve bunged up the pipes.  Eventually, the porcelain maw swallowed it, choking a little before the page was gone. And I was able to breathe.

      It didn’t make sleeping in our dorm room alone last night any easier though, and I felt like a child who was afraid of the dark again. I was left wishing I’d accepted Bianca’s offer to stay behind with me instead of going to see her brothers. But I couldn’t do that.

      “So sorry you had to wait,” Granger said, tugging a deep gray peacoat on overtop of her pantsuit as she came out to get me. “I had to finish interviewing for the new defense instructor.”

      “Any luck?” I asked, gathering my tote bag from the seat next to me.

      She tilted her head back and forth in a see-saw motion, shrugging. “Some semi-promising candidates, but to be honest I’m not thrilled with any of them. Probably because it was the council who suggested most of them. I doubted half of them even knew how to perform an attack spell, let alone teach one.”

      “Oh.”

      “Don’t worry, we’ll get someone in here who knows what they’re doing. And if we can’t, then I’ll teach the class myself.”

      She really was a force to be reckoned with. A tornado in killer heels.

      “Anyway, let’s get going, shall we?” She turned back to her office, waving an arm in front of her to let me through.

      I went to enter but stopped, hearing the familiar thumping of little paws behind me. Blanche hopped into the room, her tiny pink nose twitching. Bianca rushed in behind her, “Oh good, you’re still here.”

      “Bianca?” Granger asked with a quizzical brow.

      Blanche came over to sit by my feet, leaning against my leg. I gave the bunny the same look Granger gave Bianca. I thought her familiar hated me, but there it was nuzzling its twitchy little nose against my tennis shoe. “I thought you were spending the weekend with your brothers?”

      She looked away, biting on her bottom lip. I didn’t know how she managed to keep them looking so pristine with all the time they spent between her teeth. “I was,” she said with an impish grin. “I—I still don’t really like being there.”

      Fair enough.

      “Could I…” she paused. “Can I still come with you?”

      I noticed for the first time the small designer backpack slung across her shoulders.

      “I don’t see why not. Come along then, it’s getting late,” Granger said, and walked past me into her office to begin opening the doorway that would take us there.

      Bianca walked up beside me and together we followed Granger. She scooped up Blanche, and gave her familiar a little pat on the head. “I like you a lot better when you aren’t being a bitch to everyone,” she whispered to it, and the bunny glared at her as though it understood perfectly what she’d said.

      I burst out laughing, and Granger spun, smiling at us with a faraway look in her eyes. I wondered what she was thinking.

      She finished with the sigil, and the wallpapered wall disintegrated the moment it was activated. Beyond it was an iron gate, the spires reaching far above any of our heads. The letter H was craftily hidden in the design. This was it.

      Beyond the gate, through the bars, was a curving gravel drive.  At the end, atop a small sloping hill was a mansion that rivaled even the academy in terms of architectural beauty.

      It was old, Victorian-style. But restored, or at least, very well taken care of. With a dark brick exterior and slate gray roof tiles, it looked more like the shadow of a house, than a house itself. Vines that might have once carried blooming leaves and flowers still clung to exterior walls, now gray, dry, and decaying. The row hedges on either side of the tall double wooden doors looked as though they’d also seen better days. They too were dry-looking, their leaves sparse.

      “Wow.”

      “Indeed,” Granger intoned.

      “I think you’re richer than me,” Bianca added, nudging my shoulder with hers.

      I just stared, my mouth agape at what I saw. At what I always had a right to, but never even knew existed. It was incredible. I should be squealing with joy. And I was happy, sort of. It was nice to feel secure for once, in a financial sort of way…

      So then why did I feel something within me recoil?

      “Welcome home,” Granger said cheerily, and led us through to the other side.

      We walked the short distance to the wide gray steps, our shoes crunching gravel underfoot. And I noticed that even though the house and property originally seemed to be abandoned, that wasn’t exactly the case. The plants were dying, yes. And there wasn’t another human or house in sight, that was true. But, the lawn had been recently cut and was bright emerald green, the sparse hedges had been trimmed. And as we drew nearer the front door, I realized there were lights on inside.

      “Is anyone else here?” I asked Granger as she lifted her hand to the door handle.

      “And where is here?” Bianca asked, eyeing the rain-clouds above while she rubbed warmth into her bare arms.

      Diana Granger drew in a deep breath and took in the scenery around the mansion. The rolling green hills and the weeping willow trees in the distance.

      “Beautiful isn’t it?” she said with a gleam in her eyes. “I’ve only been here once before, but it was winter then…” Coming back to herself, she regarded us with a drawn look and a wan smile. “We’re in Ireland, girls. And I do believe Alistair’s butler still tends to the house and gardens.”

      Without further explanation, she pushed the door open and stepped inside as though walking into a dead man’s house like you owned it was the most natural thing in the world.

      Bianca and I stepped in behind her, and Bianca set Blanche down and rolled her shoulders back, stretching out her arms. I was going to make a comment about how maybe she shouldn’t carry her familiar around like a baby.

      Maybe if she let Blanche walk more often, she’d be less sore and Blanche would be less fat. But the thought was interrupted.

      A short man of slight build in a fancy suit with graying hair stepped into the main atrium. He had a thin mustache, kind blue eyes and… a monocle?  I clapped my mouth shut. I didn’t think I’d ever seen a person wear a monocle before. Didn’t people stop wearing those, I don’t know, like, a hundred years ago, or something? But strangely, the circular piece of glass with the golden rim suited him. Since he also looked as though he was straight out of a black and white film.

      “You must be Martin,” Granger said, and held out a hand for the older man to shake, except he bowed and kissed the back of it instead.

      “Good to meet you, Ma’am.”

      The little old man turned his attention to me, and I saw a flash of recognition in his eyes. “And you will be Miss Harper. It’s good to see you after all these years.”

      “Wha—” I began, but he’d already turned his attention to Bianca. “And who is this?”

      “Bianca,” Bianca answered, curtsying as though we were in an Austen novel. The man named Martin bowed in return, and I immediately began to search the doorway behind us for any indication that it may have in fact been a time machine.

      The house was large, and the main atrium was cavernous, making our voices echo against curved wooden ceilings and fancy white tile. The furnishings were all covered in white sheets, but there didn’t seem to be a speck of dust on anything. The old man certainly had his work cut out for him with this place. I was impressed.

      He looked like he was at least sixty. Maybe even older, and I didn’t see or hear any other staff anywhere in the house.

      As though sensing where my mind wandered, Martin turned back to me and said. “I’ve done the best I could all alone and on short notice.”

      “The house looks great,” Bianca said encouragingly.

      I nodded my agreement with a close-lipped, awkward grin. “Yeah. It does.”

      The older gentleman blushed and rubbed a dry palm against the back of his neck, making a sound like parchment against hard binding. “Master Alistair asked that I stay on and take care of the house and grounds if anything should happen to him. I thought it strange that he asked until… well until what happened. I live in the caretaker’s cottage just down the lane, so it really was no bother, and the money never stopped coming, so…”

      The old butler didn’t seem like he got much company, and from the way he kept his gaze downcast and cleared his throat every fifth word, I could tell he felt awkward and maybe even a bit wary. I knew right then that I liked him. The sweet old man who tended my dead dad’s hedges and dusted the banisters and lit the fires in winter.

      “Thank you,” I said again, “For taking such good care of it.” And then something he had said occurred to me. “Wait, you’ve seen me before? I’ve been here?”

      Abashedly, Martin raised his gaze to me, nodding. “Why, yes, of course. You were but a babe then. But I’d never forgotten your red curls or those green, green eyes. It’s the Irish in you, no doubt.”

      “The… the Irish?”

      His eyes crinkled in the corners, and he folded his hands behind his back. “Well your mother was Irish, don’t you know?”

      I nodded as though I did, because admitting I knew nothing of her would only open the floor for a conversation I didn’t want to have. Not right then, anyway. And besides, he wouldn’t know that my red hair and green eyes had absolutely nothing to do with my mother’s Irish heritage and absolutely everything to do with my bloodline on my father’s side.

      Cyprian himself had red hair and green eyes… just like me.

      “Well,” Granger said, and my spine straightened, remembering the headmistress was still standing there with us, clutching a briefcase at her front with a strained expression on her face. “I think I’d like some tea,” she said and gestured down a hallway to our right that I assumed led to some sort of kitchen, but how she knew where it was I wasn’t sure.

      “Martin,” Granger said, striding up to the elder gentleman to stand towering over him in her five-inch heels. “Won’t you join me. You must be exhausted and I’m sure the girls would like to have a look around before the lawyer arrives to go over the paperwork.” She winked at us before ushering Martin toward the kitchen. He didn’t protest and I thought I heard him say a cup of tea would indeed be very nice.

      “That old man might be the most adorable human I’ve ever seen,” Bianca said.

      I looked after the butler and Granger as they walked, well Granger walked, and Martin hobbled further away until they vanished from view. “My butler is better than yours,” I teased, even though I was already trying to think of ways to make the old man not work here. He was too old to be working. And if he was a witch, which I would venture to guess he was, he was likely even older than he looked. Maybe even closer to one hundred or more.

      “Come on, let’s find a bathroom,” Bianca said and raced up the stairs directly across from the front door. “I’ve been holding it in since the academy.”

      When I didn’t come right away, instead taking another minute to absorb my surroundings—my house, Bianca grimaced, hopping from one foot to the other. “Seriously, like, now, or I’m going to burst right here on your pretty staircase.”
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      We had hardly any time to look around before the lawyer arrived. A woman with a severe face and hair so sleekly slicked back into a tight bun that I didn’t see even a single hair out of place. She was a witch and worked as a lawyer in both mortal and immortal affairs.

      I’d had to sign four different documents. Two in pen for mortal records, and two in magically binding ink for the Arcane Archives. It took only twenty minutes for me to acquire more money than I ever dreamed I could possibly have, a house that was grander than most castles, and the rest of Alistair Hawkin’s estate. Including not one, but three vehicles that were apparently in a garage around back of the property, one motorcycle, and a second vacation home somewhere in Spain. As well as the contents of each house, of which there seemed to be plenty.

      “We haven’t looked in here yet,” Bianca said animatedly, pulling me into another of the rooms. It seemed Bianca at least was totally unfazed by my sudden wealth. And it wasn’t that I wasn’t interested in seeing the whole place, but it was all so… weird.

      Like I was an intruder snooping in places I didn’t belong. Not really touching anything, afraid to trip and knock something over to only find out it was a ten-thousand-dollar vase given to my father by the queen of so-and-so or something like that.

      I didn’t belong among pretty, frilly, expensive things. But Bianca, now she was right at home. “Oh, look at this!” she exclaimed, lifting a necklace out of the nightstand drawer. “It’s so pretty.”

      The room was grand, with a king-sized bed covered in a golden embroidered coverlet and fluffy pillows. It was the only thing not covered in white sheets. But I could make out the shapes of a large dresser, dressing table, and the nightstands on either side. Paintings adorned the wall. Of ocean waves. Of a beautiful garden. Of… them.

      Oh my god. This is their room.

      My stomach dropped to my toes, and I tightened it, trying to draw it back up where it was supposed to be. It’s just a painting, Harper, pull it together.

      “What—” Bianca began, but then she saw what I was looking at and moved to inspect the painting closer, leaving the necklace tossed haphazardly back on the table. “Wow, do you think that’s you?”

      I swallowed and moved to look closer. “Well,” I said, my voice wavering for a second before I got it under control. “I don’t know why they’d be painted holding someone else’s baby.”

      It was a fight to keep my breathing under control. My jaw was so tight, I thought I might crack a tooth. I hadn’t ever seen her before. She wasn’t what I expected—the woman who bore me.

      My father looked more handsome in the painting than in the photograph I kept tucked safely beneath my pillow back at the academy. With his dark hair and wide shoulders, and with a start I noticed he wore the ring I had on my thumb on his index finger. The stone in the bird’s eye seemed almost to glow in the painting.

      The photo I had back at the academy was faded, and I’d worn it’s surface down even more in the last few weeks trying to make sense of what happened to him. Of why the photo was taken, who’d taken it, and why Sterling had it.

      But her. She looked so small next to him. With thin brown hair and green eyes in a bird-like face with high, sallow cheekbones, and a bone-wrack thin frame beneath her forest green dress.

      I wasn’t exactly sure what I expected her to look like, but what I saw in the painting was definitely not it. “I’ve never seen her before.”

      I didn’t realize I’d said it out loud until Bianca responded, her body tensing beside me. “Oh. Right. Are you… are you alright?”

      “Yeah,” I said, waving her off and turning from the painting. “I’m fine. Just weird being here, you know?”

      She sat on their bed and crossed her ankles. “We don’t have to stay, you know, I’m sure Granger will take you back whenever you want.”

      And I knew she would, but there was another reason I’d wanted to come here, and I hadn’t seen that part through yet. Out of all the rooms we’d gone into, I’d seen nothing that looked like a study, or an office, or anything that would be a place to store incriminating documents. I had half a mind to just ask Martin if he knew where such a place in the house was but thought better of it.

      Best for him not to know you’re on a crusade against the Magistrate.

      Not even the most understanding of people would think that was a good idea, and I didn’t blame them.

      “No, it’ll be fun. Like a sleepover in a castle. Let’s just maybe—”

      “Find a different room?”

      “Yeah, that.”

      “And maybe a drink? There’s gotta be a killer bar somewhere in this place. I hope he’s got some good irish whiskey.”

      “What are you girls talking about?” Granger asked, stepping into the room with her arms crossed. Her wavy brown hair had been swept up into a loose bun above her right shoulder, and her jacket was back on.

      Bianca’s eyes widened, and she scrambled for a response that didn’t involve whiskey and bars. “Oh nothing. Boy stuff.”

      And that seemed to be convincing enough, because Granger then sighed and said, “I’m afraid I have something rather pressing to attend to,” as though Bianca hadn’t answered her at all. “I don’t want to drag you both away so soon, but I have to return to the academy.”

      “Oh,” I said, and was surprised to hear a mixture of both relief and disappointment in my tone.

      “I suppose,” she said. “You could stay here. As long as you promise to remain in the house. I may even be back within a few hours, but it’s more likely I won’t be back until morning.”

      Bianca perked up. “No rush at all, Ms. Granger. We’ll be fine here.”

      “I’m sure you will. Martin will need to be getting home soon, too. It’s near dark, and he’ll be needing some rest. I’ll inform him you’re staying and to come check in on you in the morning in case I’m late.”

      I wasn’t really sure what to say, but that was mostly because I didn’t really want to stay in the creepy old house overnight.

      But I had to.

      “Thanks again,” I said tightly. “For bringing us here, and for everything else.”

      Grangers eyebrows drew in for half second as though what I’d said had struck some chord I didn’t intend to. “Of course,” she said. “Perhaps… just don’t mention to anyone that I left you here unsupervised. And behave…” he voice trailed off, and he face drained of color.

      It took a minute, but I realized her expression wasn’t anything to do with me. Her gaze was entirely fixed on the painting behind me, and for the briefest moment, I thought I saw her eyes water. But then she’d dropped her gaze and turned to leave. “Have a nice evening ladies.”

      “You, too!” Bianca called and then fell back against the bed, a plume of lavender scented air wafting up from the thick fabric. “Ahhhh, freedom.”

      And it was hard not to smile because in this place where her uncle hadn’t ever set foot. And where she had no memory of him, she was finally back to herself. I missed her easy conversation and quick smiles and even quicker wit. Even if it was only temporary, I was glad some good had already come of being there.
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      It didn’t take very long to find the bar. After Granger left, we’d gone down to the kitchen for a snack and found Martin carving a beautiful roast. It had been absolutely divine, and when we insisted he eat with us and gave him some gentle prodding, he regaled us with tales of my father when he was a younger man.

      At first it was difficult to hear, but it would be worse to not know anything about him at all. It turned out Martin had been on the staff since Alistair’s parents owned it, back in the mid-nineteenth century, when the old manor home was still widely renowned for its grand balls and even grander feasts. It was called Rosewood Abbey then.

      And my father had been only a child, and a troublesome one from the sound of it. He broke nearly everything he touched, and made an absolute fool of himself more than once in front of his parent’s esteemed guests. At least now I knew where my knack for falling on my face and messing shit up came from. It was hereditary.

      I held my glass of bourbon up to the regal painting of the man in his study, where Bianca and I had also found the bar. “Thank you for passing on your clumsiness, pops. It’s made for some interesting situations in my short life.”

      “Oh no,” Bianca said. “I really don’t think you can blame him. Your two left feet are all yours.”

      I giggled, the bourbon making my belly warm and my thoughts wander. “How old do you think he was when he…” I trailed off, the last word sticking in my throat.

      But Bianca understood. “Martin said he was around in the mid-eighteenth century as a kid, so I would venture to guess he was fairly old. Older than he was in any of the paintings in the house. At least a hundred fifty.”

      I considered the faint age lines on his face in the painting above the stone fireplace. He didn’t look a day over the mortal age of forty-five. Fifty max. “That’s really old, though, isn’t it?”

      Even for a witch, living past one-hundred and fifty was rare unless the witch was using a lot of magic. The more we used, the more we rejuvenated, and the slower we aged. But unlike the other races, we weren’t immortal. Even if we were super powerful and used magic all the time, we’d still age and die.

      The oldest witch in history just barely lived to see her two-hundred and fiftieth birthday. How old would Alistair have lived if his life wasn’t taken from him?

      Crap. That reminded of the what I still needed to do—to find. I set the bourbon down on a marble coaster atop my father’s desk and opened the top drawer. My head spun a bit from the drink.

      I needed some water. Maybe some more food. Coffee?

      I shook it off, swallowing hard and breathing deeply to regain some sobriety.

      The drawer was empty, and the one below that was empty, too.

      His study was a crowded space. With his desk, a piano, the hutch that held the bar and a sitting area with leather chairs and a low table, there was barely space to stand. When we’d first come in I thought it was a storage room. Everything had been covered in sheets, and it wasn’t until I uncovered the desk, and turned around to find the wall of books opposite it that I figured it out.

      “What are you looking for?” Bianca asked, coming to stand next to me, snooping in a drawer on the other side of the desk. I peered over, but found that one was empty too. It looked as though someone had cleaned everything out of here. Which made me think even more that there had been some sort of information that would’ve helped me.

      I just had to hope whoever cleared it out missed something.

      I shrugged at Bianca, closing the drawer I’d been looking in. “Nothing. Just curious.”

      The lie came out easily, and I was surprised at how much better at it I’d gotten. I wasn’t sure that was a good thing. Absently, I picked up my glass and had another sip of the strong liquor, wincing as it burned a path down my throat.

      Bianca pursed her lips at me in that way she did when she knew I wasn’t being totally honest but also didn’t want to pry. I wanted to tell her. It would be great to have someone to talk to about the Magistrate and why he wanted my father dead. Someone to help me figure it all out.

      But I couldn’t ask her to risk her life to help me.

      “So,” I said, drawing out the word and turning around to pull myself up to sit on the desk. “I saw you and Marcus in line together in the portal room yesterday.”

      I had been shocked to see her actually open her mouth and speak to him for what I thought was the first time ever.

      She bit her bottom lip and blushed scarlet, looking away. “He started talking to me, actually. And to be honest it was kind of embarrassing.”

      I cocked my head at her, confused. “Why?”

      She sat her drink down and pulled her brows together. “Don’t get me wrong, it turned out to be an okay conversation in the end. And—and I’m so relieved I didn’t mess it up. We’re having lunch together on Monday,” she said, the worry still in her expression, but there was also elation evident in the gleam coating her bright brown eyes.

      “I don’t get it,” I said. “Why was it so embarrassing then?”

      The elation dissipated. “Because he only started talking to me to ask why I didn’t say hi back when he passed me in the hall outside Granger’s office after Sigils class.”

      “And why didn’t you?” I laughed, wondering why that was so off-putting, trying to make her see how ridiculous it was to feel so embarrassed.

      She looked at me with deadpan eyes, her shoulders tensed so much they almost reached her ears. “Because I wasn’t in the West hallway after Sigil’s class.”

      I didn’t understand.

      “It’s weird, but I don’t really remember where I was. But I know I wasn’t there. I would have gone from Sigils to Alchemical Sciences like always, and then I remember going to the dining hall for lunch. But it’s all jumbled up. Foggy.”

      “It’s been a rough week,” I offered, but even as I said it, I knew that wasn’t enough to explain missing an entire chunk of time. “Maybe you forgot.”

      “Or,” I added when she raised a brow at me as though I was the one not making any sense. “Maybe Marcus is remembering it wrong. Why was he even down there, anyways?”

      She shrugged. “I didn’t ask.”

      “There. See? It probably wasn’t the West wing where he even saw you. He’s probably the one who’s remembering it wrong.”

      “Yeah. You’re totally right,” she said, tipping back the rest of her bourbon. “He’s just got it mixed up.”

      But the feeling in my gut told me otherwise. Made me want to instantly question Marcus. Question Granger, too, to see if Bianca had in fact been outside her office. Question whether the ghosts could affect Bianca as well as me.

      The latter option was just crazy, right? They couldn’t get to her.

      But then I remembered the entire missing chunk of class where I apparently developed some mad art skill and drew that rose and swords—the crest of House Thorn. I couldn’t remember doing it at all. I shivered at the memory, immediately shoving it back to where I had it hidden in mind and didn’t have to think about it. Could the two events be related?

      Bianca yawned loudly and the sound brought me back to the present.

      Nah, I thought, swirling the rest of my bourbon around in my glass, just a super weird coincidence. Why did my brain always have to go off the rails?

      Not everything is a damned conspiracy, Harper.

      “I’m exhausted,” Bianca said. “And I should take Blanche outside before bed,” she added waving a hand to where Blanche had set herself up in a ball of white fur near the door to the study. The moody little thing refused to come in with us and elected to watch creepily from the doorway instead.

      “I’ll come with you.”

