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          Harper

        

      

    

    
      The sun shouldn’t be allowed to shine on days like this.

      When you carve a hole in the earth to bury your dead, it should be raining. Or storming. Basically, anything other than what it was like right now. A clear blue sky so vibrant it almost hurt to look at—pale in comparison to the blinding white of the sun at high noon.

      Cal drew me into his side, knowing I needed the support. Today we were burying my last connection, the final link I had to my family. Martin Rupert Doyle III was the last surviving member of his family. His line had died with him, and I knew the world would be a darker place for it. It had to be.

      “You okay?” Cal asked quietly, planting a soft kiss against my sun-warmed hair.

      I bobbled my head a little, something halfway between a nod and a no. I couldn’t really be sure what I was feeling. Okay certainly didn’t seem like a word fit to describe it. Empty maybe. Guilty, for sure, though also so, so grateful. I could never thank him for what he did. Without his help, there was a good chance we would all be dead. He’d saved us.

      “I will be,” I whispered back to Cal. As we watched, two men I didn’t know finished lowering Martin down into the cool, damp earth.

      Adrian moved in closer to my other side, threading his fingers through mine, lending me comfort how he could.

      Headmistress Granger was here, too. So were Bianca and Marcus.

      Bianca had barely spoken to me since it happened except to apologize over and over. I knew she blamed herself, but even though I didn’t want her to be hurting, there was a small part of me, a dark part, that agreed with her.

      She was the one who couldn’t leave well enough alone. She was supposed to go home, but because she couldn’t find Marcus at the Abbey, she’d convinced Martin to help her do a locator spell, leading them to the hidden room beneath the academy and into the maniacal clutches of Professor Donovan.

      If she’d just gone home—if she had just listened—

      I stopped myself, unclenching my fists. I knew it wasn’t fair to think like that. She was worried about Marcus. Wouldn’t I have run in blindly, too, if it were Cal, or Adrian, or Elias, or even Draven—or Bianca herself who was missing and in potential danger? I knew the answer was yes—in fact, I’d done exactly that not long ago—but I wasn’t ready yet to admit it. Not aloud, anyway.

      Adrian glanced down at me sadly, but thankfully didn’t comment on my bruising grip.

      We were on a part of the Hawkins property I’d never seen before. The family cemetery. It was on the opposite side to where the hidden underground moon room was, on the west side of the grounds. A short walk through gnarled, moss-covered trees revealed a neatly kept graveyard of all the family I never knew I had.

      It was the only place I could think that he might want to be buried. He’d served my family so long and had none of his own—but no, that wasn’t true. He was my family. And I was willing to bet he was family to my father, too. Sometimes the people you chose to have as your family were even closer to you than your blood, and Martin was no exception.

      But something about being here, seeing all the headstones carved with the names of the people I never had a chance to know, made it all the more painful. Made it so much worse because I had to mourn them, too. These were the people who’d likely owned the things Cal, adrian, and I had discovered in the attic. It was one thing to know they belong to dead people; quite another to find their graves. It made them more real.

      My father’s headstone stood near to my side, several yards in front of the two that marked his parent’s graves, just beside where his younger sister’s headstone was. Hers was older, coated in a growing layer of moss and cracked from age and decay.

      Grandparents. And their parents. My father and aunt.

      Family.

      I just wish I’d had the opportunity to know them.

      For a moment, I registered that my mother’s grave wasn’t among the others and I had to wonder at how she died—and where. After she abandoned me, had she gone back to live among mortals? Had a different family? A whole other life?

      I gulped hard and sighed. I’d never know. Didn’t think I wanted to, anyway. She didn’t deserve to be buried here.

      “Did he ever tell you?” Adrian said in a low voice. He didn’t have to elaborate. I’d been thinking about it a lot over the last few days, after I got over the initial shock. Martin had known something. Something big. That day he caught us in the moon room, I could tell right away he knew something more he wasn’t saying—and that was before he outright admitted it, telling us he’d promised to take the secret to his grave.

      And it seemed he had done just that. As promised.

      I had to wonder if I would ever figure out what it was he was keeping from me, and why. If it were really important, if it might’ve changed things, he would have told me, right? Promise or no?

      I couldn’t be certain. If Martin was anything, he was loyal.

      As one of the two hired men shoveled the first thin layer of dirt onto the deep cherry wood coffin, the little particles trickling down to hit the surface like hard rain, I couldn’t hold the tears back anymore.

      One dropped, and then two. But no more. I held them back. He wouldn’t want me to cry. Not now—probably not ever.

      “No,” I finally replied to Adrian. “He didn’t.”

      “Come on.” Cal squeezed my shoulder gently. I turned into him, letting his birch and whiskey scent envelop me. Soothe me. “Let’s get inside. Get a drink before the lawyer comes, yeah?”

      I nodded into his shoulder, reaching out a hand to pat the granite headstone to my right. Emblazoned on the front were the words, Here lies Alistair Percival Hawkins. Beloved husband. Beloved father. And beneath that, in the place where dates would be on a human headstone, was a quote. Death is but the key.

      I wondered what great philosopher had said it. It wasn’t a quote I was familiar with. Seemed a strange one for a witch to have carved onto his headstone, especially considering we, for the most part, didn’t believe in mortal notions like a heaven or gods.

      “Bye,” I whispered so softly I didn’t think anyone heard me. Saying my farewell to both my father and Martin—and all the rest of them, too.

      Granger cleared her throat from her spot at the head of the coffin, gesturing to Bianca and Marcus across from us. “You two should get back to the academy.”

      What was a little past noon here in Ireland was the breakfast hour at the academy and it was a school day. Not that it mattered much now, though. The term was ending in two days. After that, we got a whopping three weeks of summer vacation before the next term would begin.

      I’d been excited for the break before. But now…

      Adrian’s fingers slipped from mine as Cal tugged me along behind him. I did my best to keep my emotions at bay, but with every shovel-full of dirt that thumped onto Martin, I flinched.

      “I’ll meet you back at the house,” Granger said softly as we passed her, reaching out to give my free shoulder a light squeeze before we moved away. I could do little more than give her a tight nod.

      She would stay and help us deal with the legal side of things. Explain anything I didn’t understand. Though she said it would likely be quite simple since all Martin had in the world was the little caretaker’s house down the lane.

      I hadn’t been able to go into it. Hell, I’d barely been able to look at it. There were little bits of him even on the outside. I saw him in the perfectly manicured twin hedges on either side of his pristine blue door. Even from a distance, I could see how the little brass knocker at the middle shone as though he’d only just finished polishing it. And how the little garden was neatly tended. The flagstones leading up to the stoop just so.

      I didn’t see a house at all. I saw the monocled man who greeted me the very first time I returned to Rosewood Abbey. Addressing me as Miss Harper with a deep bow.

      I smiled at the memory as we moved across the lawn. Absently, I wondered who had cleaned up all the mess from the party. The grass was spotless and looked like it was freshly trimmed. The tent where the drink fountain and other goodies were set up had vanished.

      As though reading my mind, Cal said, “We came the other night and cleaned the place up.”

      I gave him a small smile.

      He cleared his throat. “It was Bianca’s idea,” he added, almost as an afterthought. They must have sensed the tension between us these last few days because the way he said it, with a look that gently scolded me, made my insides twist.

      I swallowed hard, unprepared to respond.

      We had bigger problems right now.

      Didn’t we always?

      The academy was on the verge of being closed for the next term due to all the ‘unusual goings-on,’ or so it was stated in the Magistrate’s official quote to the Chronicle.

      Unusual goings-on…. ha!

      I think two dead students, two more almost dead ones, and an illegal memory manipulation on a student by a faculty member—not to mention what happened to Martin—warranted more than a statement as lax as unusual goings-on.

      Apparently, there was a full-scale investigation being launched against the late Professor Donovan. Though they had little to go on since, by the time we got out of the hidden chamber and the Arcane Authorities got in, everything save for his body was gone.

      To them, it meant there was nothing else ever there. To us, it meant there was definitely someone else involved. Maybe multiple someones. And at this point, I was all but certain whatever it was that was going on went all the way to the top of the witchy food-chain. To Godric Montgomery himself. But I wasn’t about to go telling anyone that. Not yet.

      Besides, not everything was gone. There was one thing we took with us. The single piece of parchment that lay beside his prone corpse against the icy stone. A near-identical twin to the one my father had pressed between the pages of his private journal. The one that told of the curses of the sun and moon. And maybe how to undo them.

      That, we took. The decision to tell no one of its existence was unanimous. As far as we all were concerned, there wasn’t a single person we could trust anymore beyond our small circle.

      We went into the Abbey, the temperature inside so much cooler than the balmy heat outside that I shivered the moment I passed over the threshold.

      “Sorry, toots,” a voice said from my right, and I didn’t have to turn to see that it was Rose. I hadn’t seen her much lately. When I finally did turn to her, I found a sincere look of apology on her face. A rarity for her. “He was a good one.” She took a long inhale of her ghostly cigarette. “A shame.”

      I nodded my thanks, not wanting to speak to her outright right now. Not in front of Cal and Adrian. They knew about her now, thanks to Bianca’s big mouth and because I had no choice but to accept her help to find out where Donovan’s lair was. But there was a difference between knowing about something crazy and seeing it clear as day.

      Getting the hint, Rose mimed locking up her lips and throwing away the key.

      I mouthed a thank you to her before Cal could herd me into the dining area and pull out a chair for me to sit down. “Do you need anything?” he asked.

      Adrian scratched at an invisible itch on the back of his neck and looked horribly uncomfortable. “Yeah, like tea or something? Water?”

      I smirked at his attempt to help. He and I were the same in this way. Sad people made us uncomfortable, edgy. We didn’t quite know what to do with ourselves. “How about something stronger?” Adrian perked up at the suggestion. Probably wanting a little nip, himself. And happy to have been given a task—something to busy his hands.

      “I can do that,” he said with a little grin and disappeared back the way we’d come.

      “The lawyer should be here soon.” Cal dragged another chair away from the table and slid into it. He bent forward, his fingertips steepled against his lips and his elbows on his knees as he considered me. “If you aren’t ready yet, I can ask Granger to postpone it. I’m sure she could—”

      “No,” I interrupted. “I want to get it over with.”

      It was the truth. I didn’t want to keep dragging this on and on and on. The waiting for the funeral had been bad enough. Now it was done. Martin was buried in his rightful place alongside my family. I hoped his soul was at peace.

      Now there was just this—the reading of his will. And since he had no surviving family, it seemed he’d left something to me. I was a bit surprised when Granger told me—especially since I’d only just met him several weeks before. Had he really had time to change his will so quickly? And why? Why leave me anything?

      I couldn’t imagine what it was he’d have wanted me to have. I already had his monocle, though it was cracked down the middle now. I’d asked the Arcane Authorities if I could keep it, and with a little pressure from Granger—bless her—they released it to me.

      I just wanted something of his. A memento. He deserved to be remembered. And the statue was a nice idea and all—another brilliant one of Bianca’s—but I wanted something of his I could keep that was just mine. And the monocle seemed the most appropriate thing to me, though I wasn’t sure why.

      The statue would be there for everyone to see and admire. It had been easy to get Granger to agree to erect it in the courtyard at the academy. Since it was Martin who had saved the lives of two students and all of us.

      I paid for it out of my father’s bank account—er—my bank account, which by the way had a ridiculous sum of money in it. Like, so many zeros it made my head spin.

      By the time we would arrive back at the academy tomorrow, the statue would be finished. I couldn’t wait to see it. I hoped he would’ve liked it. That he would have felt proud. Honored. I could picture him blushing at the sight of it, scolding me for making a fuss over him,

      Cal laid his hand over top of mine where I had them clasped tightly in my lap. He began to massage the tension from the muscles there, relaxing each tendon in turn. I sighed as the tightness left each digit before he worked his way to my palms and down into my wrists. His face was hard. Stony.

      “What is it?” I hedged in a low, quiet voice.

      He didn’t answer me right away, instead continuing in his massaging, the furrow in his brow deepening. He found aches where I didn’t even know I had them and I sighed some more. He was silent as he worked, and I wondered what he was thinking about behind that hard mask he wore.

      It was strange to see this softer side of him. Cal was all hard edges—or at least, I’d thought so. But since Martin’s passing, he’d been everything I’d needed him to be. A shoulder. An ear. Someone to quietly be with while I rode out the pain.

      “Cal?”

      I reached out with my free hand and ran my fingertips along his jawline from his temple to the dip just under his chin. I needed him to know that he could talk to me about anything. He glanced up briefly and then let his gaze drop.

      “It’s nothing,” he said with a shrug.

      I tipped his chin up so he would look at me. “It’s not nothing if it’s bothering you. What is it?”

      A myriad of emotions crossed his face all at once, and he didn’t have to say it because I could see it written there in the lines in his forehead. And in the deep, dark circles under his eyes. None of us were sleeping. It was the not knowing. I could see it in him just as clearly as I could feel it like a gaping abyss at the center of my being. The not knowing was going to eat us alive.

      First Sterling. Then the kidnapped shifters and vamps. Now the murders at the academy. They were all connected. They had to be. But how? And why?

      None of us said it, but I knew I couldn’t be the only one thinking it—how long before it was one of us? How much time did we have to figure it out before…

      I gulped.

      That was dangerous thinking. Every time I went down that path, I wanted to lock up everyone I loved in a damn bomb shelter and swallow the key. I wanted to squirrel them away someplace safe. Keep them there. Unspoiled. Unharmed.

      But I doubted any of them would be having that. In fact, they’d sooner lock me up than allow me to lock them up, I was sure. Even though I had more power in my pinkie finger than they had in their entire bodies. “When did Elias say he was coming?” I asked Cal for what I thought was probably the third time today.

      “After Granger returns to the academy. He’s watching over things in her stead.”

      I nodded along with his words. I just needed to be reassured he would be here. It wasn’t that Cal and Adrian weren’t enough, or that I couldn’t get through this without him. I just wanted him. I craved his touch. I needed to see the steadiness in his denim blue eyes to know for sure I could weather this storm and any others that would be thrown into our paths. I needed the sense of security he always brought with him like a warm blanket.

      Soon. He would be here soon. I just had to wait a little longer.

      “And Draven should be back soon. He was hoping he’d be able to come back tonight, but more likely tomorrow. He had some things to deal with.”

      I wrinkled my brow, about to ask just what things he was referring to when Adrian came in brandishing a crystal decanter and three glasses clasped together with only his fingers. “Will this work?”

      I snorted, eyeing the brimming full decanter, knowing it contained only the finest and strongest Irish whiskey. “Yeah.” I gave him an approving smile, reaching for my glass when Cal took them from Adrian and held one out to me. “I think that’ll do the trick.”

      Proud of himself, Adrian beamed and began to fill the glasses. My nose wrinkled before I could even get it anywhere near my mouth to take my first sip.

      “I’m going to pretend that’s sweet tea.” Granger entered the dining room behind my guys, eyebrows lifted as she eyed the decanter and glasses on the table.

      Adrian choked on his swallow of whiskey and grimaced as a bit came out his nose. I chuckled, unable to help myself. Adrian glared at me, but behind the facade of annoyance, I could see the relief in his eyes at the sound of my laughter, no matter how short.

      Behind Granger, another woman entered. I recognized her. She was the same lawyer who’d come to arrange for the inheritance of my father’s estate properties and accounts after the origin spell proved my heritage. I gave her a little wave.

      “Hi again,” I said lamely as Adrian drew out a chair for her. I didn’t miss her look of distaste at seeing my two familiars there.

      That one little thing put a nasty stain on my impression of her, and I sank back into my chair, crossing my arms over my chest.

      The woman cleared her throat, running a flat hand against the side of her head as though there may have been a hair out of place in her meticulously twisted bun—there wasn’t. Damn, she must have had to wax her hair for it to be so perfectly smooth, without a single flyaway. My own hair was a gnarled mess I hadn’t bothered to brush since yesterday. Instead of attempting to comb the tangles before the funeral—a task I’m certain would’ve taken an hour, if not more—I’d pulled it back into a sort of messy updo that managed to look halfway presentable.

      “Yes, well, I wish we could meet under better circumstances, but it comes with the territory I suppose.”

      I gave her a tight-lipped nod and leaned forward a bit in my chair as she set her briefcase down atop the table. I already had an idea of what Martin would have left me, but I couldn’t be certain.

      I mean, he really only had one thing.

      “Martin had his will amended just days before the, um, incident,” she said, getting right down to brass tacks.

      Granger’s hand came to rest on my shoulder, making me jump at first before I realized it was just her, trying to lend me some strength.

      “He left you his house—the caretaker’s cottage Alistair had built for him, and all of its possessions.”

      I exhaled, glad that was over. I was completely honored, of course, that he would think to write me into his will after so little time. It both warmed and broke my heart. And made me wonder if he somehow sensed that something was coming—maybe something he may not survive. It made me question whether he knew he wouldn’t be returning when he went with Bianca into the bowels of the academy.

      I shivered just to think of it.

      The lawyer pushed a sheet of paper toward me and handed me a sleek silver pen. “Just sign here, dear.”

      I did as instructed, my throat feeling as though it were suddenly full of cotton and razor blades.

      “Oh,” she exclaimed as she tucked the slip of paper back into her briefcase. “And this. He was very specific that I was not to give it to you until after he was formally buried, which I found odd, but I suppose he was an odd sort of fellow.”

      She lifted a thin white envelope out of the case. It was square-shaped, and when she handed it to me, I could feel the weight of the old paper. Thick and sturdy. Across the front of the otherwise unblemished parchment was one word, my name, written in black ink with an unsteady hand.
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      I felt next to useless watching Harper suffer through this. Even Cal, who didn’t know the poor guy any better than I did, was having a tough time. After his parents, he didn’t take loss particularly well. As for me, grief wasn’t a problem I could sink my teeth into, so I never knew how to handle it.

      Harper laid across the sofa in the study, Cal on one end with her feet in his lap. The letter Martin had left her lay unopened on the table. Her red-rimmed eyes kept straying to it, but neither me nor Cal asked why she hadn’t read it yet. She would when she was ready.

      A quiet moan escaped her throat as Cal dug his thumb into her heel. Physical intimacy—where Harper was concerned, anyway—had always come more naturally to Cal. Which was ironic, considering I was the more experienced one. She’d fought against it at the start, but relented quickly enough as soon as his hands went to work.

      I sat in an armchair close by, nursing a glass of whiskey. Granger had left not long ago and we expected Elias to show up any moment. That was who Harper was really waiting on, we knew. Not either one of us, but him.

      My fingers dug into the arm of the chair and I leaned forward to set down the glass, amber liquid still swirling around the bottom. Before I could stand, intending to leave and do a lap around the grounds to clear my head, Cal rose first.

      “I’m gonna run the perimeter real quick,” he said, green eyes darting between me and Harper.

      She frowned up at him. “Are you sure? You don’t need to—”

      “I’m sure.” He dropped a kiss on her head and started for the door. When Harper looked away, he pinned me with a stare and nodded his head sharply in her direction. “I’ll be back soon.”

      The door clicked shut behind him and Harper asked, “Is he okay?”

      “He’s fine,” I replied. “I think he’s just being extra cautious with everything that’s been going on. The wards around this place are good, but a lot of people have been through here now.”

      Harper paled and nodded, lowering her eyes to her lap. “You’re right. Yeah, that makes sense.”

      I watched her for a second longer, then heaved a sigh and got up to take Cal’s spot. She opened her mouth to argue, but I gave her a withering glare and her jaw snapped shut again. I wasn’t good at giving comfort, something Harper and I had in common, but I could do this much as least.

      “Is everything okay with you?” she asked hesitantly. She hissed and jerked her foot away when I pressed my thumb into her arch. “Ah, easy! Don’t break me!”

      Heat flooded my face and I fought the urge to walk away and give up. Instead, I grinned at her and snatched it back into my lap. “Sorry. I forget how delicate you are sometimes.”

      She jutted her chin out and pouted, a glimmer of her usual defiance sparking to life in her eyes. “I’m not delicate, you’re just a brute.”

      “What else are these muscles good for?” I hoped she paid less attention to the cheesiness of the line and more to the pathetic attempt at flirting. Depressed and sad Harper made me feel weird and I wanted to see her smile again, even at the cost of my own pride.

      Jerking her foot away again with a pained yelp, she sat up straight. “Give me your hand.”

      Eyeing her warily, I held my hand out to her. She applied a gentle pressure with her thumbs and slid them slowly across my palm. The muscles there immediately lost tension and I almost groaned. Or maybe I actually had groaned, given the pleased look she shot me.

      “It’s not about strength,” she explained as she continued into the pressure point between my thumb and index finger. “Too much can damage the muscles or nerves, or my foot bones. You want to glide along the muscle, soothe it. Like petting with your fingertips, but a little harder than that.”

      I smirked, unable to help myself. “I do like petting with my fingers.”

      Her face turned nearly the same shade of red as her hair, but she ignored the remark. “Have you really never given a massage before?”

      “I don’t know if you know this about me, but I’m not really touchy-feely.”

      She frowned up at me. “You touch Cal all the time. And no, I didn’t mean that the way you heard it.”

      A snort escaped me, regardless. “Cal is Cal, and it’s usually limited to a pat on the shoulder or sitting close enough for our arms to touch. Something small. Since we were kids, he’s needed those little bits of physical reassurance, and I sort of trained myself to be that for him. He’s my brother in all ways but blood.”

      Nodding, she leaned into my side. “Is this okay?”

      I pulled my hand from hers and wrapped it around her shoulders, fitting her closer to me. I would take what I could get until Elias showed up. Taking a cue from Cal, I pressed my lips to her head.

      “I’m sorry I’m bad with this stuff,” I whispered, laying my chin on her head. I wanted to be better with her, but I knew I was still holding part of myself back. That basic part that still expected to find a mate and eventually settle. This intimacy would end eventually.

      “Not like I have room to talk,” she replied, her voice low. “When I thought Bianca—when I thought she was struggling, my first instinct was to hide from her. At your place, specifically, where I didn’t think she’d go. I’m her best friend, and I left it to other people to talk to her.”

      “We’re all broken in different ways.”

      She pulled away from me enough to meet my eyes. “But our broken pieces still fit together.”

      I tilted her chin up and kissed her. The instinct took over, possessed my hand and my mouth, and decided right then was a good time to kiss her. While she was grieving over a lost family member—or good as, anyway. Before I could pull back and apologize, her fingers curled around my neck and held me firm.

      Maybe it was what she needed at that moment. I wasn’t affectionate, but I’d be lying if I said there was zero physical comfort I could give her. If she needed someone to cling to, I could be that for her. There didn’t have to be expectations here.

      But man, was it difficult to hold back when I felt her teeth on my bottom lip. My tongue lashed out, clashing with hers as the kiss took on a frantic edge. Our breaths mingled, and the taste of her made my body come alive. I reminded myself she needed the distraction even as I pressed her back into the couch, my jeans getting more uncomfortable by the second.

      The sound of voices and footsteps reached me from somewhere down the hall and I knew my time was up.

      With the dregs of my willpower, I forced myself to back off. Her eyes were bright, cheeks flushed, and I curled her into my side before I could decide if it was from embarrassment or all me. I could make an exception for Harper, but only her.

      “I was wrong,” she murmured into my chest. “You give good tongue massages.”

      Despite my best efforts, I laughed.
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      “Aren’t you going to read it?” Elias asked. He’d arrived a little over a half hour ago, and after my embarrassing comment to Adrian, I was glad. Now I was sitting on his lap in one of the soft armchairs in my father’s study. Draven hadn’t returned yet and Cal and Adrian were taking the reprieve to shower, though I think they knew I wanted a moment to myself with him.

      I inhaled deeply, blowing the breath out through my nose, almost groaning. His hand on my waist shifted, tightened, trying to get my attention. I met his stare and he wrapped his other arm around me, drawing me nearer so our noses were almost touching. “No rush,” he said, and brushed his nose lightly against mine. “Whenever you’re ready.”

      I bit the inside of my cheek. Just a couple hours ago, I was eager to get this all over with. Ready to move on as best I could so we could tackle the bigger problems. I couldn’t very well do that if I held on to this thing. I glared down at the little letter in my hand, wondering what it could hold. Was it a goodbye? Would the writing inside tell me he knew his death was coming all along? What else would it be?

      “No, I’ll read it now,” I said, my voice straining to eek the words out. “Pass me that?” I gestured to the half-empty glass of whiskey on the side table next to the chair, just out of my reach. He passed it to me, taking a small sip before he did.

      “Good stuff,” he commented, more to himself than to me.

      It was the best stuff. My father’s stores were stocked well with it, too. I wasn’t sure we’d ever run out.

      Well, if we kept drinking like we were tonight, then it was possible.

      I downed the last of it and handed the empty glass back. The strong alcohol burned a path down into my stomach. I let the liquid courage do the work for me, tearing the seal in a rush before I could change my mind.

      “Hey, you decided to read it?” Cal’s voice almost startled me as he stepped into the study, still drying his hair with a damp towel. Nothing but those khaki cargo pants hanging low enough on his waist that the booze had me thinking of all sorts of things that should not be crossing my mind right now.

      “Yeah,” I answered, pulling the single slip of paper out of the envelope. My knuckles were white as I opened it and clenched it on either side, my jaw clenching.

      Dearest Harper.

      Oh god. I put it down, unable to continue. My chest tightened.

      “Do you want me to read it to you?” Elias offered, holding out a hand for the letter.

      I considered it. I figured that I would be telling them what it said, anyway. Besides, it might be easier to hear Martin’s words if they came from Elias’ lips.

      I didn’t answer, just handed him the letter and turned my face away, focusing on a spot on the floor. Cal came to lean against the armrest of the chair and began running his fingers through my tangled hair.

      Elias cleared his throat. “Dearest Harper,” he began just as Adrian walked into the study. He folded himself down to sit cross-legged in front of the chair, mouthing to me you got this.

      I refocused on my spot on the floor. The little whorl of wood where the tree had knotted before it was sawn down to form one of these ancient planks. I wondered how old it was. Then I realized I was just trying to distract myself and started stressing again. As Elias started up again, I could almost imagine Martin’s rolling Irish accent.

      “If you’re reading this, it means I’m gone, and I want you to know that I had a wonderful life here. There was nothing quite like watching your father grow into the man he became, or watching you come into this world, and then after, finding you safe and returned home after so many years. That I should have lived to see such things… well, I am blessed. But unfortunately, the purpose of this letter is not to console you but to enlighten you.” Elias paused there and we all looked to him, confused but curious. Eager to hear what he meant.

      Finding his spot again in the short letter, Elias continued. “I made a promise once. A vow of secrecy that I swore to take to my grave. And now that I’m safely resting beneath the ground, it’s time you knew the truth. I’m only sorry I’m not there to better explain things. Or rather—that she isn’t. The secret I kept was for your mother, Harper. She isn’t what you think. She didn’t abandon you. She’d never do that.”

      My heart beat out a discordant rhythm and my pulse picked up. Sweat broke out over my chest and suddenly it was too hot in here. Why had we made a fire? I ground my jaw.

      Noticing my discomfort, Elias paused again. “Do you want me to stop?”

      I shook my head.

      “Alright,” Elias said, clearing his throat to begin again. “From what I know, she vanished only days after she left you, and given what she was and what she knew, I don’t doubt for an instant the vanishing was done of her own accord. But the important part—what you need to know—is that it isn’t only powerful witch blood that runs in your veins, Miss Harper. Your mother wasn’t human, though she passed for it, more or less.”

      “Uh.” Adrian’s mouth dropped open as though he was going to ask a question, but thought better of it and snapped it shut again.

      Cal shushed him, trying to read over Elias’ shoulder.

      My stomach twisted. My mind was trying to rebel against what it was hearing. This couldn’t be true. It couldn’t. My mother was human, she was—

      “She was Enduran,” Elias said, continuing in his reading of the letter.

      Cal cursed under his breath. Adrian’s jaw slackened a second time. Both of them looked between the letter and me, then back again.

      I didn’t realize I was shaking my head until Cal stopped his stroking of my hair. This wasn’t right. It couldn’t be right.

      “Well, don’t stop,” Adrian demanded, scooting closer. “Keep reading.”

      Elias’ brows raised for an instant before he refocused on the parchment between his fingers. I wanted to tell him to stop. That I didn’t want to hear anymore. Except, that wasn’t really true, was it?

      Even as Elias continued reading, I started to see the sense in it.

      My familiar bond with two Enduran shifters. The moon room beneath the willow tree in the yard. The wolf’s head knocker on the door. That one passage my father had written about needing to find the cure for her.

      “Her bloodline was weak,” Elias said, and it took me an extra couple of seconds to realize he’d started reading again. “Muddied from too many generations mated with humans. She was a born wolf, but could only turn on a full moon. She was never able to control it, or to control herself when she changed. It was painful for her. So painful. Your father worked tirelessly to find a way to stop it.”

      Elias swallowed and wet his dry lips, the crease in his forehead deepening. “But now you know, dear Harper, the secret she made me promise to keep. There is more, but I can’t pretend to understand it all. If it’s more answers you seek, you’ll find them in Spain. At La Casa Rosa. I implore you to tread carefully, dear one, for I fear it was the pursuit of answers that killed your father. Don’t let it take you, too. Thank you for allowing me to serve you. It was an honor and privilege.”

      None of us spoke for what felt like ages after Elias set the parchment down in my lap. I didn’t move to take it. Didn’t move at all.

      I glanced at it out of the corner of my eye, noticing a sequence of numbers written across the bottom of the page. “What are those?” I asked, ignoring the more important glaring fact we’d just learned. Elias narrowed his eyes at me before he refocused on the page.

      “Don’t know,” he said with a small shrug.

      Cal tore the page out of my hand and took one quick glance. “They’re coordinates,” he replied in a raspy growl. “Are we not going to talk about the fact that you have wolf blood in your veins?”

      I bit the inside of my cheek, suddenly feeling very small with all of their eyes on me.

      “Yeah,” Adrian chimed in. “That’s kind of big news.”

      “Maybe it’s why your power is more difficult to control.” Elias’ eyes unfocused as he tried to work out the problem in his mind. “A witch can’t be infected by the bite of a shifter. We can’t change,” he explained. “But you were born with Enduran blood already inside you. Your magic would have to work twice as hard every second of every day to fight it.”

      What he said was making sense, but there was one crucial thing he seemed to be missing.

      “But—”

      “And I’d stake money on that being the reason why you bonded to us as your familiars,” Cal added.

      I shook my head. “If it’s true. There’s no way to prove—”

      “What reason would Martin have to lie about something like that when he’s already dead and gone.” Elias didn’t pull his punches. I flinched. “I don’t think it’s a lie, Harper. I think it’s true. And since it is, that would make you a hybrid. The first ever born to survive longer than a few days.”

      If it was true—and I wouldn’t give it anything more solid than an if—then I just might be what he said. A…a hybrid? Not only was it once illegal and still frowned upon to mate with another race, but everyone knew that it wasn’t possible for an interracial couple to conceive. Not since the curses were laid. Our warring types of magic energy didn’t mesh. A shifter could not bear a witch. A witch could not bear a fae. A Vocari couldn’t bear anything. And so on and so forth.

      “But it’s not possible.”

      Elias ran a hand through his tousled hair, and a vein in Cal’s temple seemed to twitch. “Apparently, it is.”

      “What does it mean?” I met each of their eyes in turn. “Does it even matter?”

      Elias pursed his lips, and the others also carefully considered my question. It was a fair one. I’d never been swayed by the moon. I’d never been able to change into a wolf. Did this information really matter at all? Other than the fact that Martin believes my mother never actually abandoned me—which I was still processing—the information seemed pretty damn useless.

      “I think it does,” Elias said. “If you have shifter blood and your magic is fighting it, there would be a way for you to allow that part of you to surface. To suppress your arcane magic enough to let it out—in theory, of course.”

      I rolled my eyes, getting up from his lap so I could look him properly in the eyes. “Why? So I can shift only during a full moon like my mother? In agony as my bones reform to a new figure?”

      Elias dropped his head at that. I would be the first to admit that the fleeting moment I spent inside Cal and Adrian’s minds as they ran in their wolf forms had been glorious. If I could do that… well, it would be incredible. But that wasn’t what we were talking about here. If all of this was true, then my mother’s bloodline was already weak, which meant mine would be even weaker.

      If I could shift at all—and the thought alone was absolutely ridiculous—then I would probably be like her. Only able to shift during a full moon. Forced to stay chained up in the moon room below the earth. Entirely unable to control my primal urges.

      Who would want that?

      “You’re right,” Elias said. “I’m sorry.”

      Eager to change the subject—not wanting to think about my mother or shifter blood in my veins anymore, at least until I was alone—I went back to the letter. “La Casa Rosa must be my father’s summer home in Spain.”

      Cal quirked his lips, and I could visibly see him letting go of the previous conversation and bowing to my need to change the subject with a small huff. “I’m assuming that’s what the coordinates are for.”

      “It’s probably warded,” Elias agreed. “The coordinates would be the only way to find it.”

      I took a long, deep breath and let my shoulders fall. The ghost of a smile rested on my lips. I shrugged. “Anyone up for a vacation?”
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      It was decided. It took a lot of convincing to get Cal and Adrian to allow me to cover all the expenses, but they agreed after I told them the trip would be all you can eat. How could anyone turn down an open meal ticket in Spain? Elias, of course, couldn’t come with us—at least not on the same flight, because of the whole it’s inappropriate to be dating your teacher thing.

      I couldn’t wait until that wasn’t a thing anymore. I longed for the ability to be open about our relationship. About my relationships with all the guys. But maybe we could do that at La Casa Rosa. A warded mansion in the Spanish countryside, likely without any neighbors. We could just be… us. It was enough to dampen the uglier emotion still vying to be felt.

      Elias was planning to visit his parents at their home in Andorra during the break before the new term started at AAA. Turns out, their place in Andorra is less than a six-hour drive from the coordinates Cal Googled—just a little further inland from Valencia, near what looked to be a tiny village on the map with a name I couldn’t pronounce.

      So, if we just happened to bump into each other… well, no one had to be the wiser about it. If there were any clues or answers to be found in Spain, I knew I would need Elias’ expertise to figure them all out.

      The only person left to ask was Draven, but we still hadn’t seen him. Knowing the sly vamp, he would probably show up at my dorm room window for old times’ sake. I hoped he would come, too. If he wanted, I could even book us a red-eye flight, and make sure it took off and landed in darkness.

      “I still can’t believe we’re going to Europe,” Cal said, tearing another chunk off the loaf of bread with his teeth. Even after all this time, I couldn’t figure out where he was putting it all. They’d already eaten almost everything in the ice chest and pantry. That bread he was snacking on was probably awfully stale by now. Though he didn’t seem to mind in the slightest.

      “Me neither.” I tugged on a light black cardigan I found in my parents’ old room. It seemed different now. Somehow knowing my mother may not have abandoned me after all—that she wasn’t even human at all—it changed things. A lot more than I could’ve ever imagined it would.

      I’d always had this distaste for humans, and I knew deep down it was because of her—because of what she did.

      But now I knew that none of that had ever been true, which left me feeling confused and unsure how to feel about anything. Everything I’d told myself about her, about where I came from and what I was—they were all lies.

      Now I was wearing one of her cardigans. And though it fit a little snugly across my chest, I found I liked the feel of the material against my skin. It was a chillier day out there today, and we were heading out—back to the academy in time for the last day of classes before term ended and we boarded our flight to Spain.

      Spain. I could hardly believe it either. And I bought the tickets. I arranged for the driver to pick us up at the airport in a fancy limo. With my money. It was exciting and super fucking weird all at once.

      But I could get used to it.

      “Ready?” Adrian asked, jogging down the stairs. Cal and I were already waiting by the door. The only reason we hadn’t left yet was because we were waiting for him to get done using the little boys’ room.

      “Are you?” I countered with a raised brow.

      He nodded as though he had absolutely no idea I was being sarcastic. Oblivious to the fact we’d been down here for fifteen minutes already. I’d have to make sure La Casa Rosa had at least two bathrooms or I’d be in trouble with these two. “Yup.”

      I snorted again, taking one last look around the foyer. The creepy old mansion had grown on me. I could still picture Martin in his tailcoat, mustache pristine. Monocle gleaming. That was how I intended to remember him. Not how I’d last seen him—cold and in disarray.

      Cal opened the door for me, and I mentally readied myself to open the portal to the academy once we got far enough down the lane. I remembered Martin saying it was a rule of my father’s not to allow portaling into the house. I didn’t know why he had that rule, but I trusted there was a good reason for it. I would uphold it for as long as I lived here.

      “Oh!” The exclamation caught me off guard, and I stumbled back a step, knocking into Adrian who steadied me with his strong hands. His arms were like pillars of cement holding me upright.

      I froze at what I saw. Afraid to breathe. Terrified if I did, it might break whatever spell this was.

      On the front steps of Rosewood Abbey were two people I once thought I wouldn’t be able to see for another four years. Leo and Lara looked just as shocked to find me behind the large wooden door as I was to see them. Lara’s normally crinkled, kind eyes were wide saucers as she took me in. Leo’s looked similar. And Gato, Leo’s familiar, a sleek orange tabby darted forward to rub himself against the bottom of my pant legs, pausing only to hiss at the two Enduran shifters standing in awkward silence at my back.

      Above, a raven cawed loudly and I found Lara’s familiar circling the Abbey, shouting his hello.

      The shock wore off, and I was down the three steps to them in a heartbeat, throwing myself against them, arms wide. Lara and Leo’s arms came around me. Lara combing down my hair with her fingers. Leo rubbing circles into my back.

      “It’s alright, my girl. We’re here.”

      “We’re here and we’ll stay as long as you need.”

      Distantly I realized I was crying—sobbing was more accurate. Their combined scents of incense and soldered metal. Sweet potions and bitter leaves. That mothball smell that always stuck around in the cabin. I’d hated that smell. Now I couldn’t get enough of it.

      “You’re really here.” I mumbled against Leo’s woolen sweater, wiping my tears all over him. And here I’d thought I was past all that.

      “Yes, hon. We’re here.”

      Leo was first to let me go, but Lara wasn’t finished yet. She held tightly to me, her delicate fingers knitted into the back of the cardigan. The way her shoulders shook, I knew she was crying, too. And that only made my own tears fall harder and faster. “I missed you,” I whispered.

      “We missed you, too, my girl. So much.”

      Her long blond hair brushed against my cheek as she pulled back to look at me, her hand still clasping onto my shoulders as though she were afraid to let go.

      “You’ve changed,” she said, sniffling. “You look so much older already.”

      Likely due to everything I’d experienced since stepping foot into the academy. I didn’t think Council member whatshisface realized just how punished I would be because of his “merciful” decision to send me there.

      I fully expected to have bunions and gray hair by the time I was thirty, at this point.

      “You didn’t tell me you were on your way.” I’d spoken to them briefly only a few days before. They hadn’t said anything about coming. I’d told them about Martin, leaving out the gruesome details of his demise and the dangerous situation I’d gotten myself into yet again. Though by now, I was sure they’d put the pieces together. They were smart like that.

      Even though Granger managed to keep my name out of the Chronicle, it wasn’t hard to assume. And I was sure most people already had. Rumors seemed to spread like wildfire in the witching community. No one could keep their mouth shut about these things.

      I didn’t think I wanted to know what they were saying about me now.

      “We’d been trying to make it in time for your party,” Leo said. “We received an invitation from… Elias, was it?”

      I grinned. How he’d managed to track them down, I didn’t know. But the simple fact he’d tried warmed my heart more than I could say. Though I was also immeasurably grateful that they weren’t able to make it, no matter the reason.

      If they had, I shuddered to think what might’ve happened. It could have been one or both of them buried in the yard instead of Martin.

      My stomach lurched.

      “No!” The word came out louder than I’d intended and I stepped back to recover my wits. Their eyes were wide with worry. “I mean, you’re here now. That’s what matters.”

      I pulled them both back in for another hug, Leo grunting at my forcefulness. One hug from him was pushing it. Two was crossing the line. Showing sentiment wasn’t his strongest suit—probably where I learned it from. But he relented and hugged me back again after I squeezed his middle tightly, letting him know I wasn’t going to let go until he returned it.

      “We’re being horribly rude,” Lara said, stiffening before she disentangled herself from me. Leo cleared his throat.

      I realized what she was referring to with a start. Duh. “Oh, shit—I mean, crap,” I said, correcting the curse. Lara hated it when I cursed. “These are my familiars.” I swept an arm over the muscled works of art still standing patiently in the doorframe of the Abbey, waiting. “The tall one is Cal, and the blonde one is Adrian.”

      Cal waved awkwardly and Adrian crossed his arms, watching us steadily. The look wasn’t exactly hostile—maybe more protective. He didn’t like people he didn’t know getting so close to me.

      “Guys, these are my foster parents. Sort of… well, they’re my family.”

      They were kind of hard to explain. Sort of like how Cal and Adrian were hard to explain.

      It didn’t surprise me at all when Lara gave me one appraising look, brows raised and then, without missing a beat, stepped up the last few stairs with her arms open, giving the guys no choice but to accept her warm hugs. “I’m so happy to finally meet you,” she said, and the words were genuine. A little shocked, for certain. But genuine, nonetheless.

      Leo stepped up next and extended his hand for them each to shake. “A pleasure.” He looked between them and me, his expression stunned.

      I’d told them about Cal and Adrian the first time I’d brought the guys to the manor with me, but judging by their reactions, they’d been hesitant to believe me. I couldn’t blame them. It was literally unheard of.

      “I know,” I said in answer to their awe and unasked questions. “Crazy, right?”

      Leo shook his head, unable to conceal the prideful smile on his face. “I don’t think I’m nearly as surprised as I should be. Not that we thought you were lying to anything.” He sighed and his smile widened into a grin. “You were always far from normal, kitten. I mean, I thought you might bond with something weird. I don’t know, like an octopus or a Great White or somethin’. This…” He trailed off, giving the guys a once over. “Well, it just makes sense.”

      Thinking of my mother’s true heritage I thought to myself, you don’t even know the half of it.

      It made more sense now than it ever had before.

      After a moment of tepid silence, with Cal and Adrian looking more uncomfortable by the second, Leo clapped his hands together, breaking the silence. “So, aren’t you going to show us inside this beast of a house? The thing looks haunted—is it haunted?”

      I knew he was joking, but if he knew just how haunted I’d been for the last several weeks, he wouldn’t be making jokes about it. At least it was only Rose I had to contend with now. The others were all but gone. I barely even heard their whispers anymore—and when I did, they were so quiet, low, and only there when it was completely silent.

      I hoped it stayed that way.

      “Unless you were on your way out?” Lara added a beat after Leo had finished. “We don’t want to keep you.”

      Keep me? I shook my head at Lara. Hell, if it were up to me, I’d stay here with them and never go back to the academy. But unfortunately, I had a sentence to serve. I promised the Council member who’d let me off that day after the French Quarter that I would do my very best. He said he would hold me to completing the full four-year term, and I believed it.

      I hated to think what would happen to me if I didn’t hold up my end, especially with all the corruption I suspected was running rampant through the Arcane Council, the higher-ups, and much of the witching community in general.

      It was just one more day before break began. Granger wanted me there to accept my grades and to sign-off on everything she would be sending back to the council as proof I was doing as I was told to the best of my ability. Hell, I’d already missed so much of the term; I really hoped I was able to move on to the next grade level with Bianca. It would suck to have to do the same classes all over again.

      “Are you kidding?” I replied, a hand on my hip, feeling lighter and happier than I had since before Martin. “You aren’t keeping me at all.” With a sweep of my arm, I grandly announced in a horrible Irish accent, “Welcome to Rosewood Abbey, haunted house, museum, and overdone mansion extraordinaire. I’ll be your tour guide this morning.”

      Lara giggled, following me up the steps.

      “An odd one, through and through,” Leo muttered under his breath.

      I didn’t miss Cal and Adrian’s brilliant smiles as we passed them on our way inside. “I won’t be long,” I whispered to them, though I wouldn’t make any promises and certainly wouldn’t be rushing. I’d been waiting to see them for far too long.

      Adrian held up his hands to stop me and Cal gave his head one shake, a half a smile tugging up one corner of his mouth. “Don’t rush, kitten,” he said. “Take all the time you need. We’ll be here when you’re ready.”

      Adrian stretched out his back, his vertebrae cracking all the way up. “I could use a run anyway.” His voice strained with the force of his stretch. “First one to the shore?”

      Adrian was already down the steps and shifted, his clothes shredded to ribbons on the lawn as he took off like a silvery-gray arrow in the trees, towards where the smell of the ocean drifted on a gentle breeze toward the Abbey. Cal didn’t move from my side, watching him as he bolted across the green.

      “Aren’t you gonna…?” I gestured to where Adrian had disappeared into the copse of trees.

      Cal shrugged, tipping his head to the side to crack his neck. “He’ll need the head start,” he said with a wink. Then he launched himself from the steps in a movement similar to a front flip, shifting in midair to land on all fours in the grass. With one more glance my way, and a wolfish grin, tongue lolling out to one side, he was off, too. Chasing his brother to the ocean’s edge.

      I laughed to myself, not having seen them so happy in too long. It occurred to me then that maybe my dour mood was starting to affect theirs. I had to get past this. To find some inner calm. Some peace. If not for myself, then for them. I wouldn’t drag them both down into the dark with me. They deserved better than that. They deserved to be happy.

      Then and there, I decided to tuck Martin away safely in my heart. File his memory away in my mind. I would never forget him, but I needed to stop mourning him. He’d said he had a wonderful life. A full life. No one could ask for more in this world.

      “Quite the pair you have there,” Lara said, with a little bit of suggestion in her voice that made me blush.

      I swallowed. “Yeah. Quite the pair.”
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      I could just see the side of the statue from my window. It was Martin alright. The sculptors had done a wonderful job. They even got his monocle just right. It made me so proud to see it there. He’d gone out a hero, and after having lived for over three hundred years, I was sure he had to be close to breaking the record for oldest living witch in history.

      “Hey.” Bianca walked into our dorm room, a towel still in her hair, and was watching me thoughtfully.

      I mumbled a hello, still lost in the trenches of my thoughts. Leo and Lara were staying at the Abbey—at least until we left late tomorrow night. They weren’t fond of the idea of sleeping there, but I promised them the scary ghosties of Rosewood Abbey didn’t bite. I’d see them right after classes ended tomorrow. We’d planned to have dinner before Cal, Adrian and I left for the airport.

      Turned out, Leo and Lara had already been to Spain before—to Barcelona and Madrid. They could have portaled us, but I’d already booked three first-class tickets and it seemed a waste not to use them. Besides, if I was being honest, I was a little excited about it. Nervous, but excited, too. I’d never been on a plane before.

      There usually wasn’t all that much reason for a witch to go on one, what with being able to use portals and all. A phone call to someone who’d been where you were trying to go and then boom, you had your way to get there.

      They had stationary portals at the Department of Arcane Inquiry, too, I’d learned. They cost a small fee to use and go all sorts of places. But fuck if I wanted to go back to that place after the origin spell. The thought alone elicited a shiver down my spine.

      But it would have saved me a pretty penny, I’d bet. The tickets from Dublin to Valencia cost me more than I’d ever earned in my entire life, and then some. I couldn’t imagine dropping that kind of money on the regular. In fact, it made me cringe.

      “Are we talking yet?”

      “Hmmm?” I said, trying to focus on Bianca where she was coming out from behind the little privacy screen in the corner, dressed in her pajamas, now. Her hair was damp and wavy in its natural state.

      Looking more than a bit uncomfortable, she sat down hard on the edge of her bed. “Are you ever going to forgive me?” she asked finally, her voice strained and exasperated at the same time.

      I sighed and forced myself to look her in the eyes. I was still upset, but it was unfair of me to take it out on her. My brief reunion with Leo and Lara had given me a new perspective and made it easier to push away the negative emotions in favor of the good. “I’m sorry,” I said by way of reply. “I never should have shut you out, I was just…”

      What was I? How could I explain?

      “Upset?”

      I nodded. I was more than just upset, but that didn’t matter anymore. “Anyway, I just couldn’t process it all right away. I guess I sort of needed someone to blame. It wasn’t fair of me to do that.”

      “Forgiven,” she stated without a moment’s hesitation. Relief was evident in the set of her shoulders and in her eyes as they brightened. She clearly wasn’t expecting me to be the one to apologize. To be honest, I was a little surprised, too.

      “Forgiven,” I repeated back to her.

      She rose to give me a light hug. “I’m really sorry about Martin. I wish I could—”

      “No,” I interrupted. “He wouldn’t have wanted that. He wouldn’t have wanted anyone to blame themselves.”

      Not even me, I tried to remind myself. It’s not my fault, either.

      She nodded against my collarbone and then let go, stepping back again, leaving the smell of her strawberry shampoo on my cardigan. Damn, that stuff was strong. I wrinkled my nose.

      “So,” I said, noticing the little designer duffle bag she had half-packed in front of her closet. “Any plans for the break?”

      Bianca shrugged. “Going home. Was thinking of taking the boys someplace. Maybe camping or something.”

      “You? Camping?”

      She pursed her lips. “Okay, well maybe not camping, but, like, to a cabin or something. The kind that have electricity and running water. And Wi-Fi.”

      I stifled a laugh. “More like a hotel, then?”

      She tilted her head back and forth, pretending to consider. “Fine. Yes. A hotel. A pool is pretty much the same thing as a lake, right?”

      How had I managed to stay mad at her this long? Looking at my golden-haired friend, I saw how much she’d changed—grown since her uncle’s passing. But I also saw the ways in which she’d stayed the same. Remained the Bianca that I first met.

      She would always be a rich kid, but she wasn’t standoffish anymore. Not as tense. She was laid-back rich. “Well, if you’re looking for a cabin and tons of fun stuff for the boys, there’s this great place Leo and Lara took me to once, just a few hours southwest of here. Ever hear of Pigeon Forge?”

      Her eyes widened. “If it’s the place I’m thinking of, then yeah! I might have to look into that. Thanks, Harper. I’ll let the boys know it was your idea if anything goes wrong.”

      I laughed, but the idea of things going wrong made me think of how wrong my birthday party had gone. Guilt washed over me. “Have you heard anything at all about Kendra?”

      After what happened with Donovan, she’d been portaled out for medical attention with Marcus. Marcus had returned only a couple days later, looking pale, but otherwise fine. Kendra, though, still had yet to return to the academy, as far as I knew. I hadn’t seen her, and when I asked around, they said she hadn’t come back yet.

      Bianca moved to her vanity, beginning to brush her hair. “Nothing,” she said. “I’m pretty sure she’s been released from medical at the Department, but I think her parents are keeping her home.”

      That seemed to be becoming more and more common lately. I overheard Granger just earlier today when I went to tell her I’d returned; she was speaking to someone through a communication mirror, telling whoever it was that they had half the enrollments they usually had for the upcoming term, and more than thirty percent of the student body had either dropped out or were being kept home by their parents.

      The man she was speaking to didn’t seem pleased to hear it, but it was hardly Granger’s fault. Or anyone’s at the academy, really. Not even mine, though I would take more of the blame than anyone else. All the fucked up shit did start happening after I arrived, after all.

      Coincidence? I hoped so, but I knew better than to believe it.

      “What about you? Are you and the guys just going to stay at the Abbey?” Bianca asked when I didn’t respond, adding a few more pairs of shoes to her bag.

      I bit the inside of my cheek. “Actually, no. We’re going to Spain.”

      There was so much I hadn’t told her, I realized. About Martin’s letter and the truth of my parentage. Not only that we were going to Spain, but why we were going. That Leo and Lara had come after all this time spent apart. That, as Bianca and I spoke, they were probably trying to figure out how to cook on the old stove in the kitchen.

      Bianca’s brows raised nearly to her hairline at my admission. “Spain?”

      I barked a laugh. “Yeah. Taking Cal and Adrian with me, too. Jealous?”

      She narrowed her sparkling brown eyes at me with a cheeky sneer. “Hmm, let me think. Trapped in a cabin with two fifteen-year-olds for three weeks, or wine, waves, and all the Spanish food I can eat?” She pretended to hold each option in either hand, tipping the imaginary scales before one side won out. “What do you think?”

      I smirked. I wished it was about the wine and the food and the scenery. But it wasn’t. Those things were just perks of the trip. Perks I intended to make as much use of as I could.

      “Maybe you can stop by at some point in your vacay with the twins? Have you ever been to Spain before?”

      She shook her head.

      “Well, if you wanted to come, you can just call me, and I’ll open a portal to your place that you guys can come through. We’re going to stay at my father’s summer home there. From the coordinates, it looks like the place is in the middle of nowhere.”

      She shrugged. “Yeah, maybe I can escape without the boys for a day or two. Leave them with the nanny.”

      I wondered at how much Louie and Eddie hated still having to be watched over by a nanny. They were almost sixteen, after all. When the next term started, they would take their places at Arcane Arts Academy with us.

      I nodded. “That would be cool.”

      “What happened with the lawyer after we left by the way?” She sat on her suitcase and zipped it back up. “Marcus and I were wondering what he could have wanted to leave you…if that’s not too personal,” she added with a wince.

      I inhaled deeply, looking down to my hands in my lap as though they had the answers written on them. “His house,” I began, peering up to find Bianca with her head cocked. “…and a letter.”

      I didn’t miss the inquisitive stare she tossed my way from beneath her lashes.

      I sighed and straightened my spine, launching into the full recounting of what’d happened the night before, not leaving out anything. I told her about my mother, and about what Martin thought we might find in Spain. And after she stopped freaking out and accepted my words as fact rather than fiction, I told her about Leo and Lara, too. And how tomorrow, after we received our final grades, I’d be rushing back to see them before our flight out tomorrow night.

      “Well shit,” she said after a beat of silence, chewing her bottom lip.

      “I know.”

      “So, you’re not a witch, then?”

      I shrugged. “Not only a witch. I guess I have Enduran blood, too.”

      “Maybe that’s why—”

      “I bonded to two Enduran familiars?”

      “Yeah.” Bianca pursed her lips, her gaze growing further away as she mulled something over in her mind. “Are you going to tell anyone else? Like Granger? Or…?”

      I hadn’t really thought about it. But… “No. I don’t want to put her in a worse position, and I don’t know if they would let me continue here as a student if the faculty knew I wasn’t a full-blooded witch. Besides, I really don’t think it makes much of a difference. I’m still me. I can’t shift into a wolf or anything.”

      Bianca nodded her head slowly. “Guess you’re right.”

      “Promise you’ll keep it to yourself?”

      She narrowed her eyes at me as though offended I even asked her the question. “Of course, I will.” She reached across the space between our two beds and pulled my hand from my lap into hers. “You’re my best friend, Harper. The only real one I think I’ve ever had.”

      My chest squeezed painfully at her admission and the earnestness of her gaze. The guilt of what I’d put her through by shutting her out the last few days weighed heavily on my shoulders. I bit the inside of my cheek, squeezing her hand back. “Back at you,” I said with a half-hearted smile.

      “Am I interrupting something here?” The rich baritone broke the quiet and Bianca and I jumped back from one another. “If you need a moment, I’m happy to watch quietly.”

      Draven smirked coyly from the windowsill. How he’d managed to get the window open without us hearing him was a mystery, but there he was in all his glistening black hair and leather jacket glory. The cool night breeze drifting into the room brought with it the scent of his musky cologne, and the crisp mountain air cleared the room of its staleness and made gooseflesh rise on my arms against the chill.

      “Dammit, Draven!” I cursed. “You could’ve knocked.”

      “Happy to see you, too.”

      At his words, my body relaxed, and I found myself with the tiniest of smiles pulling on the edge of my lips. I found that I was happy to see him. Some part of me had been waiting for him to come since everything that happened. Just as I’d craved Cal and Adrian’s strength, and Elias’ comfort, in my grief, I’d craved Draven, too.

      I rose at the same time as he stepped into the room and shut the window behind him. I launched myself into his arms, not giving him a choice but to accept my mushy hug. His body tensed beneath mine, the muscles beneath his t-shirt hardening for an instant, before he relaxed into my embrace and placed his wide hands on my lower back, pressing me gently to him.

      I vaguely heard Bianca whisper, “I’ll just give you two a minute,” before I heard the solemn click of the heavy wooden door closing behind her.

      “Are you alright?” Draven whispered into the top of my head, his warm breath spreading over my scalp, making a shiver run down my neck.

      “Define alright.” I groaned into his chest, clenching the worn leather at his back into my fists. I sighed before I pulled away—just enough to be able to look up at him, but still close enough to keep my arms loosely around him.

      Draven reached up a hand and pushed the unruly red hairs from my cheek, cupping it in his cool caress. “The pain will recede.” He said it with a certainty in his gaze that had me questioning whether he was trying to compel me. For the briefest moment, I thought about asking him to.

      He could make the pain go away completely. He could make me forget. Draven could force me to be happy.

      But the moment passed and the guilt pressed in again, heavier than it was before. I couldn’t do that. It would be an insult to his memory. Not to mention it would be straight up cheating.

      I blew out a breath and tried to look away from his haughty stare, but Draven held me firmly in place. “You are so strong for one so young,” he said, more a musing for himself than anything else, I thought.

      My lips parted and I wasn’t sure what I was about to say, but when Draven’s gaze flickered briefly to my lips, all rational thought flew out the window. Was he…? Did he want to kiss me?

      Almost involuntarily, my eyes flicked to his lips.

      When I looked back up to his eyes, I found the piercing blue orbs watching me—studying me. He looked into both of my eyes in turn, seeming to search for something. I saw a vein grow thick in his neck and his own lips parted.

      Something like hunger flashed over his features before he schooled it back into submission.

      “Draven…?” I began, not even realizing I had been pulling him nearer until I could feel his breath against my lips.

      His scent enveloped me. That smoke and rose cologne I’d come to know as his. But this close, there was another smell there I hadn’t noticed before, something sweet, like ice-cold cherry cola after a day spent in the sun. It comforted me.

      As he leaned down, his lips a whisper from mine, his hand on my lower back tightened, pulling me into him until I could feel the hardness of his body flush against my own. My stomach flipped low and hard, that fluttery feeling that came only with fear or falling wreaking havoc on my nerves. It made my toes curl.

      My lips brushed his in the barest of kisses and a small noise escaped my lips—something halfway between a moan and a whimper.

      It was that tiny sound that broke the spell.

      All at once, Draven released me, leaving me dazed and more than a little unsteady on my feet. I blinked rapidly and cleared my throat, suddenly all too aware of my body. Of the way I shuddered and the burn in my cheeks. I didn’t know what to do with my hands, clenching them only to open them again, putting them behind my back, and then into my pockets. Looking everywhere but at the vampire still standing gargoyle-still three feet away.

      “I—” I hesitated, not really sure what I was going to say, but needing to fill the void of silence that was sucking the life out of the room and filling it with a tension so thick you could carve it with a knife.

      Idiot. What was I thinking?

      “Don’t worry about it,” he said, as though reading my thoughts and knowing I had been about to apologize. “It’s not your fault. It’s the—um…”

      I glanced up to find him uncomfortably rubbing the back of his neck. He moved his hand to push the longer strands of black hair from his face, uncovering his piercing blue eyes that were cast down at the floor. “I shouldn’t have fed on you.”

      “What?”

      “Feeding on someone—human, vampire, or witch, I suppose—it creates a sort of blood-bond. It’s a perfectly normal side-effect. The endorphins released during the feeding process, both for you and for me, leave a lasting impression.”

      I lifted a brow and waited for him to meet my gaze, working to keep my tone neutral. “You blood-bonded with me?”

      “It’s not an exact science. Sometimes the connection is stronger, other times it’s barely there at all after a feeding.”

      Was this why I’d been dreaming about him? I hadn’t wanted to think about it. I’d woken up three times in the last week from rather vivid dreams of Draven. I couldn’t talk to the guys about it, and I’d been too upset with Bianca to want to talk to her about it. But even now, the thought of telling her made a pit yawn open in my stomach.

      What would she think? Though Bianca agreed Draven was the finest bit of eye candy for miles, she hardly approved of me spending my time with the vamp. And the guys would get the wrong idea. Things between me and them had changed.

      We’d become friends. More than that, though, we were becoming something else, too. What I felt with them was undeniable. Just as what I felt for Elias was.

      They were all tied to me in some way, and I to them.

      But now, looking up at Draven’s impish, apologetic grin, I knew that there was something there, too. Whether it was born of blood bonding or not. I shook my head to clear it.

      “Okay,” I said simply. “Might’ve been nice to know that little tidbit before I opened my legs for you.”

      The blush simmering beneath the flesh of my cheeks burned hotter. I didn’t mean to say it like that. He had spread my legs. But only to bite…ugh, fuck it.

      “Can we just—can we change the subject?”

      Amused now, Draven nodded with a tilt of his head that was something of a tiny bow, the sparkle of mischief back in his eyes. “As you wish,” he said and gave a little wink that had my stomach fluttering again.

      Bastard.

      I cleared my throat and bit the inside of my cheek, moving to sit on the edge of my bed. Draven sat next to me, and I noticed how he was careful to leave a good foot of space between us this time. I also noticed how he wasn’t in his usual overly relaxed state, but instead seemed almost rigid in the way he sat. It looked horribly uncomfortable, but I didn’t say anything. For all I knew, I probably looked the same.

      “Have you been by the Abbey?”

      Draven shook his head. “A bit hard to get to Ireland without a witch to escort me there.”

      Right. I sighed.

      “Well, have you talked to the guys?”

      They were just out in the old tool shed. The one I’d converted into a makeshift studio apartment for them. After everything that’d happened, the students weren’t keen to have them around, even though it was proven they had nothing to do with the murders. This was the first time they’d been back with me on academy grounds since everything went down.

      They didn’t say it, but I thought the only reason they didn’t stay back at the Abbey was because they didn’t want to endure the second-degree from Leo and Lara. I didn’t blame them. Leo would grill them with questions about the familiar bond, and Lara… well, Lara would be making them swear blood-oaths against harming me—emotionally or otherwise. She was awesome like that.

      Draven pursed his lips. “No. I just came straight to you.”

      He didn’t know anything yet, then.

      I sighed.

      I really didn’t want to have to explain everything for a second time today, though it seemed I had little choice.

      His dark brows furrowed, shadowing his bright eyes. “Did I miss something?”

      “Ha!” I laughed grimly. “Get comfortable. This might take a hot minute.”

      I launched into a full recounting of Martin’s letter. I told him about my heritage. About what Martin left me in his will. And about his suggestion to go looking for answers at La Casa Rosa. Once I was finished, I mentioned the fact that Leo and Lara were currently at the Abbey and that me, Cal, and Adrian would be going back there tomorrow after classes were through to have dinner with them before our late-night flight.