      

      The air was damp and cold outside. Even Blanche hesitated before going down the darkened staircase. This far away from civilization it was dark. I could make out the shadows of lamp posts down the drive I hadn’t noticed on the way up, but none were lit.

      “Don’t go far,” Bianca called after her familiar as it trotted onto the lawn. At least she was easy to spot in the moonlight, her fur reflecting it’s blue-ish glow. It smelled of dew-dampened grass and crisp ocean breeze. I listened to the sounds on the wind, but couldn’t hear the telltale rolling of waves anywhere around. It must have been relatively close though for me to be able to smell it.

      “Hurry up,” Bianca chastised Blanche, suspiciously eyeing the hedges. I had to admit, at this time of night, the silence was heavy, and every noise made my fingers twitch.

      I drew the sigil for light, and activated it with my palm, tossing it up above us to cast a ring of light twenty feet in all directions. It was better, at least. The shadows had scattered further onto the lawn, and the twitching in my finger’s stopped.

      “Hey, is that…” Bianca trailed off as Blanche hopped back to sit next to my feet, scratching at the back of her ear with tiny pink padded paws.

      “Hmmm,” I mumbled, the tiredness finally starting to weigh on my eyelids. I followed her line of sight and found what she was puzzled by. The ripple and shimmer of a ward. It created a dome of protection and invisibility over the house and reached all the way to the start of the iron gates we entered by. It was huge.

      “Do you think Granger…?”

      Bianca pushed her hair back from her face and squinted her eyes at it, as though she’d be able to see some sort of maker’s mark in the thin sheet of magic. “I don’t know why she would. But it must’ve been. Probably just trying to make up for leaving us.”

      But why would we need a protection ward all the way out here?
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      I awoke with a start sometime in the early hours of dawn. No light shone through the gauzy curtains in the guest quarters where Bianca and I dropped after coming in from the cold, which meant it hadn’t been long since we fell asleep. And yet I was wide awake.

      Maybe the time change was messing with my internal clock.

      Bianca was still sound asleep next to me, but Blanche was awake and alert. Crouched atop Bianca’s back with her beady red eyes watching the open doorway across the worn wooden floor. “What is it?” I asked her, shaking as a brush of ice-cold air licked up my arms.

      I threw off the covers and padded to the door, grabbing hold of the frame as I craned my neck to look down the hall. It was pitch dark and quiet.

      “Way to creep me out,” I whisper-yelled at the bunny. “There’s nothing there.”

      Slipping on a robe that was hanging on a hook behind the door, I crept from the room. Now was as good a time as any to go have a better look through my father’s study. There had to be something in there.

      And I had a feeling Granger would be back by dawn if she wasn’t already here, sleeping in one of the other rooms. She’d want to get back early, and I didn’t want to explain myself to Martin when he walked in here to check up on us.

      Old people got up early, right? I figured from the light violet glow through the larger windows at the top of the staircase that I had about an hour until sunrise. Maybe two.

      Ugh. I hadn’t meant to fall asleep, but bourbon worked even better than the sleepy-tea concoction Lara used to make me. I was sure I was sleeping no more than a full minute after my head hit the pillow.

      Ok, Harper. Wake up. Focus.

      Find evidence.

      I had to feel my way to the office with only the soft glow of a weak light spell to see by. I couldn’t put too much magic into it or it would burn my still sleep sensitive retinas. Without coffee, my eyes wouldn’t open all the way for at least a half hour. And I saw the contraption Martin called an oven in the kitchen. The thing was one hundred years old. With doors and burners you had to light with real fire.

      That had disaster all over it. I’d have to talk him into adding a microwave once I turned eighteen. And some normal outlets for a plug-in coffee brewer. And maybe a toaster oven.

      There were spells for that sort of thing, but I was never good at any magic involving simple tasks. It always blew up in my face… literally.

      The chill was back again, crawling up my neck in a way that made me cringe. I stepped into the study and closed the door behind me, concentrating as I poured more magic into the light spell.

      Alistair’s painting was the first thing I saw and I tripped backward over a record table, knocking the old record player with the big gold horn onto the floor.

      “Ow!” I cursed, landing perfectly on my tailbone.

      The record player landed with a bang and the resounding, ominous ring of metal striking a hard surface. The sound sucked all the others from the dark mansion, and I gritted my teeth, waiting for Bianca or Granger or somebody to burst in and give me hell for touching shit.

      Except it was my shit now. The thought calmed my nerves—if only a little. It was my house now, wasn’t it? I didn’t owe anyone anything if the old record player was broken. It was mine to break. And I could afford a new one.

      I shook my head. Being rich sure took a lot of stress off being clumsy.

      I could get used to that.

      Shoving my headband back into place and tucking in the runaway hairs, I crept over to the bookcase. I scanned over the spines of all the books, looking for… well, I didn’t exactly know what I was looking for. And I was reminded of a night not so different from this one, where I was digging through a filing cabinet in another man’s office.

      I bit the inside of my cheek and my heart began to hammer against my rib cage. Protesting the memory with a fit of panic.

      Breathe in. Breathe out.

      It’s a different office. In a different house.

      A creepy house.

      A super old creepy house that belonged to my dead dad.

      Nope. There was obviously nothing in the bookcase. Moving on.

      “Look closer.” The whisper was breathy, deep, and right beside my ear. A male voice. I whirled around, arm reeled back, fist clenched. But no one was there.

      No. My stomach dropped. The side-effects were over. They were over, goddamnit!

      “Go away,” I said, breathless, at whatever phantom had come to haunt me this time.

      A different voice cackled somewhere to my right, closer to the windows, and my hair raised. My hands started to shake.

      Another whisper converged with several others, and the combined sounds mashed together into an indecipherable blur of words.

      Chains.

      Get her.

      One, two, three, four, five, six.

      Blood. Blood. Blood.

      Fucking crazy. They were all mad.

      I bolted for the door, knowing it would be impossible to outrun them, but needing to try anyways.

      No. Go back.

      I stopped. I knew that voice. Was that Rose?

      “Rose? Is that you? Where are you?”

      I couldn’t make out her voice in the throng of others vying for my attention. Their whispers, laughter, and that damned demented whistling all swirled around in my head. The high notes grating and the low ones rattling my bones.

      “Rose?”

      Here, the breathy deep male voice from before said, and I could almost feel him trying to pull me back to where I was at the bookcase. Here, he said again and his tone was calm. Not crazed like the others.

      I bit down hard on the inside of my lip. My fingernails dug deep half-moons into my palms. Steeling myself, I stomped back to the bookcase.

      “Where?” I asked, my vocal chords trembling with the strain of trying to hold themselves steady. “What?”

      There. Open it.

      And then the other voices, buzzing and writhing somewhere right behind my head; open it, open it, open it.

      I reached out and placed a vibrating hand against the books directly in front of me.

      The male voice said into my ear, Recludo Sanguis.

      “Recludo Sanguis.” I repeated the incantation, recognizing the spell for opening locked things, but the other part of it I didn’t know. And when nothing happened, I spoke it again, letting my magic coil up through my heels and pour like an open faucet into the spell. “Recludo Sanguis.”

      The bookcase split, a fissure running up the joint between two shelves. It popped out of place, the section of bookcase groaning open to reveal a room within. The air was stale inside, and dust floated down to pepper my head and tickle my nose. I held in a sneeze, pinching my nose from both the mildew smell and the debris.

      I stepped in and drew the orb of pulsating blue light into the opening after me. I peered through slitted eyes, afraid of what I might find in the hidden place.

      But it was just another room.

      A desk identical to the one in the study outside the hidden doorway rested at the center. There was no chair. No other tables, or clutter. Just a desk standing resolute on a cold stone floor.

      Okay.

      I stepped further into the space, and my breath clouded in puffs of white around my face. It was freezing in there. I didn’t want to go any further in. But then a prickle on my back of my neck set my heart racing and I realized all the voices had stopped. The whispering was gone.

      But I could still feel something there with me. A dark presence that made my magic sing in high, shrilling cries. Rushing to the surface only to pull back as though seared by whatever entity waited outside my flesh.

      “Rose,” I said into the empty room. “Is that you?”

      She’d said she would leave me alone.

      But I’d heard her voice only moments before. Maybe it was her? But even as I thought it I knew it was a lie. I knew the presence in the room with me wasn’t Rose. I rubbed warmth into my arms, my teeth beginning to chatter.

      Maybe I should come back in daylight. Tomorrow.

      When the house was awake and filled with the sounds of the living.

      I turned to leave the room and stopped short of moving more than a single step. My heart leapt into overdrive. Whatever I had been thinking scrambled to the back of my mind to make room for the sheer terror now at the forefront. In the space between the bookcases was a man.

      If you could call him that.

      I couldn’t make out his face, or any distinguishing traits or features. He was a hulking mass of shadow, two heads taller than me, his shoulders near twice as wide. His mammoth hands were hooked into talon-like claws at his sides. Steam lifted from his blackened flesh as though there was a fire burning somewhere beneath the casing of his skin.

      And yet he breathed. He breathed hard and heavy, moving with each intake—expanding and contracting. Two gleaming emerald eyes were the only specks of color on him. They watched me, waiting.

      I lunged for the bookcase, not really knowing or understanding what I was doing. All I knew was I was cornered. There was no way out this way. And I’d never get past him. There was only one possible outcome that didn’t involve whatever form of torment this phantom beast intended to unleash on me.

      I screamed into the effort, throwing myself as hard as I possibly could against the backside of the bookcase. For one terrifying second, I thought he would be faster, having lunged only a fraction of a second after I did. But then the bookcase slammed home.

      The sigil sprang from my fingers without my need for actually drawing it. It glowed brilliant sapphire before I slammed my palm into it and shouted, “Armum!” It opened up into a rippling ward over the doorway, the regular transparent wall enforced with the incantation to strengthen a barrier against attack. The defensive magic spreading out over the ward in a spiderweb of shining orange vines.

      I pressed a hand to my chest, where a pain seared just beneath my breastbone. The magic in my blood still ached for release, but in a room this small, it would implode. It could bring down the whole damn house.

      Breathing, waiting, it took me minutes to calm myself and realize my quick thinking had actually worked. The armored ward had kept it out.

      Or whatever it was decided I wasn’t worth its time.

      “Crap,” I said aloud, realizing I would eventually have to go back through that door. I spun in a circle, finding nothing but crypt-like walls and the stone floor. And the desk. There truly wasn’t any other way out.

      Planting my hands against the ward, I allowed a bit more magic to flow into it. Strengthen it. “There,” I said. “I’d like to see you get through that you ugly fucker.”

      I shook off the lingering dread still clinging to my body. Blew out a long breath and clenched and unclenched my hands.

      Still alive. You are still alive.

      The desk squatted at the middle of the room, and if I listened carefully, I thought I could make out a gentle hum coming from the same spot. Most people didn’t know that magic could have a sound, but in a room like this, with no other noises, you could hear it. Faint. Wavering.

      So, it was a magic desk then. Made sense.

      Strolling over to it, I looked over its surface first, but all I found there was a thick layer of dust. Bracing myself, I reached for the small brass ring on the first drawer, tapping it quickly before deciding it was safe enough to grab hold of. I yanked it open and found… a big fat nothing.

      There wasn’t anything in the drawer beneath that one, either, or the ones on the other side. I was starting to think I was the recipient of a very bad joke. Were the spirits just toying with me? Why would they lead me in here if there was nothing?

      I glanced back to the ward, and the hidden doorway it blocked… unless they were just trying to trap me inside.

      No. Why would they? Who would they torment if I died in here?

      I heaved an enormous sigh, beyond frustrated, and breathed in a mouthful of dust instead. I hacked it back up, splaying my fingers on the surface of the desk to support myself while my lungs finished upchucking dirt and stone grit.

      The humming grew, and a prick on my finger had me snatching my hands back from the desk. A line of blood ran down my index finger, and I saw where there was a small sliver of wood sticking up from the middle of the desk’s surface. I was sure it hadn’t been there before.

      The blood dribbled out of my finger and fell onto the desk. My eyes widened as I watched the wood drink it in. The blood seeping into the grains until it was gone entirely. I took a tentative step back, ready with my hand poised to create another ward, this time around myself, but then the humming stopped.

      The wood creaked. And a compartment on the side of the desk popped out, yawning open to reveal what looked like several bits of parchment and a book. I hesitated. The spell used to conceal whatever was inside wasn’t sanctioned magic. It was blood magic. In my father’s house.

      And I was willing to bet the only reason that it opened for me was that we shared the same blood. Sucking the coppery tang from my finger, I reached into the crevice and pulled out all it’s contents. Once I had them, the compartment closed and vanished entirely. I peeked under the desk, trying to see the shape of it on the inside, but there was nothing.

      The surface on the outside didn’t even have a seam. I marveled at it. Even after all the years of seeing Leo and Lara use magic, sometimes it still managed to surprise me.

      In my hands, I held three pieces of parchment and a black leather-bound journal. The pages inside were crinkled, and misshapen from moisture. Yellowed with age. I cracked open the dry spine of the journal and saw that it was filled with pages and pages of handwritten notes. The words crowded and smudged. There were added notes between lines, and even more notes along the spine and edges of each page.

      There wasn’t a single blank page from what I could tell or any indication of who it belonged to, but I had to assume it was my fathers. There were spells and incantations. Potion recipes. Anatomical drawings. And a drawing of the symbol of House Thorn. On the page after that one was a family tree, only half filled in, but it showed our ancestral bloodline all the way back to Cyprian.

      He knew. My brows crinkled and narrowed, trying to make out the notes on the page. He obviously hadn’t ever told anyone. The level of shock on the council member’s faces when they saw the bread-crumbed trail of my heritage was unmistakable. None of them had known that a descendant of Cyprian still lived.

      Flipping through, I found another bit about a philosopher’s stone, but the page was torn, and it seemed only to be a study of the ancient practice, since that knowledge had been lost centuries before with the rest of the Alchemical Codex.

      I set down the journal to look through the other bits of parchment, praying for information that would actually be helpful instead of further confusing the shit out of me.

      There was a piece of correspondence that looked promising, but it was in some sort of code. I knew absolutely nothing about deciphering such a message, but I supposed that was a skill I’d be learning if I ever hoped to read it. I tucked it into the journal and looked at the other two larger rolls of parchment.

      They were much like the journal in that they were filled with all kinds of drawings and notes and bits of formulas and recipes. There was a large sigil sketched at the center of the page, incomplete, but so complex it made my head spin. It was layered at least ten times over with hundreds of smaller sigils within each ring making up the whole.

      It had to be the most complex spell I’d ever seen. It was art.

      Drawing the light orb nearer, I tried to make sense of the bits and pieces of notes, but it was such a complete and total mess of ink. I was about to give up when the words jumped out at me. The curse of Andora’s Box.

      And then I saw the other bits and pieced them together.

      The curse of the moon.

      The curse of the sun.

      My throat closed up, and my chest froze over in a layer of cold, icy sweat. What the hell was my father mixed up in?

      What is this?

      A crash outside the door nearly had me sprawled on my face as I spun, squealing, my foot catching on a loose bit of stone.

      Crushing the loose papers between the others in the journal, I jammed it under my arm and ran to the door, listening carefully, ready to feed more magic into the barrier if I needed to. My breaths came faster through my nose and I tried to quiet them so I could hear.

      Her voice rang through clear as a bell.

      “Ugh,” she groaned, and I heard her stomping about the room. “Stupid, goddamned, idiotic… ow!”

      I swiped through the ward and the armoring spell, dissipating them into nothing and felt around the back side of the bookcase for the latch.

      “Harper, where the hell are you?” Bianca growled, and I heard her curse again under her breath.

      Right. No latch.

      “Recludo Sanguis,” I said, letting my magic intertwine with the incantation.

      It swept back open, smoother than it had the first time, and I saw her spin at the groan of the hinges, her face white as a sheet.

      “Damnit!” she cried, jumping back and tripping over the record player still laying in the middle of the room. She kicked it furiously, and it slid across the floor to crash against one of the plush chairs. “What the…? Where were you?”

      Bianca clutched at her toe, and I realized it wasn’t the first time the record player got her since she came into the study.

      Maybe I should’ve picked it up.

      Oops.

      I swept my gaze around the study, and found no trace of the shadow man, or any other spirits, but the cold they brought with them still clung to the air. And their presence remained, even if it was a bit muted than it had been before.

      “Did you just come out of a bookshelf? Am I dreaming? Because this is a really shitty dream if I am.”

      “Get up,” I said and bent to help her stand. “I didn’t mean to freak you out.”

      With her hair standing at all angles, she grudgingly took my hand and hauled herself up, limping slightly on her stubbed toe. “It’s even more freaky to think your clumsiness is rubbing off on me. Damn thing got me twice!”

      A bubble of laughter burst from me, and I inclined my head to her. “No, B. My level of clumsy takes years of practice. And the record player was my bad. I kind of… knocked it over earlier.”

      “Is that all the banging I heard? I thought I was having a nightmare. Did you scream? Because I swear I heard someone scream. And then Blanche was freaking out and I—”

      “Ah, you’re both awake. Good morning, I trust you slept well?”

      Bianca attached herself to me at the hip, clutching onto my shirt with her manicured fingernails. But it was only Martin, standing in the doorway with his hands clasped behind his back, dressed impeccably in another tuxedo. His shoes freshly shined, beard oiled, and monocle securely in place over his left eye.

      “Oh, Martin,” Bianca breathed and disentangled herself from me. “Yeah, great. Just great. Slept like a babe.”

      He nodded, a proud smile brightening his features and smoothing out some of his wrinkles, while it served only to increase the others. “Splendid. Shall I make some tea?”

      My mouth fell open. Tea? Would I like some tea? I could have kissed his sweet balding head. I wanted to cry at the absurdity of it. After the night I had, I needed a damned soup-bowl of caffeine. Maybe two so I could process what the hell Alistair kept hidden in his secret room, within a desk sealed tight with blood magic.

      “Do you do coffee here? I’d kill for an Americano.”

      The older gentleman cocked his head at Bianca, as though surprised she should ask for such a thing. “Certainly, Miss. Bianca. And for you, Miss. Harper?”

      “Uh,” I said. “What she said sounds good.”

      Martin bowed before turning to leave, and Bianca and I shared a look. I wondered if she was wondering the same thing I was.

      What the hell was he doing here?

      “What time is it?” Bianca asked, and as one we turned to look out the window. It was decidedly brighter than it had been before, but nowhere near a reasonable hour of the morning.

      I shrugged. “Too early.”

      “Shall we go get that coffee?”

      I’d never heard more beautiful sounding words.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            11

          

        

      

    

    
      There was no helping it. The pale complexion. The dark purpley skin beneath my eyes. I’d tried ice, cucumber slices from the cafeteria—I even swiped a few dabs of Bianca’s fancy concealer, but even that didn’t seem to have much effect.

      I was glad she got side-tracked and wasn’t in the dorm room to see me go into a fit about which of my uniform blouses to wear to Elias and I’s date. Marcus had just been getting back from his weekend away and we’d run into him on the way back to our room… after listening to Granger apologize for the umpteenth time about needing to get back to work.

      They’d gone off together to get some lunch, Bianca and Marcus, and I’d given her an enthusiastic thumbs up when Marcus turned away—to which she rolled her eyes, but her ear to ear grin told me how excited she really was.

      As much as I tried to ignore the fact that I had a landmine of illegal-looking literature and dark magic spells under my pillow, I couldn’t completely forget it. Bianca hadn’t even noticed the leather-bound journal I stuffed into my bag before we went to have coffee with Martin.

      And I was incredibly relieved I wouldn’t have to talk about it. Or explain how I got it. Bianca did ask me again why I screamed, but I told her she must have been dreaming. Because how in the hell did I explain the shadow man I saw outside that door? He—er—it… didn’t look human.

      Going on a date right now seemed alternatingly idiotic, and more than a little exciting. Unless sitting under the bleachers eating hot dogs with that boy from Maryland counted as a date, I’d never been on one. What did people talk about on dates? The weather? Hobbies?

      Flustered, I threw the blouse I had in my hand back onto my bed. I didn’t want to wear a damned Arcane Arts Academy uniform. For this one night, I didn’t want Elias to look at me and see his Arcane History student. I wanted him to look at me and see… me. Harper. The girl who learned to haggle at seven and ride a motorcycle at twelve. The girl who was not a girl at all, but a woman. A powerful witch. His equal.

      Bianca wouldn’t mind… I thought to myself as I approached her closet. Inside was a mountain of clothes. Hanging clothes. Piled clothes. Half folded, half not. Shopping bags littered the corners and ribbons snaked between the layers of fabric. For a girl who was organized in every other aspect of her life, this was absolute chaos. But I supposed everyone had a junk drawer. Bianca just had a junk closet.

      I attempted to sift through the pile on the floor that reached just past waist height on me, but gave up after a few minutes. I was willing to bet there was anything I could imagine in here. There was an easier way to find what I was looking for…

      Standing back, I held my hands out and closed my eyes. I pictured what I was looking for. Something comfortable. Warm, since it was still a bit chilly outside. Something that would show off my curves, but was also modest. Casual. Something I could wear walking through the halls and not have people wondering where I was going wearing it.

      I’d seen Lara do this spell a hundred times, but I’d never had enough clothes to try it myself.

      Taking a deep breath, I spoke the words, trying to remember the exact pronunciation of the incantation to find what you’re looking for. “Desiderio revelare.”

      The spell hummed to life, lifting up through my feet and shooting from my hands to cover the mass of designer clothing in Bianca’s closet. I closed my hands and waited. What I was looking for should have appeared on top, but it didn’t look like anything had moved.

      “Oh shit,” I said, covering my mouth to stifle a loud gasp. The pile of clothes began to darken. Each piece of fabric slowly changing its color until every single article of clothing in her closet was black. The spell even changed her towels. And her shoes. Even the accessories. My mouth fell open. “No, no, no. Stop!” I shouted, grabbing handfuls of the clothes as though if I just asked nicely the spell would reverse.