      “So, will you come with us?” I asked him when he didn’t say anything after I’d finished. His lips were set in a hard line, and the furrow in his brow never softened. “Draven?”

      “Hmm?” he said, barely looking up—still processing everything I’d told him.

      “Will you come?”

      His lips parted as he looked into my eyes, searching. I wondered if he was looking for the same thing I’d searched for in the mirror earlier that day: some indication of the wolf’s blood running through my veins.

      He looked away and expelled a breath. Like me, he wouldn’t have found even a trace of Enduran in the green of my gaze. My eyes didn’t glow—never had, to my knowledge.

      “I’ll need to request leave,” he finally replied, his voice faraway.

      Right. He would need permission from his queen. I didn’t pretend to know the intricacies of vampire life or their hierarchy, but after a term at the academy, I knew more about them now than I ever had before. “Is she, like, the queen?” I asked him and watched as he rearranged his thoughts to answer.

      “What do you mean?”

      “I mean, I know female vampires are more rare than males. And I know male vampires often form a sort of…coven? Is that the right word? Anyway, they form a group around a female—protecting her and sharing her.” I shuddered at the thought, though it both excited and repulsed me. But the latter was only because I didn’t like the thought of Draven going home to this so-called queen of his to share his blood and body with her.

      When he closed his lips firmly and narrowed his gaze at me, my breath hitched. “So, is your queen the female of your group?”

      “You have so much to learn,” he said, distant, with a small smile on his lips now. “She is, as you say, the female of my group, but she is also known as the queen of us all. She is the last living connection to the original Vocari.”

      I didn’t really understand what that meant, but I nodded anyway. “So you, like, sleep together and stuff?”

      I hated how pathetic I sounded asking him that, but I felt like I needed to know. It was driving me mad not knowing. God, was I jealous?

      Why?

      I unfolded my hands in my lap and stood. “Never mind, don’t answer that.”

      Draven chuckled at my discomfort and a sizzle of embarrassment and anger raced along my spine. I hefted Bianca’s pillow from her bed and chucked it at him, catching him off guard. The pillow thwacked him square in the face and his eyes went wide. He jumped.

      I snorted as I tried to conceal my laughter at his look of indignation.

      I covered my mouth with my hand to stifle it. “I’m sorry,” I managed between fits of giggles—not sorry at all.

      His shocked expression morphed, his brows lowering, eyes narrowing, a sneaking grin curving the corner of his lips. “You’ll pay for that,” he said in a way that managed to be both joking and terrifying.

      I froze when he stood in a flash of movement and gasped as he appeared right in front of me. I flinched, anticipating a retaliation, but none came.

      “It would be too easy to attack now when you know it’s coming.” He shifted a step closer. “I’d rather wait until you least expect it.”

      I couldn’t help the grin that split my face. Something about Draven disarmed me. I’d hadn’t smiled at all in the last few days, with the one occasion this morning being the exception. I hadn’t laughed. Or blushed. Or had a moment’s reprieve from thinking about Martin and my grief over his loss.

      But I hadn’t thought of him in almost a full twenty minutes or so. As the weight settled back onto my shoulders and my smile faltered, I realized just how heavy the burden was.

      And then the weight compounded as I thought of everything else we still had to do. To uncover and figure out. Shifters and vampires were still in danger. And it seemed witches were now, too. We didn’t know why Donovan was killing teenagers from the academy, but there had to be a reason. We didn’t know why witches had captured shifters and vampires and kept them locked up in that warehouse in butt-fuck nowhere.

      But we did know they had injected some of them with something, Cal and Adrian included. We knew there was a lab. They were testing, but for what?

      Hot tears pricked at my eyes as the heaviness of it all settled over me.

      “Hey,” Draven said, his own smile fading now, too. He reached out and gave my arm a gentle squeeze. “It’ll be alright.”

      I wondered which broken facet of my life he was referring to.

      “Just tell me you’ll come with us.” I didn’t even care how weak my voice sounded. I needed all of them there with me. Elias and his big brain. Cal’s brutal truths. Adrian’s theories. And Draven’s knowledge of the ancient languages and deciphering code. He’d managed to decipher three more passages from the journal the last time he was at the Abbey with us. And who knew what we would find at La Casa Rosa.

      But it was more than their skills I needed to support me. I needed them. Like a house needs a foundation and a roof. The four of them had become my roots, keeping me stable. Without them, I was afraid it would all fall apart.

      Or worse—we’d never figure it out.

      Never put a stop to whatever malicious thing was going on in our messed-up world.

      I was afraid that it would never end.

      And I needed it to end, or I was going to go insane. Like, really insane. Worse-than-Rose insane. And there would be no coming back from it.

      Draven dipped his head down and touched his forehead to mine. “Alright,” he sighed. “I’ll come.”

      I released a pent-up breath and wrapped my arms around him, catching him off guard for the second time tonight. I felt his body stiffen for an instant beneath my touch. “Thank you,” I whispered into his leather jacket.

      “You’re welcome.”
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      So I exaggerated a bit.

      Blood-bonding could get intense, but that level of intensity didn’t last outside of feedings. It did create a minor bond, however—even an addiction in some—and Harper’s face told me she’d needed a reason, an excuse, for feeling something for me. I could see she was conflicted enough having Elias and the shifters.

      I was dead weight she couldn’t take on without hurting them.

      So I gave her an excuse.

      But damn, if it wasn’t hard to let her go right now. She clung to me as if she were afraid I was going to disappear. Maybe she was afraid. A brush with death had a way of adding perspective to people’s lives, and she was grasping for every hand she could reach. Anything to prevent losing someone else.

      It was a feeling I knew well. Helping her find answers would be our top priority at this vacation home of hers, but I could almost guarantee if she had the chance, she’d lock us away from any excitement we came across. I didn’t think that was something I could accept. Harper was worth protecting just as fiercely.

      When she finally pulled away, I was loath to release her. She glanced at the door to the room, then sighed. “It’s late. You should go before Bianca comes back.” Her fingers still curled in the front of my shirt as she spoke and she glared at them for contradicting her. “Get that permission from your queen and meet us tomorrow night. We’re flying in style.”

      I smirked and clasped her hands, helping her ease them from my shirt. “I do like style.” And then my traitorous hands wouldn’t release hers.

      Green eyes burned into mine and she huffed a laugh, stepping away and putting some much needed space between us. “Okay. Yeah, I’ll see you tomorrow, then.”

      Luckily for her, I had decades of willpower behind me, so I did not kiss her. I did reach out and tuck a stray strand of her gorgeous red hair behind her ear where it had come loose from the headband she always wore. Her breath hitched, pupils dilated, and her pulse sped up. The vein in her neck throbbed against her delicate skin, calling to me.

      The windowsill was cool through my jeans. Harper blinked and looked around until she found me hovering in the window, having not seen me move. “Goodnight, goodnight. Parting is such sweet sorrow, that I shall say goodnight ‘til it be morrow.”

      Her gaze flickered with confusion as I let go and dropped to the ground. The shadows of the night cooled my embarrassment at having quoted Shakespeare to a teenager who probably knew little, if anything, of his works. Aside from Elias, whose books I’d perused once while he’d been preoccupied elsewhere, Alchemists seemed more concerned with their personal history and that of their old world than the current one. Many Endurans and almost all of today’s Vocari were once human, attached to this place and learning the history of Emeris later.

      Harper’s head poked out the window above, but it was too dark for her to see me. Or, at least, I assumed by her darting eyes that she couldn’t. There was no way of knowing, short of asking or testing, how much her mother’s blood affected her basic senses. She closed the window, and a smile tugged at my mouth when I noticed she didn’t latch it.

      Maybe after I talked to Rose, I could come back and watch over her while she slept.

      “I thought I smelled you creeping around.”

      I fought the surprise off my face before I turned to the pair of glowing green eyes hiding in the trees nearby. Cal stepped out, dressed as usual in a pair of thinning shorts and nothing else. If they didn’t buy a new wardrobe soon, their clothes were liable to fall apart.

      “You talked to Harper?” he asked, stopping at my side to watch her window.

      “Yes.”

      His eyes flicked to me, then back to the window. “So you’re coming, right?”

      I gave him my cockiest grin. “Who would say no to a free trip to Spain? It’s very nice this time of year.”

      “Don’t pretend like you’re not going for her,” he replied, crossing his arms, “and I won’t pretend like I don’t understand why.”

      My brow pulled down into a frown. “What are you implying?”

      “Harper is…” He sighed and ruffled his hair. “She’s special. She has a way of drawing people to her. Odd people. Honestly, I’m not really surprised you got caught in it.” He huffed a laugh and shook his head, resuming his crossed-arm stance. “Given half an opportunity, she might’ve had Atlas himself barking a new tune.”

      A surprised laugh escaped me. I thought about the last time I’d met with Cal and Adrian’s former pack alpha, keeping him apprised of the warehouse investigation. Any time Harper’s name had been mentioned, his eyes had softened fractionally. Whether that was due to any significant fondness for the witch, or something more related to her familiars, I couldn’t be certain.

      “I have no doubt you could be right,” I said. “She is certainly something unique.”

      He finally turned away from the window and faced me fully. “So she told you everything?”

      “She did.”

      “And?”

      I raised an eyebrow. “And what?”

      “Elias says it’s never been done before, or if it had, they never survived past infancy.” His serious gaze burned through me. “You’ve lived quite a while. Have you ever seen someone like her before?”

      Of course there’d been stories over the years, but nothing I’d ever cared to investigate. Until somewhat recently, I hadn’t exactly been in the best frame of mind to even think about that kind of thing. All I’d cared for was my next meal and my next fuck.

      Until the last full-blooded Vocari came along and changed everything for our race. Rose and her insufferable entourage had taken the scrambled mess we’d been in and organized it, set laws and enforced them. Gave me a gift I’d never thought to see again and won my loyalty. Only since then had I started giving a damn about the rest of the world.

      “I don’t think anyone like her has ever existed in this world,” I told him. “Maybe before the curse, in Emeris, there might’ve been more freedom to intermingle. Certainly not since, not without risk. I agree with Elias on that.”

      Cal nodded grimly. “Whether she likes it or not, we need to protect her. She’s making a bad habit of getting into the middle of dangerous situations that could get her killed. If Martin hadn’t shown up when he did—” He cursed under his breath and turned away. “I hate to even think that, knowing how much she’s hurting over his death. But if it’d been her instead, I don’t think… I don’t think I…”

      He couldn’t even finish the thought, and I sympathized. “It would’ve been my fault,” I whispered, knowing he could hear me. “I saw the spell, I reached her just in time to die with her. If the old man hadn’t blocked it, that’s exactly what would’ve happened. If I’d been faster—”

      “Geez, you two whine a lot.”

      We spun to watch as a pair of golden eyes jogged out of the darkness. Adrian came to a halt before us and he punched Cal on the arm lightly. Cal’s shoulders seemed to slump in relief.

      “Of course, things could’ve happened differently,” he said harshly. “But they didn’t, and there’s no sense in wondering what-if. It’s done, and you’re doing that man a disservice by belittling his sacrifice.”

      I opened my mouth to respond, but he was right. We could feel bad all we wanted, but at the end of the day, we couldn’t change things. What happened, happened. Martin had sacrificed himself and we were all standing here today because of him. And so was Harper.

      “And we’re obviously going to keep protecting her, even from her stubborn self if we have to.” Adrian huffed and looked up at the window, which had gone dark. His eyes fell back to me, glancing over me from head to toe. “I hope you’re prepared for that.”

      “Sorry?” I cocked my head, confused.

      He grinned, a feral edge to his expression. “Harper wants to keep you around, for some reason. Be worthy of that recognition.”

      The shifters left me then, mumbling some excuse about an early morning, and I scrambled back up to the ledge, hanging easily until the two irregular breaths slowed to a light sleep. Then I crawled inside and hovered at her bedside, wishing I’d taken more than the brief kiss I’d allowed her to give. Wishing I had the freedom to give her everything she wanted, to be someone she deserved.

      Redemption seemed attainable now at my queen’s side, but I still had a long road ahead of me before I was worthy of true affection.

      Of her affection.
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      Draven had to leave almost straight away to run back to his queen to get permission to accompany me on my trip. He was acting a little off, but I had just dropped a huge bomb on him last night. Still, thinking about that almost-kiss and how quickly he’d pulled away—I wasn’t sure if I wanted to be offended or grateful he’d explained my strong reaction to him.

      The next morning, I borrowed Granger’s phone to add another seat to my booking, glad I’d gone for the nighttime flight. Since I’d booked first class, the airline was more than happy to oblige me—for an exorbitant additional fee, of course.

      I was careful to give the airline the exact spelling of the fake name he’d written down for me. David Ravenswood. It was laughable, really. He didn’t look like a David at all—not to me, at least. Davids were nice guys. Davids were guys who bought you a corsage for prom and asked you if you wanted to go steady.

      Draven was not a David.

      I’d rolled my eyes before agreeing to the mind-bending sum of money I’d just paid and hung up the phone.

      Granger re-entered her office from going to fetch some tea and perked up upon seeing me finished with the call. “All finished, then?”

      I nodded. “Yep. Thanks for letting me use it.”

      Witches didn’t have all that much use for telephones unless they were in high-security places like this. I’d had a cellular one a couple of years ago, but it was only because I sucked at magic and the majority of my spells tended to go haywire.

      Not much changed since then, but I thought my time at the academy was at least helping to shape my magic into a proper form. I’d only had a handful of fuck-ups. Turning all of Bianca’s clothing black being the most notable one. And I’d only had one of those awful migraines I’d been plagued with as a younger witch. At least, only one that had brought on a bad storm that I still wasn’t entirely convinced was my fault.

      Things were looking up in that department, at least. I wasn’t a total failure as a witch, anymore.

      I huffed. Gotta take the good with the bad.

      “Spain?” Granger said, a halfway question. A prod to bring me out of my reverie.

      I cocked my head at her, clearing it of the morning cobwebs still clinging around the edges. I needed a coffee before first period or I was going to fall asleep on my desk in the back of Elias’ classroom. “Yeah. Alistair had a summer home there. I’m going for the break.”

      I tried to sound excited about it, but my tone fell flat.

      “La Casa Rosa,” she breathed. A strange flicker of emotion crossed her face that I couldn’t place. Had she been there before?

      With my father, maybe?

      Ew. The thought of Ms. Granger and him together made me want to barf. Sort of like how the thought of any adult who I regarded as being a parental sort of figure in any sort of intimate—ugh. I put a stop to that line of thought.

      I wasn’t a child anymore, but for whatever reason, the idea of old wrinkly bodies—

      Ugh. Stop it, Harper!

      What my father did before he met my mother was so long ago, it was practically ancient history. There’s no reason it should irk me now.

      “Have you been there?” I asked, barely concealing my distaste while trying to change my perspective.

      “No,” Granger answered quickly, the word almost a snap. “I mean, no, I haven’t. It was a place Alistair and his family went when he was younger, before they passed, and then after…well, Alistair and I lost touch for a very long time.” Her gaze trailed to the floor, and it was near impossible to miss the sadness drawing down the corners of her eyes.

      Perking back up in a way that seemed all too forced, she pasted on a smile and regarded me with kind light brown eyes, reaching back to check and see if any of her hair had escaped her bun in the last three seconds.

      “It was always a place only for family.” Her tone carried a slight edge that told me she wasn’t happy about that. “But I suppose it’s yours now.”

      I nodded. She wasn’t wrong. There were a lot of things that were mine now. I wondered when that would stop being weird.

      Then decided it probably never would.

      “Where is it anyway?” she asked. “I always wondered.”

      “Well, it’s in Spain.”

      “I gathered that,” she said with a chiding look. She set her tea down on her desk, moving lithely behind it to sink down into her plush chair. “But where in Spain, exactly?”

      “Somewhere nearer to the coast. I can’t remember,” I replied honestly, shrugging. “Martin only gave me coordinates. The guys plugged them into Google. They know where it is probably better than I do.”

      She seemed disappointed and something plucked at my heart at the look that crossed her face as she narrowed her eyes into her teacup, sipping quietly at the edge of it. She really did miss him, didn’t she? “Maybe you could come there?” I offered.

      Granger had done nothing but help me since I arrived at the academy. Helping with my studies. Telling me about my father. Shielding me from the Chronicle and the Council, which I cringed to think about what would happen now that I was an ‘adult’. I doubted she would be able to shield me from their inquiries anymore. But good luck getting to me in Spain, dickheads!

      The point was, I owed her. And if being in a place so filled with the essence of my father would make her happy or bring her any measure of peace, then that’s what I would give her.

      “I mean, if you get some free time during the break.”

      “Oh, I couldn’t possibly.” She sipped her tea again, but I could already see her considering it. The excitement that lit up behind her eyes. “But… if it wouldn’t be an imposition…” she hedged, glancing up at me from beneath her lashes, as though hiding. Afraid to hear my response.

      She looked so much younger in that moment. Even though I knew, if she’d grown up alongside my father, she would have to be over one-hundred years old.

      Right then, she could have been sixteen. A friend more so than an elder or a teacher—never mind a headmistress.

      “Not at all,” I said without hesitation. Although, the thought of having a teacher over during my summer holiday with all the guys didn’t sound super appealing, no matter who she was. “You can come and tell me more about him.”

      She grinned. “Alright. It’s settled then. I’ll open a communication portal to you when I have time.”

      “Okay.”

      “You should get to class, though, dear. The bell will ring any—”

      The sounding of the bell interrupted her, and she laughed. “There it is.”

      I turned to leave, realizing I probably wouldn’t see her again before I left the academy since she tended to spend almost her entire days during school hours sequestered in this room. “Thanks for everything,” I told her, cursing myself as the swell of emotion thickened in my throat. “I hope you have a good break.”

      She regarded me with a pained expression, and I thought maybe she was seeing my father in my eyes. “You too, Harper.”
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      The rest of the day dragged on like no other I’d spent at the academy. First period being the exception. Elias hushed the whispers of the other students. He reprimanded them when they stared, casting me inquisitive and dirty looks. I silently thanked him from my seat in the back, my jaw tense.

      But after I left Arcane History, he wasn’t there to scold them into leaving me alone and their whispers followed me everywhere I went.

      Why is she always there when bad shit happens?

      Maybe it’s her fault they’re dead.

      I bet she’s the one who killed Headmaster Sterling and it wasn’t her familiars at all.

      And who the hell has wolf shifters as familiars, anyway?

      It isn’t natural.

      She’s not like us.

      By the time I sat beside Bianca in Donovan’s old classroom—now overseen by the same professor who taught Immortal Languages—I was utterly spent and dying to leave. Why the professors insisted on having an actual lesson today was beyond me. Our grades were already set in stone.

      I’d missed all the Alchemical Comprehension Exams because of what happened with Martin. Granger had given me a pass—like she always did—but that didn’t mean all the other teachers would.

      The exams made up thirty percent of our grades.

      I knew I’d be lucky if I didn’t fail every single class. I just wanted to get it all over with. Give me my shitty grades and I’ll be on my way, thanks.

      “You look awful.” Bianca eyed me worriedly as I slid into my seat.

      “Thanks,” I said sarcastically, narrowing my eyes at her as I stuck out my tongue.

      She opened her mouth to retort, but Professor whatshisface had already begun the lesson.

      After a few minutes, Bianca passed me a note and I looked down to see the neatly folded little triangle and rolled my eyes at her. But in the end, I unfolded it and read the parchment behind the thick textbook laying open in front of me.

      We get our grades at lunch hour, it said. Want to skip the rest of the day? We can go shopping for your trip.

      I wouldn’t pretend the idea wasn’t immediately enticing. Not the shopping part—though I supposed that might be alright, too. Besides, I still owed her a whole new wardrobe for ruining hers a few weeks before. Getting the hell out of the academy was the bit that got me.

      With a stroke of my quill, I replied to her note with two words.

      Fuck. Yes.

      She laughed once she had it unfolded in her lap and was swiftly reprimanded by the professor.

      “Something funny?” he asked her.

      And Bianca, being the perfect little student, crushed the note between her thighs and folded her hands atop her desk with a winning smile. “No, not at all, sir. Please, go on, this lecture is absolutely riveting.”

      Though I would’ve thought it impossible to miss the sarcasm in her voice, the professor blushed at her words and continued on with a renewed fervor.

      

      I didn’t particularly want to stay at the academy for lunch, either, but if I wanted to know whether I was doomed to repeat this term or not, I didn’t really have a choice. If I failed, maybe I could run away to La Casa Rosa—stay there where no one would be able to find me. Erect massive wards around the Spanish villa and never leave.

      Hell, I was just as likely to do it if I passed as if I failed.

      The sidelong glances I was getting from the student body as I pushed little elbows of macaroni around on my plate were enough to ruin my appetite. I couldn’t have that. I liked food too much to allow them to stress me into not wanting to eat one of my favorite cafeteria lunches. Just look at all that wasted cheese.

      It’s a goddamn crime.

      I took a long swallow of my glass of orange juice instead, grimacing at the slightly too-tart flavor that meant the oranges weren’t quite ripe for the picking when they were used to making it.

      “When will they be handing out our grades?” I asked Bianca, who was talking in a hushed tone with Marcus across the table. She giggled at something he said, the pair of them totally oblivious to all the people staring.

      Bianca had been memory wiped on more than one occasion and Marcus nearly died. People stared at them for much different reasons than they stared at me. They watched them and whispered about how they were so lucky to be alive. Poor Bianca. Poor Marcus.

      And there’s that fucking crazy, murderous bitch, Harper. Death clings to her like her own dark shadow.

      “B?”

      “What did you say?” She spun toward me, surfacing from her and Marcus’ little bubble.

      I was happy for them—truly, I was—but it was hard not to be a little jealous when the man I wished I could sit and eat lunch with was resigned to watching me from afar. Elias stood across the cafeteria, sipping a mug of Earl Grey, casting me half-hearted smiles over the brim of his mug when he thought no one was looking.

      I hated it.

      The fact that Cal and Adrian were still not permitted to enter the academy except to accompany through the portaling room didn’t help, either. I wanted to be outside eating with them in the old shed. It would be eons better than enduring this bullshit just to get my likely failing grades.

      “When will they be giving us our reports?”

      “Any time now.” It was Marcus who answered me. “They usually just send them straight to the tables just before the lunch hour is up.”

      I glanced up at the old-fashioned clock across the room to find there was still another fifteen minutes until the lunch bell would ring.

      Only fifteen minutes.

      I can do this.

      As my gaze trailed back down to my still-full plate of mac and cheese, I caught sight of someone entering the cafeteria. She wasn’t in uniform, but instead wore designer jeans and a deep purple long sleeve top that looked like cashmere. Paired with the distressed knee-high brown leather boots, even I had to admit she looked good.

      Even if it was Kendra we were talking about.

      She strolled into the cafeteria with much less of her regular swagger. It was hard not to notice she’d slimmed down since the last time I’d seen her. Her heart-shaped face looked gaunt and pale. And her jeans seemed loose around her hips. Her usually shining yellow-blonde hair was dull and pulled back in a messy ponytail that was very unlike her.

      Even the heavy layer of makeup coating her face couldn’t hide how tired she looked.

      Why had she come?

      Surely not just to collect her grades? They would have had them forwarded to her home after everything that happened.

      “Is that…?” Bianca began, turning to follow my line of sight.

      “Yep.”

      “She looks—”

      “Half dead?” I offered.

      “Harper!”

      “What?” I said with a half shrug. It was true.

      A squeal preceded the attack of her minion and with a pang of guilt, I remembered her other follower—er—friend was no longer with us. It was hard to miss how Kendra’s jaw tightened as her friend approached to hug her. Kendra returned the short embrace before she caught sight of me watching her and I quickly looked away.

      “Oh god, she’s coming over here,” Bianca hissed.

      I snapped my head back up to find she was right, and I folded my fingers in my lap. Kendra made a beeline for our table near the side-wall of the room, leaving her friend to follow awkwardly behind her.

      “Hi,” I said, my voice oddly strangled. “How are you? Um, I mean, how are you feel—”

      “I’m fine,” she snapped, and I saw a tinge of pink stain her cheeks beneath her makeup.

      “Oh. Well that’s good.” I glanced at Bianca for help, not really knowing what else to say or do. This was Kendra. I felt bad about what happened to her, but she was still the bitch who blackmailed me into doing her homework and I suspected also spread all sorts of nasty rumors about me. There had to be a reason I was avoided like the plague in this place almost from the first moment I walked in.

      “I—” She swallowed hard and her hands balled into fists at her sides. “I wanted to thank you.”

      “The fuck?” I distantly heard Bianca say under her breath, drawing out the curse word so it would have been impossible for Kendra not to hear her. She ignored it.

      “For saving my life,” she added when all I did was stare, gaping at her, my eyebrows dangerously near to getting lost in my hairline. “I—I’d be dead if you hadn’t come and found me. You could have left me there. But you didn’t. So… thank you.”

      “You’re… welcome? I guess.”

      “Good.” Her nasally voice sounded oddly strained as she began to turn away from our table. “See you next term?”

      I gave her a slow nod and she spun on her heel and went to sit with her friend and the dickhead in Elias’ class and all his friends, tossing her ponytail before she sent her shorter clone to fetch her something to eat.

      “That was fucking weird.” Bianca didn’t even bother trying to conceal her distaste.

      “Here they come,” Marcus said and rubbed his hands together, drawing my attention back to the table. First an envelope with Bianca’s name scrawled across the front appeared in front of her as though out of thin air. Then Marcus’, just the left of his tray.

      I held my breath as mine materialized in front of me, landing in the congealed mass of pasta and cheese sauce on my plate. Of course.

      Bianca giggled. “That’s some crap luck.”

      She was already tearing into her envelope along with Marcus. The rest of the dining hall had erupted in loud chatter and the occasional whoop! when someone found they’d done better than expected.

      Marcus was showing Bianca his grades and they began comparing them to each other’s scores, trying to one-up each other.

      I hesitated for a beat before I snatched up the envelope from the tray and did my best to tear open the goopy parchment without getting too much food on my hands. The envelope fell away and I unfolded the single piece of paper, my stomach in knots.

      What I found on the other side gave me pause.

      This couldn’t be right. I narrowed my gaze at the numbers staring back at me.

      There had to be some mistake.

      “How did you do?” Bianca asked gently, and I knew right away that she didn’t think I was going to pass, either.

      Turned out both of us were wrong.

      The tingling sensation of being watched crept over me and my eyes swept over the dining hall until they rested on the culprit. Granger stood near the entrance, her arms folded at her front, a cheeky grin crinkling her nose and turning up one corner of her mouth as she watched me—trying not to smile outright.

      No way…

      I grinned back at her and then turned to Bianca. “I passed,” I said incredulously and handed over the parchment.

      Bianca gasped and her voice turned to a whine. “No fair! There is no way you did better than me in Alchemical Sciences. You suck at science.”

      “Your GPA is higher than either of us,” Marcus added, unable to hide his own surprise. Even though I knew the grades weren’t accurate, it ruffled my feathers that they both seemed to think I was incapable of achieving them without the added flourish of Granger’s quill.

      I turned to mouth a ‘thank you’ to Granger, but by the time I looked back over to the entrance she was gone.

      “That’s because I’m smarter than you, obviously,” I joked, and Bianca grudgingly handed my report back to me.

      I’d tell them the truth. Later.
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      Leo and Lara were eager to leave and, if I was being honest, I was a little eager to get them out the door.

      I’d spent a small fortune on clothing and fancy designer luggage Bianca insisted I needed to have. I hadn’t had a chance to show Cal and Adrian all the clothes I got for them, or to shower, or to call Elias to see when he was supposed to be arriving in Andorra—and subsequently when I could expect him to come to La Casa Rosa to be with us.  I wasn’t even properly packed yet—everything was still in bags, tags attached.

      But I mostly needed them to leave because Draven would be here any minute, and where I had the excuse that Cal and Adrian were my familiars, I couldn’t think of any sort of excuse Leo would accept when it came to the vampire.

      Lara might be easier to coax into accepting him as being my… well, whatever he was. Friend? But Leo wouldn’t like it. He’d had a run in with a few vamps when he was younger and he’d been soured to their kind ever since. I could hardly blame him. Vamps were generally a mixed bag.

      There were some good apples among all the spoiled ones, but not as many as you’d think. I supposed all that power went to a person’s head. Add in the ability to compel and the lust for human blood and you often ended up with a bunch of self-important leeches walking around like they could do whatever the hell they wanted without consequence.

      Things were better with their race now than they had been before. I wasn’t entirely sure what changed, though. We hadn’t gotten to that bit in Elias’ history lessons yet. Or maybe he’d covered it sometime in the first half of the year and I’d missed it while I was busy being free.

      “We’re so sorry we can’t stay longer.” Lara gave me an impish grin as she walked arm-in-arm with Leo out the front door and turned back to face me. “We left the caravan warded, but it will only hold so long.”

      They didn’t need to say more. It was a wonder they’d left the caravan at all. They never did. One of them almost always stayed back with it at all times. There were too many unexplainable things inside it. And if another witch came upon it—well, they’d have their one-way ticket to a trial with the Arcane Council for supplying potions to mortals, no matter how diluted they were.

      They wouldn’t last in a place like Kalzir prison. That fact was how I’d ended up here in the first place.

      “It’s okay. Maybe next time I can come to you?” I offered, finding the idea of sleeping in my old bunk with only a foot of space between me and the roof of the caravan oddly comforting.

      Leo reached out and squeezed my shoulder. “Stay out of trouble, would you?”

      “I’ll try.”

      “Oh, my girl,” Lara said with a crack in her voice and gathered me up into her boney embrace. “We’ve missed you.”

      “I’ve missed you, too.”

      “Harper!” I heard Adrian calling from back inside the Abbey. “We have to leave soon, are you packed?”

      Lara let me go and I winced. “Not yet,” I called back, and both Leo and Lara chuckled.

      “You should go get ready. You don’t want to be late,” Leo said. It was his way of saying goodbye.

      I smiled at the two of them—as big of one as I could manage without it seeming too forced. “See you soon?”

      “See you soon,” Lara echoed just as Cal came out onto the stoop, a giant sub sandwich in his great big hand.

      “It was nice to meet you,” he called down to them as they descended the last step. They called back their farewell and Cal snaked an arm around my waist and hooked me back into the house. “You are so slow,” he said and tore another huge bite off the sandwich.

      Did they ever stop eating?

      “I’m going! I’m going!” I disentangled myself from his grasp. “Don’t rush me.”

      “The airplane isn’t going to wait for us,” Adrian said from the top of the stairs, his hands crossed over the edge of the banister. His face was contorted into a grimace.

      I squinted my eyes at him and ran up the stairs. “Hey.” I paused beside him, Cal joining me at the top a second later. “Are you feeling alright?”

      My heart leapt as he turned, and I found there was a thin sheen of sweat over his brow and he seemed pale and a bit gray. Maybe even a bit green. I’d never seen him like that before and it made me anxious. Had he eaten something bad?

      “Are you sick?” I lifted my hand to check his temperature, but he batted it away.

      “I’m fine,” he said. “Just… don’t like the idea of—” He broke off, looking away. “…flying.”

      I balked at him. “Seriously?”

      I wasn’t buying it.

      “No, really,” Cal said with a chuckle in a teasing tone. “He’s fucking petrified.”

      “Well, I wouldn’t say that,” Adrian replied, clearly put off.