      “Please?”

      I was dead. She was going to kill me. It was all over.

      But, oh, what’s this?

      I unfolded the piece of fabric I had fisted in my hand, luxuriating in how soft the black material was. It was a sweater-dress, stretchy, with long sleeves and a modest, round neckline. Not too fancy or too casual. And it would hug my curves like a glove. Oh yes.

      This was what I would wear.

      I snatched a pair of sandals out that looked like they would fit and kicked the closet door closed. Bianca could kill me for ruining all her clothes later. At least I would be a pretty corpse.

      Smiling, I tugged off all my clothes and pulled the dress over my head, sighing as the baby-soft fabric embraced me.

      “Is that my dress?”

      I screamed, spinning to face the door where Bianca stood with a hand on her hip and scrutinizing eyes.

      “I was just—”

      “Keep it,” she interrupted. “It looks better on you.”

      My gaze darted to the closet and back to her. I pressed my lips together to keep from blurting what I’d done to her precious clothes. I needed to ease her into it. I would make it sound like it wasn’t a big deal. I was rich now… I could just offer to buy her new ones.

      Yeah. Totally fine.

      “So, are you going to see Mr. Fitzgerald?”

      She said it so casually, I almost said yes. But then what she said sank in and I turned gargoyle-statue still.

      Bianca didn’t know about Elias and I. No one did. Unless…

      She clucked her tongue and sat down at her vanity, regarding me with an open-minded sort of look that made me want to spill. What use was there in trying to hide it? She clearly already somehow knew.

      “How did you know?”

      “Please,” she said and gave me an exaggerated eye-roll. “The way you were clinging to him when…” she stopped short, and I saw her shoulders tense. I knew what she meant to say, because I’d wondered if she noticed how I’d sobbed, clutching a limp Elias in my lap—in the brief moment when I thought he might not survive what Sterling did to him. She looked away. “Well, it was pretty obvious.”

      I sat opposite her, slowly, as though my mattress was a bed-of-nails. Afraid if I made any sudden movements Bianca would stop being so calm and tell me what an idiot I am. That she’s disgusted by my being with a teacher. “And… you don’t think it’s crazy?”

      She pursed her lips. “I didn’t say that. It’s definitely crazy. But I get it. He’s smart. Gorgeous,” she said. “Forbidden,” she added after a minute, waggling her eyebrows at me.

      I blushed an angry red. She wasn’t wrong. But she wasn’t all right either. “It’s not just that. He’s… I don’t know. Something inside me—in my magic—it wants him. And he’s determined. And intense. But also, the kindest man I think I’ve ever met. Except for maybe Leo. He’d do anything to help someone who needed it. And that’s why he almost died… because I asked him to help me.”

      Bianca smiled tightly. “Girl, you got it bad.”

      “You won’t tell anyone, will you?”

      She snorted. “Why would I do that?”

      I relaxed. “Thank you.”

      “You need to be more careful, though,” she said. “If any of the faculty or even the other students found out, he could lose his job. And you’d probably be expelled.” As she said the last part, I saw her stiffen.

      “I won’t let that happen.”

      She didn’t seem convinced.

      My smile wavered because she was right… what if someone like Kendra found out? She already had one piece of dirt on me. But this one—if she knew about Elias and I, she wouldn’t hesitate to go to Granger and get rid of me for good. I swallowed past the lump in my throat.

      “How was lunch with Marcus?” I asked her, changing the subject while I rifled through my chest for my hairbrush. It would take the whole hour I had left to tame the tangled mess before I had to leave.

      She looked at me with a pained expression and pity in her stare. She lifted a fancy spray bottle from her vanity that I knew was something for hair. I’d seen her spray it into her beachy blonde waves almost every morning. “I’ll tell you if you let me do that,” she said, and stood from the stool so I could take her place. “And your make-up. You look like something that just clawed its way out of a grave.”

      

      Bianca worked both mortal magic and alchemical magic on me. Weaving expert make-up skill with some simple spells she learned to tame wild hair and remove skin impurities. I made a mental note of each of the incantations and sigils. Made her promise to write them all down for me.

      We joked about making a beauty grimoire and she told me how Marcus had kissed the back of her hand when they parted ways. I thought they only did that in movies… with Martin being the only exception I’d ever encountered. But he was ancient.

      I was happy for her, but damn if I wasn’t also happy for me when she finally let me look at myself in the mirror.

      “What do you think?”

      I was dumbstruck. Hardly able to believe the person I saw reflected back at me was, in fact, myself. I told her I didn’t want to look like my face was painted on, like I’d seen on so many other girls. I wanted to look like me, just, less tired, and maybe a bit prettier.

      She told me to shut up and that she’d kill to have my brow shape, whatever that meant, and that I had perfect cheekbones.

      I didn’t know someone could have perfect cheekbones.

      In any case, she’d listened. My hair looked shiny and full—I’d insisted on having my headband, so, she’d worked around it, taming my unruly waves into perfect rolling hills of crimson. The mascara she’d almost stabbed me with made my lashes look thicker and the green of my iris’ brighter.

      And whatever she did to my skin—well, let’s just say I didn’t look tired anymore. I looked awake. Alive. It was clear of blemishes and dark spots. Dewy and shimmering gently in the light.

      I was Harper 2.0.

      “I know… no need to thank me. I’m amazing. You’re welcome.”

      I bit my lip and she cuffed me on the back of my head. “Don’t do that, you’ll mess up the gloss.”

      “Ow,” I whined, rubbing at an imaginary wound.

      She laughed. “Beauty is pain,” she said in the poshest voice she could, her chin raised high.

      I giggled, trying to smooth the gloss on my lips back into an even layer and glanced at the little pink alarm clock on her night table.

      I jumped from the stool. “Crap. Is it that late? I’ve got to go.”

      Elias probably thought I was going to stand him up. We hadn’t said a time, but it was nearly seven and the sun was already starting to set. I rushed to slip on Bianca’s sandals, relieved to find they didn’t look overly small on my larger feet.

      “Taking my shoes, too?” She crossed her arms. “I didn’t even know I had those in black.”

      I bit the inside of my cheek, and crept to the door. “About that… I did a spell.”

      Her eyes widened. “What do you mean?”

      “It didn’t really work out.”

      Bianca looked from me to her closet and back again. She stopped breathing.

      “Harper—”

      “I swear I didn’t mean to. It was a total accident and I’ll pay you back.”

      She ran for the closet, and I whipped myself out the door, calling back over my shoulder. “Sorry!”

      Her high-pitched wail followed me all the way out of the dorms and down the stairs.
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      Elias opened the door with a frenzied expression on his face, a pair of tongs in his right hand. “Sorry,” he said, and looked like he was going to say more, but whatever he had been about to say got stuck somewhere between his vocal chords and his parted lips.

      Elias’ eyes widened as he took me in with a ravenous hunger simpering beneath his gaze. The tongs in his hand clicked together as he clenched his fists. “You look,” he began, swallowing and shaking his head almost imperceptibly before he continued. “Incredible.”

      I smiled, and something in my chest swelled at the compliment. “You look good, too,” I said, stepping in closer to him. He was wearing a silvery gray button down with dark-wash jeans and had his hair somewhat styled so the hair on top was all pushed back in the same direction. With just the right amount of stubble, he looked delicious.

      As though remembering himself, he dropped his gaze and opened the door wider for me to come in. “Did—uh—did anyone see you?”

      The elation of only a moment before dulled at the reminder. “No,” I replied. “I was careful.”

      And I was. I checked to make sure no one followed me from both the ground and the sky. I didn’t think Kendra was back from visiting her family yet, so at the very least, I didn’t have to worry about her. But the best part was that I’d managed for the first time ever to keep a ward wrapped around me for the last few minutes it took me to get from the woods to Elias’ cabin.

      It had tried to dissipate so many times, and it’d stretched and pulled, attempting to stay in one place, but I’d pulled it along. Beaten it into submission. It was much better than the few minutes of protection I’d managed in Sterling’s study. And that time it broke off from me only a couple seconds after I sprinted from the room.

      It was progress. Albeit super slow ass progress.

      After the door closed behind me, I wrinkled my nose. The smell of charred meat and burnt garlic assaulting me.

      “I hope you like Thai food,” Elias said, tossing the tongs in the sink.

      Atop the small stove was a steaming black oblong shape in a metal baking dish. I wasn’t sure what it originally was. Some type of roast I had to assume. And next to it on the countertop was a paper bag that said Jade Thai on the front. I giggled and Elias looked at me apologetically.

      “I’m not a great cook, I—”

      “I love Thai food,” I interrupted. “It’s my favorite, actually.”

      The tension eased from his shoulders and the slight blush creeping up his neck dissipated. “Mine too,” he said, the words a sigh.

      “Can I help with anything?”

      Elias rushed to pull out a chair at the small bistro table. “No, please. Just relax. I think I can handle plating take-out.”

      “You sure?”

      He put a hand to his chest in mock indignation. “Ouch.”

      I sat down and he pushed my chair in for me, going back to the kitchen to pull two plates out from the wooden slots above the sink.

      It was easy to see he was still a bit uncomfortable like he always was after we’d spent too long apart. I didn’t blame him, though. We walked a dangerous line. What Bianca said to me before I left replayed in my mind. He could lose his job for seeing me like this. A stab of guilt burrowed its way into my heart.

      I tried to ignore it. We would be careful. We could do this.

      Watching him as he plated the food, how his broad shoulders moved, and how his deft fingers arranged the noodle salad and spring rolls on the plates… I knew Bianca was right about one other thing, too. I had it bad.

      “So, tell me something,” he said, turning slightly to throw me a sideways glance.

      I bit the inside of my cheek. “Like what?”

      “Like… anything. About you. I said I wanted to know you and I meant it,” he threw me a wink over his shoulder.

      Breathing in deeply, I started with the easiest thing to talk about, which was something not to do with me. “I’m an orphan, as you know. But I lied to the authorities who brought me here. I did have guardians—sort of.”

      He brought the plates to the table and sat down. My mouth watered at the smell of the Thai food as it permeated through the cloying burnt smell. I missed takeout. Damn, I’d missed takeout so much. I picked up the piping hot spring roll and bit into it, nearly burning my mouth. But I didn’t care. It was the best thing I’d eaten in weeks.

      “Did you say when the authorities brought you here?”

      Oh. I hadn’t told him about that whole bit, had I? This was going to take a while.

      I talked for what could’ve been hours, but what felt like minutes. Elias listened, enraptured by the things I told him. I didn’t hold back like I usually did. Something about his open expression made me want to spill my guts, so that’s exactly what I did.

      I told him about what I’d done in the French Quarter that day that led me to be here. I told him about Leo and Lara and what they did for a living and how I’d helped them, mostly with set up and take down when we were selling to the mortals. And about how we’d lived out of the back of the caravan most of my life, and that I’d traveled most of the country by the time I was six.

      I even told him about a few of the worst spell-casting disasters I’d had over the years. And he’d laughed. At one point I had him near tears with my story of how I’d accidentally turned Leo into a frog, but no matter how many times Lara and I kissed him, he wouldn’t change back. He’d been a frog for almost a week before we figured out the reversal spell. I was grounded for a month after that.

      I’d even told him about Martin and my father’s house. How I’d inherited so much more money than I reasonably knew what the hell to do with. I was careful to avoid the topic of what else I’d found there, unsure how he’d react. I told myself I would tell him, eventually, but I didn’t want tonight to be about that. There were other days to dwell on the shitty stuff. Tonight wasn’t the time for that.

      “And that’s how I got so interested in witch evolution,” Elias continued. “My parents had been studying it since long before I was born.”

      “And where are they now?” I asked.

      “They’ve retired, finally. They live in a small village in Andorra, a tiny country between Spain and France. I visit them twice a year.”

      I was more than a little jealous at that, but I was happy he still had his parents. I wondered if I’d ever meet them. How he’d introduce me.

      “Any siblings?” I asked, taking the last bite of the noodle salad and savoring every second of it.

      He shook his head, taking another drink of his wine. I’d refused his offer to give me some, afraid of what I might do or say if I had too much. “No, no siblings. I had a very lonely childhood,” he added, with his eyes downturned. “My family was wealthy, too, but I spent the majority of my time alone, doing imaginary excavations in the back yard and reading a lot in the family library. My parents were almost always away.”

      Imagining a little Elias playing archeologist in the dirt made me smile. He must’ve been adorable.

      “Speaking of evolution—what made you think it had anything to do with the bond between me and my familiars?”

      He cocked his head at me as though appraising. And I wondered if he thought I wasn’t smart enough to understand. It’s what all the other teachers at the academy seemed to think. But then I relaxed, remembering who I was talking to. Feeling bad for even having had the thought. “I do believe it has to do with evolution,” he said.

      “In all the studies I’ve done, and the ones my parents have done, we’ve seen nothing like what occurred between you and them. But witches have documented strange magical happenings for hundreds of years. The largest spike of occurrences happened when we first arrived here.”

      “You think it has to do with leaving Emeris?”

      A lump formed in my throat at the mention of the homeland my ancestors destroyed.

      “In a way. But I think it’s moreso to do with where our magic comes from.”

      I could see the gears turning behind his eyes. This was what he lived for, what he’d spent his whole life studying, and I could see the passion he had for it within him. I could hear it in his voice.

      “In Emeris,” he explained. Our magic came from the immortal land beneath our feet. Here it is the same. As alchemists, we are but conductors of the earth’s natural power. I think the magic here is different than it was there. And I’ve spent almost my entire career trying to prove that theory.”

      “It makes sense to me, why is it so hard to prove?”

      “Because of idiots like Godric Montgomery who are stuck in the eleventh-century mindset. They don’t want to believe anything could affect us because to them nothing could. We are the most powerful. But our magic has become diluted since coming here. That is the most obvious data we’ve found. With the exception of you of course. You’re… different. The magic of the mortal lands hasn’t affected you like it has the rest of us.”

      I slumped back into my chair, utterly full, with my mind whirring. “I’m sure I have my ancestry to thank for that.”

      “Right. How have you been lately, by the way? Sleeping better, I hope?”

      I opened my mouth to tell him the truth but closed it. I could tell him about the ghosts, couldn’t I? He wouldn’t think I was crazy. But even as I thought it, the seeds of doubt grew, wrapping vine-like vises around my chest.

      “Yeah. Much better.”

      I stood to gather our plates and bring them to the kitchen, but Elias stopped me. He held my hand in his, and I watched his jaw muscle twitch. He studied me as though I was one of the imaginary objects he dug out of the backyard—with wonder and open curiosity. With only a hint of the worried crease still in his forehead.

      His deep blue-gray eyes met mine, and my magic surged, billowing within me like a sheet in the wind. I had to clasp my other hand into a ball to keep from pulling him nearer like I had only a couple days before.

      This time, I wouldn’t push it. Looking up at him, I realized how unfair it was of me to use him like I did that day. Because that was exactly what I’d done. I’d wanted an escape—to feel good, and there he was.

      Not this time.

      I wanted him to want me like I wanted him. To lead the way instead of following my fumbling steps. I’d never been good at being patient. But for him, I’d wait as long as he needed me to.

      He cupped my face in his other hand and his adam’s apple bobbed in his throat. His warm palm against my cheek forced a soft sigh from my lips. It was taking every ounce of my willpower not to lean in just a little more. To close the gap that was more a chasm between us.

      He dipped his head down and wrapped his other arm around me, pressing his hand flat against the small of my back in a way that made me gasp.

      And then he kissed me. Slow. His lips touched mine with practiced restraint, and he trembled at the contact. Or was it me who was trembling? It didn’t matter, coherent thought abandoned me in place of the buzzing, humming, dropping sensation pressing down within. As though he’d reached inside and took hold of some ancient, primal part of me.

      His tongue circled mine and I dug my fingers into his shoulder blades to anchor myself to the earth. Afraid if I didn’t hold on, I might fall. And keep falling.

      And then there was something else. A tugging. A release. I recognized the feeling, but I couldn’t place it.

      I was too intoxicated with the cold mountain scent of Elias. The feel of his muscle yielding beneath my touch. The way his lips released mine, only to softly kiss the sensitive skin beneath my chin, and along the side of my neck. Eliciting shivers from my body that made me moan with the force of my need.

      An image flitted across the back of my eyelids. A dark forest. A large boulder. The boulder where Cal and Adrian had sat when I’d followed them into the woods that day I first saw them in their  human form. I knew that place.

      I came back to myself all at once. Falling back to earth with an impact that made my head spin.

      “I have to go,” I whispered into Elias’ hair, still grasping the back of his neck, clutching him. I silently chastised my body for not responding to the commands of my mind.

      I have to go. I have to go.

      He let go, and I looked up. He met my gaze with his haughty stare for an instant, and then glanced outside. Breathless, he stepped back. “I—I didn’t realize how late it’d gotten.”

      I shook my head, “It’s not that,” I replied, but when I hazarded a glance at the clock in his kitchen, I saw that it was well past midnight. Had I really been here for almost five hours? “I told Cal and Adrian I’d meet them tonight. We need to be near each other to—”

      “I understand,” he said, interrupting me with a tight-lipped smile. “You don’t have to explain yourself to me, Harper. They’re your familiars.”

      I nodded, but a weight had settled in my stomach. “Right.”

      I blushed, remembering how my heart leapt when Adrian kissed me on the head. Would Elias understand if what I felt for my familiar’s was more than what a bond between a witch and her familiar should be?

      “Do you want me to come with you?”

      “No,” I said, maybe a little too hastily. “I mean—you should get some rest. It’s late. I won’t keep you up any later than I already have.”

      He tugged me back to him and kissed me once more. “Be careful,” he said after he pulled away.

      I bit the inside of my cheek and stepped away. “I will,” I said and made for the door, overeager to get to my shifters. For the tension in my blood to ease away, and the weakness in my bones to be replaced with strength. “Thank you for dinner.”

      “Maybe next time I won’t burn it.”

      I smiled, giving a half shrug. “Hmmm. Maybe you should just let me cook.” I tossed him a wink, and slipped from the cabin into the damp night, vaulting from the landing onto the earth to take off at a full sprint into the trees.
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      It was harder than I thought it would be to find the place where the boulder was in the dark. I used the luring pull of the bond as my compass. Sped through the trees, somehow without falling on my face.

      The thought jinxed it.

      A tree branch came out of nowhere and smacked me in the chest, and I went down. The skin stung where the imprint of the branch had started to redden and welt. I groaned, thankful Bianca said I could keep her dress, since the whole backside of it was now covered in mud.

      I gingerly rubbed at the sore spot, opening my senses back up to try to find where they were. The moment I thought about it, I knew they were near. And before I could fully get myself back to standing, Cal had come through the trees, emerging in his human form. Bare chested, his eyes glowing. He looked like an angel that’d just been cast out from heaven with his freshly shaven face. The panes smooth and sharp. His body tight and coiled all the way down through his calves to his toes.

      It’d been too long since I’d seen him in his human form. I forgot how beautiful he was. He stole the breath right out of my lungs. And I bit back the urge to drool as I took him in.

      Guilt pooled in my stomach like acid. There was more to this feeling than the bond that drew us together. I just didn’t want to admit it.

      “Do you spend a lot of time falling down?” he asked with a crooked grin, and came forward to heave me up. I grasped his hand and tried not to marvel at how small it seemed in his. Or how much I liked it.

      I cleared my throat. “More than I care to admit.”

      “Thought so.”

      The air between us was charged with the magic of the bond, and I noticed he didn’t rush to release my hand. The energy passing between us at the contact made me feel like I could run a marathon. My pulse sped, and my feet itched for movement.

      I’d never tried drugs, but growing up the way I did, you saw things in the street. And what the connection did to me—what I thought it did to both of us—was drug-like. I was high on him. And I’d trade anything to stay this way.

      After another moment, Cal released me, staring down at me with his slanted oakmoss eyes, no longer glowing, but still bright, even in the shadows.

      “Where’s Adrian?” I breathed, aching to see him, too. The relief I felt with Cal alone was enough to sate me, but it was nothing compared to when they were both here. And I couldn’t feel his brother wolf’s presence anywhere nearby.

      Cal’s expression darkened. “He couldn’t come,” he replied bluntly.

      “Why?”

      Cal regressed back to the Enduran I first knew him as, stepping back from me. His gaze and expression turned guarded, and his muscles tensed. He wasn’t a hot-head like Adrian was. But Cal was hard. Blunt. I knew if I asked him a direct question, he would always give me a direct answer.

      “Is it to do with the missing wolves? Is he alright?”

      I knew before Cal could answer that he was. I would’ve sensed it if something happened to them. At least, I thought I would. But they seemed to feel me through the bond a lot more than I felt them. Unless I had been mistaking their emotions for my own. Which was possible, but I doubted it.

      Cal ran a hand over the back of his neck and looked down at me. “He’s fine. Atlas returned from the mill early and asked him to lead a search for little Tommy. He’s been missing since yesterday morning.”

      “Little Tommy?”

      Cal breathed in deep and a muscle twitched at his temple. “A member of our pack. He’s a kid—just turned eleven last month.”

      The Thai food in my stomach soured, and a chill bristled the flesh on my arms and the back of my neck. “I’m sorry. I was hoping you’d have found the others by now.”

      “That’s the strangest part,” Cal said, staring off into the night. “We didn’t find them, but two of the wolves from the Maryland pack came back. They were weak, but otherwise perfectly fine.”

      “But… where did they go?”

      Cal pursed his lips and raised his eyebrows. “We don’t know. They couldn’t remember anything. They said they just woke up on pack land, naked as though they’d just shifted, but with no recollection of where they’d been for the last week.”

      It didn’t make any sense. I tried to wrap my brain around what he was telling me, but it rebelled against the idea. Because I didn’t want it to be witches that were kidnapping the wolves. My kind had already done enough to hurt the other races. But then I thought…

      “Is there any reason the Vocari would attack the packs?”

      He didn’t seem sure, but the idea didn’t shock him, either. “We thought of that, too.”

      The vampires had the power of compulsion. It was rarer since the curse changed them, and only the oldest and strongest could still harness that ancient ability. But they could do it. They could’ve erased the wolves’ memory. It made sense for them to be the culprits at least as much as it did witches, right?

      “But we have no qualms with them,” Cal continued. “We don’t have picnics together, and most of our kind don’t agree with how they choose to live, but…”

      “But?”

      He looked at me with an apology in his eyes. “But they aren’t our enemy, Harper. You are—your kind. The Alchemists made us what we are, and we only survived by banding together in Emeris to unseat House Thorn from power and take back what was left of our lands.”

      “That was over a thousand years ago,” I said, shrinking into myself. An image of Cyprian flashed before my eyes. And of Rose. And the shadow man. “We’ve changed.”

      “Have you?” he asked, and his voice boomed through the night.

      I cringed back. His words like a physical blow and my eyes stung from the shock of it—they burned a hole straight through me. It hurt even more because I knew he was right. Some of us hadn’t changed. And those who hadn’t were the people in positions of power. Like Sterling. And the Magistrate.

      Cal deflated, sighing as he hung his head. “I’m sorry,” he said. “I didn’t mean—”

      “No. You’re right.”

      “It’s just that Tommy… he’s just a kid. I’ve known him since we was a pup.”

      I thought I saw a glimmer of unshed tears in his eyes and it made my heart break. I felt his pain sharply as though it were my own.

      “We’ll figure this out. I’ve been dealing with… some things of my own,” I said, knowing the excuse sounded weak, but he didn’t need to know my problems on top of all the problems he already had. I felt like a total ass for not having already looked into it like I said I would.

      “But I’ll do what I can from the academy,” I rushed to add. “Maybe someone there knows something—if it is to do with witches, I’ll find out.”

      Cal seemed skeptical, which only made me want to prove myself even more. I would find out if it had anything to do with my kind. If they were the ones behind it. I didn’t know how I’d do it, but I would. Just like how I found out about Sterling. I was tenacious when I needed to be. And I wasn’t raised to back down from a fight.

      When the sun rose tomorrow, I’d show it some teeth, just like Lara taught me.

      “Can we just,” Cal said, reaching out an arm for me. “Be here for a little while. The separation—it hits me hard and I—”

      “We can be here for as long as you need me to be here.”

      He smiled, and I thought it was the first real one he’d ever given me. It lit up the night more than the moon could ever hope to. I folded myself into his chest and we sighed in unison, feeding off each other’s energies. Letting the bond strengthen us from the inside out.

      He rested his chin atop my head, the rest of me was completely cocooned in his muscle and warm—almost hot, smooth skin. “You know, I think touching you is my new favorite thing to do.”

      Blunt. I didn’t think the man had a filter. And I gasped at his boldness, but didn’t dare move.

      “It’s the bond…” I spoke against the dip at the base of his throat.

      His chin moved against the top of my skull as he shook his head. “No,” he breathed. “I think maybe it’s more than that.”

      My breathing hitched, and my thoughts raced back to Elias. The man I was inextricably drawn to, not unlike my familiars.

      As though reading my thoughts, Cal breathed in deeply and said, “I can smell him on you, that man who was helping you. Elias.”

      “I—” I choked.

      “I’m glad you have someone here to watch over you, even if the smell of him on you makes my wolf want to hunt.”

      We’d come a long way since I’d first happened upon them in the woods. Not very long ago, they’d hated me. And I was wary of them. All it took was accepting the bond and allowing themselves to feel as I felt to know I meant them no harm. For them to see that though the bond weakened us when we were apart, it strengthened them more than they could have ever known when we were together. And that was a powerful thing.

      I hoped it wasn’t the only reason they’d come to accept me and the bond between us, but even if it were, I’d be alright with that.

      “Do you have someone?” I asked Cal, feeling immediately awkward as soon as the question left my lips. “You know, in your pack? Like a… a mate?” I added, not sure of the proper word.

      His chest jolted with a short, hearty laugh. “No. I don’t. The females in our pack are more drawn to submissive males.”

      He didn’t need to explain any more than that. I knew Cal, and Adrian would not be considered submissive in the slightest. I inhaled deeply, breathing in his sharp whiskey and musky cedar scent, nuzzling against his warm skin. Cal shivered in response, and his grasp on me tightened, gathering me up into a bear hug before his arms loosened and he pulled back. “I should go. I’m supposed to run the next search party when Adrian returns.”

      I looked up at him from under my lashes. Damn, he was so freaking tall. I had to crane my neck to meet his stare. “I don’t like that you’re separated like this. Should you be out here alone with everything that’s going on?”

      My heart squeezed just to think of anything happening to him—to either of my familiars. We should be together, always. Strengthening each other like it was meant to be.

      “Don’t worry, love,” Cal said with a wink. “I’m fast. I can outrun anything in these woods—even a vampire.”

      “When will you come back?”

      “As soon as we can. Atlas is going back to the mill to oversee production on Friday. We’ll try to return then.”

      I nodded. A whole week without them… It made my face fall, and my stomach plummet to my toes. It was going to be a long ass week.

      Cal placed a finger under my chin and forced my face back up so I was staring into two glowing orbs of the most beautiful green. I could almost see his inner wolf inside of him, yearning for release.

      A half-human half-wolf sound reverberated in his chest, somewhere between a growl and a groan. “For the road,” he said softly, and stole a kiss from my lips. I could feel his wolf canines pressing against my mouth as they slipped out. I clutched his biceps, and a surprised gasp ricocheted in my chest. His kiss was hard and fast. Over too soon.

      I felt him shift beneath my hands until his lips parted from me and I blinked my eyes open to find his wolf in front of me, shaking off a pair of cargo shorts, his tongue lolling to one side as he panted.

      I bit the inside of my cheek, knowing I was redder than a tomato with blush, hoping the darkness concealed it. “Goodbye, Cal.”

      Cal’s wolf whined low in it’s throat, and then as though he’d heard something important, his ears pricked and his mouth snapped shut. And then he was gone—nothing more than a streak of silver among the trees.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            14

          

        

      

    

    
      Bianca and I had something of a tentative truce going on. I promised her a replacement for every article of clothing I’d ruined, and she promised me she wouldn’t turn every piece of clothing I owned hot pink in return. Seemed fair.

      But we’d both be waiting until we turned eighteen to go shopping. Good thing that wasn’t too far off, for Bianca anyway. Once she turned eighteen, she could take me with her, though, so long as she signed as being responsible for me while we were outside the academy. She was certain Granger would allow it, given the circumstances. I hoped so. The thought of having to stay in the academy for more than two months without ever being able to leave was daunting. I was sure I’d go mad.

      I sighed, but then again, I was already going mad. Rose had returned, and over the last few days she’d appeared to me more than a few times. I welcomed her, if only because it meant if she came through, the others couldn’t.

      The shadow man couldn’t.

      We didn’t speak much to each other, since she mainly took to showing up while I was in class. She simply took the light so the others couldn’t, and I thanked her. And she would nod. And then after a time, she would vanish. That was now the extent of our relationship. Well, except when she offered to help me curse Kendra for what she’s been doing to me since she returned to the academy Sunday night…

      Kendra had finally come through with a list of demands. Everything from finishing her arithmetic homework, to taking the blame for a prank she pulled on a teacher that went wrong and caused him to go completely bald with irreversible effects.

      So, here I was, in detention instead of her. Working out math problems instead of trying to decipher what was in my father’s journal. Listening while Granger gently chastised me for my spell gone wrong instead of being able to ask her if she knew anything about missing shifters.

      I’d wanted so badly to accept Rose’s offer to punish Kendra, but I’d grudgingly declined her help, and she didn’t push it. Though she sneered at my yellow-haired classmate every time she came close.

      “This is so boring,” Rose said, leaning against the desk next to me. “How long do you have to stay here?”

      I was the only one in the room for detention that day, and I spent the time working out Kendra’s homework equations, making sure I did them how she said, with the tall nines and snowmen-like eights so the professor wouldn’t know it wasn’t her who’d done it.

      The one plus about detentions was that they weren’t supervised. There was a spell put on the desks that made it impossible for you to stand once you’d sat down—until the spell wore off after thirty minutes.

      My ass was literally glued to the seat. They weren’t kidding that first day when they asked me to make sure I was certain I didn’t need to use the restroom. I hadn’t understood why until I’d taken my seat.

      “Still another fifteen minutes,” I said, looking up at the clock above the blackboard.

      Rose groaned, looking out the window to survey the grounds. It was a beautiful day. Warmer and sunnier than it usually was in spring, but then again, the mountain was known for making its own weather. If our Alchemical Sciences prof was right, it would rain the rest of the week after today and turn ghastly cold.

      I sincerely hoped he was wrong. It was the first nice day in ages, and I was stuck in detention. All because bitch-face Kendra had found something out that I’d promised to keep a secret.

      I would make her pay. I wasn’t sure how, yet. But once I was able to tell Granger about Cal and Adrian—once I was free of Kendra’s clutches, I would make her wish she’d never tried to blackmail me.

      “Careful, toots,” Rose chastised with a smack of her lips. “That savors strongly of bitterness. And bitterness turns to darkness in a witch. I should know.” She fixed her lipstick and arranged her hair in her reflection in the window, so it better covered the bullet-hole in her head, and then turned back to face me. “That little rat will get what’s coming to her. I promise you that.”

      I didn’t get her. One day she was offering to help me curse Kendra, and the next she was telling me to stop being so bitter or it would drive me to madness. I turned back to the mammoth math problem glaring up at me from Kendra’s parchment. She was the mad one.

      “You aren’t wrong,” Rose mused, reading my thoughts again.

      “Would you stop doing that?”

      She shrugged. “What?”

      “Digging around in my head,” I snapped. “It’s rude.”

      She pouted, tilting her head to consider me. “But it’s my only source of entertainment.”

      I rolled my eyes and peered back up at the clock, but it had only been two minutes since I last looked.

      “So, you are crazy, then?” I said, figuring I might as well have a conversation with her if she couldn’t find some other way to occupy herself until she faded, which was usually within twenty or so minutes, if not sooner. “I mean, you just said I wasn’t wrong about you being mad—so… you admit it, then?”

      A long cigarette appeared in Rose’s hand, lit by some strange ghostly magic. She inhaled. “You could say that.”

      “But I thought crazy people didn’t know they were crazy.”

      She blew out a cloud of smoke and her eyes darkened. “I wasn’t always this way,” she said, and her delicate, pale hand began to shake. “Once, I was normal. A fairly powerful witch. Beautiful. Talented. I thought I was going to take the world by storm.”

      “What happened?”

      “I died.”

      What?

      She came to sit atop the desk beside me once more and crossed her legs beneath the intricate beading of her dress. “I drowned when I was twenty-three, but a handsome young witch saved me. He brought me back using dark magic. Necromancy. I was only dead for a few minutes, but it was enough…”

      “Enough for what?” I asked her, the back of my neck suddenly warm, and my feet ice-cold.

      She ashed her cigarette and the gray debris fell to the ground, blinking out of existence before it could connect with the hardwood. “For the spirit plane to claim a piece of me. After I died and came back, I began to see them—the ones who came before. Anyone who had a blood connection to me was free to roam the mortal plane so long as I was near.”

      My mouth dropped. So, she… she had been haunted.

      Just like I’m haunted now.

      I wanted to tell her to stop. That I didn’t want to hear anymore. But I couldn’t. Somehow, I knew what she would say, but that didn’t make it any less difficult to hear.

      “At first, I was able to ignore them. Dismiss them as bad dreams. But before long, I knew that wasn’t true. It took some time, but they wore me down. Convinced me to do awful things. Whispered to me. I called them my birds. They called me their queen.” She smiled at the memory and I saw for the briefest moment, the gleam of the insanity she spoke of in her eyes. I wanted to move back from her, but with my ass firmly tied to the seat for another eight minutes, I could do nothing.

      “It didn’t take long for people to see I wasn’t right in the head…” she continued, and her thin brows pulled together. “They sent me away—to that cold place with the lonely room. Pumped me full of human drugs and medicines. But of course, I was a witch, nothing they did would work.”

      She stood and began to pace, suddenly very calm. Her dress swished around her ankles, making that annoying shh-shh shh-shh sound it did every time she moved. “I knew what they would do. I heard them talking about it,” she sneered.

      “How I was a lost cause. That the best they could do to relieve me of my suffering was to use the needle.” She stopped and cackled, spinning around to smash her palms down against the top of my desk, I was shocked to feel the slight rattle of the wood. Impossible.

      “Oh, but I wasn’t going to let them do that to me. With the help of my blackbirds, I found a way to escape. I ended it before they could find me,” she said proudly, rising to her full height again. I took a breath and set my hands back on the desk, clutching my pencil as though it were a dagger. “Better a bullet than a needle, don’t you think?” she asked me with a wide smile.

      “Mmmm, right. Yeah. Better a bullet,” I croaked, quick to agree.

      Rose’s smile faded, and I saw the glimmer in her eyes dull. She’d come back to herself. “Oh, Harper. I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to frighten you… you see? Even now, the stain of their whispers still darkens my thoughts.”

      My heart ached for her. What she had to endure, it wasn’t fair. And now she was dead, her mind still rotten from what the others did to her. Would my mind rot?

      Was it only a matter of time before their whispers left a stain on me, too?

      “No,” Rose growled, curling a red lip back over her teeth. “I won’t let them.”

      The force that held me to my seat slackened and then released, and I readjusted myself, working out the kinks. “I never did thank you,” I said guiltily, wishing I’d never sent her away. Even if the dark side of her couldn’t be trusted, this side of her only wanted to protect me.

      Rose gave me a single, tight nod, and the ghost of a smirk. And then she faded, gone back to the other plane where the rest of them waited, biding their time for a chance to take the light.

      

      Bianca was gone for her shower when I returned to our room, and I rushed to put away my books and Kendra’s homework where she wouldn’t see them. Bitch-face made it very clear that if I told anyone, she would spill the beans, and I didn’t want to risk Bianca not being able to keep quiet. She wouldn’t be able to help saying something to the blonde wench, and I didn’t blame her.

      I stuffed it between my mattress and the wall and pulled out my father’s journal from the same place, laying it flat on the bed to the page I’d been trying to decode. I thought it was a symbol code of some kind, where each symbol represented a letter. I thought if I was able to figure out one or two vowels, and maybe a consonant, I’d be able to pick away at the rest of the code.

      But it was hopeless. I had pages and pages of scribbled notes that lead nowhere. I wasn’t any closer to deciphering it, and eventually, I was going to get caught tossing the evidence into the great hearth in the dining hall between classes where no one would see and the fire would render them into ashes.

      The enormous and intricate sigil on the other folded piece of parchment was even more challenging, but I’d managed to find several of the smaller sigils that made up the whole in my sigils textbook.

      I wanted to ask the new sigils professor what it was that I’d found, but in my bones, I knew the type of magic it would make was forbidden. It was bad. I couldn’t explain it, but I just knew—and the fact that it contained small snippets of hand-written text mentioning the ancient curses of Andora’s Box… well, that made it pretty damned obvious.

      I closed the journal and stuck my hand back between my bed and the cool stone wall, fishing around for the formulaic piece of parchment. Maybe if I cross-referenced it with the sigils textbook again, I’d find something more. If the spell had to do with the curses on the Vocari and the Endurans… what was the spell’s purpose?

      I hoped it was something Alistair was trying to create to help the other races somehow. Maybe he was trying to undo what Cyprian did all those years ago. Or maybe he’d found a way to lessen the effects of the original curse? Why didn’t that seem likely?

      Where was the damned thing?

      Ah-hah! I pulled out the parchment, but it was only the coded letter. I fished around some more but came up empty.

      I jumped from the bed and crouched low, peering underneath to see if it had fallen through. There was nothing there but dust-mites, and my old black headband I hadn’t even noticed I’d lost.

      I turned toward Blanche, the fat bunny was asleep at the foot of Bianca’s bed. “Blanche,” I said, in a strained voice, my teeth grinding. The bunny opened her pink little eyes and glared at me.

      “Please tell me you didn’t eat it?”

      Blanche made an undignified sniffle and turned away, showing me her poofy tail.

      She couldn’t have eaten it. I was almost certain it was securely lodged between my mattress and the wall. Blanche couldn’t have gotten to it. I couldn’t be sure, though.

      Crap, crap, crap!

      I tugged the whole bed frame away from the wall, and listened to all the other things I had hidden there crash to the floor. I climbed back on the bed and scrambled to the edge, digging through all the papers to find the one that was missing. But it wasn’t there.

      “Uh… what are you doing?” Bianca said, coming into the room wrapped in a black bathrobe, with a black towel in her hair. She looked vampiric the way the dark shade contrasted with her milky white skin.

      I froze and lifted my old ratty black headband from the ground, shoving the journal off and onto the ground at the same time.

      “I found it,” I exclaimed, and stood to shove my bed back into place. Cleared my throat.

      She lifted her brows, but said nothing, and began rifling through her closet until she came up with a black two-piece pajama set. “Ugh,” she groaned. “I swear I’m never buying anything black ever again. People are going to start thinking I’ve turned goth or something.”

      “You didn’t see a piece of parchment laying around that had a really complicated looking sigil on it, did you?”

      She turned and narrowed her eyes at me, and then ducked behind the privacy screen to change. “Nope.”

      It would turn up. I must’ve just put it somewhere else. I tried to wrack my brain to remember the last time I’d taken it out, but couldn’t remember moving it anywhere.

      “Oh,” Bianca exclaimed, coming out from behind the screen. “I got that Chronicle for you. The housekeeper brought it for me earlier today.”

      My chest tightened and I sat up straight. “Great! Thank you so much for asking her to bring it.”

      Bianca pulled the long, narrow strip of parchment from her vanity drawer and handed it to me. “I don’t get why you’re so excited. The Chronicle is dull as hell. We only had one at home because Uncle Sterling likes to keep up—” she stopped herself. “Liked to keep up with witch world news.”

      Biting the inside of my cheek, I looked down at the blank page and swallowed, sending a silent plea to whatever gods would hear me. “Aperio Indicium,” I whispered to the paper, drawing the simple funnel-like sigil atop it to open it up to receive the latest news.

      The ink rose to the surface of the parchment, printing all the daily articles in neat, Tetris-like boxes over the front and back of the Chronicle. Leo liked to keep abreast of current events in the witching world and always kept a Chronicle in the caravan, and I had to listen to him use the opening spell every morning with his coffee.

      Chronicles were spelled to remain blank unless activated and to return to their blank state as soon as the reader set them down. With so many witches living among mortals, the spelled newspaper was just an added precaution.

      We couldn’t have humans—or the other races getting their hands on them.

      I sped-read the entire front page, zooming through paragraph after paragraph filled with dull, trivial, almost gossipy type articles. Skipping over one about Sterling, and how he’d betrayed his post as a council member and headmaster of the academy.

      And another about Godric Montgomery’s most recent address to the council, stating that it would be at the behest of the Arcane Council to decide who taught the youth in today’s society.

      Ugh.

      But there was absolutely nothing to do with missing shifters on either side. It hadn’t made the witch news, which meant one of two things… either they didn’t know—which was unlikely, or it was being covered up. After what happened with Sterling, I was willing to stake money on the latter.

      “What is it?” Bianca asked, and I raised my head to find her studying as she brushed her long blonde hair, her brows pulled together in concern.

      “Shifters are going missing,” I blurted before I could stop myself, and then rushed to explain. I told her everything Cal and Adrian told me, feeling lighter after I did, but also a bit guilty. They’d told me in confidence and I knew I wasn’t supposed to share the information. But, truth be told, Bianca wasn’t the only one I planned to share it with…

      If I was going to find any answers, I’d need help, and if Elias still spent his evening hours around the witches tavern—Sigilante, then maybe he’d heard something. Or at least, perhaps he’d be able to come up with a more plausible explanation than what we currently had.

      “Don’t tell anyone,” I told Bianca after I’d finished. “There’s a reason it hasn’t made the news. I don’t think we’re supposed to know about it,” I said, trailing off to allow her to formulate her own feelings on it.

      I could’ve been overreacting. Just being paranoid. Two of the missing Endurans had returned, after all.

      With their memories wiped…

      “Are you just like a magnet for trouble, or are you really that unlucky? Everywhere you go it seems like bad shit happens.”

      “Ouch, B. It’s not like it’s my fault.”

      Something change din her expression—darkened—and she pulled on a cloak and scooped Blanche up from her bed. “Well, maybe it is, Harper. Did you ever think that? Everything was fine here until you came along. Now, look at us all? Look at me. At Granger. At your familiars?” she spat. “At my uncle…”

      Tears pricked at the corners of my eyes. No, it wasn’t my fault. She was wrong. “He was going to kill me. To kill Elias! He might’ve even killed you—”

      “Don’t you dare say that!” she yelled, and a bucket of ice water was dumped into my veins. My magic seared through me, trying to defend me against her invisible assault.

      Too bad it wasn’t the sort of attack magic could defend from.

      “Are you going to let her talk to you like that?” A raspy voice asked me from somewhere just above and behind my head. I didn’t flinch. I knew there wasn’t really anyone there… “Speak the words and she’ll stop talking. Go on…”

      Aeternum Immotus, the malevolent spirit whispered in my ear, and the incantation echoed in my head, the words were almost hypnotizing, and I knew it was a bad spell. A dark spell. Aeternum immotus. Aeternum immotus.

      Shut up! I shouted in my head, recoiling from the chanting—but it was impossible to run from your own mind.

      “You didn’t know him!” Bianca shouted as she slipped on a pair of fluffy black slippers, cutting me down with a single glance. I flinched. Each of her words stung my skin as though they were arrows loosed from her mouth.

      Fury rippled through me, and I had to contain my magic within tightly balled fists to keep it from escaping. “No,” I hissed. “But neither did you.”