      “Would you rather take a boat? Because I can arran—”

      “No, it’s fine.” He shook his head and winced. He turned and began stalking down the stairs to head in the direction of the kitchen. Probably going to find some whiskey to take the edge off, poor thing. “You know, if wolves were meant to fly, they’d have wings!” he hollered back over his shoulder before he vanished.

      Cal and I shared a look before he lifted his brows at me and we both laughed.

      I had to admit, I was a bit nervous about flying, too, but how many planes actually crashed? You know what, I didn’t want to know. It was going to be fine. Great, even.

      “I missed that sound,” Cal said around a mouth full of sandwich.

      I cocked my head at him, still grinning. “What?”

      He reached out a hand and softly caressed my cheek, passing his thumb over my chin as his gaze zeroed in on my smile. It faltered when I realized what he meant, and all the ugly emotions started to pour back in.

      “Hey, don’t do that,” he said, his gaze darkening as he stepped in closer. “Don’t retreat back into yourself. Everything is going to be alright.” He nodded confidently. “I promise.”

      I didn’t see how he could promise something like that, and I almost asked him to take it back, but I didn’t. I promised myself I would try harder to put the past and the grief behind me. Not to let the weight of everything we’d learned and everything I feared we had yet to discover drag me down—for them, if not myself.

      “You’re right.” I pressed my face into his warm hand.

      “Harper!” Adrian bellowed again from below and I jumped.

      “Shit,” I cursed, and Cal’s hand dropped from my face. “I better go pack. Give me a hand?”

      He backed away a step. Then another. Averting his gaze. “Hey! It’s your clothes, too!” I told him. “You’re really going to make me do all the work?”

      That got his attention. “My clothes?”

      I made a spectacle of looking him up and down. From his half-torn grass stained jeans to his bare feet to the mustard-stained collar of his deep gray t-shirt. They’d been recycling the same three or four outfits for weeks now. And they wouldn’t admit it, but I knew they didn’t have the cash to buy themselves new clothes. And they’d go buck ass naked before they asked their mom for a dime.

      “Yes,” I said smugly. “I can’t have you getting into a limo in that getup.”

      His mouth fell open and from the indignation I saw in his eyes, I thought he might argue, but then he clamped his mouth shut and glared at me and I knew I was in trouble.

      I squeaked involuntarily before I took off at a sprint down the hallway to my bedroom, planning to slam the door before he could reach me, but he was faster. He lifted me from behind, pinning my arms against my chest as he plowed us both through the door and into the room. There was too much to do to start thinking about the hard body pressed flush against my back, but it didn’t stop my mind from trying to go there anyway.

      I felt more than heard his quiet gasp against my back as he surveyed the room. There were bags and clothing everywhere. I’d already started pulling some stuff out, so there were pants strewn on the bed, dresses piled by the door, and bits of lacy panties I found at fancy boutique stores here and there. The shining colors of plastic bags and ribbons of receipt paper accented the beautiful disaster.

      I’d never owned so many things in my life. Things I picked out for myself. The whole first hour of us shopping was literally just me trying to figure out what I actually liked. I’d been living in hand-me-downs and had the choice of these torn jean shorts or those ones from the bins at Thrifty’s. I never had the luxury of having a particular style that was my own.

      Turned out, I liked black. But I already knew that. Dark colors with pops of vibrancy and weird little flourishes. Like the simple navy dress that would be almost drab and boring if it weren’t for the kitty-shaped collar complete with ears and a tail.

      And the purse that looked almost totally normal—a simple brown leather thing—except when you set it down on its side you could see it was actually made to look like an old book, with a spine and everything.

      I hardly knew those sorts of things existed. And once I found them, I refused every bland pink and purple kami Bianca tried to pass my way.

      “What have you done?” Cal breathed.

      I bit the inside of my cheek and tried to squirm out of his arms, but I was entirely locked in place. “Um… I shopped?”

      “Did you leave anything there for anyone else to buy, or is this everything?”

      When he let me go, I stumbled and almost fell into the mountain of dresses, scrambling back onto my feet and clearing my throat.

      “I just thought that maybe…” I trailed off as Cal lifted a bluish gray button up shift from the floor. A size large I hoped would fit his brawny muscles. “You know… since—”

      Cal was standing with his back to me so I couldn’t see his face, but I saw how his grip tightened on the shirt and his back muscles clenched beneath his threadbare t-shirt. “I’ll pay you back,” he said, and I could sense the discomfort in his tone.

      “No.” I tugged his arm so he would face me. “No, I don’t want you to.”

      He wouldn’t look at me.

      “Harper, I’m not going to—”

      “It’ll make me happy if you just take it and say thank you,” I blurted in a rush, not playing entirely fair and knowing it. I knew there was a chance they would feel… I don’t know—emasculated, maybe? I mean, I thought Adrian might be more alright with it than Cal, but I didn’t anticipate it making him this uncomfortable. The look of his face was making me uncomfortable, for fuck’s sake.

      Cal huffed and I could almost see the steam rising from his ears. “That’s just cruel,” he said with a snarl that didn’t reach his eyes.

      I knew all they wanted was for me to be happy, especially lately. But… “I never said I’d fight fair.”

      He tsked me and shook his head, his green eyes never leaving mine. “You bad girl,” he growled, and my stomach flipped low and hard in my stomach as the sound reverberated down my spine. “What am I going to do with you?”

      I caught my lower lip between my teeth and Cal elicited a tight breath before his composure broke and his hand came around my waist again, pushing me roughly back into the wall. This time there was no playfulness in his stare. There was heat and enough raw desire to make my nipples pebble and gooseflesh rise along my arms and the back of my neck.

      Oh my…

      My lips parted in a ragged breath that Cal swallowed up with a kiss that stole whatever remained of it in my lungs. I whimpered at the surge of energy rushing up through my feet and the explosion of butterflies in my stomach. His hands explored the curve of my lower back, pressing between my skin and the wall to curve over the mound of my behind. His tongue slipped along the seam of my lips, asking for permission.

      I opened for him and he entered, the feeling so intense it made dark spots crowd in at the edges of my vision. I was so hot. Suddenly so damn hot I thought I would melt if he didn’t stop.

      But I didn’t care. Even if I was reduced to a pile of ash and bones, I wouldn’t want him to let me go. Fuck, it felt so good to be held. To be touched.

      Lost in my pain and swallowed by all the death surrounding us, I’d almost forgotten what it felt like to live.
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      The end of a chaotic term. I would’ve been happy to think those words if I didn’t believe the summer break would be just as bad. Harper was on a mission on this so-called vacation, and she had a penchant for finding trouble wherever she went.

      She’d left a couple hours ago, on to the Abbey with Cal and Adrian. Meanwhile, I was stuck with the other professors, working to close out the end of the term so we could also take our breaks. The sun was setting by the time Granger ended our staff meeting.

      “Elias, could I have a word, please?”

      Granger approached with a cautious smile and gestured for me to follow her. I received a few sympathetic glances from the others in the room, then trailed her down the hall toward her office.

      “I wanted to say thank you.”

      I blinked at her in surprise. “Excuse me?”

      Her smile widened. “For giving Miss Hawkins the support she needs here.” My heart skipped at the insinuation, but then she continued as we entered her office. “I’ve spoken with her other instructors and most of them seem dismissive or cold where she’s concerned, but not you.”

      “I think she has a lot of catching up to do with her peers, but she has a lot of potential,” I replied honestly. “Despite the things that happen around her or to her, she still tries her best.”

      Granger nodded and sat behind her desk, folding her fingers beneath her chin. “And her familiars don’t bother you?”

      “Since we have no control over that, no.” The only thing that bothered me was the other side of their relationship, but I couldn’t exactly talk about that. “We bond to who and what we need to for our magic to develop as it should. Bonding with wolves—Endurans, to be exact—shows that Miss Hawkins’s magic is far beyond the norm if she requires not just one, but two such powerful beings.”

      “I agree,” she responded after a long moment. “And that’s why I passed her on to the next grade level. As long as she continues to work diligently, I will do what I can to support her, but I fully believe she has great power and needs even greater control of it to survive what’s coming.”

      Her words made me feel uneasy and I frowned. “What’s coming?”

      She let out a small sigh and waved at the chairs in front of her desk, so I sat. “Sterling and Donovan didn’t target her on a whim, I’m sure. And I can almost guarantee they won’t be the last to do so, though I’m doing everything in my power to make the school a safer place than it has been so far.”

      I had no idea how she planned to do that. Sterling had been an exemplary headmaster, to hear the other professors talk, and Harper had been the only one I was aware of to dislike Donovan. They were people no one suspected, so how could she root out other potential threats when those had gone unnoticed?

      “Her family line,” she continued, “was thought to be extinct. You were there; you saw it. I promised I’d keep that information as quiet as I could, but most of the Council was there and the story is spreading. There’s no telling what kind of people will come for her next, or how they’ll appear, how they’ll want to use her. Keeping her here to learn how to wield her power and defend herself is the best thing I can do for her.”

      “That’s why you started those defense classes so late in the year,” I realized aloud. “Not just because of what Donovan was doing, but for Harper’s sake.”

      “And the other students, obviously. Books will only get these kids so far.” Granger leaned back in her chair. “But anyway, I really just wanted to thank you for all you’ve done for her this year and ask that you continue watching over her in the coming term whenever I can’t.”

      I would’ve done that regardless. “Might be a little more difficult if she’s not in my class, but I’ll do what I can to help.”

      “I’d appreciate that, Elias.” She smiled warmly and waved her hands. “Now go on, I’m sure you’ve got better places to be. Have a good break.”

      “You as well, Headmaster.”

      

      I stepped through the portal onto a lush green lawn rolling back toward the small manor nestled in the Pyrenees Mountains. The air was cool and crisp, even in the early summer, and held an entirely different energy than the Appalachians I’d just left.

      The Appalachians were among the oldest ranges on Earth and still held an ancient feel to them. By comparison, the Pyrenees were a baby range. They essentially made up the border between France and Spain, where the small principality of Andorra sat.

      I took in the familiar sight of my childhood home before heading for the door. It was night, but many of the first-floor windows were glowing in anticipation of my arrival. Despite my parents’ insistence, I never portaled directly into the house.

      As I reached the steps, the front door opened wide and Caterina Fitzgerald stood there, hands on her hips. Her dark brown hair was in a loose braid over her shoulder and greying at the temples, but her blue eyes were still sharp. “You should’ve called if you were going to be so late. We had dinner prepared hours ago.”

      “Sorry, mare.” She ushered me inside and took my coat, having already sent the household staff away. She was strict about their schedules and rarely asked them to stay past their regular hours. “Work kept me longer than I expected.”

      “Tsk.” Never one for excuses, she made her way to the kitchen, where the food was being kept warm, and started levitating trays to the dining room. “Where’s Cecily? She couldn’t make it? You could’ve told us that, too.”

      I gaped at her across the table. “What? I never said she was coming. You know we broke up a long time ago.”

      My mother waved her hands as if it was a trivial statement. “Give it time, Elias. It’ll work out. She still calls me, you know. Every week. That’s more than you do.”

      That was news to me. When we’d reconnected shortly after Harper appeared in my life, she’d never said anything about it. “Why?”

      But she rolled her eyes dramatically. “Why? Why? Why must I have so many dense men in my life? Alexander, vine a menjar! Come eat!” She sat to the right of the head of the table and eyed me as I sat across from her. “She mentioned you have a new girl. I don’t like her.”

      Rubbing my temples, I sighed. “First of all, you haven’t met her—”

      “So it’s true?”

      “It’s… new,” I replied cautiously. “And second, I think you’d like her. She’s actually a lot like Cecily.”

      Except she didn’t trust the authorities. And had an even bigger stubborn streak. And Cecily’s magic never made mine sing like Harper’s did.

      And she had a power that I didn’t think any other living Alchemist could match, especially once she was fully trained as Granger intended. Part of me couldn’t wait to introduce her to my parents because it was a huge step in a relationship. Another part was abundantly cautious for the problems it could cause. Maybe one day, when no one was coming for her life.

      “Well, we’ll see.”

      “Kitten, leave Eli alone,” my father said as he entered. He was a broad-shouldered man with reddish-brown hair and eyes a brighter blue than mine or my mother’s. “He’s only just arrived. You’ll drive him away like that. We’d be happy to meet the young lady whenever you’re ready, son.”

      My parents could be overbearing sometimes, but I missed it in a way that made me glad I only saw them a few times a year. I was lucky to still have them, though. Thinking of Harper reminded me of how she’d grown up, with two adoptive parents who kept a foot of distance between them, always traveling, no roots, no real history. Now she knew who her father was and had a house that dwarfed our small manor, and hopefully we’d find some more answers about her mother in Spain.

      My mother pointed her fork at me. “So tell me something about this girl who thinks she can replace my Cecily.”

      I sighed heavily. It was going to be a long couple of days.

      



  




CHAPTER ELEVEN

      Harper

      

      I was right.

      Adrian wasn’t even half as upset as Cal had been about the clothing. He’d tried to offer to pay me back as well, but I guilted him into accepting them just as I had Cal. Worked like a charm.

      And damn, if they didn’t look amazing in them. I wasn’t sure what they would like, so I’d purchased a whole slew of different options for each of them. Tons in size large and even extra-large for Adrian to be able to fit his wide shoulders and heavily muscled frame. And some in medium and large for Cal’s tall but slightly slimmer build.

      I’d bought dress clothes and street clothes. Jeans in several sizes and t-shirts of every color. A few sweaters for fall. Swim shorts for the beach, just in case we had the chance for a swim. And boxers—though I suspected they usually went commando beneath their clothes since they’d tossed those aside when packing their suitcases with their favorites of what I’d bought.

      As we waited for our flight to board, Cal was in loose-fitting jeans in a dark wash and a deep, forest green t-shirt, the leather jacket I got him slung over his shoulder. Out of all the shoes I’d gotten for him, only one pair fit him. The ones that looked like dress shoes and sneakers had a baby. They were leather for the most part, but with little patches of denim-like fabric along the sides and thin, taupe laces.

      I’d have to remember he was a size thirteen for the next time I had a chance to shop. I’d assumed he’d be an eleven or twelve.

      Which happened to be Adrian’s size. So, he got almost all the shoes to keep for himself. He’d decided on the distressed tan-leather combat-style boots that went up to cover his ankles. He, too, was in jeans, but his were in a lighter wash with trendy tears and a few bleach ‘stains’ that were already there when I bought them. The white long-sleeve tee fit him like it was made for him.

      He had it rolled up so the soft material bunched in the crooks of his elbows, making his biceps seem larger, somehow, and his forearms more tan with the contrast of the crisp white. It made his whiskey-colored eyes seem brighter, too.

      They looked hot.

      Even standing next to the model-like form of Draven. He was in his trademark dark jacket and black tee, a pair of designer jeans on with worn casual shoes. So plain compared to Cal and Adrian, and yet he exuded sexiness. Something in his crooked smirk, maybe. Or how his dark, near black hair made his electric blue eyes sharper, gleaming under the fluorescent lights in the airport. The chiseled angle of his jaw was so taut, it made my fingers itch to trace the line of it.

      He winked at me when he caught me staring, making an angry blush claw up my neck. Bastard. He knew what he was doing to me. Liked it, even. But he was the one who pulled away last night in my dorm room.

      “I think they’re boarding,” Cal said, reaching down a hand for me to help me up from my seat. I looked to find he was right, and my stomach dropped. We were going on an airplane. In the sky. Flying over an ocean.

      I caught sight of Adrian, who was doing his best to conceal the strain in his expression. His hands balled into fists and he shoved them deep into his pockets when he noticed me looking. I gulped. I was excited and nervous all at once.

      “Flight 822 to Valencia is now boarding,” the flight stewardess’ accented voice came over the speakers. “Swish Air would like to welcome all first-class passengers at this time.”

      “That’s us.” Draven gave me a devious smirk, pushing off the wall where he was leaning. “First time?” he asked as he bent down in front of me to scoop up the little messenger bag I brought as carry-on.

      I nodded without saying anything, trying to imitate Adrian and conceal my fears.

      “Sit with me,” he said. I wasn’t sure if it was an offer, a request, or a demand, but the way he said it made it seem like a good idea. “It’s really not so bad. I’ve flown hundreds of times. I’ll walk you through it.”

      “Okay,” I replied. I glanced over in time to catch Cal’s barely concealed sneer of distaste as he moved from our path so Draven could link his arm through mine and walk me into the small line leading down the runway to the aircraft. They got along with Draven well enough now, but I got the distinct feeling from them that they wished he wasn’t with us. They were still a little put off that I’d let him feed on me, I thought.

      Heat rose in a path up the back of my neck and I shuddered. I wondered what they would think if they knew I wanted him to do it again.

      “Will you and Adrian be alright sitting together?” I tossed the question back over my shoulder, looking mostly at Adrian. I knew Cal would be alright, but Adrian was looking pretty green again. All traces of his usually fiery, jokester self had been missing lately, but since yesterday, they were pretty much gone altogether.

      I hoped he would go back to his usual self once we were safely on the ground.

      Adrian gritted his teeth as he fell into line behind us, drawing out his new passport from his pocket. It had been a bitch to get theirs so last minute. But it turns out, you can get your passport in just three days if you’re willing to pay for it.

      “Fine,” he growled. “Quit babying me.”

      I raised my brows at that but said nothing. Cal leaned forward to whisper. “He’s just grumpy. Ignore him.” His breathy voice tickled my cheek and elicited a shiver from my body I knew he didn’t miss. I remembered how he’d kissed mea few hours before and my stomach clenched, warmth pooling at the memory.

      Cal grinned in approval at my response before my attention was stolen back by Draven tightening his grip on my arm.

      “Passports and boarding passes, please.” The stewardess held her hand out as we approached the little booth to the left of the gate door.

      I passed mine to her and Draven handed his over as well.

      “Thank you, Mr. Ravenswood, Miss Hawkins. Welcome aboard.”

      I must have made a face at the name, forgetting for a second that David Ravenswood was the name on Draven’s passport because he pinched me and pulled me along down the walkway. “Come now, Miss Hawkins,” he said pointedly, and I shook my head at him.

      It seemed to take forever for the flight to board. But the seats up front where we were sitting all in a row looked a hell of a lot more comfortable than the ones in the back so I couldn’t really complain. I was sitting next to the window and Draven was next to me in the aisle seat. Across the walkway from us were Cal and Adrian, with Cal in the window seat and Adrian gripping the armrests, eyes forward and back erect in the aisle seat.

      I didn’t think we’d be flying together again any time soon. But then again, I supposed there would be no need in the future. Once I’d been to La Casa Rosa for the first time, I would be able to portal us there whenever I wanted. And I heard Europe had a really impressive rail system. We could take the train anywhere else we wanted or needed to go from Spain until I could portal to those places, too.

      The prospect of being able to portal to all these different places in the world brought me the same sort of joy the little girl who was waiting to board with us had at the amount of stamps she had in her passport. But in my case, getting each stamp would be much more valuable. I could jump through a portal to anywhere in the world if I got enough of them.

      It was beyond exciting to imagine and made me want to keep going after La Casa Rosa. Down to Morocco or over to Italy. Never look back.

      Too bad it was instilled in me from a very young age to keep my promises, thanks Leo and Lara.

      The stewardess had just finished showing the passengers what to do in the case of an emergency. When she got to the part about the breathing masks and using your seat as a flotation device in case of a crash, I thought Adrian was going to pass out.

      He was entirely too white.

      “I don’t think he’s going to make it,” I whispered in an almost non-existent voice to Draven, not wanting Adrian to hear me.

      I was nervous, too. Really nervous, actually, but my need to ensure Adrian was alright outweighed my own insecurities. He looked so uncomfortable it made my own skin crawl.

      “Excuse me, Miss.” I flagged down the stewardess the instant the demonstration was through. “Could you please get my friend a drink—something strong? Maybe whiskey, if you have it.”

      “I’m sorry, ma’am, but we won’t be serving drinks until after take-off. We’re just clearing the cabin for—”

      Draven circled his hand around the pretty stewardess’ slim wrist and stared into her heavily shadowed eyes. Her red-stained lips went slack as her gaze fell on him. “Get the man a drink, will you, love? Make it a double. Quick now—no time to waste.”

      He released her and she all but raced to the head of the plane where we could hear her rummaging through some unseen compartment.

      “You shouldn’t have done that,” I chided him. I wasn’t sure why, but I always hated the idea of compulsion. It repulsed me. The fact that Vocari could take away your free will just like that and you would be none the wiser made me almost ill.

      “Got what he needed, didn’t I?”

      Draven shrugged and grinned widely at the stewardess as she returned with a brimming cup of amber liquid and handed it to Adrian who took it and gave Draven a tight nod of thanks as he began gulping it down. The tension in his hands released a little, the white around his knuckles returning to a more natural color.

      Adrian slumped back in his seat and took an unrestricted breath.

      Puckering my lips in distaste, I forced the two words out of my mouth. “Thank you.” I meant it, though, even if I didn’t like his methods one bit. But then again, it wasn’t as if he’d hurt anyone. He only had the stewardess bend the rules a little.

      “Another for my friend here,” Draven said, stalling the stewardess in her retreat back to the front of the cabin.

      She turned and gave him a pleasant smile. “Right away, Mr. Ravenswood.”

      “What are you doing?” I hissed. Compelling the woman to help Adrian was one thing; compelling her for sport was quite another.

      Draven turned to me with one thick brow quirked over his bright blue eyes. “If your heart were beating any faster, it would hammer its way right out of your chest.”

      His left fist clenched slightly against the hand rest and I realized with a start that he wasn’t breathing. Like, at all.

      “It’s driving me mad,” he explained with a clenched jaw, and I saw the strain in his gaze as his nostrils flared.

      Oops.

      I opened my mouth to speak, but no words came out. The way he was looking at me—lustful and hungry and pained—made my toes curl and my chest heat. I took a long breath to equalize myself, but it hardly helped.

      Fuck, why does he have to be so infuriatingly hot?

      “I admire your desire to aid your friend, love, but while you’ve been busy worrying about him, you’ve not worried nearly enough about yourself.”

      What?

      I must have been giving him a strange look because he rolled his eyes at me. “You must be just as nervous as he is about flying, or even more so, but you’ve been very good at hiding it. If it weren’t for my own keen senses, I wouldn’t even have noticed.”

      It was then that the stewardess returned with a second glass filled with whiskey and passed it over Draven’s lap to me. I took it with a whispered thanks as the captain’s voice came over the intercom to tell the stewardesses to be seated for take-off.

      My stomach dropped and Adrian crushed the little plastic cup in his fist.

      I took a long gulp of the whiskey and grimaced at the acrid flavor. Ugh. It wasn’t even close to being as good as what my father had kept in his stores.

      I glanced over at Adrian as the plane pulled out of where it was parked next to the gate and began a slow crawl toward the runway. He had his eyes firmly closed and his chest was rising and falling in quick, short movements. Cal was looking at him now, worry clouding his green eyes.

      He should have told me he was this nervous. I never would have made him come on the plane. We’d have found another way.

      Draven leaned into my side, blocking Adrian from my view. His rose and smoke scent covered me like a down duvet and I stilled.

      “I could compel him,” he offered.

      “No.”

      “He wouldn’t ever have to know that I did—”

      “No.”

      “He would just believe that he fell asleep and—”

      “Draven.”

      “It’s David, remember.”

      “Do it.” Adrian’s terse voice, spoken through clenched teeth, silenced both of us and Draven moved so we could both look at him. His golden eyes were bloodshot and, though the whiskey had brought a little more color to his cheeks, he was still white as a ghost and green around the gills.

      Cal had turned away at the suggestion and was watching out the window as we pulled onto the runway. “If you’re going to do it, I’d do it now,” he said, his tone a mixture of annoyed and concerned. “We’re about to—”

      The plane launched forward, gaining speed so fast I was almost sucked back into my seat. Adrian’s eyes went wide.

      “Now,” he breathed and turned to face Draven with wide-eyed horror.

      Oh, my poor Adrian.

      I felt like my stomach was in my toes and the butterflies in my stomach were growing restless as I felt the plane’s front wheels come up off the ground. I saw the people in the seats behind ours were chatting as though entirely unbothered, but with all the ambient noise, I couldn’t hear what they were saying. I hoped they couldn’t hear us, either.

      Draven leaned into the aisle and gripped Adrian by his collar, I couldn’t hear what he said over the rushing of blood in my ears and the pressure of the air in the cabin. But when he let go of Adrian, my familiar’s body sagged with relief and I watched as he leaned his head gently back against the headrest and his eyes fluttered closed.

      “Thanks, man,” Cal said in a loud voice over all the rushing sounds. “I was about to knock him out; your way was much easier.”

      I couldn’t bring myself to laugh at what he said because just then the plane left the ground and tilted to one side, then the other, as the metal beast leveled out in the air.

      Once the pilot got the aircraft steady and my ears were finished popping and aching, I relaxed a little, almost wanting to laugh after the rush of adrenaline began to wear off. When I opened my eyes, I was surprised to find three things.

      That somehow, without even noticing I’d done it, I’d grabbed onto Draven’s hand.

      That he—whether just to oblige me or not—was holding my hand back, our fingers knotted together.

      And that Cal wasn’t looking out the window as the world fell away below. He was watching us, his gaze fused to where our hands were joined, a crease in his forehead and his lips sealed in a firm line.
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      Landing was somehow less terrifying than taking off. Other than the slight jump of the aircraft when we first hit the runway that made my heart jump and skitter into an irregular rhythm, it wasn’t so bad at all.

      Adrian had awoken when Draven snapped his fingers. He blinked groggily a few times before he remembered where he was and looked out the little oval-shaped window to see we were back on the ground. “Alright,” he said with a half-grin. “That wasn’t so bad.”

      I shook my head at him, rolling my eyes to the heavens. What was I going to do with these three?

      “What?” he asked as he unbuckled his seat belt.

      But I just shook my head again. “Nothing,” I replied, unable to keep the smirk from my face.

      The whole flight was only a couple hours, but it felt a lot longer. Draven flipped through the pages of my father’s journal, making little notes on a napkin as he did. I tried a couple of times to ask him what he was doing or if he’d found anything interesting, but it was like my ears were full of cotton and I could hardly hear his whispered responses so I gave up after a couple attempts.

      He would have to almost yell if I was to be able to hear him, and if he did that, we would be spilling immortal secrets to all the people aboard the plane. Instead, I opted for silence and watched the dark clouds as we passed through them in the night sky. It was so beautiful, I hardly wanted to tear my eyes away, anyway.

      It didn’t take long to get from Ireland to Spain—longer than taking a portal would’ve—but even the mortal way took only a little over two hours. Not bad at all.

      “How long will it take to get to the villa?” Draven asked when we finally stepped out of the relatively quiet airport, looking up at the sky. We still had at least several hours until the sunrise would so much as begin to stain it pink with the light of the new day. But I could tell being without certain shelter nearby made him twitchy.

      “Not long.” I glanced around and lowered my voice so the squat limo driver with the sideburns and balding dark hair wouldn’t hear me. “I made sure the limo’s windows were heavily tinted. It should be safe even if something happens that we can’t get there in time for sunup.”

      “‘Should be’ and ‘will be’ are two very different things,” he said tersely, but then relaxed into a sigh as the driver took his leather travel bag. “But thank you. I appreciate that you took the time to—”

      “Damn,” Adrian crooned, back to his old self. “Would you look at that thing?” I turned to find Adrian wide-eyed and admiring the sleek black limousine. Cal looked equally impressed, though there was an undercurrent to his look that told me he didn’t fully approve. Perhaps I should’ve rented a few motorcycles. I bet he would’ve preferred that.

      The limo driver finished with our bags and opened the door for us. The guys piled into the back. First Adrian, then Cal, then Draven. I paused before entering, asking the driver in a low voice. “Will you have any trouble finding the house with the coordinates I gave?”

      “No, Miss. Hawkins. I’ve already selected a route and will have you to your house within a few hours at most.”

      His accent was strong, but I managed to understand him despite it.

      “There will be a large tip if you can get us there before sunrise.”

      His brows twitched upward at my forwardness, but he said nothing, only nodded before I folded myself into the cab and he shut the door behind me.

      “Wow,” I breathed as my eyes adjusted to the soft interior lighting.

      The limo was so grandiose, it was hedging on being ridiculous. There were blue lights in strips along a plush carpeted floor. Matching lighting was inlaid into the ceiling in such a way that it looked as though there was an inverted chandelier inside the vehicle. The seats were long and plump beneath their soft-leather casings.

      And on the endcap of one side, there was what looked to be a refrigerator, and above that a store of champagne flutes and more of the bluish lights. Soft music spilled into the narrow space—Sinatra, if I wasn’t mistaken.

      One look at all the guys, meeting each of their gazes in turn and I couldn’t help myself—I burst into a fit of giggles at the insanity of my change in circumstance. And at the luxuriousness I knew I would never grow accustomed to.

      I could imagine the limo service’s regular clientele stepping into the beast of a vehicle with their posh noses turned up. They’d probably complain about the smell—which was a pleasant citrus scent—claiming they were sensitive to aromas when they themselves reeked of eight-hundred-dollar perfume.

      Cal and Adrian joined me in my laughter, and I wondered offhandedly if the driver could hear us back here with the visor rolled up. Then I realized I didn’t care.

      It was Draven who reached into the fridge for a bottle of champagne, unable to contain his own grin as the rest of us laughed. “Might as well have some,” he said as the cork popped free with a loud thunk and bubbles spilled over onto a spot of carpet.

      Draven poured me a flute of it as my giggling began to subside. “Congratulations on completing your first year at the academy.”

      “You mean surviving it?” I asked, only half joking.

      Draven handed Cal and Adrian their glasses too, and poured one for himself.

      “To Harper,” Cal said, and I picked up on the seriousness in the way he said it, his heavy gaze settling on me in a way that made me quiver on the inside.

      “To Harper,” both Draven and Adrian echoed. Adrian giving me a sly wink that made heat sizzle into my cheeks.

      I raised my glass for the toast. “And to you,” I added, mentally including Elias and everyone else I wished I could be toasting with in my mind. “To us!”

      “To us!”

      

      Cal was snoring softly when the limo finally came to a stop a little over two hours later. He’d taken up an entire row of seating, leaving the rest of us to cram onto one side. I was laying in Adrian’s lap, and he was stroking my hair languidly, still sipping on the second bottle of champagne we opened the hour before. Draven looked a bit uncomfortable as the hours drew nearer to dawn, but I was certain there was still a good amount of time before he was in any danger.

      Then again, I supposed someone as old as Draven didn’t live as long as he had by taking a lot of risks.

      The visor rolled down and Cal shot up out of his seat, smashing his head on the curved part of the ceiling. I winced for him. “Good morning, sunshine,” I said to him as he rubbed the sore spot on the side of his temple.

      He groaned.

      “Miss, we’ve arrived at your destination. There seems to be a locked gate ahead and I don’t see any intercom. Do you have a key?”

      I bit the inside of my cheek. “Um… no. I mean, you can just let us off here. I may have to dig for it.”

      A lie. But I didn’t want this man to know that I’d never been here before and didn’t even have a key to get into the place. I hadn’t even thought to look for one before we left Rosewood Abbey. I didn’t want this guy thinking we were breaking in or some other unsavory things.

      I was certain we could find a way in. I just wanted this guy to leave before I had to cast a spell to release the lock.

      “Are you certain, Miss? I could—”

      “Yes. Here is fine,” I interrupted. “Thank you.”