      Her light brown eyes widened, damp with her own tears. Her face slackened for an instant, in shock.

      I regretted it a millisecond after it left my mouth, but it was too late. What was said, was said. I opened my mouth to apologize, but Bianca snapped her mouth closed and stormed from the room before I had the chance.

      She slammed the door behind her so hard it made the floor under my feet shake.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            15

          

        

      

    

    
      “I thought we agreed you shouldn’t come until the weekend?” Elias said, holding the door open for me—holding it very still so the hinges wouldn’t creak and squeal like they always did.

      I rushed inside and he let the door fall closed behind me. It was just after sunset and the sky was still a pretty shade of purple mixed with a heavy gray that threatened rain. And it was Thursday, not yet the weekend when the majority of the academy went off to visit family and friends. No, they were all still here.

      But I couldn’t wait any longer. I needed someone to talk to. I needed to be able to give Cal and Adrian something when they came this weekend. They could come tomorrow night for all I knew, and I had nothing. Nada. Zip.

      I’d checked the Chronicle every hour on the hour since Bianca gave it to me on Tuesday night, but it seemed the witching community as a whole had no idea what was going on with the wolves… and I found that very hard to believe. I knew Elias went out sometimes in the evenings, to unwind after the day’s lessons.

      He was the only one I could talk to and the only one on the grounds who might actually know something.

      “I know, but I couldn’t wait any longer. I need to talk to you about something.”

      I hated feeling as though I was breaking confidence with my familiars, but if he could help, they’d forgive me for it, I was sure.

      Elias ran a hand through his hair and rubbed the back of his neck. I was starting to think he had a permanent kink there. I’d try to work it out for him sometime. I could grab some massage oils and… a warmth spread deep in my belly and my heart sputtered before picking back up at a double-time rhythm.

      Focus, Harper.

      “Alright,” he said, looking uncomfortable, and more than a little apprehensive. Was he blushing? “What is it?”

      “It’s about my familiars,” I said, and took him by the hand to drag him over to the little moth-eaten loveseat in front of the cold hearth.

      Elias sighed audibly, and I wondered what he thought I was going to say…

      He cleared his throat and turned to me, enveloping my hand in both of his strong, steady ones. “Go on,” he said. “I’m listening.”

      And looking into his smokey blue eyes, I knew he was. Not like other people listened, where they only gave you half their attention, and you could see their thoughts drifting even as you continued to talk. How you could watch their eyes glazing over. Hear their simple, recycled responses. Elias was one of the only people who truly listened to me.

      It made me feel… good. It was nice to feel heard after so many years spent conforming, or just not speaking at all. Leo and Lara were amazing people, but they were amazing people who lived a certain way of life. And a big part of that lifestyle was their undying love and respect for silence. They only spoke to customers, or to sing.

      Or to ask me how my day was.

      And tell me I did a good job on the last batch of love potions… even though I saw them remaking the entire batch after they’d thought I’d fallen asleep.

      My heart twinged in pain, and it took a second for it to subside. I hadn’t allowed myself to think about it as much as I wanted to—but I missed them terribly. I longed for their comfortable silences, and their grating voices as they sang bad country music with even worse voices.

      After a long, deep breath, and a promise to myself that the first thing I did when I turned eighteen would be to visit them, I spilled to Elias everything I knew about the missing shifters. Gripping his hand in mine as though it were a lifeline.

      “I—I guess I was hoping maybe you’d heard something. You know, when you go out in the evenings,” I finished. “Anything that could help us figure out what’s happening—where they’re disappearing to. And why the two who returned couldn’t remember anything about where they were.”

      The furrow in his brow and the crease in his forehead only increased as I spoke. He hadn’t interrupted me, not even once. He just took it all in, and I saw how he was processing the information, his gaze flickering to me, and back to his own faraway thoughts and conclusions, not really focusing on any one thing.

      He frowned, and I held my breath. “I’m so sorry,” he said, and I released the air I’d been holding in, the ever-growing ball of frustration behind my breastbone enlarging ever more. I wanted to scream. There had to be something. I had to help them. It was my obligation as their bonded witch. I couldn’t allow them to be in danger while I sat here and twiddled my damn thumbs.

      “Look, if you want, I’ll look into it. I wasn’t planning to go out tonight, but I could. I could go to Sigilante and see what I can dig up.”

      “No!” I near shouted, shooting from the loveseat to look down on him with my palms raised. Ready to block him from leaving if I had to. “Hell no. Don’t you remember what happened last time I asked you to go looking for information? I almost got you killed!”

      He stood, shaking his head at me. An infuriating smirk pinning up one corner of his mouth. Damn… those lips. “You didn’t ask me. I’m offering.”

      “No.” I said, leaving no room for argument in my tone. “I came here to see if you might’ve overheard something, or learned anything—I don’t know, like in passing, or something. I do not want you to go looking, do you understand?”

      He pouted. “You’re no fun at all.”

      “This isn’t a joke.”

      “Am I laughing?”

      “Jackass.”

      A tiny bubble of laughter escaped his lips before he was able to school his features.

      I rolled my eyes at him, biting my bottom lip with what I thought was a come-hither stare. Since I was here already… and there wasn’t any way I would be able to find anything else out tonight… and Bianca still wasn’t talking to me… and Kendra’s homework for tomorrow was already done…

      I supposed I could have some Harper time. I could use some Harper time.

      As he had a way with doing, Elias picked up on what I was thinking before I could open my mouth to say a thing. He closed the gap between us in two strides and kissed me, tangling his fingers in my hair. He pushed me against the cool stone of the hearth and the cold at my back combined with the furnace that was him at my front made my senses come alive, hungry to eat up every smell, taste, and feel I could.

      The musky pine of his sweater and the crisp clean scent of his cologne. The press of his fingers at the space on my lower back between where my slacks and blouse met, rubbing little circles into the soft skin there—setting me on fire with need. The taste of him… like sharp mint and smooth bergamot as his tongue dipped between my lips, drawing a low growl from somewhere inside.

      “Harper,” he whispered against my lips, and I was ready to come undone. I’d have handed him my V-card right there and then, no questions asked, non-refundable, no take-backs. But..

      Knock, knock, knock.

      “Elias, can I come in? I need to speak with you,” Granger called through the closed door.

      The both of us froze, staring at each other with wide-eyes. Neither breathing.

      Did she know I was here? No, she couldn’t. No one saw me, I was careful, just like always.

      I cupped my hand over my mouth to conceal a gasp when I saw the door handle had begun to turn. We hadn’t locked the door!

      “Ward,” Elias ordered me, and his voice broke me from the thick casing of fear. I compelled the sigil from my palm, not needing to draw it. A gleam of pride shone in Elias’ eyes before the ward snapped into place around me, and Elias spun to greet his guest.

      Granger stepped into the cabin, and it was as though the space grew smaller in her presence. She took up so much of the room, as though she were somehow larger than her slim five-foot-seven frame.

      “Oh good, you’re alone.”

      I let out a tiny breath of relief and moved towards the door, clinging to the ward as I’d now grown used to doing. It was getting to be almost second nature. I tip-toed around the loveseat and slipped out the door before Granger closed it behind her. My stomach turning at what had almost been the end of Elias’ career… and quite possibly my last day as a free witch.
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      I couldn’t remember. Had Cal said they’d be coming tonight? Or had he only said they’d come sometime this weekend? I gnawed on the inside of my cheek, staring out the dorm-room window into the yard.

      Turned out the Alchemical Sciences prof had been right. It’d been raining on and off all week since that day in detention and tonight was no exception. It was only a couple hours after dinner, but looking out into the dark, gray sky, it could’ve been much, much later. The rain came down in a steady, unrelenting stream. Mist rose in a thin sheet just above the surface of the ground.

      It was the annoying sort of rain. The kind that was cold and got you all wet, but was more of a spray instead of actual rain. See, actual rain, I liked. When it poured down so hard you could be drenched in seconds. The sound of it drumming the roof overhead drowning out all other sound, cocooning you in a blanket of calm. The smell of petrichor reinvigorating your senses.

      But this was not that. This was the bullshit rain. And I wondered if it would stop Cal and Adrian from coming. Sighed.

      I doubted it would stop them. They were giant wolf shifters—they wouldn’t be put off by a little rain. I hoped they wouldn’t make me wait until an ungodly hour for them to come, though. I still hadn’t caught up from all the lost sleep over the last few weeks, and I was feeling weaker all the time, being apart from them.

      And the weaker I was, the easier it was for them to get through the thin veil between planes. To chirp in my ears like the dark birds they were. I shivered. I thought I was getting better at blocking them out, but then I’d hear them again… and again. Bianca caught me shouting at them just the night before.

      She hadn’t said anything, but I saw fear in her eyes. From then on, I’d ignored them, but it was getting harder to shut them out.

      I spun from my perch at the window when the door opened. At the flash of blond hair, I almost thought it was Kendra, come to add to her list of demands. But it was only Bianca returning from the library. Kendra would have left by now—and thank god because I had this feeling that it was only a matter of time before bitch-face asked me to do something much worse than her homework.

      “Hey,” Bianca said warily, going to set her books down atop her vanity.

      “How was the library?” I replied sheepishly, the level of awkward soaring to one-hundred in the span of three seconds.

      She nodded, pressing her lips together. “Good. It was good.”

      Neither of us had apologized for what we’d said the other night… and it wasn’t like I didn’t think I needed to. I knew I did. I shouldn’t have snapped at her. And she was right, I did bring trouble with me wherever I went. And maybe it was only a matter of time before something bad happened to Bianca because of me. Or Elias. Or Cal and Adrian.

      “I’m sorry,” we both rushed to say at the exact same time.

      I cocked my head at her. “Wait, what are you sorry for?”

      “What do you mean? I was a total bitch to you. You know I didn’t mean it, right? I don’t think that. It’s just…” she trailed off with a sigh. “I can’t believe he’s gone, you know? And to think that I didn’t even know who he really was… it hurts.”

      She was still healing, we both were. I understood.

      “I know.”

      “So… we’re good, then?”

      “We were never not good, I was just giving you space to calm your crazy ass down.”

      Bianca smiled, but the motion didn’t reach her eyes. She laughed a little half-heartedly. “Yeah. Right.”

      I grabbed my Land Studies textbook and opened it to the unit we were going to have a test on first thing Monday. “Want to make some study notes? All these place names and land types for the Immortal Lands are going to give me an aneurism. There are so many.”

      Bianca bit her bottom lip and sat down at her vanity facing the mirror. “I can’t tonight. Maybe tomorrow? I’m going to have some dessert with Marcus in the cafeteria. The dinner crew made black forest cake.”

      She blushed furiously, her reflection in the mirror was nearing cherry-red.

      “He must really like you,” I said, trying to prod her for more juicy tidbits.

      She whirled around to face me. “I know right? I mean, he must. He wants to take me to meet his familiar after I turn eighteen. Did you know he has a bear for a familiar? How cool is that? I just hope it doesn’t try to eat Blanche.”

      My eyes widened, and I looked from where Blanche dozed gently, back to Bianca and a little pang of concern ran through me. Damn, the fat ball of fluff had really grown on me, hadn’t it? Even if it did eat what was possibly the most important document I’d recovered from my father’s hidden study.

      “That’s pretty impressive,” I said, though I shouldn’t have been surprised. Most of the students either had their familiars on the academy grounds full-time, if not at least half of the time. The only ones who didn’t keep their familiars with them while at school either had large animals as familiars or dangerous ones.

      A witch could generally keep control of their familiar by communicating through the bond, but sometimes animals did animal things, regardless of whether you wanted them to or not.

      “Oh please, Miss. I-Have-Two-Shifters-As-Familiars. Nothing is more impressive than that.”

      I grinned. But not for the compliment, for how casually she referred to my familiars as mine. I could only hope everyone else at the academy would be as accepting when the time came—that Kendra was the only exception.

      Bianca crimped her lashes and reapplied a thin layer of powder on her face and gloss to her lips. She seemed almost back to normal, save for the way she now always seemed to leave her hair messy, and not bother with the full make-up regime.

      “Hey,” I said as she stood, scrunching her hair to give it a bit more volume. “Did you ever figure out what happened that day Marcus said he saw you in the faculty wing?”

      I waited for her to tell me it was a mistake, or that she finally remembered being there, and why she had been so far into the west wing. She didn’t. She looked uncomfortable and pursed her lips. “No. He said he was sure he saw me. I told him I was sure I wasn’t there, but he insisted,” she shrugged.

      She wouldn’t meet my gaze, and she had her lip between her teeth again, ruining the gloss she just finished applying. “It hasn’t happened again, has it? I mean, you haven’t lost any more random chunks of time?” I asked with eyebrows raised, trying to keep my tone light, almost joking, even though a pit had formed in my stomach.

      “No,” she said quickly, almost before I could even finish, and I breathed.

      “Good.”

      Bianca scooped up Blanche. “You’re coming with me to meet Marcus.”

      The bunny let out a tired squeal and made a half-assed attempt at escape, but Bianca just held her closer. “Stop that,” she chastised her. “And be nice, ok. We like this guy—we like him a lot.”

      Blanche gave up her struggle and sat simpering in Bianca’s arms with a bored look in her shiny red eyes. “There’s a good girl.”

      I shook my head at them.

      “See you in a bit?” Bianca asked.

      “I’ll be here,” I said and lifted the hefty Land Studies textbook in my lap.

      As soon as she’d left the room, I pulled my father’s notebook out from where I had it under my pillow, along with the photo of him I’d stolen from Sterling’s office.

      “What were you trying to do?” I asked the photograph, as though the flattened image of him could speak. Unfolding the parchment I had carefully tucked into the journal, I looked over my own scribbled notes. I’d done my best to sketch out as much of the gigantic sigil as I remembered. And a couple of the words and foreign code-like language I could recall from the missing page.

      It wasn’t much, but it was something. I tried to remember more, but my brain was full of numbers and glorified geography from the long week of double home-work and catch-up assignments.

      I tucked the parchment back into the journal and sighed. Maybe it was a good thing I’d lost the page. I knew it was important, but the darkness radiating from it was undeniable. It was obviously some form of dark magic. Thinking back, I was almost completely certain I’d read something on it about blood magic, written in my father’s own hand.

      Why couldn’t he appear to me? Rose had been taking the light several times a day lately. And the others whispered near constantly. Always at the edges of my mind even if I couldn’t always make out what they were trying to say. When it was too quiet, I could hear them, the hissing, scratching, grating sounds of their voices. But never his. Never Alistair.

      If I could communicate with the other spirits linked to me through blood, why not him? Why not Cyprian himself? I’d know if I heard his voice, wouldn’t I? He’d be the most terrifying of all.

      I slammed the journal closed and shoved it and the photograph back where they were. I couldn’t look at it anymore. Not now. It just made more questions, and I already had enough of those to find answers to right now.

      Completely unable to focus, I settled in to wait, thinking that maybe if I focused enough, I could call Cal and Adrian to me. We hadn’t practiced anything yet. There were so many things the witch familiar bond could be used for other than the sharing of strength and power… would we ever have the chance to grow our bonds?

      Soon, they’d be able to come clean to their pack and their alpha about me. And I realized, I didn’t want there to be any more secrets between us. I was lying to them and it wasn’t fair.

      It was time to tell them about my heritage. After what Cal confessed to me in the woods—how he was attracted to me, I was starting to feel more confident that they’d understand. It may take some time, but they would accept it. Just as I had.

      No one wanted to be related to a psychopath—or in my case, many psychopaths, but that was hardly my fault.

      I went back to the window and drew a simple warming sigil over my mug of hour-old tea to re-heat it, and took a sip of the herbal blend that was supposed to help keep me awake, but it was bitter and served only to make me pucker with each sip. I re-opened my Land Studies text and pulled a stack of parchment I had cut into squares from my nightstand.

      As much as I appreciated their respect for tradition at Arcane Arts Academy, I hated having to work with parchment, and quill, and ink. The novelty wore off just days after I arrived, and even though we were expected to use the things in class, I had a secret stash of ball-point pens from Granger’s office that I used for all my note-taking.

      I supposed I wasn’t the only one who appreciated modern convenience… Now, if only she had a revolving sushi bar, and a soda vending fridge, I’d be one happy Harper.
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      They didn’t come.

      I awoke, groggy, with eyes that felt as though they were sealed shut with a seam of glue—weaker than I had been in weeks.

      It was the officially the longest I’d ever gone without seeing them, and it was taking a massive toll on me. There was no way it wasn’t taking a major toll on them, too. Where were they?

      Bianca was staying back this weekend. Since we knew now that it was against the rules for Granger to allow Bianca to go home without a proper chaperone, she didn’t want to push it. She said she’d asked to go again next week. And had invited her brothers to visit her at the academy instead.

      But they’d said no. Something about a gaming tournament.

      I supposed that was how they were dealing with everything. Losing themselves in a made-up world. I didn’t think it was very healthy, but then again, I was no expert about finding the best ways to deal with grief and pain.

      I was grateful Bianca decided to stay, she managed to keep me somewhat calm when Saturday morning, afternoon, and evening passed without even a trickle of a feeling that they were drawing nearer. I ran into Elias when I was pacing around the academy. It was a nicer day—not exactly sunny, but not raining either, and it felt better to keep moving.

      “They’ll come,” he’d told me. “You’re worrying yourself for nothing. Just promise me you won’t do anything stupid, okay…?”

      I’d laughed him off and told him I wanted to be alone. It was far from the truth, but I needed to be able to think. With all the phantom voices in my head, having yet another person trying to tell me things made it near impossible to decipher which thoughts were my own and which belonged to the deranged spirits who followed me everywhere.

      When Saturday passed and the clock struck midnight on Sunday, signaling the end of the weekend and start of the week, I panicked.

      I had chewed the flesh on the inside of my cheek near ragged, and every muscle in my body was tight and aching. I was wired on too much caffeine. My hands shook.

      “They aren’t here,” I said frantically, waking Bianca from her light sleep.

      She rolled over to face me. “Dude. Chill.”

      But I couldn’t chill. I’d thought of a million scenarios in my head. And all of them were bad. Had they been taken like the other missing wolves? That was the worst thought.

      The others ranged from them being injured. Perhaps someone had tried to take them and they’d gotten away, but gotten hurt and couldn’t come. Or maybe they finally told Atlas about me and he’d ordered them not to return to the academy. Their pack bond would compel them to listen to their alpha whether they wanted to or not…

      I couldn’t explain it, but I just knew something wasn’t right. They would’ve come already.

      I shook my head vehemently, throwing off my blanket to stand and pace. “No,” I snapped at Bianca. “Something’s wrong. Something’s definitely wrong.”

      “Whoa,” Bianca said and propped herself up. “You need to calm down.”

      I tried. I took a few deep breaths, tried to clear my head. To think rationally. Not to jump to conclusions. But no matter how hard I tried, it felt like I was just lying to myself.

      With each beat of my heart, I knew only one thing for certain, they needed me. My familiars needed me.

      Bianca’s brows pulled together in worry and she stuck out a hand, palm down as though she were trying to soothe a rabid animal instead of her roommate. “Look, just go back to sleep,” she said. “And we’ll figure this out in the morning. You don’t even know where their pack lands are, Harper. There’s nothing you can do right now, so just try to relax and don’t do anything you’re going to regret.”

      It was the same thing Elias said to me the day before. Don’t do anything stupid. But was it stupid to want to protect my familiars? Would they not do the same for theirs? Would I regret doing everything I could to find them?

      No, I wouldn’t. But I would regret not doing everything within my power to make sure they were alright.

      And suddenly, I was very calm. I stopped pacing. My heart rate slowed, and my shoulders relaxed. I sat on the edge of my bed, clasping my hands in my lap. “You’re right,” I lied to Bianca, and my voice reinforced the calm blooming in my chest. “I should sleep. We’ll figure it out tomorrow.”

      Bianca didn’t look convinced but settled back down beneath her covers. “Goodnight, then. Try to sleep.”

      I added a small smile for effect and made a show of lying down and getting comfortable. “Goodnight.”

      Both Elias and Bianca thought there was nothing I could do—that I’d never find them if they didn’t come to me… they were wrong.

      And I was going to prove it.
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      It started to rain.

      I stuffed the maps I stole from the Land Studies classroom into the small black backpack I stole from Bianca’s closet.

      I was careful to wait until I was certain she was asleep. Until her breaths evened out and the rise and fall of her fluffy blanket was a steady rhythm. And then I’d dressed, nabbed the backpack and my father’s journal—there were some spells in there I’d never heard of and I thought they might be handy in a pinch—and left.

      I stopped only for the maps, and a few bread rolls and apples left out on the table in the dining hall overnight in case anyone was up late studying. But at three in the morning, everyone had long since gone to sleep. Except Rose.

      “I don’t think this a good idea,” she said, stomping along beside me as we crossed the yard and entered the tree-line. “You don’t even know where you’re going.”

      “I will in a minute,” I said, stepping quickly through the trees, over the cool, damp earth.

      To my right somewhere through the foliage was Elias’ cabin, and I couldn’t risk getting too close. If Fallon heard me, he’d likely wake Elias and I’d be busted. He couldn’t stop me. But I was afraid that if I gave him the chance, he might be able to convince me to stay. I couldn’t have that.

      So, I cut left, moving further away from the academy in a diagonal line to keep away from both Elias and the prying eyes of AAA. I searched the sky for the fifth time since I stepped outside, but there was no sign of Kendra’s crow either. It seemed luck was on my side for once.

      Rose followed me silently until we passed through the ward around the academy. The moment I sensed the change in atmosphere, I stopped and knelt on the ground. Maybe if everything worked out, I could be back before anyone woke up…

      Put the maps back, change my clothes, and crawl back into bed.

      Rose crouched beside me, maneuvering her dress to get a better look. “Don’t get your hopes up, toots. I seriously doubt you’ll be back before the morning bells. And I think you already know that.”

      “You aren’t being helpful.”