      The visor rolled back up and within a few moments, I heard him unpacking our luggage and then the door opened.

      I moved to get up from the seat when Draven grabbed hold of my arm. “Shall I compel him to forget about this place?”

      I scrunched my brows at him, confused for a moment before what he said sank in. No one knew where this place was outside of my family and Martin, who were all dead now. They’d wanted to keep it that way.

      Grimacing, I nodded. I couldn’t be certain the limo driver wouldn’t go blabbing about the villa he took a client to in the middle of nowhere. We couldn’t have mortals poking around. What if my father kept witchy things inside, out in the open?

      If the driver could see the gate and the house beyond, it meant the place wasn’t warded anymore, either. Which was not good.

      Draven released me and I stepped out and onto a dirt and gravel drive. The air outside smelled of sea-breeze, sweet oranges and something smoky with an undercurrent of freshness that came from being surrounded with trees and lush, vibrant green growth.

      The sky had begun to lighten, but only slightly. The dark colors leeching away to make a sort of faded navy. Like the worn spots on a pair of old dark jeans.

      Draven hesitated before he exited, and I gave him a quick nod to let him know it was safe. “¿Puedo hablar con tigo, señor?” Draven said as he stretched out his back, speaking to the limo driver.

      I cocked my head at him, pleasantly surprised—and I’d admit, near drooling—at his casual use of the romantic language. His pronunciation was on point.

      I supposed I shouldn’t have been surprised he could speak the language since he himself told me he spoke several others. He would come more in handy on this trip than I gave him credit for.

      “He can speak Spanish?” Adrian said, jabbing a thumb toward where Draven was corralling the limo driver closer to the front of the limo to speak privately. He was a little unsteady on his feet from all the champagne and I hoped there was some fresh water inside, otherwise he’d end up with a nasty headache.

      I could portal out later to get some food, but I was hoping to get a bit of shut eye before we had to do any adulting.

      “Are you surprised?” Cal asked, blinking away the sleep in his eyes. He stretched and yawned, taking a deep breath in through his nose that made his already bulky chest expand to its limits. I admired the way his green t-shirt pulled taut across his pecs and strained to contain the mass of muscle wrapped in dense cords around his biceps.

      I shivered, and it wasn’t from the coolness of the evening. Hell, it wasn’t even all that cold, even though it was the middle of the night. Adrian handed me his jacket and I took it, not wanting to admit I wasn’t shivering from the chill, but from watching his brother wolf flex.

      Cal jerked to stillness and dropped his arms, a furrow lowering one brow. “You smell that?”

      I sniffed the air but smelled nothing aside from the general scent of the valley. I realized afterwards that he hadn’t been asking me. He was staring askance at Adrian, who’s eyes sparked into a low golden glow as he sniffed the air around the back end of the limo.

      He paused. “A wolf?”

      “Shifter,” Cal corrected, and his spine straightened.

      “Are you sure?” I interjected, unconsciously moving in tighter to my familiars. “How many?”

      Cal pursed his lips. “Just one, I think.” His bright green eyes ignited as his Enduran senses worked to suss out what exactly it was he’d scented.

      I narrowed my eyes, squinting into the dim brush on either side of the road. I glanced around the front of limo and saw Draven and the driver in the glare of the headlights, and beyond them a tall wrought-iron gate not unlike the one at Rosewood Abbey. The metal rods bent to form the shape of roses. But there was nothing beyond it that I could see. Not even the house.

      Just a long, winding drive I could only just make out beyond the gate. The ten-foot stone walls to either side of the gates that looked to wrap around the entire property didn’t allow any outsiders the opportunity to look in.

      I didn’t see any beady eyes in the brush—thank fuck.

      “That’s a little unusual, isn’t it?” I asked when I was sure we weren’t about to be pounced on. “Don’t you all, like, usually travel in packs?”

      Adrian smirked at my words. “Not always. More likely it could be recently changed and hasn’t found a pack yet.” He shrugged. “It happens.”

      “It will probably scent us, though,” Cal said. It was plain to see he didn’t like the idea. “Let’s just hope it keeps its distance.”

      “But if they’re newly changed, they could need help,” I argued. “Maybe a little guidance from Endurans who are more experienced?”

      Adrian hefted his bag onto his shoulder and grabbed the handle of my rolling suitcase in the other. “What do they teach you in that school of yours?” he asked with a quizzical look, but his tone was more teasing than anything. “If a newly changed shifter is in these woods, you better hope it isn’t a full moon anytime soon.”

      That’s when I remembered…

      The moon room. And how young shifters took months, sometimes years, to control the primal urges of their wolves. How they had to be locked up during the full moon until they and their wolf could become of one mind.

      I glanced up at the moon, considering what Adrian said. It was somewhere between a first quarter and waxing gibbous. Or maybe it was waning? Had there been a full moon recently? I didn’t think so. Which meant it would be full soon.

      Well shit.
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      The limo driver drove away in a daze. Draven assured me he had even instructed the guy to destroy any evidence of this place. Including notes and GPS directions from his employer’s records.

      If he’d done it right, the secret of La Casa Rosa would remain just that—secret.

      A tremor of nervous energy coiled up through my feet as we approached the metal gate. Not for the first time, I wondered what we would find inside. Would it feel like home or would it feel like walking into a husk of what it once was? Had it been ransacked since it’d been left unwarded to rot? What did my father keep inside that was so important to keep secret and safe?

      Or was it really just that his parents and their parents before them had just wanted a private vacation home?

      Somehow, I doubted the latter.

      I couldn’t see all that well in the dark, but I found no matter how hard I squinted into the blackened greenery beyond, I couldn’t see even so much as a hint of a house. The brush wasn’t that dense. The trees weren’t super thick, either.

      I should have been able to see something down the gravel drive, shouldn’t I?

      “You sure there’s actually a house back there?” Adrian asked, echoing my own thoughts. If even his wolf-eyes saw nothing in the dim, then maybe there really wasn’t anything there.

      I didn’t answer him, instead setting to work on the gate.

      Drawing on my magic, I raised my hand and spoke the incantation. “Lucidus.”

      The sigil sprang from my fingertips, a waving bluish line with a circular shape at the base. The sigil glowed brightly, growing and changing until it was a ball of bluish light illuminating the iron of the gate.

      The first thing I noticed was that there was no lock. No big key-hole. And unlike a normal gate, this one wasn’t made up of two doors that would swing open to allow anyone on the outside passage within. It was seamless. A wall of curling iron between two tall walls of stone. It wasn’t meant to be opened. At least not by mortal means.

      “Can you open it?” Draven asked with an eyebrow raised.

      I huffed a breath and rolled my sleeves. “Let’s see.”

      I hadn’t had to do this sigil in a while, and I took my time drawing it out. The bright green of my magic trailing behind the path of my fingertip as though I’d dipped it in otherworldly paint. I couldn’t afford to fuck this up. So, I made each line and curve in the unlocking spell perfect. I had a feeling it wouldn’t work unless it was just right. I channeled more power into the witch’s mark, making it surge brighter, filling it with power.

      I clenched my teeth, trying to ignore how, as my body drew the earth’s magic into it, a bit of darkness tried to push inside, too. It’d been like that since the blood magic spell I’d done to recover Bianca’s memories. I’d used blood magic too many times and, if I wasn’t careful, it would consume me.

      I shoved down that part—the part that hissed and writhed below the earth’s crust, begging to be set free. “Resigno,” I said, pressing my palm flat against the wavering lines of the sigil in front of the gate.

      The sigil faded. Nothing happened.

      “Well that didn’t work,” Cal so helpfully pointed out.

      I groaned. “No shit.”

      I tried the sigil again, speaking the incantation more forcefully this time. Pouring even more power into it. But it didn’t work. The gate didn’t budge, and my magic fizzled out a second time.

      Fuck.

      “Maybe we could—”

      “I need to think,” I interrupted Draven, clenching my fists. I had an idea, but I didn’t know exactly what it was. There was a way to open it, I knew it. And I knew that I knew it. But it was like a word trapped on the tip of your tongue; no matter how many times you open your mouth to speak it, it sticks there stubbornly until someone else says it for you.

      Ugh. I groaned as I sifted through the foggy, sleep-addled abyss of my thoughts. The fact that I hadn’t been sleeping much lately, coupled with the long day of lessons, shopping, and travel, were getting to me.

      It took a few minutes, but then the thought started to take proper shape. The bookcase. That awful night with the phantom with the blackened flesh. I shivered just to remember him—it—whatever it was, so glad that whatever had tied those spirits to me after the origin spell seemed to have all but faded.

      But I remembered now. How the one spirit told me how to open the secret passageway. I remembered the words. The incantation that loosely translated meant open for blood.

      My blood was my father’s blood, too. It was how I’d entered his secret study. And I had the feeling it would be how I entered here, too.

      I pressed my hands against the cold iron and bowed my head to focus, drawing on my power a third and hopefully final time. I felt the connection between myself and this place. Even though it was a place I’d never been before, it called to me from the other side of the gate like a siren. The connection was there, and I needed to use it to gain entry.

      My lips parted. I hushed Cal as he attempted to say something, and then I spoke the words. “Recludo Sanguis.”

      The iron beneath my hands warmed and then evaporated as though made of the lightest, smallest grains of sand, and blew away in the gentle night’s breeze, dissolving until the gate was no more.

      It was as the gate fell away that I realized there was some other form of magic clinging to the iron. A stationary ward of some kind. A spell to conceal what lay beyond.

      Because one second I was staring through the bars at a long gravel drive and nothing else but trees and shrubbery. But as the gate vanished, the truth of what it hid became rapidly clear. In the span of a single blink, there was a house. As though it sprang up from the earth out of nothing.

      It was plain to see it was old, but it wasn’t decaying or crumbling as I’d feared it would be. It was immaculate. Pristine as though the slow decay of time did not deign to touch it. The villa was tall and wide. At least three stories. Its walls were eggshell white and stuccoed. The shutters on either side of each window were the same burnt red-orange of the terra-cotta tiles on the peaked roof.

      A large veranda could just be seen on the right side of it, jutting out from a master bedroom, I supposed. Lush gardens hedged the whole thing in and crawling green vines clung to the exterior over the arched doorway and around the back. It looked like something out of a fairytale. I was willing to bet when the sun hit it in the morning, it would be even more beautiful. If that was possible.

      I tried to imagine my father here—to picture it. Him with his parents and younger sister before she perished in the fire, running through the gardens, laughing. It was an impossible image. I didn’t even know what they all would’ve looked like.

      A deep sadness filled me and some of my excitement waned. Maybe I would gain some insight with what we found inside. Perhaps there would be family photos of them all. Maybe I’d get to know them through the house they’d made a second home in.

      “It’s… really nice,” Cal said, faltering as though unable to find the words to describe it properly.

      “It is, isn’t it?” I replied.

      Draven hefted his worn leather duffle over his shoulder and started down the drive toward La Casa Rosa. “Come on. We should get inside.”

      The first rays of sunrise had begun to stain the underbellies of the clouds a blush pink. He was right. We all needed some rest. At least a few hours before we could have a proper look around. I hoped there were some usable blankets and pillows on the beds. Though I supposed I could pop back to the Abbey to grab some if needed. Even though the mere thought of expending more energy to open a portal back home made my eyelids heavy.

      I trudged along the gravel in my new distressed brown leather combat boots. The ominous crunching of dirt and stone beneath our soles was the only sound in the growing dawn, save for the chirp of crickets and the beginning of birdsong as the sun rose.

      “You think there’s food in there?” Cal asked in a low voice as he caught up with me, keeping pace with my slow steps.

      I smirked. Of course, that’d be the first thing he asked for.

      I guessed I’d be making a trip back to Abbey after all. “Don’t worry,” I said, unable to keep the note of exasperation from entering my voice. “I’ll make sure I get you something to eat before I pass out.”

      He bumped his shoulder against mine and I grinned. “I’ll make breakfast if you bring back some eggs and bacon.”

      I looked at him incredulously, my eyes narrowed to slits as we came up on the front door. Draven was already feeling around the top ledge of it for a spare key. “You cook?” I asked Cal.

      He cocked his head at me. “Maybe not very well, but yeah. I can cook.”

      Well, I’ll be damned.

      I shrugged. Seemed like a fair enough deal to me. “Sounds like a deal, then. I’ll grab what we need from the Abbey. Or—” I added, thinking better of that since the last time I looked in the pantry back at the Abbey, there were cobwebs forming in the corners and not much left at all, save for canned goods and bags of coffee beans. “I might have to actually go shop for some. Maybe you could—”

      “Who are you and what are you doing here?”

      I whirled around and an arm shot out and shoved me back. Cal had moved me behind him so roughly and so suddenly, the breath caught in my throat. Damn. As I sputtered, I tried to make sense of the scene. Squinting in the gloom of early morning, I could see a figure standing several feet away from us.

      Adrian and Draven abandoned their things at the door and came to stand with us.

      “Look, lady, we don’t want any trouble,” Adrian said impatiently. “And the better question is, how did you even get in here?”

      I drew down Cal’s arm to stand beside him, trying to get a better look at the person. Once I was around Cal’s tall frame, I could see her better.

      The woman was middle-aged. Her long pin-straight brown hair had streaks of gray around her crown and her eyes were a dull shade of brown and tired-looking. Her skin was tan beneath the white night-gown type dress she was wearing. Her feet were bare. But there was something in her voice that didn’t suit this place. The lilt of an accent whittled down to a whisper of its former self.

      I couldn’t place it.

      But I knew one thing for certain—it wasn’t a Spanish accent.

      Was she…? Was this woman living here? Was she squatting in my father’s house?

      The woman opened her mouth to protest against Adrian’s question, but I silenced her with a snarl. “This is my house,” I told her. “It’s belonged to my family for generations.”

      The woman looked like I physically slapped her, and I thought yeah, that’s right, my house, not yours. She’d better get out of here before I had my guys force her out. It was clear from the first moment I saw her that she wasn’t a witch. The woman was human and had no right to be in this place.

      “You’d better leave, ma’am,” Cal said. His voice was gruff, but also gentle, as though he pitied the woman who was clearly squatting in my father’s empty house.

      The woman didn’t so much as glance at Cal, or any of the others. She was staring at me as though transfixed by the curve of my face. Or maybe the vibrant red of my hair. “What is your name?” she asked me.

      “Harper,” I replied, crossing my arms. “Harper Hawkins. Now, you’ll need to be go—”

      The woman shook her head and in the oncoming dawn I saw the glimmer of unshed tears in her eyes. “You’re… Alistair’s daughter,” she choked. “You’re—well, you’re all grown up.”

      Wrinkling my brow, I shared a look with Draven, who looked just as perplexed as I was.

      “I’m sorry, but how exactly do you know my father?”

      She wiped away the wetness rimming her eyes on the sleeve of her night dress and lifted her gaze back to me. “I-I’m the housekeeper,” she stuttered. “I live in the cabana out back. My family has watched over La Casa Rosa for the Hawkins’ for generations. I… I haven’t seen you since you were just a babe. After Alistair… well, after what happened, I didn’t think anyone would ever come back to this place.”

      I didn’t believe her.

      She had to be lying. My family wouldn’t hire a mortal to take care of their home, would they? It didn’t make any sense—besides, it was against the law. Unless… unless this woman and her family didn’t know they were housekeeping for witches.

      “How’s the Abbey?” she continued. “Have you been there? Is Martin still the caretaker? The man must be close to three-hundred by now.”

      I winced.

      So, she did know we weren’t mortals.

      And she knew Martin. I didn’t want to be the one to tell her about what happened to him. She must have seen the discomfort in my expression because she stepped forward and said in a much softer voice. “Is something wrong?”

      “Look, lady, I don’t really know who you are or what’s going on here, but we’ve got to get inside.” My gaze flicked to Draven, taking in the taut line of his jaw as he watched the clouds brighten. “We’re all really tired—”

      “And hungry,” Cal added, and I elbowed him in the ribs.

      “Maybe we can talk some more tomorrow. I—I’m sorry I told you to leave. I didn’t realize…” I trailed off, not really knowing what else to say. I just wanted this long ass day to end.

      The woman raised her hands as though to wave off my apology. “Not at all. I’d be just as confused to find a strange woman on my property.” She paused and then tilted her head toward the villa. “There are clean sheets in the closets of each room. I stopped making the beds some years ago, but I do wash the bedding every other moon. You’ll have to light the boiler if you want hot water. Oh! And run the taps for a bit before you drink the water—I haven’t done that in a while.”

      “Is there a key?” Draven asked her, jerking his chin in the direction of the door.

      She nodded and procured one out of the pocket of her gown. Even though Draven held his hand out for the long piece of brass, the woman stepped forward and handed it to me, closing my fingers over the cool key with her clammy hands. “Welcome home,” she said and spun on her heel, releasing me to head back towards the back of the house. I couldn’t see anything reminiscent of a cabin behind the high walls of the villa and I wondered how far into the trees her home was.

      “Hey!” I called before she was out of sight. “What’s your name?”

      The woman paused and very slowly turned her head back with a half-hearted smile that spoke of some sadness I couldn’t comprehend. “It’s Dee,” she told me. “You can call me Dee.” Then she started off again, hollering back, “I’ll bring you all some breakfast in a few hours,” before she was out of sight, lost amid the trees.

      “Did you hear that?” Cal said, suddenly chipper as he turned to move with us toward the door, rubbing his hands together. “Guess I got out of cooking.”

      I smacked him with the back of my hand, and he nursed the imaginary injury, rubbing his arm with a pout.

      I rolled my eyes at him playfully. “Just get in the house.”
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      The key turned smoothly in the lock and Draven was the first in through the door, hissing slightly as the darkness inside enveloped him and he knew he was safe.

      I followed him inside and cast a light sigil to see by, whispering the incantation with a yawn. “Lucidus.”

      The glowing orb of bluish light rose above us, illuminating our immediate surroundings. It was a grand entryway with cool tile underfoot and high ceilings. There were iron hooks in the wall to my right for jackets, and a bit further up from the main entry the house split off into three directions. It was too dark and shadowy still for me to be able to see everything, but as I took off my shoes and stepped forward, I could make out the shapes of furniture covered in thin white fabric in each room to either side.

      One had a large hearth and looked to be a sitting room, and the other to my right seemed like a music room. It had a grand piano and not much else.

      Straight ahead was a wide hallway leading into the heart of the house, and on the left of the hallway was a straight staircase leading up to the second level, a red carpet running up its middle. It was musty and more than a little dusty inside and I had to pinch my nose for a second to stop an oncoming sneeze. I wondered offhandedly if the woman who proclaimed to be a caretaker really didn’t do anything at all since my father last left.

      I sighed. As much as I wanted to uncover everything and start searching for the answers Martin said I might find within these walls, my exhaustion was winning out over my curiosity—at least for the moment. And there was still work to be done before any of us could sleep.

      “Why don’t you find a room, Drav?” I offered. “There are blackout curtains and tape in my suitcase for you to cover the windows.”

      He smirked, seemingly surprised I thought to bring something to block out the sun for him. “Thank you.”

      I nodded. “We’ll do our best to cover up the rest of the windows before we go to sleep. I don’t want you to have to stay confined to one room every day we’re here.”

      Draven didn’t answer, but I saw how the lines in his forehead smoothed just before he started ascending the staircase.

      “Do we really have to do that right now?” Adrian all but whined. “I’m tired.”

      I shook my head and tossed my carry-on at him. “You slept on the plane.” I yawned hard enough to crack my jaw, then looked pointedly at the pair of them in case Cal thought he was going to get out of it since he was able to sleep in the limo, too, “So yes, you are going to do that right now. Everything you need is in the bag.”

      I was already halfway up the stairs when they began to groan, but still I heard the zipper of my carry-on bag being undone.

      “Thank you, boys,” I called back down to them sweetly with a wicked grin. “Oh, and wake me when breakfast arrives, will you?”

      Cal cursed and Adrian must have dropped the bag because there was a loud thud from below as they set to work.

      My pulsating witch-light followed me closely as I made my way into the hall above. They would have to rely on their canine eyes to see by until the sun fully rose since I didn’t think to bring flashlights, and upon flicking one of the switches in the hall, I found the lights didn’t work. Either they were burned out, or the power had been shut off so as not to waste it.

      I could hear the rustle of fabric to my left and followed the sound, finding the opposite hall to be too dark and ominous to want to go down alone. I’d rather sleep close to where there was someone else in the strange house.

      Walking by the room Draven decided to occupy, the first room on the left, I peered inside to find him shirtless and changing, the blackout curtains already in place over the windows. I rushed past, blushing, and propelled myself into the next room. It was a little way down the hall, the door to enter it on the right side of the hallway.

      I drew my light inside with me and blinked into the gloom, sneezing as dust filtered down from someplace I’d disturbed above and tickled my nose. It was a simple room with a low bed, a dresser, and a nightstand. Nondescript. A guest bedroom, maybe?

      To my side was a wooden closet door with a black iron latch. I lifted the latch, which was nearly rusted shut, and pulled the witch-light closer to me to see inside.

      I froze, a scream bulging in my throat that came out as a whimper instead. Inside was a mess of webs. That would have been fine. I could have dealt with webs. But what I could not deal with was the large shining black spider at its center. Worse, the smaller spiders—babies—that moved along the silky web as though trying to protect their mother from the intruder who disturbed them.

      Gagging, I slammed the door back shut, pushing hard on the wood so the latch would fall back into place. My skin clawed and I shuddered, resisting the urge to check every surface of my skin and clothing for rogue arachnids.

      Nope. There was no way I was sleeping in there. Still twitching with unease, I rushed back out into the hallway and collided with a solid, bare-chested body. The rose and smoke scent gave him away before my witch-light could reach him.

      “I’m sorry—”

      “You okay?”

      We spoke at the same time.

      With a start, I realized I was standing in the hall with my hands pressed against the warm skin of his hairless chest. I gulped, shuddering again, but this time for an entirely different reason. I didn’t dare meet his gaze, too embarrassed to admit I didn’t want to sleep right next to a spider’s nest.

      I stepped back from him and cleared my throat. “Can I—” I hesitated, wringing the hem of my shirt. “I mean, would you mind if I slept in your room?”

      He didn’t answer.

      “Just for a few hours. I’ll find my own room when it’s light out and I can clear out the spiders and—”

      “Spiders?” he asked, and I finally lifted my gaze, hearing the incredulity in his voice.

      His lips were sealed tightly against a laugh and his bright blue eyes were shining in the glow of witch-light. One eyebrow arched.

      “Nevermind,” I said, skipping right past embarrassment and to sleep-deprived frustration. The heat sizzled up my spine not for a blush, but because the smug bastard was laughing at me.

      I spun on my heel, fully prepared to go and find a less spider-infested place to sleep, but Draven caught my wrist and I jerked back, huffing.

      “You—”

      “You can stay with me,” he said, cutting me off. I noticed how his expression had changed to a guilty one. I tugged my wrist back as he continued hastily. “Sorry. I just thought after everything you’ve been through that… you know… spiders would be…”

      He didn’t finish—didn’t have to. I knew what he meant to say. That spiders would be nothing in the face of all the shit I’d seen and been through. And they shouldn’t have been.

      But a closet full of spiders in a creepy house that belonged to all of my dead relatives where there was no functioning electricity and I didn’t know where anything—like a heavy spider-smashing book—was? Well, that was a bit different.

      I could have explained all that, but instead I just bit the inside of my cheek. “They could be poisonous,” I said lamely. “It’s too dark to tell.”

      When Draven puckered his lips against a laugh a second time, I punched him and chuckled myself.

      “Well, I don’t know!” I said in my own defense. “This is a foreign country. They could have poisonous spiders here.”

      He dropped his gaze and shook his head, still chuckling softly. “I’m sure they do.” He swept an arm toward his room. “Shall we? It’s getting light out here and you look like you could use some sleep.”

      “Are you saying I look bad?”

      His lips pulled up on one side at my sarcastic remark. “No, love. I’m saying you look terrible.”

      “Thanks.”

      “Welcome,” he said with a shallow bow as I stalked into his room, the witch-light following both of us inside.

      He’d already made his bed, and I squinted to make sure there were no little creepy crawlies on the rich blood-red blanket and then pulled back the heavy cover to check the sheets.

      “Satisfied?” he asked, arms crossed over his toned chest in the doorway.

      “Moderately,” I scoffed as I kicked off my socks and settled under the covers, glad to find the mattress beneath still had a good amount of cushion and spring. I could feel my eyes drifting closed before my head even connected with the pillow. I snuggled low into the blankets, not even caring one bit that I was still fully clothed.

      I yawned and arched my back to work out a kink. Draven didn’t make any move to join me on the bed, despite the fact I’d asked to share, not to steal his room entirely.

      “Aren’t you tired?” The idea of sleeping with him made something flip low in my belly, but the feeling rapidly dissipated as the need for sleep tugged at my eyelids.

      I heard the click of the door as it closed and light footsteps across the floor before the mattress beneath me jostled and my eyes fluttered back open to find Draven laying board-stiff atop the covers, his hands clasped behind his head, eyes closed. I snuggled into his side, breathing in his familiar scent, and tucked my head into the warm crook of his arm and fell asleep instantly.

      

      I awoke to laughter and loud chatter and someone shouting, “Breakfast!”

      My head spun as I shot up out of the covers, panicked and trying to make my still-sleeping eyes focus. My magic sprang to life at my fingertips and my heart pounded in my chest, breaths coming suddenly quick and ragged.

      “Hey,” a voice cooed, and I spun, palm raised with the beginnings of an attack sigil blooming over my hand without me consciously having called it. At the last second, I saw Draven’s face and I recoiled back, tripping over a bunched bit of carpet before I fell, squeezing my eyes closed and bracing myself for impact with the ancient hardwood floor.

      But I never got there. Strong arms curved around my shoulders and middle, stopping my fall. Draven was there in an instant, lifting me back to standing.

      “Harper…” He trailed off, searching my face.

      His blue eyes looked nearly black in the pitch dark of the room and I remembered in a rush where we were and what was happening. I—I’d been dreaming.

      Yes, that’s right. Because I’d been asleep. I was having a nightmare about him and the others. Someone or something was hurting them. My stomach turned as I remembered the sound of Elias’ screams. I couldn’t get to him. Couldn’t find him.

      I choked back the urge to vomit or to cry and lunged into Draven’s arms instead, burying my face in his shoulder.

      “Hey, it’s alright,” he said, a note of uncustomary sweetness in his voice. “It was just a dream.” He brushed long fingers down my hair, brushing the sensitive skin over the nape of my neck. “You’re safe.”

      Was I?

      Were we?

      Why did my gut instinct tell me otherwise? Why did I have these awful dreams every time I closed my eyes? It was a warning. I knew it, but I didn’t want to believe it. Hadn’t we endured enough, already?

      “Wake up! The food’s going to get cold!” It was Adrian yelling this time, his voice sounding suspiciously close to the door.

      I broke away from Draven and hastily wiped my eyes a second before the door creaked open and Adrian appeared, silhouetted in the light from the hall. They obviously figured out the issue with the power while I slept since, if they’d listened to me, all the windows and any source of natural light would be fully covered. “Come on, lazy ass. You’ve been asleep half the day.”

      “Are you coming?” I asked Draven, trying to smooth down the matted hunk of red hair on the right side of my head, which coincidentally also hid the red rings that were likely around my eyes from Adrian.

      Adrian released the door handle and looked suspiciously between me and Draven.

      Before he could say anything or Draven could respond, I pushed out into the hall. “Is it safe?” I asked him. “Did you get all the windows covered up?”

      He sighed. “Yes. They’re covered.”

      “I’ll be down in a minute, then.” Draven turned back to the desk that was in the corner of the room and flicked on the light. My father’s journal lay open flat on the wooden surface.

      My stomach grumbled as the wafting smell of salty meats and buttery eggs reached my nostrils. “Suit yourself,” I said. It wasn’t like he would be eating any breakfast with us, anyway. Before I shut the door behind us, I considered Draven’s small leather travel bag. Had he brought blood with him?

      Judging by how much vacant road we’d traveled along the way here, I knew it would be a long way to anywhere where he could compel himself some blood bags. There could be animals around here, though. Hopefully that would be good enough. I hadn’t really thought about how he’d get his usual blood supply out here in the middle of nowhere.

      But then again, if animal blood wasn’t to his taste, maybe I could offer him something better. Straight from the vein. The place on my thigh where he’d bitten me the last time throbbed and I almost moaned at the force of the memory of his fangs sinking deep into me. And all of the delicious sensations that came with it.

      “Why are you blushing?” Adrian asked me as we stepped down the stairs together. I whirled, almost tripping down the next step. I caught myself at the last second with a hand gripping the rail and tossed my hair back. Adrian had grabbed my other arm, steadying me.

      “What? N-no reason. I’m always flushed when I wake up.”

      His brows raised and something in his gaze darkened, but he said nothing. “Well, let’s hurry up before Cal eats it all and there’s nothing left for us.”

      I tried to get a lay of the house on the way to the kitchen, which seemed to be nearer the back, straight down the hallway that ran parallel to the stairs. Other hallways shot off the main one, and there were two hall closets—or at least that’s what I assumed they were—on the way.

      Once we entered the kitchen, though, I realized exploring would have to wait. Cal was standing in front of a kitchen island overflowing with breakfast bounty. There were steaming piles of scrambled eggs. Heaps of greasy bacon. Towers of toast. And even a dish filled with fruits and another with berries.

      But the woman who we’d run across earlier that morning was nowhere in sight. “Where’s um…” I paused, trying to remember her name.

      “Dee,” Cal supplied. “She said something about needing to run to town. Took off in an ancient Land Rover about ten minutes ago.”

      I frowned. That was too bad, I would’ve liked to thank her for all this. But I supposed I could when she returned.

      I lifted a plate from a pile on the corner of the center island and began filling it, my stomach rumbling in protest at the fact I wasn’t eating yet. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d been this hungry. It hadn’t happened in a while.

      I peered around the kitchen as I added seven pieces of bacon and two hefty spoonfuls of egg onto my plate. It would have been bright and cheery if not for the bits of thin blackout material covering each of the windows. I saw in one corner of the room the guys had run out of the stuff and had resorted to using bits of reddish-brown butcher-paper they must have found somewhere in the house.

      I wondered what the cleaning lady would make of it and grimaced. I was willing to bet her previous benefactors didn’t keep vampire or shifter company.

      “Sleep well?” Cal asked. I looked up from my survey of the room to find him looking down on me with a wicked expression that made my cheeks flush again.

      Clamping my mouth shut, I grabbed several pieces of toast and added them to my pile. Of course they would have noticed I wasn’t in any of the rooms when they went upstairs, and being the nosey wolfish fuckers that they were, they’d have sniffed me out in Draven’s room early on, if they hadn’t heard our entire exchange in the hallway beforehand.

      I hoped they hadn’t.

      Cal maintained his cheeky grin and haughty stare and I felt near ready to burst from being placed under his level of scrutiny. I knew he meant nothing by it—or at least I hoped he didn’t—but it was making me more than a little uncomfortable. I squirmed in yesterday’s clothes and made a beeline for the small wooden breakfast table at the side of the kitchen, slapping my plate down roughly on the table.

      I wouldn’t play into it. That was what he wanted, the bastard. “I slept very well,” I said, enunciating the word. “Thank you.”

      The truth was, I couldn’t tell him how I slept. They didn’t need to know about the nightmares any more than they already did from hearing me wake up in the night whimpering at the Abbey. If either him or Adrian knew I was still having them, they wouldn’t like it.