      She shrugged, her thin brows raising. “Sorry,” she said sarcastically, holding her hands up.

      Ignoring her, I drew the sigil to make something dry and activated it over the earth before me. The dirt lightened in color, parching as my magic soaked up all the wetness. Watching the earth crackle and hiss made me think I may have overdone it. Oh, well, at least it didn’t dry out the whole forest.

      I laid out the world map and reached into the bush for a sharp ended stick.

      I’d found a bit of twine in the Land Studies classroom, so that combined with the stick would have to do… I didn’t have a crystal pendulum. But I’d seen Lara use a wooden one in a pinch before—granted hers was on a proper chain and contained Leo’s hair. I didn’t have anything of Cal’s, or Adrian’s to help my magic locate them.

      I was betting on not needing anything, though. They were my familiars. A part of them resided within me—I shouldn’t need a lock of hair, or an article of clothing. I should only need me.

      “Have you ever done this spell before?” Rose asked me as I wound the twine around the short piece of stick.

      “No. But I’ve seen it done.”

      Rose pursed her lips. “I’ll walk you through it,” she said after a moment, and my heart leapt.

      “You will?” I asked, breathless, and near ready to cry. If I was being perfectly honest, I couldn’t remember the incantation, not clearly. And I knew the sigil was a series of circles, with a shape like a bent arrow through the middle, but that was all I could recall.

      Rose scooched in closer, and the cold she always brought with her brushed against my side. “For the record, I want you to know how stupid I think this is. So, don’t come crying to great aunt Rose when this all blows up in your face, you hear?”

      I nodded. “I won’t. Thank you.”

      She drew in a long breath and straightened her spine. “Ok, first, the sigil. It’s like this,” she said and drew it in the air before her. Unlike when I drew sigils, no glow sprang from her fingertips. She could have been a mere mortal waggling her fingers about like a crazy person.

      I supposed when you died, your magic died with you. Good to know.

      I copied her motions. Drawing three circles, each inside the one before it, growing smaller, over top of the map. And then the “V” shape with the curling tips, and the line straight through the middle. It glowed green in the night, hovering above the map as it waited for instruction.

      “Speak your desire,” Rose whispered in my ear.

      “Cal,” I said, picturing him in my mind’s eye. His warm arms around me. The press of his lips. “Adrian,” I continued, bringing an image of him to the forefront of my mind. His golden eyes shining in the dappled sunlight. His tempered fury, passionate voice, and chiseled body. I reached down within myself and felt for the bond. Visualized that place behind my breastbone that always eased up when they were around, and tightened when they were gone.

      “That’s it,” Rose said encouragingly. “Now activate the sigil.”

      I did as she said, laying a palm over the green glow. It flared white, and then sank down to settle over the map like a fine silver mist.

      “Now what?”

      “Swirl your—uh—stick thing over the surface of the map.”

      I did.

      “Close your eyes and focus on nothing but them. On nothing but your familiars.”

      I did.

      “Speak the incantation, Invenium.”

      “Invenium.”

      The makeshift pendulum stopped dead, yanking forcefully to pull my hand down towards the map. The sharp point pressed hard into the paper… exactly where we were. The tiny black dot Mr. Evers had inked onto the map served as a placeholder for the academy.

      It didn’t work.

      “Don’t be so quick to assume,” Rose said, leaning in to get a better vantage point. “Look closer.”

      I groaned but did as she said. “Lucidus,” I whispered as the sigil for light sprang from my hand, and a small ball of light sparked to life over top of us. I squinted, trying to better see where the sharp stick was truly pointing to.

      I gasped. She was right. The pendulum had stopped a sliver of space further to the north-east than where the academy was. They were close! I could have sang. Danced. They were so close. Maybe they were alright after all. Maybe they were coming.

      But… then why couldn’t I feel them growing nearer?

      Quickly, with shaking hands, I dug around for the other map and laid it atop the first, removing the pendulum. I completed the whole spell again, this time swirling the pendulum over the map of West Virginia—over the Allegheny Mountain range where the academy laid hidden in the woods.

      “Invenium!”

      The wood shot for the page so fast, spurred by the spike in my magic, that it speared through the paper. I tossed the wood aside and laughed, a smile spreading wide across my face. My heart soared. I bent down and kissed the paper. There was a small hole just a few miles east of a town called Riverton.

      “They’re so close!” This is what I had counted on—been hopeful for. I’d gotten better at portaling, especially since we’d done the active lesson on it with Mr. Donovan, but I was still doubtful in my ability to do it properly. I’d only managed to portal myself twice successfully, and only from the classroom to the dining hall.

      I had gotten lucky. If they’d been in another state, I would’ve had to portal myself to wherever was the closest place I’d ever been to—since you could only portal to a place you’ve been before… but this was even better!

      No portaling necessary. I could walk.

      “How far do you think that is?” I asked Rose, already stuffing the world map back into the backpack. “Maybe fifteen miles?”

      “Closer to twenty, I think. Maybe even a bit more than that.”

      “I’m lousy with directions and distances.”

      “Hope you have a compass.”

      “No need. I have one in here.” I pointed to my chest.

      The bond would show me the way.
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      Six hours, a sprained ankle, and four stale bread-rolls later, I was near ready to collapse. Even though with each step I took, my magic grew, and the weakness subsided, there was nothing that could erase the level of exhaustion I had. In the last few days, I was lucky if I got more than a total of six hours of sleep. And at this point, I’d been up for nearly thirty hours straight.

      When I find them, I’ll sleep, I told myself. Soon.

      The birds had been singing their morning songs since dawn. And now the forest was growing warmer, the sun near blinding. A tacky glaze of sweat covered me from head to toe.

      And I’d run out of water five miles ago.

      But at least I could stop agonizing over every noise in the forest. It was so much scarier in the dark. Every twig snap and tree groan could’ve been a wild animal. Or a hunter. Or the shadow man. And I didn’t like any of those possibilities.

      So, I told myself every noise was a squirrel. The crack of a branch—squirrel. The crunch of leaves—squirrel. Random breathing sounds—hopefully a squirrel.

      I’d caught a break a few miles back and happened upon an old county road that snaked through the forest alongside a narrow slow-rushing river. But then the bond drew me to the east, and the terrain grew rocky and I began hiking up a grueling, slow incline. Cursing myself for not thinking to refill my empty water bottle in the river.

      “You really are an idiot, you know,” Rose pointed out as I huffed, my throat scratchy and dry. The incline wasn’t very steep, but it was constant and had been for at least a couple miles now. At this rate, I’d pass out before I could make it there. Already, there were tiny black spots crowding in at the edges of my vision.

      I’d been able to shake them off for the most part, but they kept coming back, each time more than the time before. My chest was tight, and bouts of vertigo had set in. I had to stop and steady myself with a hand reached out to clutch a skinny tree trunk to respond to her.

      “You were there,” I said between pants. “You could have reminded me to fill the bottle.”

      Rose shrugged, but I saw real worry in her eyes as her gaze roved over me. Over the scrapes on my pale arms. The tear in my slacks from when I bashed my knee against a rock. I was sure I looked more like a ghost than she did.

      “Yes, well, I don’t need to drink water, so, the thought never occurred to me.”

      I groaned and licked my parched lips. We were getting close at least. Judging by the map and by what the bond told me—it was mere miles separating us now.

      “Useless,” I muttered, bitter, and ready to strangle something.

      Rose narrowed her gaze, glaring at me, she placed a hand on her hip and pursed her blood-red lips. “Excuse me,” she said, offended. “Who was it who told you how to do the spell to find them?”

      My vision wavered, and when it returned, I laughed. I laughed so hard my sides screamed out in pain.

      “What are you laughing at?” Rose demanded.

      I wiped tears away from my eyes, and hunched over to stifle the twinge in my side. “You! Do you have any idea how ridiculous you look right now?”

      She looked down at herself, confused.

      A phantom, indeed. She stood there among the dirt, and rocks, and trees, and animal droppings in her beautiful beaded gown. With a feathered headband on her head. Her hair perfectly curled. Her cheeks and lips rouged. Her nails painted.

      I didn’t know why, but when I stopped to see the whole picture—the picture of my deceased great aunt in her flapper-era dress and her high heels in the muck and mud—it was freaking hilarious.

      “Harper, are you alright?” Rose asked, reaching out a hand as though she meant to console me, but we both knew she couldn’t touch me.

      Was I alright? The laughter sputtered and then died on my lips. Was this what shock felt like? Was this hysteria?

      Had I gone mad?

      “No,” Rose said forcefully. “I know what madness looks like, and you aren’t there yet. You’re parched and exhausted. You need rest.”

      A hesitant breath stumbled from my lungs. No. I wouldn’t give up now. I had to get there. See them safe.

      “What will you do when you get there? You don’t even know what you’re walking into. The locator spell could be leading you to their pack. What will you say? Do you really think they’ll stand up for you while their alpha is watching?”

      All valid questions.

      Still, no matter what I did, I couldn’t shake this feeling like something bad had happened. I couldn’t eradicate the sense that they needed me.

      I went to take a step, to push on toward wherever the bond would lead me, ignoring Rose. But something inside me snapped with the force of a gigantic rubber band around my heart. The recoil sent me staggering back a step.

      Something had changed. Something was wrong. Very wrong.

      No. Oh, no.

      A gaping, yawning hole had formed deep within me. I reached within myself to look for what was missing and couldn’t find it. There was no pull drawing me. The sensation of relief I’d had only a moment ago at being closer to them vanished.

      The weakness slammed into my bones like a wrecking ball and I fell to my knees.

      “Harper? Harper! What is it?” Rose shouted, kneeling beside me.

      I tried to breathe, but it was so hard. Like the air was thicker than it was a minute before. My chest ached with hollowness.

      “They’re gone.”

      I lurched to my feet and ran, I ran as fast as my legs would go without buckling beneath the weight of my bones—in the direction the bond pulled me before it broke off.

      Hold on! I thought, as though Cal and Adrian could somehow hear my thoughts through the bond. I’m coming.

      Hold on.

      

      Rose sensed them before I did, and I was able to use the last of my energy to throw a ward around myself like a cloak.

      “How far?” I asked Rose, turning to face her, but she had dissipated—like she always did eventually. I swallowed, turning back to the forest ahead. I could see the break in the trees, and the earth was sloping downwards again. I was coming up on a valley. And echoing from it were the sounds of life.

      The buzzing of conversation and movement. Of hammers striking nails, and the sizzling of cooking meat. As I drew nearer, blinking rapidly to keep my vision, I could smell it. My mouth watered. Steak. It was steak, I was sure of it.

      Would Cal and Adrian be there? My chest squeezed painfully, and I clutched it. No, I knew it in my bones. They wouldn’t be there. I would know it if they were that close.

      Just then, a wolf trotted past me, its tongue lolling out to one side as it loped over the ground toward the valley below. The ward—it couldn’t see me. But I held my breath anyway, and it stopped for an instant, its ears perked, sniffing the air not more than six or seven feet from where I stood.

      Seemingly satisfied, it sped off down the gently inclining hill. It wasn’t Cal, or Adrian, but I was certain it wasn’t just a wolf. It was an Enduran—a shifter. Which meant Rose was right, the spell had been leading me to their camp all along. And they had been here the whole time, until only an hour ago when I stopped being able to feel them.

      Hot, angry, tears swam in my eyes and I cursed myself. If I’d followed my instinct earlier and not let Bianca and Elias convince me to stay—I would have gotten to them before… well, before whatever happened could’ve had a chance to happen.

      But as I approached the massive clearing, and the voices became clearer. I held onto a sliver of hope. Maybe I was wrong.

      Maybe they’d told their alpha about our bond and he’d found a way to sever it. Perhaps he’d found a way to free them of the magic tying us together.

      I was at the edge of the tree line now, crouched low behind a wide oak tree, the ward around me began to waver, but I held tightly to it. Not ready to show myself yet.

      The camp was larger than I thought it would be. It looked a bit like a campground, with a big main house near the middle, made of hewn logs, with a stone chimney jutting out the top. And all around it were little cabins, studio-apartment sized for the most part.

      Barbeques were lined up in a half-covered outdoor kitchen, smoking lightly as they cooked what looked like a good thirty pounds of red meat.

      And all around the whole space were people. People walking around. People building another little cabin near the back of the huge property in the distance. People chatting at picnic tables.

      And wolves. There were as many of them in their wolf forms as there were in their human forms.

      There were at least thirty wolves bathing in patches of warm sunlight, or sitting near the barbeques, begging for meat as though they were pups. I couldn’t see Cal or Adrian anywhere.

      The wolf I’d followed to the property had gone into the big main house, and now a man stomped out the door, seething, his eyes glowing fevered, flaming orange. The man had dark hair to his shoulders and a muscular, wiry frame that was covered in tattoos. Rings of silver adorned his fingers, and a long chain holding what looked to be a thin wedding band hung around his neck.

      I didn’t need anyone to tell me to know—this was Atlas. This man was Cal and Adrian’s alpha.

      Atlas began barking out orders as three others followed him from the main house. I couldn’t make out what he was saying, but he was furious. He shifted in the blink of an eye, transforming into a giant inky black wolf. There wasn’t a lick of other colors on him. He snarled, and his hackles raised.

      The other wolves in the area whined and whimpered. Some bowed their heads to the ground, others laid down—and from what I knew of the shifters, I could guess the alpha had just given a command.

      Atlas howled, and the rest of the wolves arched their backs to howl with him, the combined sound haunting—filling me as though it held a power all its own.

      The wolves raced away, all except Atlas. His fur bristled, and his nose twitched. He walked over to where I heard a commotion a hundred yards to my right. A girl shouted in outrage, her voice pitched high with fear.

      I knew that voice.

      Atlas stalked closer to where they were, his teeth bared and maw dripping with steamy saliva. I maneuvered myself to get a better look, and gasped at what I saw.

      Of all the stupid, idiotic…

      Bianca thrashed between the arms of two male shifters.

      “Let go of me!” she shouted, and I noticed a map and crystal pendulum were clasped in her white-knuckled fist. She’d followed me here.

      This was bad. This was really fucking bad.

      They dragged her between two cabins and she emerged on the other side, face to face with Atlas’ wolf.

      She didn’t speak, just looked at him in doomed horror. The two shifters pushed her to kneel before their alpha, and then released her, moving away.

      “Harper, don’t,” I heard Rose’s voice in my ear, but I was already moving. Sprinting from the cover of the trees.

      Atlas snapped at her, but somehow I managed to get myself between them, standing protectively in front of Bianca with my arms spread wide. I met Atlas’ fierce eyes, the color somewhere between orange and red. Full of spite and fury.

      “Don’t,” I begged him. “Please. She followed me. She means you no harm.”

      “Harper?” Bianca asked, her voice near breaking.

      I turned slightly, and her shoulders slumped when she saw my face. “If we get out of this alive, I’m going to kill you,” she said through tears.

      “You’re the idiot who followed me,” I whispered back. “Where did you think I was going? To a damned country picnic?”

      “Enough.” The throaty monotone of his voice boomed around us. I spun back around at the sound, gasping when my gaze fell on Atlas—without a stitch of clothes on him. My throat seized and I fought to keep my gaze above waist-level. Did these creatures have any sense of decorum?

      “Someone had better start talking,” he growled, his eyes never losing their glow. “Two of my best wolves are gone. Vanished. And less than twenty minutes later, we find you. Two witches spying on our camp. Give me one good reason why I shouldn’t rip both your heads off.”

      At this point, the remaining wolves and those in their human forms had gathered to see what was happening. They formed a loose ring around us, and someone moved in to hand Atlas a pair of shorts which he tore from their grip and put on.

      I had to be careful what I said here, if I said the wrong thing, we were as good as dog chow. I had to assume they still hadn’t told Atlas about me, which meant he wouldn’t know who I was.

      “Your name is Atlas,” I blurted before I could stop myself. I had to hope he would hear me out. And I had to be fast, the blackness at the edges of my vision was growing, and my breaths were coming heavier, more ragged. The extra exertion and excitement was throwing my body into a fit.

      “How do you know my name? Who are you?”

      My hands shook at my sides and my head spun. I staggered a bit to the left, and Atlas cocked his head at me, seeming to notice my weakened state—the piece of fabric I had tied around my arm to staunch the blood-loss from a deep cut. My torn jeans, and pale complexion.

      Some of the glow left his eyes. His inner wolf retreating as it realized I was no immediate threat to anyone here.

      “Because you’re their alpha,” I said, and my heart beat slowed, skipping. My voice became distant, and garbled. “You’re my familiar’s alpha.”

      The world tipped. The ground beneath my feet vanished. An older woman in a loose, billowing white dress with long sandy blonde hair came forward, blocking Atlas from view. I thought I heard Bianca call my name a second before my head connected with hard-packed dirt and everything faded away.
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      I came to slowly, my mind taking its time to adjust to being awake. To the strange smells, and sounds, and sights. I cracked my eyes open and blinked away the gooey substance there, inhaling deeply through my nose.

      It smelled of old spice and dog fur, and something else, something heady and tangy I couldn’t quite name. It was a man’s smell—one I didn’t recognize. My head pounded as I tried to sit up, grateful when a cool breeze drifted to me through one of the many open windows around the large room.

      I was in someone’s bed, covered in a warm blanket, with pillows all around. It wasn’t a room I recognized. A guitar hung from a forked hook in the wall to my right, and a pile of laundry sat heaped in the corner, and on the other side of the room.

      “Bianca?” I asked, rubbing my eyes. She sat in the windowsill at the far end of the room and turned to me with an impish smirk. That’s when I remembered everything. Where I was—what had happened.

      We were both still alive—that was a good sign. As the fog of sleep left me, I realized I could hear people outside, and through the thin curtains, I could see wolves trotting back and forth along the pathways. I could also hear people in the room adjacent to this one, through the closed wooden door.

      “Hey,” she said, coming to sit on the bed with me. “You ok?”

      I nodded, but that only served to further the aching in my head. She passed me a cool glass of water from some low table next to the bed I couldn’t see. I drank it down greedily, practically dumping it down my throat without the need to swallow. I choked a bit near the end and she took the glass from me. “I’ll get you some more,” she said and moved to stand, but I grabbed her wrist.

      “Wait,” I urged. “B, what happened? How long have I been out?”

      Hazarding another glance out the window, I saw the sun already began to set. I couldn’t have slept that long…

      We were caught in the morning—no later than nine or ten o’clock.

      “All day,” she told me and sat back down. My pulse picked up. We needed to get moving. They were now missing for more than nine hours. I wouldn’t let another hour pass where we did nothing to find them—return them home safe.

      “They wanted to wake you sooner,” Bianca added. “But I told them you would need your rest and your strength if you were going to be able to help them find Cal and Adrian, and all the others.”

      So, that was why we were still here—still alive. “You should have woken me sooner,” I grumbled, but let the welling anger subside. There was no time to waste arguing. “What exactly did you tell them?”

      Bianca bit her bottom lip, and I could see it was already red and chapped—likely she’d been worrying it all day while I slept. “I told them what they needed to know. That you’re Cal and Adrian’s bonded witch and came looking for them because you were worried for their safety.”

      I squinted at her, my brows furrowing. “And they just believed you.”

      I moved to get out of the bed, my head throbbing and spinning as I swung my legs off the side. I pressed the soles of my feet against the cool wooden floor to help ground myself. Breathed deeply.

      She huffed. “Not exactly. There was another woman here who knew about your bond with them—Adrian’s mother. Stella. She helped me convince Atlas that it was true and that you could help. If she hadn’t stepped in… I don’t think we’d be here. He was furious. Had to go for an hour-long run just to calm himself down.”

      A small smile pulled at my lips. They didn’t tell their alpha, but they told Adrian’s mother. I supposed in a way she acted as Cal’s mother, too, since he lost his own parents so long ago, and lived with Adrian’s family. I wondered what she thought of all this. Of me.

      If she helped protect me, then she couldn’t be completely against the idea of our bond, right?

      Progress.

      But by the sounds of it, convincing Atlas that our bond wasn’t all bad would be a much greater challenge.

      “We have to find them before it’s too late,” I said, and stood, wobbling. Only two of the missing wolves had returned. I wouldn’t risk Cal and Adrian being among the ones who didn’t. “Where’s Atlas?”

      When Bianca didn’t respond, I turned toward her and found her nervously wringing her hands in her black designer windbreaker. “That’s the thing,” she breathed. “We tried to find them. Atlas has no connection to them through the pack bond anymore, and I tried a locator spell, but it didn’t work.”

      What was she saying? That we couldn’t find them? That they were gone? I couldn’t accept that.

      I wouldn’t.

      I bent to tie my tennis shoes back onto my feet, noticing they’d started to come apart from so many hours spent hiking already. I didn’t care if they fell apart—if they fell right of my damned feet. I’d go barefoot if I had to. “No. We will find them.”

      “Atlas agreed to let you stay because I told him you could reach them through your bond with them,” Bianca said in a rush, grimacing.

      “You told him what?” I practically yelled.

      She bit her lip and held her hands out. “I had to tell him something so he wouldn’t, you know, like, eat us or something…”

      I rolled my eyes at her. “Our bond was severed, too when whatever happened to them… happened,” I said, my throat thick with emotion. I tried not to think of all the horrible scenarios of what could’ve happened. “And besides, even if I still had the connection, it’s not like we’ve had time to practice shared vision or any of the other things familiars do!”

      But she knew that already. She’d lied knowingly to the alpha of a pack of shifters that numbered in the tens, maybe even hundreds of wolves. And we were in their territory.

      “I’m sorry,” was all she said. “For what it’s worth, they can’t be dead—your familiars. The locator spell would still pick up their bodies, even if they weren’t alive.”

      I hadn’t known that, and it brought at least a modicum of relief to my mind. I sighed. “You shouldn’t have followed me.”

      “Are you saying you wouldn’t have done the same?” she asked with a quirked brow and crossed arms.

      I groaned. She had a point there. “So, what now, genius?”