      Cal must have sensed my unease because he sat opposite me and brushed his knuckles against mine on the table to get my attention. “Hey.”

      I glared up at him.

      “Draven’s good shit,” he said without much ado. “It’s not his fault he’s Vocari. Just—” He paused and my heart grew heavy at the difficulty he had in saying whatever he was about to say. He sighed and stabbed a bunch of eggs with his fork. “Just be careful, okay?”

      What?

      That’s it? No stay away from that vampire, Harper? No you are all ours, we will not share you? No, it’s too dangerous, we won’t allow it?

      The hell was going on here? “You mean if I… liked him?” I shifted uncomfortably, wiggling in my seat like a fish on a line. “You wouldn’t be upset?”

      Adrian sat at the third chair to the left of Cal and I at the breakfast table, setting down not one, but two full plates of food. “We talked about it,” Adrian explained, and I saw the tension around his eyes grow even more taut. “And neither of us really like the idea, but—”

      “You’re kind of stuck with us,” Cal finished for his brother wolf. “Isn’t that how this works? The witch-familiar thing? We’re stuck with each other for life?”

      I bit the inside of my cheek, my stomach turning a bit. He hadn’t said it as though it were a bad thing, but I couldn’t help wondering if that was how they felt about it, even now. I knew that they’d hated the idea once—tried to reverse the bond at all costs—but we were past that, weren’t we? They’d accepted the bond. And so had I.

      I nodded solemnly. “Until death.”

      “So then, it isn’t fair for us to claim you as our own in more ways than we’ve already claimed each other.”

      “Yeah, and you and that Elias dude had a thing going on before you ever even really knew us,” Adrian added, his mouth half-full of food.

      Cal nodded his agreement, swallowing his own mouthful. “And Draven… well, we won’t pretend to understand it, but we know what a vamp bite does to you.”

      “And the dude is charming as hell.” Adrian’s face flushed and he ducked his head, looking like he hadn’t meant to admit that out loud.

      I chuckled, my heart feeling truly warmed. I just hoped they knew how much I wanted them, too. And not just because they were my familiars, either. Just like how I wanted Draven more than because of what his bite did to me. And how I’d wanted Elias all along. It was a conversation for another time, though, because right at that moment, Draven waltzed into the room, a devious grin turning up one side of his lips.

      He had the shadow of stubble over his jaw for what I thought was the first time since I’d known him and damn if it didn’t make him even more gorgeous than he already was.

      “You think I’m charming?” Draven’s lips tilted up as he moved to where there was a fresh pot of coffee on the counter, pouring himself a mug. He leaned against the counter, a work of art in his dark toned jeans, black tee, and that flawless ivory skin. A clash of shades that was very pleasing to the eye.

      I had to force myself to look away and took a nibble of my bacon, my stomach quickly making the decision to abandon all sense of propriety and stuff my face.

      “Don’t let it go to your head,” Adrian said without turning around.

      A bolt of unease ran down my spine as I realized that if he’d heard Adrian say that, he may have also heard me asking what they would think if I liked him. Oh god. I needed to get used to being around a bunch of guys with super senses.

      But mercifully, Draven didn’t say anything about it. He just continued sipping his coffee against the counter as we ate, Cal and Adrian striking up a conversation about going for a run later that day to stretch their wolves’ legs and seeing if they could find wherever the shifter they’d scented beyond the gate had gone to.

      Hopefully far, far away. We had enough to deal with as it was. Though I couldn’t help hoping if they did find the shifter, they would take the time necessary to help him or her adjust. It must be absolutely terrifying to shift into a beast if you didn’t know or understand what was happening. If you thought there was a chance you might never get control of the animal within…

      They had to know there was a light at the end of their dark road. That with patience, practice, and a little help, they would lead a relatively normal life again. They’d be able to change and not go full beast-mode during full moons. That sort of thing.

      Unless your bloodline was as diluted as my mother’s had been, apparently. She didn’t have much choice in the matter.

      As Cal and Adrian continued to chat about which direction to go and if it was a better idea to go after dark or not, I finished up my food, my belly protesting at the fullness it hadn’t felt in well over a week, and went to clear my plate in the trash and wash my plate.

      Draven eyed me sideways as I rinsed the dish and set it to dry. I felt his eyes on me like a warm finger tracing my jawline, wandering lower. Fuck. I needed to stop. “So,” I said conversationally, clearing my throat. “Have you found anything more in the journal? Finished deciphering what we found in Donovan’s lair?”

      Draven’s smirk faded and he inhaled as his brows rose. “No and no. But I think I’m onto something. I just need a bit more time to sort it out. It would be helpful if your father had a library here.”

      I shrugged. “He might.”

      It was a big place and we hadn’t explored much of it yet. That was the reason why we were here, after all. Best to get to it sooner rather than later.

      “Care to take a look around?” I asked him, making my way to the side entrance to the kitchen, wondering where it would lead.

      Draven refilled his mug and handed it to me. I usually took sugar in my coffee, but the gesture was so unlike him I didn’t complain. Besides, the coffee smelled divine. I sipped at it and instantly felt a dull aching in my skull I’d barely noticed before begin to subside.

      “Thanks.” As we headed out of the kitchen, I called to the others, “We’re going to look around. Come find us when you’re finished.”

      Adrian waved his hand up in the air as though to say, yeah, yeah. Go do your thing. We ain’t rushing our breakfast.

      “Where do they put it all?” Draven asked, his tone light as we entered the narrow hall.

      I sipped my coffee. “I’ve been asking myself that for weeks. Don’t think about it too much. You’ll get a headache.”

      He chuckled, and I found I liked the sound. It was somehow both throaty and melodic.

      The hallway led to a back door and the far western wall of the house, where there was another wider corridor going back up towards the front. We followed it, passing by another sitting room that looked fairly nondescript.

      I noticed the sheets that were covering the furniture had been removed and realized Dee had probably readied the house for us while we slept. We probably had her to thank for the newly turned on electricity, too. I hoped she also turned on the boilers.

      Judging by my faint odor and the state of my hair, I was in desperate need of a hot shower. Fingers crossed she cleared away all the spiders, too. I shivered.

      There was a curio cabinet filled with little statues and knickknacks in the far corner of the room. It had drawers below it. And there were two trunks around the room. I made a mental note to go through them later. I wanted to get a proper layout of the place and what was where in my head before we started the real work of searching for the so-called clues Martin thought we may find here.

      A little further down the hallway was what we were looking for. The smell of old, dried parchment and book dust tickled my nose even before we peered inside. Yes. This was where we would find something, I thought.

      Inside the large room was a library and office combined. There were no windows whatsoever in the space, but the two lamps inside were on. One sat on a round wooden table beside a plush leather chair, and the other atop a mahogany desk near the entrance to the room, pushed up against the wall to my right.

      As if Caretaker Dee knew we’d be keen to explore.

      The lamps were old fashioned with yellowish glass shades that cast a glow similar to the natural light one would find at sunset over the twin stacks of tomes on the wall to my left and the one to my right. They reached floor to high ceiling with iron ladders on rollers to reach the higher ones.

      When we stepped inside, I noticed several of the titles straight away and knew they weren’t of the mortal world. These were alchemical texts. Jackpot.

      Not nearly as extensive as the selection at Arcane Arts Academy, but as my gaze landed on a tome that seemed to contain information on blood magic, I knew at least some of the books here we would never be able to find back at school.

      A tome like that would be banned. Illegal, actually. The only place original texts like that lived was under lock and key in the archives at The Department of Arcane Inquiry.

      Martin was right. This was a massive treasure trove. With what we found here, we might be able to decipher everything in my father’s journal after all! And figure out what exactly that slip of parchment was trying to tell us about the original curses.

      A bubble of excitement and relief flooded me, and I turned to find an equally eager smile on Draven’s face. Then I remembered something and moved to put myself in front of him, blocking him from looking too closely into the library. “You have to promise me you won’t tell anyone about this place or what you find here.”

      I was almost too excited to keep a straight face as I set my terms. Showing him this sort of stuff—hell, even having it—was highly illegal. We aren’t supposed to share our knowledge with the other races, let alone let them flip through ancient texts on sigils and blood magic.

      Draven’s mouth pressing into a firm line. “I understand,” he said, a little disappointedly, I thought. “I would never do anything that would cause you to be punished.”

      He didn’t have to elaborate. We both knew there were precious few options when it came to the will of the Council in reprimanding its own. Kalzir Prison. Death. Or the complete stripping of one's inherited magical ability.

      I cowered at the thought. Once I’d thought maybe being stripped of my magic wouldn’t be so bad. Then my screw-ups wouldn’t be nearly as catastrophic. I thought it might’ve even been a relief. But now, the thought made me sick to my stomach. My magic—no matter how volatile—was a part of me. And if they removed it from me, it would be akin to removing some other vital organ. Like my brain. Or my heart.

      Looking into Draven’s eyes, however, I found I believed him. I knew someplace deep inside he wouldn’t do anything that would cause me harm.

      “Then I guess we better get to work.”
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      Helping Harper search the small library was much different than going through a couple of books on memory magic. The four of us were scattered across the room, flipping through musty old pages on magic we didn’t even understand.

      “This would be easier if he’d left more clues as to what exactly we’re looking for,” Adrian complained.

      I rolled my eyes at him and glanced at Harper with a smile. “Or if we had a helpful librarian that could point us to the right books.”

      Draven looked at home in the armchair near mine, stacks of books piled on the table between us. With the opportunity to learn more about the illegal, darker side of magic, he hadn’t complained at the assignment. On the other hand, while Adrian and I wanted to find more information about the curse, perusing books was oddly exhausting.

      “Sorry, guys,” Harper said, rubbing at her eyes. Despite the fact that she’d said she slept well, she still looked really tired. “Whoever collected this stuff obviously had no idea how to organize.”

      “Difficult to organize when you can’t read the titles,” Adrian scoffed. He held up the burgundy book in his hands, the once-gold lettering on the spine reduced to illegible splotches.

      I closed my book with a soft thump and set it down. My legs were getting stiff after sitting there for a couple hours. “I need to stretch my legs for a minute. Anyone need anything?”

      Adrian and Draven waved their hands wordlessly. Harper set her book in her lap and shook her head, her teeth gnawing on her bottom lip the way she did when she wanted something. I cracked my back, smirked at her, then headed out of the room and down the hall.

      She caught up to me a couple seconds later. “Everything okay?” I asked, glancing over my shoulder.

      “I was gonna ask you that.” Harper peeked up at me. “Stretching your legs?”

      “To get something to drink,” I explained. “Reading is thirsty work, and I’d rather not take any liquids near that room. Some—well, a lot of those books look handwritten and irreplaceable.”

      I couldn’t imagine walking into an Alchemist book store and grabbing books about blood magic off the shelf. What I knew of Harper’s family told me that this kind of information was secret and likely passed down through the generations. They probably even bound the books themselves, though like Adrian pointed out, the titles didn’t survive their battle with time.

      Harper flushed and smacked her hand over her eyes. “I didn’t even think of that. You’re right, we probably shouldn’t eat or drink in there.”

      The kitchen was empty when we entered, the mess from our late breakfast already cleaned away. Dee must’ve been through after Adrian and I finished. There was still a pot of coffee on, but it wasn’t as fresh as I liked.

      “You want coffee or something else?” I dumped the carafe and started a new pot.

      Harper leaned against the counter, watching me. “Coffee. I feel like we’re gonna need all the fuel we can get.”

      “You’ll be lucky to keep me awake with those boring books,” I joked. “Give me one of Bianca’s fantasy romance books any day.”

      She snorted a laugh and the sound warmed me to my bones. “I can’t believe you like that stuff.”

      “Hey, try reading one first before you put me down.” I stuck my tongue out at her and was rewarded with another laugh that made my stomach twist.

      In the days since we’d found out that Harper was half-Enduran, even if her bloodline was diluted, I’d been contemplating what that meant for me and Adrian. Though Adrian had his fair share of one-nighters, neither of us had felt a bond like what we had with Harper. We thought the familiar bond had explained enough, but not the mutual sexual attraction we shared.

      Now I wondered if it was something deeper. There was no way to know for sure, though. Not without bringing it up and looking like an idiot.

      “Cal?”

      I blinked and found I’d moved toward her without realizing it. My hands were braced on the counter, effectively trapping her in the circle of my arms, and her hand was pressed to my chest. Her breaths came quicker and her heart raced.

      “Have I ever told you how amazing you are?”

      Harper didn’t grin like I expected, but her cheeks tinged pink. “Probably, but I don’t mind hearing it again.”

      My pulse pounded in my ears and all I wanted to do was finish what I’d started in her room before our flight. I’d never pressured her for more than touching, but it didn’t mean I wasn’t ready. I was always a lot better at ignoring my base desires than Adrian, but being around Harper tested my limits.

      Her tongue flicked out to wet her lips and drew my attention to them. I got the feeling she knew exactly what she did to me and enjoyed every second of it. The twitch of her lips confirmed my suspicions. Before she could protest, I grabbed her and lifted her onto the counter.

      She squeaked in surprise, but didn’t hesitate to wrap her legs around me as her fingers grabbed my hair. This time, Harper initiated the kiss, and that was every ounce of validation I needed. Whatever her feelings for the others might’ve been, whatever she was waiting on, she wanted me and that was all I needed to know.

      Pain pulsed through my bottom lip where Harper bit down lightly and I heard myself growl distantly. Her breath whooshed out and she held me tighter, pulled me closer. I could smell her arousal and slid my hands slowly up her thighs. Then I squeezed when I reached the apex and pulled away, pressing my forehead to hers.

      “You’re gonna be the death of me, woman.” My voice came out odd, but it made her shudder.

      I chanced a glance at her emerald eyes, whose pupils were blown out as she caught her breath. For a moment, it felt like the world froze around us. I’d told her just a couple hours ago that Adrian and I had no right to keep her to ourselves, but the instinct to mark her as my mate pushed against my skin. I grit my teeth against it, fought it back; it was neither the time nor the place.

      “I assume this coffee is fresh?”

      The sudden voice made me reflexively jump back and Harper almost toppled off the counter. Draven smirked and raised an infuriating eyebrow at us, then poured himself a mug.

      This bastard…

      Good guy or not, I almost regretted telling Harper to go for it. We were all to a point where we could get along fine, but it still felt like a competition of sorts. Maybe that was the male ego in us, the part that sought dominance over the other males in our odd group. I couldn’t peg Draven’s feelings about the whole situation, but he knew he was a player in the game now.

      “I wasn’t interrupting anything, was I?” he asked as he leaned against the counter across from us.

      Harper cleared her throat and hopped down, running nervous hands over her tousled hair. “N-no, we were just making a new batch of coffee.”

      As she busied herself filling a couple mugs, Draven shrugged at me. The smug look was gone, replaced by a softer expression that seemed to say, sorry, but we have work to do. I knew we did, which was why I didn’t haul her off to the bedrooms upstairs. But the temptation was there, like I’m sure it was for the others.

      I sighed and accepted the mug Harper handed me. This was getting complicated already. Elias was supposed to show up at some point, though no one really knew when, and then how would things go from there?

      Apparently I needed more than just a coffee break. “I’ll be back to help in a few minutes,” I told them. I pressed a kiss to Harper’s temple, then headed for the patio door, making sure Draven was out of the way before opening it and heading out into the bright afternoon.
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      I’d never been so frustrated in my life. It was difficult to concentrate on the words in front of me when all I wanted to do was hide away with my familiars or the vampire and relieve the ache that’d been building for days and weeks now.

      But I reminded myself that what we were doing was important. We needed the answers that Martin believed we’d find here. Once Elias arrived, whenever that was—I still hadn’t been able to contact him—maybe we’d make quicker work of it together.

      And then I could enjoy some downtime. If I could hold out that long.

      I wasn’t sure I could.

      After several hours, and three cups of strong Spanish coffee, the four of us actually managed to find a few things. Draven had found a language book of sorts that held some decipherings of ancient Melîn scrolls he intended to use to finish translating a passage he’d been working on. And Cal and Adrian found a book on blood magic incantations and spells—one sigil within, in particular, looked to make up part of the massive interlocking one on the parchment Donovan had.

      A sigil to draw on the power of the moon. And the curved lines down its center spoke of some kind of binding magic.

      We knew the original spell was used to torture the Vocari and Endurans, making the Endurans slaves to the moon and the Vocari unable to walk in sunlight. But thanks to what Draven and the guys were able to decipher on Donovan’s slip of parchment, we also knew that the entire rite was constructed to eventually kill the other two races that lived in the immortal lands of Emeris.

      It’d been one afternoon, and we’d already unraveled so much more than I thought we would. It was incredible. And terrifying.

      We’d learned the original curse was meant for the Endurans and Vocari to suffer, and then eventually, to die. Elias touched on this as a theory in his Arcane History class. He’d be thrilled, and likely a little disheartened, to know he was right.

      Except there was nothing about why the spell never ran its full course. Why it stopped at torture and never got to its final purpose: the genocide of two prominent immortal races.

      It should have eventually killed them all.

      But it didn’t.

      Either something went wrong with the rite Cyprian tried to complete, or they were stronger than he thought they were.

      Looking at Cal and Adrian—Adrian staring intently at a page in a dusty old leather-bound volume and Cal dozing soundlessly in the plush armchair, the tome he was studying still open on his lap—I knew I’d never have been able to meet them if Cyprian had succeeded. I’d never have been able to form my familiar bond with them if the curse had run its course.

      Cal and Adrian wouldn’t exist.

      Draven wouldn’t exist.

      Hell, I wouldn’t exist.

      So many people—families and friendships—would have been torn apart.

      I stood from the chair behind the slim desk where I sat and stretched my joints, my spine popping in several places as I leaned back to alleviate the tension. I cracked my neck and rolled my wrists.

      The book I’d been poring over was leading me nowhere. I needed to see if another might help more. I wouldn’t pretend to understand blood magic, but that was how the original spell was cast. Cyprian had spilled his life blood on that jeweled box in the horrifying vision we were shown during my origin spell.

      And if blood magic was used to create the curses, then it must be blood magic that would undo it… right? I shook my head, trying to clear it of the fog of too many hours spent in a dusty room, trying to stay focused on the minuscule print in that damned book.

      It was hideous, the things I’d found in there. Spells to bring about famine by sacrificing animals. And others to cast a plague on a place or a person by sacrificing an entire limb of your own.

      I almost gagged when I deciphered that one.

      Though it seemed the vast majority of the spells I’d encountered only required a minuscule blood sacrifice to work, which was even more troublesome. But there were none in which the payment for the power was the witch’s own death. The death of a mortal or another witch, yes, I’d seen a couple of those. But none that required a sacrifice of your own life.

      There had to be something more that would lead me to at least an idea of the sort of blood magic Cyprian had used.

      I started fingering through the titles that were still legible, flipping through a book here and there to see what it contained. I was getting tired, though, and knew that soon I would need a proper break—more than the short coffee break I’d had with Cal a while ago. Maybe a bit of sunshine before it got too dark?

      Perhaps I’d wait until Dee finally got back from wherever town was and she could show me around the grounds. That sounded nice.

      Maybe she would be able to answer some questions about my father. I assumed she was here when he still came to visit based on her age and her admittance that her family had watched over the place for generations. It would make sense then that she’d have known him before he died. It was only eighteen years ago, after all.

      Because the trouble of the curse, and its potential reversal, wasn’t even our biggest concern. Our biggest concern was finding out why Donovan was draining the blood out of students. And why the other witch blew up that warehouse with all the vamps and shifters inside it, what they were injecting them with. And finally, why my father had to die.

      There must have been a reason. He must have known something. Something the previous headmaster, Atticus Sterling, or someone close to him—like the Magistrate—wanted to keep hidden. Why else would he kill my father?

      I liked to hope my father would’ve kept some form of proof of their misdeeds—if that was even what he’d learned and died for. But he also may have kept the information locked up inside his own mind, entombed there as he was now entombed within the earth.

      There hadn’t been anything in his desk. And I’d whispered the spell Recludo Sanguis to various sections of bookcases when the others weren’t looking to see if another hidden room lay behind one of the shelves here to no avail.

      As I neared the corner of the room, I lifted the book from Cal’s lap and set it down quietly on the side table. I didn’t want it to fall from his lap and wake him. I’d give him a blanket, too, if there was one in the room. There was a tapestry hung on the back wall that might’ve done the trick, but the depiction of a dying man beneath a full blood moon made me want to keep the thing far from Cal. Imagine waking up with that image laid across your lap?

      It was morbid.

      But upon examination of it, I noticed a small crevice in the wall near the edge and went to investigate. There was a simple rectangular portion of wall that had seams in a small door-shape right next to the tapestry, half hidden beneath the heavy canvas. Whoever hung it had done a half-ass job at covering it up, but I supposed it wasn’t like they expected intruders in this small, warded fortress.

      I shoved the thing aside, disturbing a fair amount of dust and held my breath so as not to breathe too much of it in. It smelled of age and must. Disgusting. I tried to pry at the small seam, but the section of wall didn’t budge.

      “Recludo Sanguis,” I whispered, but nothing happened.

      I turned, a little embarrassed, but found Draven still hadn’t returned from wherever he’d gone to. And Adrian was still hunched over the book he was reading.

      Flustered, I shoved at the section of wall, thinking maybe it would open inwards instead of outwards. It moved in an inch before popping open easily to reveal a small, dark closet set into the otherwise plain back wall of the library.

      After seeing what lay in the closet in the room I had originally planned to sleep in, I wasn’t stupid enough to stick my hand inside blindly. This time, I lifted my hand and breathed the simple incantation. “Lucidus.”

      I didn’t feed too much power into it. Hell, I didn’t even really need to draw any from the earth for that spell, anymore. Whatever was lying dormant, leftover in my veins was enough to sustain it. It pulsed to blue glowing life and I tugged it down in front of me, blinking from its brightness in the dimly lit room.

      Inside the closet was a small wooden handled broom and dustpan leaning against one side. No cobwebs. It seemed almost as though the small space had been untouched by age or vacancy. In fact, there didn’t even seem to be much dust within. It seemed odd.

      I was about to close the door back up when I noticed a dark shape clinging to the interior wall at the back, bulging out a bit in a way that a wall couldn’t. You wouldn’t notice it at all unless you knew it was there, or like me, you shone a light directly inside.

      I reached in against my better judgment and brushed my fingers against a bolt of fabric. I gripped a handful of it and tugged, finding it was snagged on something. A hook, maybe?

      Must be a jacket or something.

      After fiddling with it for a minute, my arm extended as far as it could into the crevasse to reach it, I lifted the thing from the hook and pulled it into the light. It wasn’t a jacket at all, but a cloak. A thick black cloak with a hood and leather fasteners down the middle. It looked ancient.

      Must have belonged to my father’s father, or maybe his father before him. It certainly didn’t look like something someone would wear in this century or even several centuries before. Wrinkling my brow, I went to put it back, having no purpose for such a garment.

      I drew my witch-light near, ready to extinguish it after I replaced the cloak upon its hook in the closet, but there was something else hanging on the hook. It’d been hidden beneath the cloak, so I hadn’t seen it before. The polished pewter glinted in the blueish light and I draped the cloak over my right arm and used my left to reach inside and grab it.

      My fingers brushed the cool metal surface and I flinched as something like a shock went through my fingertips at the contact, radiating all the way out to my extremities. My skin lit with energy and gooseflesh rose along my arms and the back of my neck.

      My breath caught in my throat as my fingers curled around it and unhooked it from its hiding place.

      As I brought it into the light, it was clear what the bit of metal was.

      A mask.

      But no ordinary mask. It was imbued with magic like the gate had been. I could feel it radiating into me. Calling to me. As though the thing was alive.

      I rubbed my thumb over the surface, polishing away a spot of tarnish. It was solid metal and would cover the wearers entire face, save for the small cut-out section near the bottom where a mouth would be and two almond-shaped slits to see through.

      It was kind of creepy. Like a Halloween mask or something an ax murderer in a horror film would wear. I flipped it around to inspect the back of it, the cloak hanging on my arm beginning to grow heavy. The inside was nondescript. Hammered pewter. No markings or anything that would tell me what it was for or where it came from or who it belonged to.

      There wasn’t even any sort of fasteners or ribbons to be able to tie it to your face. I set the cloak gingerly down on the floor, glancing briefly up to find Cal still asleep and Adrian still engrossed.

      Licking my lips and trying to squish the butterflies ravaging my stomach, I lifted the mask as though to put it on, not really certain it was a good idea. I looked through the eye holes in case they showed something only the wearer could see, but didn’t dare settle the metal against my skin, afraid of what might happen with all the raw power lying dormant within it.

      I felt a pull in my chest and my hands shook from apprehension and indecision. A part of me knew I shouldn’t put it on, but some other part—a part deeper within—beckoned me.

      Footsteps sounded in the hallway, breaking me out of the trance-like state. I expelled a breath as I ripped the mask from my face and kicked the closet behind me closed as I brought my hands behind my back, hiding the mask just as Dee walked into the library. I kicked at the cloak, moving it behind the where the bottom of the morbid tapestry kissed the floor.

      “There you all are,” she said, and then noticed Cal was asleep and lowered her voice. “It’s nearly supper time. I knew I’d be late coming back from town so I took the liberty of bringing back some paella from the restaurant there. I’ll just need a few moments to warm it in the oven and it’ll be ready.”

      Adrian finally looked up from the book in his lap, I was sure only because there was mention of food. His human ears pricked just as his wolf’s would have.

      Sensing his hunger, Dee grinned. “I’ve brought fresh bread and garlic oil to eat in the meantime.” He was instantly out of his seat, book discarded back onto the cushion, and out the door, whispering his thanks to the caretaker as he passed her in the doorway.

      Dee stepped hesitantly into the room, eyeing the shelves as though afraid they may pop off the walls and crush her. Then again, I supposed any human would feel uncomfortable surrounded by so many immortal texts—some of them dark. Some spelled. Some containing sigils that would make even the heartiest mortal man’s heart patter in his chest.

      “Can I bring you anything?” she hedged, rubbing a spot on the back of her hand with the other at her waist. Clearly uncomfortable.

      I shook my head, the metal mask behind my back growing slippery as my hands began to sweat. I didn’t know why, but I didn’t want her to see it. I wasn’t sure I wanted any of the guys to see it. There was something about how it called to me that told me it was meant only for me. If it proved to be some sort of clue, I would tell them about it, but for now, I wanted it to remain my secret.

      “No, that’s okay,” I rushed to reply. “I’ll come down and get something to eat in a bit.”

      She eyed the space behind where I stood and sweat beaded at my brow wondering if I’d not closed the closet the whole way behind me. Surely, she knew it was there? A caretaker would have cleaned every inch of every room. She’d have cleaned inside it, or at least around it over the years.

      I didn’t dare look. Feeling foolish for worrying about her thinking I was snooping around. It was my house now after all. I could snoop all I liked.

      But it wasn’t judgment crossing her expression—it was something more akin to fear.

      “Thank you,” I added, trying to get her to take the hint and leave.

      She blinked as though coming back to herself and nodded tightly, her lips pressed closed. “Yes.” She made to turn on her sandaled foot but paused, eyeing the shelves again. “Just… be careful in here,” she said with a shiver. “I’ve always hated this room.”

      “I imagine it’s strange for someone like you to be surrounded with so much alchemic—”

      “It’s not that.” She waved her hand dismissively, eyes finding me before darting away again. “It’s… something else. Alistair—er—Mr. Hawkins used to spend hours in here. Days, sometimes.” She shook her head and a profound sadness drew down the corners of her eyes and mouth. Her mousy brown hair fell forward to cover her eyes as she bent her head. “Sometimes I think it was this room that killed him. Or something inside it,” she whispered so low I could barely hear it.

      I cocked my head at the strange older woman. What a weird thing to say.

      I opened my mouth, about to ask her what exactly made her think that, but she snapped her head back up and pasted a close-lipped grin on her face, though her eyes remained slightly unfocused as she tapped her wrists together awkwardly. “Oh, never mind me,” she said and turned to leave. “I’ve always been a trifle superstitious.”

      And then she was gone from the room and Cal startled awake, rubbing his watering green eyes with his knuckles. He blinked up at me.

      “Oh.” His sleepy voice was so adorable, all the disquieted feelings from a moment ago flitted away into nothingness. “I must’ve fallen asleep. What’d I miss?”
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      After we finished the paella, Cal, Adrian, and I leaned back in our seats, quietly contemplating our choices. The dish had been delicious, but I thought I might have overindulged just a bit. Cal and Adrian looked to be in physical pain and were far from being able to move.

      Draven sipped another mug of coffee in the kitchen, eyeing the still half-filled enormous dish of food with obvious distaste. I wondered how long it took after you’d been changed to start to detest regular food. Could he still eat it if he wanted to? Or would his immortal body reject it?

      Still so much to learn.

      Draven caught me staring and narrowed his gaze at me. “Something on my face?”

      I shook my head. “Nope.”

      I couldn’t even bring myself to feel embarrassed for staring. This was the fullest I’d been in ages, and I felt content and ready for a good long sleep. I patted my full belly and yawned, lethargy in my limbs as I tried to stretch them out and stood.

      “I don’t think I’ve ever seen a human eat so much in one sitting,” Draven mused, sipping his coffee with an infuriating smirk.

      “Witch,” I corrected. “You’ve never seen a witch eat so—”

      Dee entered the room, ensnaring my attention with her disheveled look and breathlessness. My heart thudded in my chest, afraid to hear whatever she had to say.

      “There’s—” She huffed, bending slightly to put her hands on her knees and catch her breath. “There’s a man—a witch, I think—down at the gate. Says he knows you.”

      What?

      “Called himself Elias,” she added after regaining her composure. “I wasn’t sure if I should let him—”

      “I’ll get it!” I almost squealed, all leftover traces of lethargy vanishing as I sprinted down the hall and tore open the front door, running to the gate with a shit-eating grin on my face.

      I’d tried to contact him a couple times since we arrived, but both times he hadn’t been in his cabin on the Academy grounds, and I wasn’t sure I’d be able to communicate with him without knowing his proper location in Andorra at his parents’ house. Not to mention, even if I could, it would seem a bit weird to his parents that a student was trying to speak to him over summer break.

      I was ecstatic he’d taken it upon himself to just come on his own! But it had to have been a long trip since he couldn’t portal. If he’d just gone back to the academy, I could have portaled him here from just outside the grounds. I shook my head as my footfalls thudded against the gravel drive and the cool evening breeze licked at my arms and lifted my hair from my neck.

      The sharper rocks dug into the soles of my feet, but I didn’t care. I didn’t realize how used to seeing him every day I’d grown in the past weeks. Being without him for even two days now seemed a lifetime. I wanted to smack myself at how ridiculous that sounded, but it was the truth.

      As I rushed up on the gate, chest heaving, I pressed my palms flat against the cool iron, curling my fingers around the spires and loops. He stood several paces from the gate, in front of a fancy looking sedan, trying to squint through the gate. He was looking immaculately sharp in a long taupe trench-coat and Burberry scarf. As it blew open in the gentle breeze, I saw a tight white t-shirt and dark denim beneath it.

      The few days of scruff defined his jawline, and his hair was styled in that way he had that made it look as though he hadn’t styled it at all. The top part pushed lazily back away from his face, the sides looking freshly cropped.

      “Elias!” I hollered through the gate, practically bouncing.

      But he only looked down at the watch circling his wrist and frowned.

      Oh, right! The damn gate was warded. He couldn’t see inside it. The magic contained within the ancient iron blocked him from being able to hear me.

      “Recludo Sanguis,” I said breathlessly, and the gate fell away into tiny particles of dust and were whisked away into the citrus-scented wind.

      Elias’ eyes widened in surprise and his grip on the open sedan door tightened, his jaw square and eyes narrowing, ready for an attack. And then he saw me and all hint of tension fled.

      “Harper?”

      I ran through the small particles of magically imbued iron and into his arms as he stepped away from the vehicle. His arms circled me instantly, pulling me closer into the warmth of his chest beneath his jacket. I inhaled deeply, feeling my body relax, molding to him. He smelled of cold mountain pine and warm spice—just the same as he always did. He smelled like home.

      Every ounce of the sexually charged frustration I’d felt around the other three guys since we arrived was ready to spill over onto this man.

      Without missing a beat, I pressed up onto my toes and tilted my head up, finding his lips with mine. He didn’t hesitate as he normally did. There was no pause in his movements as his right hand squeezed at my waist and his left cupped the back of my head. I shivered at the contact and moaned against his lips, kissing him more hungrily than before.

      Elias responded to my urges and dipped his tongue into my mouth. I melted. My hands eagerly explored the muscles on his chest and abdomen, tracing the space below his belly button and making him shudder beneath me. Oh. I liked having that sort of power over him. A lot. I traced my fingers over the same place again, just above the lip of his belt, low below his navel.

      He shuddered again and his grip on me tightened, his own muffled moan vibrating against my mouth. A warmth spread through my belly, stretching out to my limbs, and pooling between my thighs. When he dipped his tongue between my teeth a second time, finishing the kiss with a nibble on my bottom lip that had me gasping, I knew I wanted him.

      I mean, I’d always wanted him, but looking up into his slitted eyes, that ravenous deep denim gaze boring into my soul, I knew I was ready to have him.

      Fuck. I didn’t want to wait another minute.

      I glanced at his sedan, a flicker of a thought crossed my mind—an image of us, naked bodies entangled on the backseat, him between my—

      I had to bite the inside of my cheek hard to stop myself from getting carried away. Hell, he’d just gotten here. He was probably tired. And hungry.

      Slow down, tiger, I told myself. There would be time enough for that later.

      I gulped and forced myself to take a step back. “You came,” I said with a smile that was the most genuine one I’d had since we arrived at this place.

      He cocked his head at me and the last dregs of sunset played beautifully over his face, casting deep shadows under his jaw and cheekbones. Darkening his eyes. He was magnificent. “Of course, I came.”

      I didn’t say anything else, I only smiled.

      “Come on,” he said and jerked his head to the car, telling me to get in. With a wave of his hands, and the faint glow of a sigil flashing in and out of existence on his palm, the passenger door opened, and I caught a glimpse of the empty back seat and shivered. “Show me where to park this thing.”

      I slipped into the warmed leather seat and Elias slid in behind the wheel. Both doors closed behind us and I glanced up at him under the cover of my lashes, finding that lopsided grin I adored on his lips. Clenching my hands into fists on my lap, I drew in a calculated breath. The wait was going to kill me.

      Elias revved the engine and the car pulled us along the gravel drive to the lit villa down the lane. Behind us, the gate rematerialized in the blink of an eye, sealing us within its secretive depths.
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      I had been right about Elias needing a good rest and some good food. Grudgingly, I allowed him to select a room, get cleaned up, and eat, but I wanted to see him a little longer before I let him get some sleep for the night.

      If I let him sleep at all.

      As though sensing my desire to be alone with him, Cal and Adrian reluctantly left for their run and Draven accompanied them, claiming he needed to stretch his own legs and find himself a snack. Dee had returned to the caretaker’s cottage for the night. So that just left me and Elias.

      I bit the inside of my cheek and swallowed hard, waiting for him to be done in the shower. What would I say when he got out? What would I do?

      My mind flitted to the lacy lingerie I’d purchased that was laying at the bottom of a pile of clothing in my suitcase. Maybe I could dig it out.

      I shook my head, thinking better of the idea. I wasn’t even sure why I’d bought it—lace wasn’t exactly my thing. Suddenly, the idea of putting it on at all made me feel absolutely ridiculous. My cheeks flushed at the image in my mind of me wearing it. Elias would probably think it was just as ridiculous.

      Wouldn’t he? I clenched my hands into tight little balls at my sides as I paced the room I’d chosen earlier that day to be my own while we were here. What did Elias even like?

      Where I was a virgin, I was certain Elias was not. Which wasn’t a problem. I didn’t think Cal or Adrian were virgins, either. And I knew for certain Draven wasn’t; the man oozed sex.

      I sighed, trying to shove out my apprehension and anxiety in a great gush of air. I unclenched my fists. The bed in the room I’d chosen was a queen size sleigh-style thing with a thick wooden headboard and footboard. The nightstands to either side and the tall dresser near the closet matched the rich amber wood color.

      The curtains were heavy and deepest crimson. The floor was hardwood, covered in a threadbare red and black rattan carpet. Dee had cleared the entire space of spiders at Draven’s request, and I felt fairly safe pacing the floor in bare feet without creepy crawlies coming out of the woodwork.

      I forced myself to sit on the edge of the bed, listening to the sound of the water running in the shower next door to my room. All at once, the soft shhh sound of the rushing water hitting smooth tile stopped and I heard the sound of a glass door opening.

      Why am I so nervous?

      This is Elias. My Elias.

      But even as I thought it, I knew the reason why my stomach was fluttering and in knots. It was because I was terrified he’d reject me. I’d been debating how I wanted this trip to go, my first time away from prying eyes with guys I wanted, but I decided when I first saw him a handful of hours before that I wanted more. I wanted him. But what if he didn’t want me the same way?

      By the hungry, lustful look in his eyes out on the gravel drive, I didn’t think that was true. But there was still the trouble of outside perception, because I was sure that’s truly all it was.

      He’s a teacher.

      I’m his student.

      It was wrong to want him and for him to want me. At least, that’s what other people would say if they found out. But Cal and Adrian never judged it. Draven never said a word against him. Dee seemed a little confused when we’d walked into La Casa Rosa together, hand in hand, but even she said nothing.

      It wasn’t as though our age difference was that huge. I’m eighteen now. And Elias was only twenty-four.

      The youngest professor to ever be given a position at the academy. That’s only six years. That’s nothing in the grand scheme of things, right?

      What if Elias didn’t think so?

      My door creaked open and he appeared in the doorway, shirtless, a plume of steam and velvety amber light trailing him from the open door of the bathroom. He wore the same jeans he had on before, but the rest of him was bare.

      And the way his jeans rode low on his hips without a belt made my back stiffen and my breath catch. Another inch lower and I was sure I would be seeing a whole lot more than the twin dips on either side of his groin and the whisper of dark hair leading in a trail down his lower abdomen and below the waistband of his jeans.

      His hair was still damp from the shower, and it lent it a glossiness that made it shine with bits of chestnut and the tiniest strands of copper I didn’t think I’d ever seen before. Maybe it was the light?

      Not for the first time, I thought I might drool just from looking at him, and I unconsciously checked to make sure I was keeping it all in.

      “Hey, is there anything to drink in this place?” he asked. I thought of the small cellar-like room, the walls made of rough gray stone, that jutted off from the kitchen. It was stocked well with bottles upon bottles of aged Spanish, French, and Italian wines.

      Strengthening my resolve, I launched myself off the bed and onto unsteady feet. “Yeah, there's a bunch—” I blurted before my knees betrayed me and I tripped over my own feet, my body flinging itself forward.

      I gasped, bracing for impact, silently cursing myself as I smashed into Elias in the doorway and we both tumbled out into the hall, only stopping when we hit the opposite wall, my head connecting with the stucco wall so hard it made my brain rattle in my skull.

      Shit, shit shit!

      Why? Why did this kind of shit have to happen to me all the freaking time! I thought this stage of my life had passed. I thought the clumsy can’t-do-magic-properly-to-save-her-life Harper was a thing of the past. Stupid!

      My head throbbed, and I blinked to clear the black spots and stars from my vision.

      “Damn.” Elias cursed, and through the blurred haze of my vision, saw him reach back to rub a sore spot on the back of his neck. “Harper, you okay?” I felt strong hands lift my head from the wall and another short, rough curse. “You’re bleeding,” he said, his voice tight as my vision began to return.

      I shook my head, but stopped the movement immediately, it only made everything more painful and blurry. I hated myself right now. “I’m fine,” I replied, a surprising note of annoyance in my voice. “Are you alright? I didn’t mean to—”

      “Harper.” Elias pressed his warm hand against my cheek, prodding me to look up at him and into his dark storm-cloud blue eyes. “It’s fine. I’m fine.” He sounded honest, and after a quick survey of his unblemished skin, I found he was telling the truth.

      “Why am I so clumsy?” I blurted before I could stop myself. “I hate it.”

      Elias chuckled, his thumb brushing over my jaw. Before my still-dazed mind could register what he was doing, he pressed his lips against mine in a chaste kiss and then pulled away again. “I wouldn’t have you any other way.”

      Stunned, I couldn’t help the tiny smile begging to be let loose on my face at his sweet smile. I remembered a time not so unlike this one—the very first time I’d ever met him. I’d knocked him to the ground then, too. Scattered his papers over the hallway outside of the headmaster’s office. He hadn’t been put off by my lack of balance then, either.

      “Come on.” He gingerly hauled me to my feet. I swayed a bit, the black spots returning as my blood rushed back to my toes. But Elias’ strong grip held me steady. “Let’s get you cleaned up.”

      At his words, the sting in the side of my head intensified and the roll of a droplet of blood as it made a trail down to my chin tickled my cheek in a way that made me cringe, eager to get it off me. “Good idea.”

      Elias led me back into the bedroom and sat me down on the edge of my bed, ensuring I was completely steady before he disappeared back into the bathroom and I heard the water running in the faucet.

      He returned with two face cloths soaked in warm water and set to work on my head. Once the blood was cleared out of the scrapes there, a golden glow shone near my temple and I knew he’d activated the healing sigil. Warmth seeped into my temple and I shivered at the alternatingly soothing and itching feeling of the small wound sealing itself back up. After a second, what remained of the blur in my vision was gone, and soon after all remnants of the throbbing, too.

      Damn, he’s good at that.

      Maybe he should have studied to become a healer.

      When I opened my eyes again, I found his face level with mine, his body pressed in between my knees as he knelt on the floor. “Better?” he asked, and I couldn’t help myself.

      I pulled his face up to mine and kissed him again. Tenderly, he set his arms around my middle, holding me with fingers splayed across my lower back. Elias kissed me back sweetly, without the same carnal fervor he’d kissed me with earlier out in the driveway, and I realized he probably didn’t want to press after I’d just had a head injury.

      I needed to show him I was alright. I let go of his face to reach between us, undoing the buttons on the navy top I was wearing. Elias froze and I felt his hands leave my back to cover mine on the buttons, stopping them.

      My heart dropped to my toes.

      “What are you doing?” he asked, the words a whisper of breath against my lips.

      I steeled myself, removing his hands from mine. “Something I’ve been wanting to do for a very long time.”

      Elias’s lips parted, and he looked into my eyes, searching, his brows lowering. “Are you sure?”

      My magic rose within me without my calling it, surging in response to his question. It was as though it were reaching out its own wisp-like fingers to assure him that this was right. That it was out of our control.

      Looking back into his eyes, I was immeasurably happy to find the layer of ice he always tried to keep up between us had melted. That extra measure of caution and unease had vanished. I saw only a man who wanted to make sure I wouldn’t regret this, and it warmed my heart even more—made my magic sing in my veins.

      “I’ve never been more sure of anything.”

      It was the truth. I would never regret my first time being with Elias, even if things didn’t work out. Because though I loved Cal and Adrian, and knew on some level I was falling for Draven, I’d loved Elias first. I hadn’t wanted to admit it, but I think I’d loved him for a while now. I just didn’t want to ruin it. Didn’t want him to have the power to crush me so irrevocably that if anything ever happened to him, I’d splinter into a million pieces and never be able to put myself back together again.

      Because this was a fleeting thing. We didn’t know if we had a hundred years or only this moment. Now more than ever, I believed that. I wanted to live now before I regretted not living at all when my time came. I choked back the urge to cry at the realness of it all, the despair clutching my heart and lungs. Because even then, I knew I wasn’t long for this world. With everything that’d happened, and everything that had yet to—how I was always somehow embroiled in all of it—he had to see that, too.

      One of these days, soon, whoever it was that plotted in the dark against us and against all the other races, whoever that was, they would see me—us—as the threat we were and they would come for us all. I just hoped we were stronger. That we would act faster.

      For now, it would be a crime not to live.

      I saw the same raw emotions etched in the lines of Elias’ face. Could see the same thoughts echoed in his gaze. “I love you, Harper,” he said, his voice like rich velvet and rumbling thunder.

      Fuck. My hand itched to grip my chest, to hold in the fractured pieces there. I’d grown up a loner in a trailer traveling the continental USA with my adoptive parents. No friends to share the journey with. I’d been alone for so long, with only Leo and Lara for companionship. I’d thought it was enough.

      It wasn’t.

      It never had been.

      I had no fucking idea what I was missing out on. And now that I had it, I wouldn’t trade it for the world. “I love you, too.”

      His face split into a bright grin and I reached up to run a hand over the soft stubble on his jaw, he caught my hand there, holding it in place.

      “We’ll figure this out,” he said, without needing to offer more explanation. I knew what he meant. This.

      Us.

      “I’ll leave the academy. I can take a job at the Department, I—”

      “Shhhh.” I hushed him with a finger pressed to his supple lips. These were problems for another time. To be solved later. But if he thought I was about to let him quit his job because of me, he was a fucking lunatic. That shit was not going to happen. But we could argue about it later. I looked forward to it.

      I didn’t want to think about problems right now.

      I didn’t want to think at all.

      “Just kiss me, you idiot,” I told him, and he did.

      Elias deftly rose from his knees, one arm curling beneath my arms to wrap around my back, the other pressed against the firm mattress, and he lifted my body and moved me more towards the center of the luxurious, down-filled comforter. My heart sped with anticipation, and my breathing was already stuttered and broken.

      I tried to school myself. To remain calm. I didn’t want him to think I was too nervous and change his mind. I just wanted—

      All rational thought was wiped from my mind as his lips found mine and his body lowered to cover me, laying me swiftly against the covers with the press of his body weight.

      His kisses were slow and measured, but knowing what we were about to do, each one of them sent sparks and flashes behind my eyelids and fluttering sensations all over me. Heat raced down my spine, pooling in my belly and between my legs.

      I moaned into his mouth and he used the opportunity to slip his tongue inside, and my lower back arched against him, feeling the hard length of him press into my inner thigh.

      Elias. Elias. Elias.

      That’s all there was. Him. His hand finished the work I started on my shirt, expertly unbuttoning. The taste of his lips, like mint and honey. The smell of him covered me like the fine mist of the mountains in the early morning. Crisp pine and warm spice.

      His hands were so warm as they pressed up against my bare abdomen and skated across my naked breasts, helping me to remove the shirt. My nipples pebbled at the small contact and I moaned again, wholly unable to stop the sounds from stampeding from my lips.

      Elias. Elias. Elias.

      My fingers clutched at his back, the nails biting down even though I was doing my best to be gentle. I pulled him down, closer, wanting to feel him there. He obliged and with a grind of his hips, his cock pressed firmly between my legs. I inhaled sharply and his body shuddered in response.

      I felt like I was going to explode if he stopped. It would never be enough. I would never get enough. I began to undo his pants, wanting—no, needing him—to feel all of him.

      Elias’ lips left mine for an instant and it felt too long. I was left rasping from the loss, breathless and flushed. As my eyes adjusted, I found him staring down at me, a peaceful expression on his handsome face as he took in the mounds of my breasts—the small dark pink nipples still hardened. Gooseflesh rose over my skin at his reverent appraisal.

      “You’re the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen, Harper,” he told me. I pressed myself up, wanting to help him remove his pants, but he gave a slight shake of his head and stood, rising from the bed to close the door and lock it.

      A little sizzle of embarrassment panged in my gut that I hadn’t thought of that. Imagine if one of the other guys had—

      I stopped the thought in its tracks, watching him like a hawk as he dimmed the lights and undid the top button of his jeans. Then undid the zipper all the while walking slowly—oh so fucking slowly, it was torture—back to where I waited on the bed.

      When Elias reached the edge, he stopped, leaving his jeans unzipped and unbuckled as he reached out and grabbed hold of my ankles. His fingers brushed against the sensitive skin there and made a shiver race all the way up to my neck as he tugged me towards the end of the bed, his hands trailing up my legs—his gaze fixed on a spot below my navel.

      His eyes ate me up hungrily and I saw something raw and unchecked cross his gaze. Something almost animal in nature. Not like Cal and Adrian’s wolves or the blood-hungry beast I sometimes saw behind Draven’s. No. The animal behind Elias’ eyes was the one we all had deep inside. The one we usually kept caged or on a tight leash. The kind who only demanded freedom when certain emotions ran too high, so high it could no longer be contained.

      It was that animal gaze that fixated on me as he undid my pants and tugged them down until they were tossed aside, discarded onto the floor. And as his fingers hooked onto my panties and made those disappear, too.

      Oh fuck.

      His own jeans dropped to the floor a second later and I caught the lick of his lips before my gaze was drawn someplace lower. Much lower. To the proud length of him as he leaned forward, one hand down to steady himself and the other gripping tightly to my waist as he fought to control himself—to rein himself in. To stop himself from taking me hard and fast and decide to go slow.

      Once he was horizontal with me, his cock brushing my opening, our hearts thudding against one another where our rib cages were pressed, bleating out a discordant rhythm, he reached down between us, and his fingers found the wetness below. He growled and pressed his lips to mine again.

      My body convulsed as his fingers began to circle my opening, making all kinds of delightful sensations skitter and dance over my body. A tightening began low in my belly and my muscles clenched. My fingernails bit down hard into the skin of his shoulder blades and he nudged his cock against me, pushing inside with slow purpose as his fingers continued their perfect pirouettes.

      The pressure was delicious, if a little painful, as he worked the tip of himself in and out. The combination of his fingers circling my clit and the pressure of his head made my toes curl and I opened my legs wider for him, wanting to feel the whole of him.

      Elias obliged, entering me a little more, groaning against my lips as he did. “Fuck,” he cursed between fevered kisses and his body began to tighten beneath my hands. His skin flushed with heat and a thin layer of sweat.

      The pain was sharp for a moment as he pushed a little deeper and I let a small whimper escape, trying to ride it out.

      “I can stop,” he breathed, his hand halting in its torturous circular motions. His small thrusts slowed.

      I gripped him tighter. “Don’t you dare,” I growled back.

      He resumed, burying his face into my neck to kiss a path down to my collarbone that had me shivering in pleasure. A quickening was beginning from some unfathomable place within me, my magic coloring it with vibrant hues of purple and brightest yellow behind my eyelids.

      “I want… all of you,” I managed between pants, my voice pitched high and breaking. “Now.”

      Elias thrust into me, filling me to the brim. He stayed like that for a moment, allowing me to adjust to the size of him there. The sharp pain I’d felt only a moment before had waned into a duller throb that was nothing compared to the riot of sensations vying for dominance in each one of my nerve endings. They begged for release, and after I caught my breath, I moved with Elias, circling my hips against him.

      Elias removed his hand and I almost screamed at the loss of his fingers, but then he began to move, grinding and thrusting, stimulating everything. The rhythmic grinding motion of his hips and the pressure of him as he drove into me again and again was going to undo me.

      I could feel it coming like a fucking derailed train careening from the track. It was going to be a disaster. It was going to be a goddamn catastrophe. It swirled and pulsed, my thighs tightening, the warm quickening in my belly rising to a crescendo of unparalleled ecstasy.

      I shouted out, a shuddering scream echoing back to me in the cavernous room as we both found our release.
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      Elias and I had lain there together for what felt like a long while. Content in each other’s arms, his hands softly brushing my unruly red hair away from my face. But when I heard the front door open, I figured I should get up.

      Elias’ eyes were halfway to closing at that point, and I urged him to stay in the bed with a promise that I would return soon. He was asleep before I was even able to finish getting dressed and I doused the lights, pulling a throw blanket from the closet to cover the perfect silhouette of his naked body against the mattress.

      Taking one more second to appreciate what lay before me, I leaned down and kissed the spot near the top of his cheek bone and went to leave.

      The soreness between my legs as I bounded down the stairs reminded me of what we’d just done and my belly clenched, releasing a whole new wave of endorphins into my bloodstream. I swallowed to crush the sensation, unconvinced that Cal and Adrian—hell, maybe even Draven, too—would be able to scent what Elias and I had just done.

      Shit. Maybe I should have taken a shower?

      Too late now. I rounded the corner and went down the hall, hearing their voices in one of the sitting rooms, though I couldn’t tell which one. I stopped in the kitchen for a tall glass of cold water, and even bent low over the sink to splash some on my face, ridding myself of the last dregs of haze clinging to my mind.

      I found them in the drawing room. Cal and Adrian stood there in nothing but low-riding shorts, their ripped bodies on display in the orange glow of lamplight. Seeing them that way right now wasn’t helping me. Draven was standing next to a window overlooking a section of garden I hadn’t yet seen since I hadn’t had much opportunity to explore.

      “How was your run?” I asked them as I entered, doing my best not to let any awkward inflection into my voice.

      Adrian lifted a brow and Cal leaned forward, his eyes hooded, clearly brooding. My heart pounded in my chest and I resisted the urge to turn and walk out the door. Had they heard us? Were they upset?

      Hadn’t they just said they wouldn’t make me choose. That they understood how I cared for Elias, and even for Draven? Maybe it was that they were jealous they hadn’t had me first?

      I knew my expression must be betraying most of my thoughts, but I couldn’t help it. I tucked my hands into the pockets of my jeans and my face heated. I wished I could just tell them I wanted them all the same way as I just had Elias. And if they were just a little patient with me, I fully intended to have each and every one of them.

      Damn, did that make me a bad person? A… a hoe?

      I grimaced at the thought. No. This was different. It wasn’t that I just wanted to have sex with a bunch of different guys. I wanted more than that. Relationships. Ones that lasted—with each of them.

      Though I was starting to truly think Draven didn’t feel the same way as I did about him. I bit the inside of my cheek. I could still keep him, though, couldn’t I? As a friend? That would have to be good enough.

      “The run was fine,” Adrian finally said, breaking the tepid silence with his gravelly voice.

      Cal clucked his tongue and lifted his head enough I caught the green glow of his eyes still shining, telling me his brother wolf was still simpering just beneath the surface. “The shifter has been around here a long time,” Cal supplied, and my shoulders slumped.

      Oh. This was about the shifter they scented out in the woods.

      Not about my escapades between the sheets.

      I wanted to smack myself for being such an idiot. My blush burned brighter.

      “We found her marks all around the villa. Even a few spots on the inside of the walls, but also as far as fifty miles away. Some of them were pretty old. Other marks, the ones closer to the villa, were fresher. Maybe a few weeks old. A month at most.”

      She?

      So, it was a female shifter, then. My heart ached for her if she was all alone out there.

      “No sign of her, though?” I asked them, my gaze flitting to Draven as well. I knew he could track almost just as well as my familiars could.

      Cal shook his head. “Nope. There were no fresh tracks or marks, either.”

      “So then maybe she’s gone?” I offered, perching on the edge of the sofa nearest Adrian.

      Adrian pursed his lips. “Maybe, but I don’t think so.”

      Cal inhaled deeply in an extended sigh and rose from the sofa, stretching. “The full moon is in three days.” His voice was hard when he spoke, his jaw taut, and it seemed almost like he was avoiding my eyes. “We’ll see if she comes around. The shift can happen before the sun is even fully set if the shifter is still sensitive to the change. So, you’ll be staying inside that day.” He finally turned his fiery green gaze on me.

      And I realized he wasn’t asking. His words were a command.

      Adrian rose as well. “And all night, too.”

      “We’ll take care of it if she comes within the walls,” Draven added, picking something out of his nails that looked suspiciously like animal fur. I wondered if he’d found a meal, then.

      A fraction of a second later his words sunk in. “Wait,” I said, my brow furrowing. “Don’t hurt her, okay? If she comes around, she may just need help. Guidance.”

      “And she’ll have it,” Cal snapped. I turned my frown on him, wondering if something else was bothering him. “But if she can’t be controlled, I won’t have her presence risking your safety. We’ll have to take care of it.”

      A shiver ran down my spine at how easily he condemned one of his own for something as trivial as my safety—which, in case he hadn’t noticed, had been threatened a lot lately. A shifter in the woods was the least of my concerns.

      “What do you mean, take care of it?” I asked him, a bolt of dread curling around my spine and pooling in my stomach like acid.

      But he didn’t answer, and all of them left the room in silence.

      

      It was late. Much later than I’d initially thought it was. If the grandfather clock in the corner of the library was to be believed, it was nearly midnight. Cal and Adrian were asleep upstairs, and I’d been considering crawling in with them and leaving my whole bed for Elias, wanting to feel the comfort of our witch-familiar bond soothe my riled magic and lend me strength.

      I’d grown so used to having them near, when they left for their run, I’d felt their loss like a chunk of my soul was flying through the trees with them. But after what they said about the female shifter in the woods, I felt uneasy.

      I didn’t think they would kill her, but what else could they have meant by take care of it? It was bothering me so much I couldn’t sleep, so here I was, near midnight and trying to work out the stupid riddle of sigils, incantations and drawings on Donovan’s parchment. The near twin to the one my father had tucked away in his journal.

      Cross referencing it with the pages in the blood magic spells and sigils books wasn’t helping. There were tiny pieces that could have been related, but no way to definitively tell. Not for the first time, I thought maybe we should get some outside help, and the only person I could think of was Granger.

      She was the Sigils Professor before she was Headmistress. And she was my friend. And she was planning to visit here at some point, anyway, but after everything that’d happened, how could we put our trust—our faith—in anyone else.

      Sterling and Donovan turned out to be monsters. I wouldn’t allow myself to think of Granger as being anything like them. But what if someone she knew was like them and she decided to share this sensitive information with them? I knew the idea was far-fetched, but so was everything else in my train-wreck of a life.

      Sighing, I took another pull from the open bottle of French wine I’d saved from the cobwebs in the wine cellar. It was both sweet and tart, and though I’d never been a particular fan of wine, I could see why Elias liked it so much. After the first few sips, it went down smooth as silk.

      I shoved the books away from me on the desk and leaned back in the chair. Maybe I should just try to get some sleep.

      Elias might have some insight on the things we’d uncovered since getting here yesterday; I was actually a little surprised he didn’t want to get right to it. But I supposed a six-hour drive and a good hot shower would put anyone to sleep.

      Almost without realizing it, my gaze fell on the hidden closet across the room and I pressed my lips together, considering. Listening carefully for any movement upstairs, I rose from the chair and crossed the room, pressing the cabinet to open it before I could change my mind.

      As my fingers curled around the smooth plate of hammered pewter, I shivered, feeling that same odd sensation run through me. As though the magic imbued within it was whispering to me. Caressing me.

      My own magic flickered to life in my veins, drawing up through my heels and coiling up through my core as though it wanted to reach out and touch the mask itself. I would have been elated at the sensation if it weren’t for the sense of foreboding that came along with it.

      If it weren’t for the fact the mask looked like something out of a horror film.

      Pursing my lips, I shoved down the feelings of dread. It was just a mask. A creepy mask—a magically imbued creepy mask, albeit, but still just a mask. Besides, maybe you had to actually put it on to activate whatever spell it had attached to it since I’d already tried looking through the eye holes at all angles.

      I tugged the elastic band from my wrist and pulled my frizzed-out hair away from my face, tying it into a knot at the nape of my neck to get it out of the way.

      Here goes nothing. I lifted the mask, inhaled sharply, winced in anticipation, and pressed the cold metal surface against my face.

      All at once the world fell out from under me. The world tilted up, blurring through the narrow slits of the mask until I was falling straight through the floor. If there was even a floor anymore. It was dark. A scent-less, sound-less, all-consuming dark that was so oppressing it made my ribs feel as though they would crack under the invisible pressure of it. My stomach lurched into my throat and I whined into the dark at the strength of the dropping sensation that wreaked havoc on my nerves.

      My voice echoed back to me as though I were underwater, or in the depths of the darkest, deepest cave known to mankind.

      I wrapped my arms around myself, my lips parted to scream, but then I remembered the mask. It was the mask. If I just took it off…

      I reached up to peel the thing from my face, but a split second before I could, the world came back into startlingly sharp focus. Solid ground materialized under my feet and my body, still buoyant from the lack of gravity, rebelled against the heaviness, crumpling to the cool tile beneath me.

      Tile?

      The floors in the library weren’t tile; they were warm wood.

      And it wasn’t this cold in the library, either. Not with the embers in the hearth still pumping ambient heat into the room. Unless… this wasn’t the library.

      Pulse thudding loudly in my ears with hands shaking from the aftereffects of adrenaline, I pushed myself back to standing, huffing through the cut-out in the bottom of the mask. It smelled of moss, dust, and cold stone with an undercurrent of something sweet.

      I fell immediately back to my knees, almost unable to draw the strength needed to rise. I shook my head, trying to clear the fog, but it remained, and something heavy settled in my chest. When I reached out a hand to the wall to try to stand again, the feeling only worsened and drew my hand back as though burned. I craned my neck to get a better look around myself.

      Wherever I was, I was far away from La Casa Rosa. I could feel the dullness, and the ache of the loss of my familiars that only happens when they weren’t any place nearby. I loathed that feeling. But for whatever reason it seemed at least ten times stronger than usual. Near painful.

      I was in a stone corridor. Darkness behind me, and a faint, flickering, orange light ahead. The corridor itself was peaked at the top, and the stone spoke of age I couldn’t fathom. This place was ancient. A castle, maybe? Where the fuck was I?

      Swallowing to clear the lump from my throat, I froze, breathless as I realized the culprit of the weight in my chest. Running through the stone walls like veins in the body of a living thing was the telltale black shimmer of bindstone. The gems were a natural combatant to witch, and fae, power.

      And they could only be found in one of three places.

      The immortal lands of Emeris, and Meloran.

      And in the depths of Kalzir prison.

      Testing the theory, I attempted to draw on my power, pulling as hard as I dared, but nothing came, nothing save for a strangled whisper of magic that died a mere second after it was born.

      So, it wasn’t just the loss of Cal and Adrian that was making me feel so drained—it was this place.

      My heart in a vise, I cursed myself. How the hell was I going to get out of here if I could portal back?

      What had I done?

      Traitorous tears stung at my eyes, but I chased them off with hard breath and pushed against my knees, finally rising to my feet from the dust-covered floor.

      There couldn’t be bindstone everywhere. I just had to find my way to another chamber. One without the shining black gems adorning the walls like morbid black tinsel. Yes, that’s it. Just find your way out and then portal back.

      Fuck, I hoped none of the guys had woken up since I left. I shuddered to think what they’d do if they found me missing. The villa would be torn apart by the time I got back.

      Shut up, Harper, you’ve got bigger problems.

      With knees still wobbling like Jell-O, I kept up a slow and steady pace forward, moving toward the wide space ahead where there was light.

      The open maw of the hallway looked out onto a room unlike any I’d ever seen and I stopped in my tracks. My breath died in my throat. Where the hell am I?