      “I think we could locate them if the two of us did the spell together. You’re the strongest witch I know, Harper. If anyone’s locator spell could break through whatever barrier is hiding them, it’s yours.”

      I gritted my teeth and turned to where the angry voices outside had risen to a crescendo, interspersed with the throaty sounds of animal growls and a few barks. “I hope you’re right.”

      

      “Eat,” Atlas commanded as he slammed down a plate in front of me at the table. I looked at the juicy hunk of steak, still steaming from being cooked. “Your friend said you need your strength to perform the spell, so eat. And then you’re going to help me find them.”

      He certainly didn’t need to force me to eat, my mouth watered at the smell of it, and my stomach growled audibly in the split kitchen and living room area that was outside the room where I had been sleeping. I gathered I was in the main house—Atlas’ house, which meant I’d been sleeping in his bed.

      The thought made me cringe, though no more than I thought it made him cringe, too.

      I cut into the rare meat, and stuffed my face, moaning at the incredible tenderness and flavor. But of course it would be wolves who perfected how to cook a steak. I shouldn’t have been surprised.

      “I’ll need something of theirs to do the spell,” I said around a mouthful of meat, not wanting to waste any more time. “The bond connecting us is weak,” I added, not wanting to admit that I couldn’t actually feel it anymore, not really. I knew it was still there, but barely. “Something that had meaning to them, or perhaps a bit of their hair.”

      “How about a tooth?” she said as she entered the house, not bothering to have knocked. I didn’t have to ask to know who she was. I would know those bright golden eyes anywhere. And that sandy blonde hair. This was Stella. Adrian’s mother. And she held in her hand what looked to be a short canine tooth. Adrian’s.

      I nodded, and held out my hand for it. “That will work,” I said with a smile. “Thank you.”

      Her jaw clenched, and her lips pressed into a thin line. She closed the distance between where I sat at the table and door in three strides and dropped the tooth into my waiting palm. “Can you truly find them?” she asked, her voice strong, but her eyes welled with passionate tears.

      My own chest tightened, and I looked at her earnestly. “I’m going to do everything I can.” It was the best I could give her.

      I could tell by the look on her face that she didn’t trust me, but she wanted to.

      I wanted to, too.

      She nodded gravely, and I resumed eating, cutting and chewing as fast as I could without looking too beastly. Bianca entered the room from the adjacent bathroom a moment later, and a few others came into the house, standing silently along the walls, whispering back and forth.

      Only Atlas didn’t speak. Only Atlas was still. He stood leaning against a countertop in his kitchen, his bare, tattooed arms crossed over his bare, tattooed chest. Watching me. Measuring me.

      I wondered what he saw.

      Bianca sat next to me, clearing her throat. But she didn’t dare speak, either. We weren’t exactly welcome guests, and certainly weren’t friends of this pack. Our races hated each other. I hoped eventually Atlas and his pack would come to see that we were not our ancestors.

      The door opened yet again and another man came rushing into the room, he walked straight over to Atlas and leaned into his side, whispering, “He’s here,” in the alpha’s ear.

      Atlas nodded to him.

      A heartbeat later, a man entered. The lantern-light in the room flickering against his expensive-looking dark gray jacket and pale features. He strolled over to Atlas, who came to meet the man halfway to the door. They shook hands.

      “Atlas,” the man said in greeting.

      “Draven.”

      It was obvious from their tensed stances and tightened jaws that the two men didn’t like each other. I wanted to ask who he was, but it wasn’t my place.

      “Do you think he’s…” Bianca said, trailing off. Leaving me to speculate what she meant. I looked at her in askance, waiting for her to finish, but she was watching the man named Draven, her mouth agape and eyes widened.

      “Is it just you? Is that all she was able to send?” Atlas asked the man, condescension in his tone.

      “The others are searching. My queen can’t help to investigate every lead… especially since all of yours have led nowhere.”

      I realized who the mysterious man was with a start. Well, not who he was, but what. As he turned his head and the lantern-light caught his features, I found I was right.

      He was Vocari… a vampire.

      And then his words sank in. “Wait, have Vocari been going missing, too?” I said it before I could stop myself, my curiosity winning out over my fear.

      I’d only ever seen a Vocari once before when one came to buy a proper potion from Leo and Lara. They’d turned the vampire away, of course. It was forbidden under witch law to provide our magical devices to any of the other races.

      The man named Draven turned his attention to me, and I gasped at the full view of his face. He wasn’t how I remembered the other vampire looked. He wasn’t as pale as I remembered the other one being. Or as frightening. But the mind of an eleven-year-old could be very imaginative.

      He was young. Maybe in his early to mid-twenties when he was changed, but vampires lived as long as Fae. Longer in some cases. He could be hundreds of years old. And I had to assume as much looking into his piercing crystal-blue eyes. They were shade a closer to teal and spoke of vast knowledge. They were eyes that had seen more than what mere mortals could in their short lifetimes.

      Those eyes rested in a severe, though incredibly beautiful face. Shaven smooth. The perfect, creamy ivory skin tight against a chiseled jaw and strong cheekbones. Framed in inky black hair. Leo and Lara always said the children of the night were beautiful. The cursed infection that changed them made them that way. It made them alluring to their prey.

      I swallowed, looking away when no one answered my question. It was dangerous to look too long into a vampire’s eyes.

      “Do it,” Atlas said, and stepped back from the vampire. My pulse sped, and Bianca reached over and grabbed my hand. I was afraid to look up.

      “What are you doing?” Bianca shouted at the vampire called Draven, standing, her chair scraping backward on the floor behind her. “Get away from us!”

      “Either you submit to his compulsion,” Atlas said plainly, and I looked up to find Draven standing over us, a slow smirk pulling at one side of his mouth. The movement showing the slight point of his canine beneath. “Or leave.”

      The way Atlas said leave, I didn’t think he meant walking back out the way we came in. I glanced up at Draven, and over to where Bianca was clutching to my arm, her bottom lip quivering.

      I gave Atlas one sharp nod. “Fine,” I said.

      “It’s okay, B. We’re going to be alright.” I said this without ever taking my gaze from Atlas’, communicating to him without the need for words that if they made a move to harm us, I’d fight back with everything I had.

      The unspoken understanding was acknowledged with the slight incline of the alpha’s head.

      The moment I tilted my head up, Draven’s icy eyes bored down into me, burrowing all the way down, deep, and then deeper still. Latching onto something I couldn’t name.

      “Are you truly bonded to the two shifters from Atlas’ pack—”

      “Cal and Adrian,” Atlas supplemented.

      “Cal and Adrian,” Draven repeated, his voice flowing through me and over me like a song, the bass of it reverberating behind my breastbone. I licked my lips, finding I liked the feeling. I almost giggled.

      “Yes,” the word left my mouth without my having given it permission to do so. Fear gripped me like a cold fist around my heart. He could ask me anything. Anything. And I would have to tell him. I gulped, unable to look away no matter how hard I tried.

      Vaguely, I heard gasps around the room. And someone made a sound of disgust.

      “And you can find them?”

      “I think so.”

      “And do you mean any harm to shifter or vampire kind?”

      “I do not.”

      My pulse thudded in my ears like a band of wild horses, bucking, and thrashing.

      Then it stopped all at once. So suddenly, I slumped in my chair as though his grip on me had been physical. My stomach turned at the strange sensation that my mind had been invaded. I tried to shake off the feeling that I’d been violated moreso than I’d ever been in my life. Disgusted that I thought even for a second while he was doing it that it felt good.

      I nearly gagged.

      “Satisfied?” Draven asked Atlas, and the alpha nodded.

      I stood, seething. My magic gathered in my core, hauled up from the earth in a mighty wave of power. It surged through my veins, looking for escape, attempting to defend me against what had already been done.

      “Hey,” Atlas growled, perhaps sensing what was happening beneath my skin. “We have a common goal here. I had to know what you were saying was true. I had to know if you could be trusted.”

      Draven had the audacity to shrug at me, pursing his lips with an infuriating look of complete indifference. “You can’t really blame him,” he said, his tone near chastising.

      I wanted to lash out at him—at all of them. But he was right. And all this shit was doing was wasting even more time.

      I shoved away from the table glared at Atlas, saving my most scathing look for Draven. “Well now that you know what you needed to know, can we get to the part where we find my familiars.”

      I spoke the last two words through gritted teeth and had the satisfaction of watching Atlas’ eyes turn bright orange, and the others around the room snarl. Let them be angry. Let them hate me. There was no changing the facts. They knew it as well as I did, thanks to Draven.

      Cal and Adrian were my familiars and I would do anything to bring them back.

      And I was the only one here who might actually be able to do it.
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      Bianca and I had a rapt audience for the locator spell.

      They’d cleared the dining table and removed all the chairs around it. It was now covered in a huge, and very detailed map of the world. Courtesy of a fledgling cartographer in the pack. He was a younger male shifter, with long golden-brown hair and tan skin. Tommy, the boy who’d gone missing before Cal and Adrian, was his little brother.

      He wasn’t permitted to stay for the spell, and I saw true interest in his eyes when he turned back just before leaving. Unlike the others, he didn’t seem apprehensive toward us, or afraid. I wondered if he’d been taught to hate us yet… like all other older shifters obviously had.

      “Let’s get on with it,” Atlas barked from where he stood a few feet away from the table. No one would get any closer than that. It was as though they feared just being in the presence of our magic, as though it could somehow taint them.

      I inclined my head to Bianca and took out the tooth given to me by Stella. “Ready?”

      

      We tried three times and found nothing. My magic was waning, and I could tell Bianca’s was, too.

      The energy in the room had shifted, and the hopefulness I’d seen on some of the face around us had transformed to doubt. Some left. The few who stayed grumbled about us wasting time. That we wouldn’t ever find them.

      There had to be something else we could try, but my mind came up blank.

      We were running out of time. If we couldn’t give the shifters what they wanted, they’d throw us out—or worse.

      “This is a waste of time!” Atlas grumbled, throwing a hand into the air, his eyes narrowed at me—crazed, and glowing faintly.

      My hackles raised and I fought the urge to shout at him—I didn’t want to know what happened when you disrespected an alpha wolf in his own home.

      “Wake the others,” Atlas ordered a man who was stationary by the door. “We’ll do this our way.”

      “Your way won’t work,” I said as calmly as I could. An idea was forming in my mind. There could be another way to break through the barrier blocking us… to amplify my power even more. Enough to shatter whatever magic hid them, but—

      “You know what to do…” a breathy voice said as though from someone standing right beside me, but there was no one there. The other voices I’d become accustomed to began to rise in a steady stream of indiscernible chatter. My spine tingled.

      Not here. Not now.

      “The blood of the mother,” another voice said—one I recognized to be Rose. She appeared before me a moment later, and all the other whispering, rushing voices that’d started to rise vanished.

      “Well then what do you propose, witch,” Atlas spat, and the malice in his voice made my toes curl.

      I took a moment to think it through. Once I said it aloud, there would be no going back. It was blood magic, there was no denying it. But Stella’s blood would strengthen the spell, and my magic, and it would serve as a living connection between her and her son.

      It might be the only thing strong enough to get through.

      “It’s just this once,” Rose said, a deep sadness in her gaze. “And then never again.”

      It’s dark magic, I thought, knowing she was listening to my mind. It’s forbidden.

      She frowned. “They’re your familiars.”

      A pang of guilt lanced through my chest. Did I not swear to do everything I could?

      I looked to Stella, and her spine straightened.

      “I’ll need your blood for this to work,” I told her, and her mouth fell open in shock.

      So, they knew what it meant to use blood in a spell…

      “You can not be serious, Harper!” Bianca shrieked. “There’s a reason witches are forbidden to use blood in spells…” she said, looking at me as though I of all people should know.

      She was right—I did know. It was forbidden because of what that kind of magic did to the witch who wielded it.

      The tainted power drawn from blood magic could drive a witch to madness—as I was certain it had driven some of my ancestors to insanity.

      If I used it too much…

      “Just this once,” Rose repeated.

      I nodded, meeting her eyes, and then she vanished.

      “Does anyone else here object?” I said without answering Bianca. “I am not a dark witch. I do not practice blood magic, but if it’s the only way we can find them, I’m willing to try it.”

      Bianca gasped, looking at me as though I was someone else. She staggered back, looking around the silent faces in the room. No one was objecting. They were willing to try anything, just like I was.

      To the people here, Cal and Adrian were pack. To me, they were pieces of my very soul. But to Bianca, they weren’t either of those things.

      Bianca swallowed, wincing. “I’m sorry, Harper. I can’t—”

      “I didn’t ask you to,” I said. “I would never ask you to do that. I’ll do it alone.”

      She shrank away from the table to stand somewhere between where I stood, and where the shifters lined the walls. In limbo, hugging herself for warmth.

      Stella came forward and stood across the table from me. “How much do you need?”

      I didn’t know. I’d never done a blood magic spell, or even seen one.

      But, wait, that wasn’t true. I saw Cyprian when he unleashed the cursed power of Andora’s Box in one of my fevered dream memories after the origin spell. He thrust a blade through his heart and coated the box in his blood as part of the spell. I hoped I didn’t need quite as much.

      “As much as you can give me. It needs to cover the map.”

      Stella didn’t hesitate. Shifting one of her hands into a sharp-clawed paw, she struck the opposite wrist, leaving four deep gauges in the flesh there. Dark blood splattered and dripped onto the map, covering the hand drawn state-lines and whole countries. I felt a pang of guilt at ruining such a beautiful thing and hoped Tommy’s older brother would forgive me.

      He will if this works.

      This has to work.

      I nearly gagged as I watched Stella, thinking I could see bone beneath all the layers of tissue and muscle. I looked away and set to doing the task at hand.

      Drawing on my power, I let it build this time, coming up from the earth and into my veins. I didn’t rush it, instead, I coaxed it gently, feeling it fill me to a point near bursting, but still, I pulled it in, and my breathing turned ragged. A sizzling heat tore up my spine.

      Sweat slicked my forehead at the effort of containing it.

      Opening my eyes, I drew the sigil and it blazed with green and white light, brighter than any other sigil I’d ever done. I activated it and it pulsed with ribbons of silvery light.

      I heard someone gasp, and saw Bianca shield her eyes from the force of its brightness.

      The vampire hissed.

      I repeated what Rose said to me on instinct, giving the blood magic direction through my desire and intent. “Let the blood of the mother find the son.”

      With one last great pull of power, I spun the crystal pendulum and swung it in a wide circle over the map. “Invenium!” I shouted, releasing every ounce of pent up magic I had incarcerated in my flesh.

      The blood evaporated into smoke and Stella jumped back clutching her wrist to her chest, the fibers of her wound already closing.

      Black decay bloomed on the parchment map, spreading like a disease. It disintegrated the map everywhere it spread, and the blacked bits turned to a fine ash and blew off in the light breeze.

      No one spoke or moved.

      Had it worked?

      My heart beat hard against my ribcage, and I felt something like poison enter my veins, like the blackened decay spreading on the map was also spreading within me.

      “Harper?” Bianca said, hesitant to come near.

      My vision blurred and then flickered. It changed. I saw the inside of a dark space, heard someone cry out in the dark. It blurred and changed again, and I was being carried somewhere on a stretcher, there was an old, rusted sign on the outside of a metal structure. It was hard to make out. K Falls? And below that another sign, and a picture of a tire.

      I came back to myself with a rush of fresh power. It was tantalizing, almost erotic. It was Elias’ kiss magnified by a hundred. I felt undefeatable. Invincible.

      “Don’t let it fester,” Rose said inside my head. “Release it.”

      But I didn’t want to release it. What if I needed it? This was strong magic. This could help me get them back.

      “Harper. Release it back to the earth.”

      “Harper, what’s happening? Are you ok?” I vaguely heard Bianca over the roar of energy.

      “Harper!”

      In a millisecond of clarity, I let the power go, forcing out from my body and into the earth. The ground trembled beneath me and I flinched as the weakness crept back in to replace it.

      I hobbled to my feet, unable to even recall having fallen to my knees.

      Atlas had moved closer to the table and was staring down at a tiny section of map. The table was covered in black ash. The map was gone all except for a little ragged square of perfectly preserved parchment. His jaw tightened. “They’re in Kansas.”

      “In Elk Falls,” I said, remembering how the sign had become clear a moment before the vision passed. “They’re in a warehouse there. Alive.”

      “Who has them? How many are there?”

      “I don’t know.”

      Atlas growled in frustration, angrily shoving the hair away from his face. “That’s halfway around the country.”

      “Then it’s a good thing you have a witch here who’s been to Wichita,” I said. “It’s only, what? Eighty miles from Elk Falls? Ever been through a portal, Atlas?” I asked him with a challenge in my tone.

      Atlas grinned mischievously in response. “It’s time to get our brothers back,” he bellowed and the room erupted into motion. “Call the others back. We’ll need all the wolves we can get.”

      After the spell I’d just done, creating a portal seemed like a cake walk. If the wolves here ran even half as fast as Cal and Adrian, we’d be in Elk Falls in a matter of hours.

      An echo of the pained cry that called out in the dark resounded in my skull and shook me to my core. It hadn’t been either of my familiars, but I knew if we didn’t get there soon, it would be.

      The thought made me sick to my stomach and I was taken by a swift and unrelenting rage. I was murderous, and the lingering bits of dark magic only served to add to it. Whoever took them was going to pay. Looking into the eyes of their alpha, and their mother, and the rest of the pack still inside the house, I knew they were all thinking the same thing I was.

      The person responsible for these attacks would die tonight.

      I would see to that personally if I had to.

      Bianca was doing a good job of hiding the fact that she was terrified. But I could see it in her quick, short breaths, and the way her eyes stayed widened. Her hands fluttered around her sides as though she didn’t know what to do with them.

      This wasn’t her fight.

      “You should go,” I told her.

      She brushed her long blonde hair away from her face and pushed her shoulders back. “No. I want to help.”

      “We have no idea what we’re going to be walking into,” I told her, glancing around to see if anyone else was listening. They were all busy getting ready to leave and going to wake the other wolves.

      Bianca glowered at me. “Exactly. You may need more power.”

      We both knew that wasn’t true, and I could see her resolve wavering. She couldn’t say that after what I’d just managed to do. I was weakened, yes, but already a bit of my strength was returning. I didn’t need her. I was strong enough all on my own, even without my familiars.

      And I’d slept for the last nine hours and had eaten a full meal. She still hadn’t done either. If the slight shake of her hands, or the purple under her eyes was any indication, she could drop at any moment. She knew it already, I just needed her to see it, swallow a bit of pride, and have a little faith.

      “Please,” I asked her gently, not wanting to seem as though I was forcing her to leave, or like I didn’t want her to stay. “Just portal home. I’ll send word as soon as I get back to the academy. Just go home and stay there until this is over. Rest.”

      “I’ll do everything I can to return her safely to your witch school,” Atlas said from behind me and I spun, not realizing he’d been listening. “We owe her a great debt,” he continued, a barely concealed scowl showing through his otherwise placid expression.

      “If her aid leads us to finding and freeing our lost kin, then both Vocari and Enduran kind owe her a debt. I, too, will do everything I can to ensure her safety,” the vampire called Draven said, appearing at my side in the blink of an eye. Damn, he was fast.

      I gulped and returned his nod of respect.

      Bianca groaned, but I could tell we were winning her over. “If that’s what you want, then fine,” she snapped. “I’ll probably just get in the way anyway.”

      “That’s not why—”

      “Just hurry, okay?” she interrupted me, still glowering, her light brown eyes cutting all of us down with their sharp scorn. “If we aren’t back at the academy soon, Granger is going to find us. She’s probably looking for us already.”

      She was right. In fact, I was a little shocked the headmistress hadn’t already found us. I supposed she had given us a sort of unspoken pass to be excused from class in light of recent events, so, maybe no one had noticed we were missing. But that was very doubtful. We’d been gone a full day now, and wouldn’t have shown up at meal times, or anywhere else.

      “She wouldn’t have been able to find you here,” Atlas said, with a glimmer of pride in his eyes. “It’s part of our natural defense against your kind. When we mark territory as our own, it becomes invisible to witches. Their magic can’t penetrate it.”

      “Mine did,” I said, and watched his face fall.

      He struggled to regain composure. “You aren’t exactly the most normal witch I’ve ever met.”

      “He has a point,” Bianca said, and then turned to face Atlas. “Perhaps I could have your permission to remain here until you return?”

      Then Granger wouldn’t be able to find her. Not until she and I wanted to be found. I held my breath for his response. It wasn’t Bianca’s job to explain all that’d happened to Granger—it was mine. I didn’t want her to have to do it, and if she went somewhere she was easily discoverable, that was exactly what would happen.

      Atlas considered, and then glanced between Bianca and I. “You have my permission—only this once, and only because of what you’ve done for us today.”

      Bianca bowed her head.

      “Good,” I said and clapped my hands together. “Then you can help me with the portal.”

      She smiled.

      Draven threw off his jacket, revealing a crossed vest of small silver blades running across his lean chest in two diagonal lines. Longer dagger-like weapons were strapped to his waist. He had a damned arsenal attached to his torso.

      I didn’t know why he needed so many weapons when much like the wolves, as a vampire, he was a living weapon. Which meant he likely carried the knives more for sport.

      I whistled low in my throat and leaned into Bianca’s side. “Remind me not to get on that one’s bad side.”

      “Might be a fun place to be,” Bianca replied, and Draven threw her a wink before he turned to go out into the night.

      I elbowed her in the ribs, and she feigned injury, shoving me away. “Ow! What? His face is like, perfect. And did you see those glutes?”
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      After a quick recap from Bianca of the proper sigil for portal opening and how to do it to the best effect, I managed to open the portal without expending too much effort.

      I’ll admit I was a little surprised when it worked the first time, and I wondered if the magical high I’d gotten from the blood magic was still amplifying my power. It opened big and wide, just like I’d drawn it, in the clearing outside Atlas’ cabin. Through it, we could see the offloading area of a dark and quiet market space. The building was locked up tight and there wasn’t a soul in sight.

      Thank whatever gods were up there that daily market season hadn’t begun in Kansas…

      I swiped through the portal after all thirty of the available wolves, and Draven passed through behind me. It broke apart into tendrils of inky black magic and vanished.

      Nearby, we could hear the sounds of cars driving, horns blaring, and see the faint glow of what I remembered was a strip of gas stations and fast food joints. To our backs was a labyrinth of suburban housing and beyond that, sparse forest.

      “We high-tail it to the outer rim of the city, and skirt around it heading south-east until we hit Elk Falls. Don’t stop for anything,” Atlas said, and I noticed how when he commanded the pack his voice sounded different, as though laced with something less than human. There was still so much I didn’t know about their race—or any of the other races, really.

      I hoped after tonight, Atlas would trust me enough to let me learn it all.

      My brows pulled together as several of the Endurans shifted. There was something… my breath caught in my throat and my hand flew to clutch my chest. Tears sprang to my eyes. I didn’t realize how much the absence of them had been affecting me until I could feel their presence within me again.

      “What is it?” Atlas asked, his voice strained.

      I smiled at him, wanting to wrap my arms around myself—to hug the bond that was never truly broken, only weakened. “I can feel them.”

      The alpha’s mouth dropped, and a barrage of whispers bombarded me from the other shifters all around. The only one who remained silent, contemplative, was Draven.

      “That isn’t possible,” Atlas said, and his breathing picked up. His eyes ignited orange. With his teeth bared, he growled, “I’m their alpha. I should be able to—”

      Draven stepped between us, and I squared my jaw at Atlas. “This is a good thing, Atlas,” he reasoned with my familiars’ alpha. “She can lead the way.”

      “She can’t run with us,” I heard someone say from behind me and turned to find tens of sets of glowing eyes watching me, calculating. Curious.

      Draven’s hand closed around my forearm and tugged me gently to him. I tried to pull back at first, but relented, seeing the earnest look in his piercing blue eyes. “I’ll carry you.”

      “Lead the way,” Atlas snarled and shifted in the blink of an eye to a large black wolf, poised for the kill.

      Draven scooped me up before I could protest, and I was squished against the blades at his chest. “I’d hold on if I were you.”

      I wrapped my arms around his neck and looked up to find him smirking down at me, his gaze mischievous and deep. I blushed, and he smiled wider, revealing two rows of perfect white teeth, and allotting me a front-row view of his fangs. “Oh, and mind the daggers, I’ve just had them sharpened.”

      

      “Where are they?” Atlas growled, not bothering to conceal himself as he shifted from wolf form to human form for the third time in the last hour. I was growing used to seeing his… parts.

      “I don’t know!” I shouted back. We’d been going around in circles for what felt like forever. I didn’t understand. Cal and Adrian were close, I could feel it even though the bond was still muted. But every direction we tried to go from where we were standing made the connection weaken.

      “They should be right here,” I snapped, and gestured to the barren field in front of us. Elk Falls was the closest thing to a ghost town that I’d ever seen. We hadn’t come across any mortals, and only one of the dilapidated houses we’d passed in our travels actually had lights on at this hour.

      Atlas stared out into the field. “We already tried that way. There’s nothing there.”

      “I know!”

      He was just bitter. Atlas hated that my connection to them was stronger than his, and I couldn’t blame him. As the alpha of their pack, his should be the strongest. Between that and all of our growing frustration, I knew someone was going to explode soon if we didn’t find something. Anything.

      I shoved out of Draven’s arms, nicking myself on one of his blades. Blood welled from the small cut on my upper forearm, and I sucked a breath in through my teeth at the sting. “Damn,” I cursed, and looked up, ready to unleash a string of much worse words at Draven when I saw the look in his eyes. How he’d stopped breathing.

      “Draven,” Atlas warned, his eyes aglow. “Get control of yourself.”

      The vampire’s hungry stare burrowed into me, and I saw his canines slip further out from his gums, growing longer at the presence of fresh blood. I stumbled back.

      “Just go over there and wrap that up,” Atlas said, placing himself between me and the vampire who was looking at me like he was in physical pain. The blood was tormenting him.

      “Go,” Draven said between his teeth, and I turned and bolted into the field, already tearing a strip of fabric from the bottom of my shirt to make a bandage.

      I couldn’t of taken more than fifteen steps before I slammed through it, and the breath was knocked from my lungs. I struggled to catch my breath and turned to see the silver ripple of the ward snapping back into place behind me. The moonlight catching the thin—but strong—wall of magic.

      Turning, I snapped my mouth shut. The landscape had changed. Further afield was a large metal warehouse structure on a gravel lot with a drive leading up to it from the north. The sign outside was the same one I’d seen in my vision.

      I sprinted to take cover behind a lean-to shed that was grown over with vines and had a tree sprouting up through the middle.

      I crouched low, breathing heavily as I scanned the area around the warehouse for life. I saw nothing, but I felt everything.

      The dull shield that kept Cal and Adrian separated from me was gone. I could feel the full force of their presence, and it radiated out over my limbs—made my spine tingle. My body was flooded with strength, and my mind was clearer than it’d been in weeks.

      They were in there, there was absolutely no doubt in my mind.

      Those Magical Defense classes would come in handy right about now…

      Draven was the first to follow me through the ward, blinking rapidly when he came through as though disoriented. Atlas followed close behind him in wolf form, and the rest flanked him.

      “Get over here,” I whispered harshly, and thirty heads turned at the sound of my voice, some near jumping out of their fur.

      They came to conceal themselves behind the lean-to with me, some shifting into human form along with Atlas.

      I looked away at the sudden barrage of naked male bodies. They really needed to carry clothes with them. “Is this it?” Atlas asked, peering around the corner of the rotting shed-like structure.

      “Can’t you feel them?” Draven asked. “Because I can smell them.”

      Atlas’s back muscles tightened, and he turned slowly to face Draven and I and the rest of his pack. A few of the wolves whined, and I knew they could all feel their missing packmates now.

      “And your people,” I said, touching Draven’s arm lightly to get his attention. “Are they inside, too?”

      He nodded gravely, and I noticed he was still holding his breath. “Yes. I can sense them.”

      My chest swelled. I couldn’t believe we’d done it. We found them.

      “There are witches here, too,” Draven added, and some of the relief and pride I felt was stolen away. They’d been right, then. It was witches who were responsible. I shouldn’t have been so surprised.

      “Can you tell how many?” I asked Draven, and Atlas came to join the conversation.

      Draven’s lips tightened into a firm line. “No. I can only smell them—their magic.”

      I didn’t know magic had a smell… how strange.

      “Doesn’t matter,” Atlas roared. “We’ll tear through as many as we have to. We aren’t leaving here without what we came for.”

      I shivered, and it wasn’t from the chill of the early spring evening. If there were more than a few witches inside that building, many would die. Members of Atlas’ pack would die. Atlas himself could.

      I could.

      My breathing shallowed. We needed to come up with a plan. Maybe I could—

      A sharp, pained cry rang out into the crisp air. It was human, not Cal, or Adrian. Could have been a vampire, or a shifter in their human form. The sound drew gooseflesh over my entire body. Made my limbs stiffen and my teeth clench.

      “What are we waiting for?” Atlas growled and shifted back into his wolf form before I could blink.

      “Wait!” I shouted, working hard to lower the pitch of my voice.

      “They must know we’re here by now,” I implored Atlas, and he snarled, snapping his teeth in my general direction. I didn’t back away. “There’s a reason they aren’t coming out—why they aren’t attacking… Atlas, think about this. We need a plan.”

      Draven moved to stand next to me, a hard look darkening his eyes. “She’s right. It’s too quiet in there. Listen.”

      The others had all shifted, and thirty sets of ears pricked, listening for the silence Draven was suspicious of.

      Another cry tore a great gash in the night—but this one shook me. There was no mistaking it.

      It was Cal.

      Atlas froze. I froze. We shared a look—a look of pain, and torment, and blinding rage.

      Before I consciously knew what I was doing, I was running. I was leading the pack. My throat thick, my heart pounding, and my body running on pure adrenaline. When the pack began to overtake me, Draven lifted me onto his back and I heard him curse as we made for the entrance to the building, chewing up the gravel under our feet in a torrent of sound.

      If they didn’t know we were coming before, they certainly did now.

      Draven, Atlas, and about ten of the other shifters made for the main door. The rest fanned out, surrounding the building from all sides. No one would escape. If the witches inside had any brains at all, they’d portal out. But a dark part of me hoped they weren’t smart.

      Hoped Atlas’ pack tore them apart for thinking they had any right to so much as touch my familiars.

      Atlas charged the steel door and broke it clean off its hinges. Draven rushed into the darkened space with him, and we were followed by the growls, yips, and snarls of the other pack members. I jumped from Draven’s back and my magic pulsed through me, racing through my veins. Shooting sparks from my nerve-endings.

      Draven hissed, and faster than I could process, two flying bits of silver shot out from his fingertips and shattered the two long rows of UV lighting that’d been casting a bluish glow over the space. Bits of glass rained down and I heard a few squeals and gasps from the other side of the space.

      I could see them, now. Chained to the walls on the opposite side of the wide space. I searched the faces and bodies for Cal and Adrian, but couldn’t see them. The hum of magic was unmistakable in the warehouse. Their binds were magically reinforced. But I could undo them. I could free them.

      “Harper,” Draven warned when I took a step forward. But I couldn’t see anyone not chained up. There wasn’t another witch in sight.

      “They must’ve heard us coming and fled. They would’ve portaled out.”

      His jaw tightened. He didn’t believe that. And to be honest, neither did I.

      Atlas whimpered from where he crouched, hackles raised, and teeth bared behind me.

      “Monkshood,” Draven explained. “The air is thick with the smell of it.”

      That explained the wolves’ hesitation.

      But I wasn’t about to waste another second. I ran across the room, and heard the wolves give chase. My own action spurring them on despite their apprehension at the smell of wolf’s bane.

      There were so many of them. Chained in a long line all along the back wall. There had to be twenty, maybe even more. A pale figure lay in the fetal position, a mass of naked muscle. My heart clenched, and I held my breath as I turned him over. But it wasn’t Cal, or Adrian. It was another man. A dead man. His skin purplish, and eyes open to reveal that rot had begun to set in.

      I gagged, but pushed on, moving to the next body, and the next. The rest seemed to be alive, but barely.

      “Cal,” I called. “Adrian?”

      My eye was drawn to a square of light in the room. It was window on the wall to my right, and behind it was another room. Once, it may have been where the owner of the tireless tire warehouse sat as he watched over his employees.

      Now, it looked like some kind of lab. It looked like the Alchemical Sciences classroom back at the academy. Complete with potion beakers, and a microscope. Two tall filing cabinets at the back. That was where I’d find the answer to whoever was behind this.

      “Harper,” the voice was weak, and so soft if it weren’t for the fierce tug in my chest, I wouldn’t have known it was him.

      I cleared the gap between us in three seconds flat, dropping to the ground in front of him—my knees bashing against the concrete, but the pain didn’t register.

      He was naked and covered in streaks of dirt. I collapsed onto him in tears. “Adrian,” I cried, pulling his weakened body into my chest.

      “What,” he tried to say, but the word was breathy, and I could tell he was struggling to speak. “Where…are…here…?”

      He wasn’t making any sense—his eyes looked at me but didn’t really see me. What had they done to him?

      A groan to my left and I jerked my head around, finding Cal curled onto his side, his ankles chained to the wall. “Cal!”

      I reached for him, squeezing his side, trying to wake him, but not wanting to let go of Adrian. I could barely see through the involuntary welling of tears, and the violent coursing of unspent magic rushing within me like a river after a flood.

      They’re okay. They’re alive.

      “Where,” Adrian tried to ask again, but I hushed him.

      “You’re going to be okay,” I told him. “I’m going to get you out of here. I’m going to bring you home.”

      “Cal,” I urged, releasing Adrian so I could shake him awake. His body tensed beneath my fingers as though bracing for pain. That’s when I noticed the dribble of still tacky blood running across his neck. A single puncture mark the culprit of the injury. He’d been injected with something.

      My blood ran cold. Oh god.

      Oh god.

      I felt sick.

      “Their binds!” Draven called and I found him trying to unchain a female vampire whose flesh was charred, but healing slowly. “How do we get them off?”

      Shit. Right.

      I funneled a massive amount of magic into creating the sigil, drawing the lines thick and strong. I slammed my palm into it and yelled, “Resigno!”

      The chains of every captive in the building broke apart, falling from red-ringed wrists, necks, and ankles.

      I caught sight of Atlas as he shifted, and lifted the body of a young brown haired boy onto the back of another wolf. I saw some of the others had shifted and were doing the same. The wolves began carrying the injured out from the warehouse. Draven slung the female vampire’s arm around his neck, and she winced in pain. He whispered to another that he’d be right back, and then vanished in a blur out the door.

      I needed to get Cal and Adrian out, too. I couldn’t carry them, but maybe I could heal them.

      “Harper!” The voice rang like a siren in my ears. It was Rose.

      My stomach dropped and I whirled to face her—followed where her gaze was fixed high in the air above us all.

      I saw the man levitating there. Saw the sigil he drew—recognized it with a shuddering gasp. No. I screamed at everyone to get out at the same time the witch shouted the incantation. “Ignis!”

      The spell exploded out from him in a wave of witchfire with the force of a bomb blast. The armored ward snapped into place around the three of us, the two sigils combining into one at my fingertips and expanding into a shield.

      My back connected with something hard, and all I could see was flame. Flame everywhere. The heat seared into me, stealing all my breath. The boom of the blast rang in my ears, and my lungs begged for breath as I landed hard, skidding across dirt and grass.

      I rolled into a crouch and coughed, the back of my hand coming away splattered in blood. I wheezed, the inside of my lungs stinging as though cauterized. My vision was crowded with dark and light spots, and I blinked vigorously, trying to clear it. I reached around in the grass at my sides, near shouting out in joy when my hands found them both.

      The blast had blown us through the metal wall of the warehouse, and when I turned back, I had to shield my eyes from the brightness and the dry heat.

      The warehouse was completely destroyed. I fell back at the sight, holding tight to each of my familiars’ limp hands. There were wolves outside, the injured laying across their backs. My gaze found Atlas, and Draven, and several others I recognized. But there were less than there had been before.

      Some hadn’t gotten out in time.

      Searing tears streaked down my face.

      There was no sound other than the roaring of flame. No movement within the crackling mass of fire and smoke.

      My heart broke for those whose lives were lost—for their families and friends who were waiting for them at home. Hopeful for their safe return.

      They wouldn’t even have bodies to bury.

      I squeezed Cal and Adrian’s hands and their fingers twitched as they tried to hold tight to me, too. My stomach pooled with something like guilt. It was my kind who’d done this. Witch kind was responsible, and the force of that blast wasn’t made from any ordinary magic. It was dark magic—a dark witch.

      So many hadn’t made it out. So many had burned. And any proof of who might’ve been responsible burned with them.

      Atlas’ gaze found mine across the field, and he lifted his head to the moon and howled.

      His pack called out with him, and their harmonious howl was long and full of sorrow. Threaded with pain. Loud with the injustice of their loss.

      The sound would haunt me for the rest of my life.
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      “You have to go,” Adrian said for the tenth time that morning. I’d done what I could with the single meager healing spell I knew. They would need more time to heal fully, but I’d been able to bring them, and most of the other captive wolves and the single vampire Draven managed to save back to consciousness.

      “I don’t want to leave you yet,” I told them both, turning my head to look up at where Cal had his head hanging over the side of the top bunk. I set my jaw. My familiars shared one of the smaller cabins and that’s where they were now, in the double-bed sized wooden bunk pressed against the far wall.

      Adrian smirked, and pulled me into his arms, wrapping me in an uncharacteristically tender embrace. “Thank you,” he breathed against the top of my head. “Thank you for what you did.”

      I gulped.

      “It wasn’t enough,” I muttered, and curled my nails into the blanket wrapped around him to fight back the tears.

      When we’d returned through the portal, the pack members who’d remained were waiting, along with the alphas and families of all the other packs who’d had missing pack mates.

      Atlas’ second in command, a shifter named Blake, gave them permission to cross into Atlas’ territory to wait for our return.

      We came through the portal to the faces of mothers, and sisters, and daughters. For some, their prayers had been answered, and their missing kin were returned to them, and were now slowly recovering.

      For others…

      I bit back the burning in my throat. There was nothing quite so heart-wrenching as the sound of a mother’s cry when she found out her child wouldn’t return. I couldn’t bear it.

      “Hey,” Cal said gruffly from above, and I turned on Adrian’s chest to meet his oakmoss green gaze, glad to see some of the light had returned to his eyes and the color to his skin. “You did everything you could. Don’t you dare think you didn’t—even for a second.”

      I looked away, unable to respond. Not wanting to argue.

      “I’ll be back,” I whispered, lifting my head and pushing myself to my feet so I could see both of them—take in the fact that they were safe and warm in their beds. “As soon as I can. I promise.”

      Adrian was right. I did have to go. Bianca and I had been gone for nearly two whole days. She was waiting for me outside, and ansty for a shower and a change of clothes.

      I didn’t blame her. I was still covered in bits of dirt and ash and had blood and grass stains over my skin and clothes. I itched to get them off of me. Clean away the horrid memory of what’d left the gruesome painting on my skin.

      “Are you certain you don’t remember anything?” I asked for what had to have been the fifth or sixth time. I had to make sure.

      Cal’s temple twitched and his nostrils flared.

      Adrian was the one who answered, exasperated. “No. There’s nothing. We were running, coming to you, and then we were in that place and you were there, unbinding us. That’s it.”

      “The rest is a complete blank,” Cal added.

      I loosed a sigh and leaned back down to plant a swift kiss on Adrian’s cheek. He stiffened, and I pulled back. “I’m so glad you’re alright,” I said, and then stood on tip-toe to give Cal the same chaste kiss I’d given Adrian, but the bastard turned his head at the last second and caught me on the lips.

      I blushed and fell back onto my heels. “I’m so glad you’re both alright. That’s what matters. We’ll figure out the rest.”

      “Together,” Adrian and Cal said in unison, and my chest felt painfully full with the weight of my heart.

      “Together,” I repeated and raced from the cabin before I changed my mind and decided never to let them out of my sight again.

      I almost ran into Atlas as I speed-walked through the camp, my fists clenched and head bent to stare at the ground while my mind whirred.

      “Whoa,” he said, grabbing hold of my forearms to right me. He released me a second later as though shocked by my skin. He cleared his throat. “You leaving?”

      I looked up, huffing as I met his gaze. “I don’t want to wear out my welcome.” I tried to keep my tone light, but his face darkened all the same. His long, dark hair fell to cover half his face as he took me in, as though trying to decide if he should say something.

      I waited. “I appreciate what you did for us—for our kind.”

      My lips parted to respond, but he held up a hand to silence me.

      “This bond between you and Cal and Adrian, it’s unnatural,” he stated, and I saw an apology in his eyes, and something like fear. “What’s even more terrifying is that I believe that bond is stronger than the pack bond that ties them to me as their alpha.”

      I bit the inside of my cheek. What did he want me to say? Sorry?

      “That is why I hope you’ll understand my decision to remove them from my pack.”

      My jaw unhinged and fell. He couldn’t be serious. I looked back to the cabin far into the distance, at the edge of Atlas’ territory, where my familiars still recovered their strength. It wasn’t their fault—this bond—it wasn’t any of our faults.

      “You can’t—”

      “I can and I will,” he interrupted, not angry, no—he was sad. But it was plain to see his mind was made up. I wouldn’t change it. “An alpha keeps control of his pack through pack magic. Those who are in my pack are compelled to listen to my commands through the power of the pack bond.”

      “So, you’ll kick them out just because you can’t control them?” I tried to keep my anger in check, I really did, but it was coming to the surface, hot, and full of the latent power still lingering in my veins.

      The ground beneath my feet shook for a second before I could stifle it.

      Atlas’ adam’s apple bobbed. “You don’t understand our kind, Harper. It’s our way.”

      My eyes stung with angry tears. I didn’t trust myself to speak.

      “They will be allowed to remain until they’re healed. I’ll sever their connection to my pack on the next full moon—that is when it must be done.”

      He began to walk away, but I caught his forearm. “Where will they go?”

      Atlas’ fists clenched, but he didn’t pull away. “I don’t know,” he said honestly. “But they won’t be welcome here anymore.”

      And then he was gone.

      

      “Ready to go?” Bianca trilled when I finally made it to where she was waiting for me near the edge of the pack’s territory. “Everything alright?” she asked when I didn’t answer.

      There was very little that was alright these days.

      “Yeah,” I replied, pressing my fingernails into the calluses on my palms to distract myself. “Everything’s fine. Let’s go.”

      “Okay,” she said, drawing out the word as she began to ready the portal for our return. The hike out here was not one I cared to repeat, even if I wanted to delay our return to the academy as long as I could.

      We had to go back eventually.

      The portal opened in the yard, and Bianca and I shared a look as the entire Phys-ed class stopped in their tracks and turned to face us. Kendra’s crow cawed somewhere above, and I found her bitchy face in the group, just as slack-jawed as the others. I smiled at her, and her face fell into a panicked frown.

      I’d never do her homework again. I’d never let her or anyone have that kind of power over me again—not ever.

      Elias came out of the woods to our left, returning to the academy from his lunch. His lips parted when he saw me, and all the papers he was holding fell from his hands, carried off in the wind.

      Our eyes locked, and I saw immense relief in the way the stiffness leached out of his body. I saw the gleam of pride in his stormy blue eyes and the way his mouth tugged up in the smallest of smiles. It was enough to give me the courage I needed to do what had to be done.

      Someone shouted to go get Granger, and Bianca and I stepped through the portal and into the shadow of the academy.

      It was time to tell the truth.
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