      I blinked into the orange and white light. It was still dim in the cavernous space, but not nearly as dim as it had been where I’d landed back in the corridor. The room looked almost to be hewn from stone itself, as though hollowed into the bowels of a mountain. Ice ran through my veins and I shivered at the chill of the place, my breath clouding in front of my face when I breathed hard enough.

      The floor here was a patchwork of interlocking stones, laid in a spiraling pattern, the circles growing smaller and smaller until they reached the center where the gray stone ended and colorful tile-like stones began. They depicted an image, the edges trimmed in gold. A blood red rose with two gilded swords running through the middle, their sharp points protruding from the bottom of the bud.

      The symbol of House Thorn. My family crest. Cyprian’s family crest.

      My pulse pounding anew, I jerked my head in all directions, trying to make sense of what I was seeing. Hallways like the one I was standing in the precipice of were carved into the circular room the whole way around. There had to be at least forty of them, maybe more. And in the place almost directly across from me, set into the stone where there would have been one last hallway, sat a throne instead.

      If you could call it that. I’d always imagined thrones to be great gilded chairs with high backs and cushioned seats. This was not that.

      This was a stone chair sat atop a three-step stone dais. Though it’s back was high, it didn’t look to be even remotely comfortable. Matching bolts of crimson fabric ran down along either side of it, hung from somewhere far above.

      Looking up, I found I had to squint into a bright white light. A hole was cut into the stone ceiling far above my head. Hundreds of feet high, and sweeping my gaze around, I saw that there were balconies above the corridors, too. Small single person outcroppings with little pillar-like railings where people could stand and watch the goings on below.

      I shivered at the thought of being watched in this place and stepped a little further into the room to check each one, making sure there was no one there, allowing myself to breathe as I discovered I was alone.

      When my gaze went back to the stone chair across the room, I noticed something that hadn’t been there before—or perhaps I hadn’t seen it?

      Carved into the high backing of a chair was a symbol. It was difficult to make out from this distance, but I thought I recognized it, though I couldn’t be certain where I’d seen it before. I walked a bit closer, trying to get a better look, my hands clasped together at my waist to stop their trembling.

      Gritting my teeth, I squinted into the bright light coating the floor in a perfect circle around the symbol of House Thorn. Gasping, a bolt of shock raced up my spine and the hair on the back of my neck stood on end. The symbol carved into the stone had begun to… glow.

      Oh shit. Why was it glowing? Had I done something? Triggered something?

      I searched the floor around my feet, looking for a stone that wasn’t like the others. Maybe I’d—

      I almost didn’t hear the echoing footsteps over the rushing of my blood in my ears. First one set to my right, and then another echoing from the opposite direction. There was no way to tell which of the corridors they were coming from.

      As though shocked back to life, I darted back the way I’d come, my footfalls slapping so loudly against the hard stone floor that I cringed at every running step.

      Shit. Shit. Shit!

      I launched myself into the peaked stone archway and flattened myself against the wall, my breaths coming hard and fast. I tried to hush them, breathing heavily to subdue the racing of my heart, but as quietly as I could. The stone doorway was shaped so there were small inlets on the inside of the peaked frame. The space was small, but it would have to be enough to conceal me.

      I was afraid if I made a run for it the opposite way down the corridor, I’d be seen fleeing, and I didn’t think that would be a good thing. I was definitely not supposed to be here.

      The thudding in my ears and the rushing in my veins never subsided, but my breaths evened out enough that I was no longer afraid someone would think there was a rabid beast down this corridor. I tucked myself into the small inlet, brushing up against cool condensation and grit. Ugh.

      Peering around the carved stone frame, I saw two figures had entered the chamber. Both hooded and cloaked, facing away from me—facing the throne.

      I bit the inside of my cheek, afraid that any second they’d feel my eyes on them and turn around to find me hiding—spying.

      More footsteps sounded in the deeps. Echoing, rising. Within a few seconds, it began to sound as though there were hundreds, the echoing sounds ricocheting around the curved stone. Oh fuck. I sent up a silent plea to whatever gods would listen that none entered from the corridor I was now hiding in.

      From my spot amid the shadows, I could see a portion of the room as they entered. Tens of them. All looking exactly alike. Hooded and cloaked in black—the same material as the cloak I’d found in my father’s library at La Casa Rosa. Obviously, it had been meant to go along with the mask since each and every one of the people entering the chamber was wearing one.

      All the same, plain, creepy, hammered pewter, shadowed beneath the long hoods of their cloaks, only visible at all for the firelight torches lining the walls a bit above eye-level. They threw a ruddy orange glow against the metal, making them look like devil faces in the dark.

      What is this place? Who the hell are these people?

      My heart in my throat, I began to inch slowly away from the open mouth of the entrance to the hallway. As the masked people entered the room, they all stationed themselves in front of the vacant stone chair. Facing away from me. If I was stealthy enough, maybe I could—

      “Welcome.” A rich baritone voice broke the silence, putting an abrupt end to the hush of whispers from the figures in attendance.

      I paused, unable to help myself. Whatever this was, my father had been a part of it. He’d been a… a member? Which had to mean it wasn’t bad, whatever it was, right?

      Cursing myself, I moved as quickly as quietly as I could back to the small inlet and tucked myself safely away into its shadow. If anyone on the left half of the room looked directly at me, I was certain they would see me, but with all of them facing the throne, perhaps I could be a silent spectator, and none would be the wiser.

      I blew out a calming breath and found handholds in the grimy stone to keep myself steady. The bindstone humming within it settled even more heavily on my chest, suppressing my magic so forcefully it made my stomach turn and head spin. As the sensations subsided, I was left with a feeling of emptiness, a void in the place where power once ran.

      But I wouldn’t risk too much movement; with my hands firmly clasping the bits of stone, I’d be able to keep as still as possible.

      “Straight to the point,” the same voice spoke, and I could tell without looking, the man was standing where the throne would be.

      The pieces had been taking shape and finding where they fit with each other since I appeared here, but there were a couple things I knew for certain: this was not Kalzir Prison. And whatever was going on here was not legal.

      Which meant two other things. If this wasn’t Kalzir, then judging by the crest set into the floor, and the bindstone running in sparkling rivers of black through the stone walls, it could only be Emeris. The Exalted Court, where the alchemists ruled over the immortal lands all those hundreds—or was it thousands?—of years ago.

      “…there’s been a development. We’ve received word from our informant that they’re close to reconstructing the spell…” the man continued, but I was too lost in my own thoughts to listen.

      My feet were standing on stone that was rooted to the soil of Emeris. My immortal homeland.

      I could hardly believe it was possible and, glancing up at the white light filtering down from the skylight, I had a sudden, burning desire to be outside. To see what it was like. Though since the plague that befell the land after Cyprian’s curse was laid, I knew I’d likely not see very much.

      But still, I wondered what the power here would feel like. Would it feel the same as the magic I drew from the earth of the mortal lands, or would it feel different? Would it react differently when I called it? Would it be stronger, or weaker for the plague that ravaged the land.

      “…but we aren’t ready…”

      I was still reeling when I came back to myself, realizing I was sticking my head too far out into the main chamber. I slammed myself back, knocking my head against the rough stone. Wetting my dry lips, I tried to focus on what was happening in the chamber.

      The whispers had begun again, and I could make out some voices louder than others as they argued. But they were strange. Every voice sounded alike. Exactly the same, in fact. That same rich baritone belonging to a male person. My brows furrowed as I watched them. With them all facing away there was no way to tell who was speaking.

      “How will we stop them, if not to undo what was done before—”

      “We must work faster. We can still—”

      “Enough.” A louder voice rose above all the others vying to be heard in the din. A cloaked figure went to stand beside the other cloaked figure who was standing in front of the throne, heels clacking against stone. I supposed he—or she—must be their leader.

      The newcomer, a woman I assumed based on the telltale sound of high-heeled shoes, silenced the crowd with a raised hand.

      “They’ve left us no other option,” she said, her voice coming out the same deep baritone as all the others. “It’s time to end it.”

      The leader stepped forward, moving until he was on the edge of the dais, his gaze sweeping over his congregated following. Who was he?

      “Cut the head off the snake and the body may writhe for a time, but eventually, it too will die.”

      A fist of ice gripped my heart. They were talking about murder.

      As assassination.

      But of whom?

      For what purpose?

      “Stay vigilant, my friends,” he added. “Soon, we’ll strike. Soon, this madness will come to an end. I promise you.”

      The whispers resumed.

      “You’re dismissed,” the one standing next to the man in control said. I understood her to be his second in command.

      Gulping, I watched as one by one, the cloaked figures removed their masks… and vanished. As though I’d blinked each one out of existence. I reached a hand up and felt the cool contour of my own mask. I only had to remove it.

      I’m such an idiot.

      The stone beneath my other hand shifted with the force of my grip and how I was leaning my weight on it. The mortar holding it in with the other pieces fell apart and the rock dropped to the ground with an ear-shattering clack that tailed off in a resounding ringing that filled my ears like a fucking siren.

      I might as well have had a megaphone to my mouth and shouted here I am!

      I tore the mask from my face a fraction of a second after the stone hit the floor, not knowing if I was too late. I didn’t have time to wonder if anyone saw me because the instant the sweat-slicked metal came away from my skin, I was falling again.

      Straight through the stone floor. Straight down, down into the heavy dark.
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      “You okay, man?” I watched as Cal continuously bounced a small rubber ball off the floor and the wall before catching it and throwing it again. “You seemed a little short with Harper back there, and I don’t think it was entirely about that shifter.”

      He curled his lip, but didn’t respond. Just kept bouncing the damn ball over and over as he laid back against his headboard. We’d found a couple of the guest rooms on this level that had two beds and decided to stick together in this new place. Knowing we were going to be here for a couple weeks or so, we’d debated on a room with a bigger, single bed in case Harper wanted to join us, but figured if that situation came up, we could just change locations.

      Dee had already freshened the sheets in every room on this level.

      “His scent mixed with hers…” He shuddered and threw the ball harder. Instead of bouncing, we heard a crack and both of us blinked at the ball stuck in the hole he’d made in the floorboard. He sighed and threw his head back into the cushioned headboard. “It’s rubbing my wolf instincts all wrong.”

      “We told her—”

      “I know what we told her,” he snapped, eyes lighting up with a faint green glow. “I’m not going back on that. I’ll deal with it. No one said I had to like it.”

      I had no response to that. We’d made it seem like no big deal when we told Harper to do what she liked, but neither one of us really liked it. We wanted to see her happy, and that was all that mattered. Elias did that for her, but it still chafed. If she ever wanted us that way, I was sure Elias would feel the same.

      As Draven said before, our kind—both witches and shifters—weren’t really built for sharing the way the vampires did.

      Cal heaved himself off the bed and pried the ball out of the hole. “You’d think we would be used to it by now,” he said quietly, spinning the ball in his fingers. “We’re never anyone’s first priority.”

      “Hey.” I sat up and pinned him with a glare. “Quit with your insecure bullshit.”

      He froze, narrowing his eyes at me, and I felt the slight pressure in my head that came with his alpha side—something he’d tried his whole life to resist. “What?”

      His control was slipping. I stood and faced him as best I could, given the height difference. Cal and I didn’t fight. We rarely had any strong disagreements, but right now, he needed a reality check.

      “Or have you forgotten the time we were stolen from pack land and chained up like dogs?” Anger threaded my words at his stupidity. “When she sensed something wrong, she abandoned everything without telling anyone, including Elias, and came for us. She put herself in danger to find and rescue us. She put us first.”

      “Once.”

      “What do you expect?” I yelled, uncaring who else might be listening in. “This situation with all of us isn’t normal. If we want to stay by her side, then we have to accept that her priorities will revolve around all of us, not just you. So get your head out of your ass.”

      Unfortunately, he wasn’t the only one struggling with it. I was only able to keep a tighter leash on myself because I didn’t have the same dominant blood he had. Hell, I probably fought with my own feelings for her more than he did. I rarely initiated anything with her because I was afraid her love for me—for both of us—wasn’t the same that we felt for her.

      Cal stood there for a long minute, staring at me in shock, before collapsing backward onto the edge of his bed. He lowered his head into his hands and shook it, his golden brown hair waving back and forth with the motion. “The hell is wrong with me lately, Adrian?” he asked in a pained voice.

      I opened my mouth to respond, but at that moment, a black hole opened up in my chest. My knees hit the worn rug between our beds before I even registered that I’d fallen, and I struggled to get a breath into my lungs. Cal grunted and wrapped his arms across his chest.

      “Harper,” he rasped, lifting his head just enough to meet my eyes. “Something’s wrong.”

      The initial pain slowly started to subside, leaving only the empty void where our bond should’ve been. Cal and I bolted from the room, slamming into the wall on the other side of the hall in our haste to go find her. Where the hell would she have gone at this time of night?

      As we scrambled down through the house, Draven caught up with us, his eyes wide as he took in our frantic state. “What’s wrong?”

      “Find her,” I growled, gripping my chest.

      He didn’t need any more motivation than that. “I’ll take the eastern forest.” Then he vanished, the door slamming shut behind him.

      Cal and I split up on the main floor, going from room to room, trying to follow her scent. She’d wandered, apparently, so traces of her were everywhere. While Cal checked the wine cellar, I followed my nose to the library we’d been researching in. Her scent was fresher in here, but there was no sign of her aside from the wine bottle on the desk.

      “Nothing?” Cal asked as he came up behind me.

      I shook my head, my jaw clenched tight enough to make my teeth groan in protest. “I’m heading out with Draven. Maybe we’ll pick something up out there. She can’t have gotten too far.”

      He grabbed my arm before I could move away. “Let me go. You do a search of the grounds.” His grip tightened momentarily and I could feel the pinch of claws digging into my skin. “I need to shift and one of us needs to stay close, just in case.”

      I studied him for a second, wondering if I could talk him into both of us going out there, but he was right. Someone needed to stay close, and Elias didn’t have the senses needed to detect her. In fact, he was probably still sleeping somewhere. We hadn’t even thought to wake him, and I wasn’t about to.

      “Fine,” I grumbled reluctantly. “If you find anything—”

      “You’ll be the first to know,” he finished as he turned away. His shorts dropped to the floor as he shifted mid-stride and took off.

      I ran outside with him and started doing laps around the house as he aimed for the trees. My anxiety ramped up until my head boomed like a bass drum. All the worst possibilities flashed through my mind.

      Someone had teleported in and grabbed her. She touched a random family heirloom and got sent to some secret basement level where they hid even worse books than the library. Or, knowing her, she tripped and fell out a window or down some stairs.

      The thought she might be hurt somewhere made me want to pull my hair out. I glanced toward the back of the property, where I could barely make out the caretaker’s cottage. Harper’s scent didn’t reach out here, but with her, that didn’t always mean anything. The lights were out, so I crept up close.

      Circling around beneath the windows, I still couldn’t identify any other smells than Dee, who was still sleeping. With a low growl, I turned away and headed back toward the house. We were missing something, I knew it.

      I did a more thorough sweep of the enormous house, room by room, starting with the wine cellar. Cal had been right about her going down there, but I’d known that by the bottle she left on the desk. So where the hell was she now? I inspected the walls, looking for suspicious cracks and feeling for a breeze.

      So maybe all of my sleuthing techniques were a little outdated, but if I’d learned anything from the incident on Harper’s birthday, it was that witches were resistant to change. Creepy secret basement levels were high on their home buyer requirements. I pressed the wall in places that looked odd, pulled on a few bottles, and started to get frustrated as my anxiety reached a peak.

      Harper was gone.

      Whatever happened, she wasn’t in the house anymore. Wasn’t anywhere near here, or we’d feel her. Someone had taken her right out from under our noses. What good were we if we couldn’t even stop an intrusion like that? If we couldn’t sniff out the culprit?

      I grabbed handfuls of my hair and tugged, letting the pain steady me. There was nothing in the cellar, so I headed up. We needed something, some clue to her whereabouts, something they may have left behind when they took her.

      Then heat bloomed in my chest. The strength of it nearly bowled me over on the steps and I tripped over my feet in my rush to get to her. Our link reappeared as if it’d never been gone in the first place.

      I ran.
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      I dropped to the warm hardwood like a weighted sack, my bones heavy and limbs shaking and weak. The bindstone from the underground chamber had suppressed my power, but now I felt it slowly rousing from its slumber, awakening first slowly, but then surging with a burning fury at having been suppressed for so long.

      Like a wild dog breaking loose from a chain, it swelled behind my breastbone, filling me with the strength I needed to stand. I hushed it soothingly, attempting to coax it back to a low simmer beneath my skin. I couldn’t afford a magical explosion in the middle of the night. I’d wake the whole house.

      As I worked to calm myself, I heard a door clatter closed somewhere in the house, the echo of the hallways making it difficult to determine where, and I stabilized myself with a hand clasped tightly on the back of the armchair beside the bookcase. I could tell right away that it was either Cal or Adrian rushing through the house on stomping feet.

      The tightness in my chest, and the last dregs of the weakness in my muscle tissue evaporated as he neared, our familiar bond bringing me back to a gasping full strength.

      Adrian appeared in the wide doorway, his hair disheveled and glowing yellow-eyes wild, chest heaving as forceful breaths sawed in and out through his clenched teeth. When our eyes locked, he stilled. If I didn’t know any better, I’d have thought his heart stopped in his chest by the way his eyes widened and his pace paled, lips parting as he took me in.

      “Harper?” His normally confident voice shook as though he thought I may be an apparition and not truly here at all.

      I grimaced. Shit. So someone had noticed I was gone.

      He wore a pained expression as he closed the gap between us and wrenched the armchair out of the way, sending it crashing into the side table. Both bits of furniture tumbled to the floor, but the carelessness of the action, combined with his trembling gaze, spoke of his worry. Wordlessly, Adrian drew me to him, and I felt the tightness across his chest as he folded me roughly into his arms.

      His elongated claws scratched against my arms, but I didn’t shy away from them. I buried myself deeper, nuzzling into him, shivering as the rightness of our bond soothed me into a state less catatonic than a moment before.

      “You scared the fucking shit out of me,” he said, his voice as strained as the rest of him.

      The quick thunderous beating of his heart behind his breastbone confirmed his words.

      My lips parted to reply, but where did I start? Out of the corner of my eye, I saw the pewter mask discarded on the hardwood floor not more than a couple of feet from where I landed. It’d come back with me.

      I thought I’d dropped it in the chamber, but whatever magic it possessed had sent it back to La Casa Rosa. The place where it belonged.

      Because it was my father’s.

      I was trying to make sense of it all in my head, on the verge of figuring something out, when Adrian gripped me by the arms and pulled back enough to look me in the eyes. The tension I found there made me nervous. I’d never seen Adrian like this. Never this shaken—not when he tore off Sterling’s head. And not when we were in that dungeon with Donovan, all of us on the verge of being slaughtered.

      He was always hard. Calloused. This wasn’t like him.

      “Don’t ever disappear like that again,” he growled, shaking me when I didn’t answer right away. “You hear me?”

      I nodded quickly. “I hear you,” I blurted, a bit intimidated by the panic in his gaze. “I—I’m sorry. I didn’t mean—”

      He kissed me.

      I gasped against his lips as they formed around mine and he stole all the breath from my body. An exhilarating spark raced down through my being and reverberated out to my limbs, electrifying my fingertips with the rush of power I’d been working to suppress since being freed of the bindstone.

      A small sound escaped my throat as my stomach flipped and my thighs squeezed. That sizzling warmth heated me from the inside out as he fisted a hand into my hair, holding me to him. The kiss was fast and unyielding at first, and when his body softened, so did the kiss. It morphed into the gentlest brush of lips, whisper soft.

      My toes curled.

      When he tried to pull away, I found I wasn’t finished and I yanked him back to me, eager to taste more of him, to breathe in his whiskey and cedar scent—sharp and yet smooth. His body, though shorter than Cal’s and broader than Elias’, was taut as a bowstring. Every bit of him was rock hard. He was wide and stacked with muscles professional football players would be jealous of, and I couldn’t help running my fingertips down the washboard of his abs.

      Adrian let out a small sound of surprise, but quickly recovered, pressing me almost savagely into the bookcase. Several tomes fell at the impact and thudded onto the floor. The gasp that left my lips as the air was pushed from my lungs was swallowed up as he kissed me fiercely, the spines of the books at my back digging into the muscle between my shoulder blades.

      It was like he was punishing me for making him worry, but damn if I didn’t enjoy it. He so rarely came to me first that it was refreshing and, I’d admit, very hot. Thoughts of where I’d just been, the lingering chill of the bindstone, evaporated under his touch.

      Adrian flicked his tongue against my lips, and I parted them, granting him entry. As he delved into my mouth, growling, I felt the press of his hardened length against my groin and I fought to catch my breath, arching my back to press more firmly against him.

      That same sound I’d heard only a couple minutes before—of a door slamming closed against a frame—drew me out of my lustful delirium and Adrian’s kisses slowed, and then regretfully stopped.

      The heavy stomps of bare feet coming down the hall could only be one person.

      I disentangled myself from Adrian’s grasp, blushing. He eyed me deviously, biting his lower lip as his still-glowing lupine gaze traveled the length of my body, leaving a burning trail everywhere he looked.

      He shook his head and tore his gaze away as Cal burst into the room. “Where were you?” he demanded the moment he laid eyes on me, the words a bark shouted through half canine and half-human teeth.

      I’d have trembled at his tone if it weren’t for the fact that he was butt fucking naked.

      Like, naked as the day he was born naked.

      Standing there as though it were the most natural thing in the world naked.

      The muscle I’d seen before across his shoulders and down his back, across his chest and in his calves didn’t stop at those places. A mouse-like squee of sound managed to get through my sealed lips as I took in the thick muscle of his thighs. The deep carved V-shape carved into his lower abs leading down to… holy. Fucking. Shit.

      A blur of black moving into the room like a curl of smoke preceded the entry of Draven, looking not nearly as disheveled as my familiars, with his hair perfectly imperfect and his usual slouching stance, not even crinkle in his shirt or a scuff on his shoes. Only his bright blue eyes, staring at me like he was only just seeing me for the first time, betrayed he had worried for my safety at all.

      That look was quickly erased as he turned to glance at Cal and quickly averted his gaze, momentary disgust tainting his features. “Would you put some fucking clothes on?” Draven sneered. “We’re not all animals here.”

      He moved to a trunk near the far wall and drew out a ratty looking blanket, chucking it roughly at Cal, who without missing a beat or even a hint of blush, wrapped it around his middle like he would a towel. All the while staring at me, seething, making me feel like I was two inches tall.

      “It’s not my fault,” I blurted, hating how the pitch of my voice sounded.

      Hell, I was the one who was just magically teleported to a land thousands of miles away and almost discovered by a group of fifty masked fuckers in an underground chamber laced with fucking bindstone. I stomped over to where the mask lay innocently against the floor and snatched it up.

      “It was this thing. I didn’t know it would transport me all the way to fucking Emeris.”

      Elias walked in just then, looking as though he’d only just rolled out of bed and hadn’t heard all the ruckus downstairs until just now. But upon hearing me, his gaze locked onto the mask gripped in my hand and his hand fell from rubbing the sleep from his eyes.

      The collective intake of breath and the tepid silence that followed told me they were all shocked at my words.

      “What did you just say?” Elias asked incredulously.

      I sighed, bowing my head. “Somebody want to put on some coffee?”

      I had a lot of explaining to do since the whole house was awake now, anyway.

      

      Shaking from the amount of caffeine pulsing through my veins, but bone weary from all the hours spent going over and over all that’d happened with the guys, my eyes were drooping as they continued to discuss it without me.

      Though my muscles kept twitching from all the coffee and I couldn’t seem to stop bouncing my right foot, I was about to pass out. I needed a shower, or maybe a bath. Something to level me out and get rid of the damp smell that followed me back from that place. And then sleep. I needed a lot of sleep.

      “Wait, so you said there was a symbol on the back of the throne, right?” Elias asked, the hundredth question he’d hurled at me in the last couple hours.

      He wasn’t happy at all that he’d slept through my ‘going missing’ and none of the other guys had woken him up. But thanks to them, Elias was probably the most well-rested, and sharpest, of us right now. Draven was a close second, but I was sure that was only because the guy had somehow trained himself to go on living without the need for a thing so trivial as REM sleep.

      I nodded, blinking my bleary, burning eyes back to a half-open state. “Mmhmm,” I replied sleepily, leaning heavily into Cal’s side on the sofa. He wrapped his arm around me and I shivered at his warmth, giving him a small smile he didn’t return.

      He’d been tense since I told them what happened. He didn’t like that I was there all alone without their protection, and he was angry that I’d been so naïve as to keep the mask from them and to put it on even though you knew there was something fucky with it—and while all of us were sleeping!

      But it seemed, at least for now, I was forgiven. I nestled into the crook of his arm and he gave me a little squeeze to let me know he wasn’t angry anymore.

      Elias rose from the sofa and disappeared out the door. I was too sleepy to wonder where he’d gone, the tapping of my foot finally stopping as I drew my legs up onto the sofa and closed my eyes.

      “Is this it?” Elias asked, bringing me out of the beginnings of a blackout sleep. I blinked back to semi-wakefulness and saw he was holding a piece of parchment out for me to see.

      I squinted to make out the lines he’d drawn there through the blur.

      “Man, she needs to sleep,” Cal chided him. “She can barely keep her eyes open.”

      “Is this it?” Elias insisted, pushing the page a little closer to my face.

      It took me a moment, but I found I did recognize it. Elias wouldn’t get any points for being a particularly good artist. It wasn’t exact, and the lines were sloppy. But it was the same symbol I’d seen on the throne—the one I’d found to be familiar, but couldn’t place.

      Elias rocked back on his heels and let the bit of paper fall into his lap. He laughed once—a tight, dry sound.

      “What is it?” Draven asked, retrieving the paper from Elias’ lap on the floor.

      Groggily, I tilted my head to see Draven standing above me. There was a crease between his brows and his crystalline eyes were hard as he glared down at Elias and then at me.

      “Are you sure?”

      I nodded, not even caring at this point what they were all so worked up about. Cal was right—I needed to sleep.

      “It’s Manifesto.”

      I couldn’t be sure I’d heard the words or thought them myself, filling in the blanks with what I already knew but couldn’t place.

      All those people—those witches—were members of the rebel group known as Manifesto.

      

      When I awoke, I found myself in a bed that smelled of fresh pine and warm spice. Elias. I reached for him, but my fingers found only more smooth sheets beneath the warmth of the covers.

      “Elias?” I croaked into the darkness, but there came no answer.

      Rolling onto my back, I felt a slight pounding behind my ocular cavities and groaned. I needed to get myself some food and water before throbbing turned into a full-blown migraine. I was still skeptical that the storm a couple months before at the academy was caused by my riotous magic, but I didn’t want to chance bringing La Casa Rosa down on our heads in case it was true.

      Though, thinking back to the last near-migraine I’d had, about a month before, it had been stormy that night, too. The full moon had been almost completely obscured by black clouds, though I’d been a bit distracted with seeing my familiars through their expulsion from Atlas’ pack. I pinched the bridge of my nose to alleviate the feeling and forced myself to sit up, blinking rapidly to attempt to speed up my eyes adjusting to the dark.

      Giving up, I flicked my wrist and whispered, “Lucidus,” allowing only a flicker of power into the sigil to make it glow so faintly, it was more of a bluish flicker than a true light. I didn’t want to set off the migraine.

      I stepped out of bed and hissed as my feet hit cold tile, gritting my teeth as I settled them onto the floor. Tiptoeing over to the closet, I dug around in the dim light and pulled out something to change into after I had a nice long shower. Glancing down at what I was wearing now, I realized I couldn’t remember changing into the silk pajamas I’d bought Bianca at the mall.

      My face warmed as I stroked a hand down the front of the soft material. The thought of Elias helping me to change without my even remembering it sent a shiver of delight and a bolt of dread curling together up my spine. I tended to sleep with my eyes almost half open, the whites showing, mouth hanging open.

      I blushed some more in the dark.

      How embarrassing.

      I rummaged in the closet until I found a light sweater and a tank top as well as a pair of thin white cotton pants that the lady at the store said were perfect for warm weather. They looked comfortable enough, though I knew with my track record that the color white and I didn’t get along. They’d be single use, for sure.

      Padding out the door, I heard the hushed voices of the guys downstairs in the kitchen. I didn’t doubt Cal, Adrian, and Draven would be able to hear me from downstairs if they were listening, so I rushed into the bathroom and locked the door behind me.

      I needed just a few minutes to myself. A few girl minutes to wash up, shave my bristly legs, and brush my hair and teeth. And then I could go down and eat and we could figure out—

      That was when it hit me.

      Manifesto.

      I’d forgotten.

      No, not forgotten. I’d fallen asleep. Was it Elias who’d figured it out, or had my unconscious mind? What did it mean? What had they been talking about? Cutting the head off a snake?

      Were they… were they talking about assassinating the Magistrate? Or was I wrong about him, and it was someone else entirely who was to blame for what had been going on? And what had they said about them being close to reconstructing the spell? Oh fuck—could they have been talking about the curses of the sun and moon?

      I halted, glancing up to find my reflection in the mirror. Horror-stricken, with dark circles beneath my eyes and a pale complexion, I realized I’d hardly seen sunlight since we arrived here. My ghoulish appearance was only intensified by the mane of red curls and snags fanning out around my face like a mass of crimson snakes. Hell, it looked like it had begun to dread in a spot or two. I flinched at the girl staring back at me.

      We had a lot of work to do, but first I needed a shower.

      World ending issues or not, there was no way I was going downstairs looking like this.
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      The shower did wonders to loosen my taut muscles and worked to dull the throbbing in my head. By the time I was ready to go downstairs, I hadn’t a clue what time it was thanks to thoroughly covered windows, but I had to assume it was late and I’d been in the bathroom for at least an hour.

      The tangles in my hair took more than a little work to get out and by the time I was finished, my arms were actually sore from brushing it for so long. The finished product wasn’t half bad, though, and the soft, thin taupe sweater fit me like a glove even though I hadn’t tried it on at the shop before I bought it.

      Looked nice with the white pants, too.

      I assumed not being able to wear white after Labor Day wasn’t a thing in Spain, not that I cared much one way or another.

      “Morning sleepyhead,” Adrian said with a cheeky grin as I walked into the kitchen—the room that’d somehow become our informal meeting place. Elias was in a simple white tee and jeans that was such a contrast to the professional attire I usually saw him in at school that I did a double take, having to make certain it was actually him sitting there at the table, head bent over the daily Chronicle. He looked up when I entered and the ghost of a smile pulled his lips up at the edges as he took me in.

      Draven was sipping a mug of coffee again and looking a bit worse for wear. He seemed paler than usual, his pallor almost gray. I knew he wasn’t feeding properly—the blood of whatever small animals he’d found around here in the woods wouldn’t be enough to sustain him, and he couldn’t have gotten away with traveling through an airport with a suitcase full of blood bags. I should have thought this through more.

      But then, there was that darker part of me that knew on some level I’d anticipated it—welcomed it, even. I’d feed him. Later, when there wasn’t such a rapt audience watching us.

      Cal was stuffing his face as usual, eating an enormous stick of meat in huge chomping bites. I was sure it was meant for slicing to eat with cheese, but I wasn’t about to argue with him about it if he was happy. He raised the stick of meat to me in greeting before taking another bite.

      “What time is it?” I asked no one in particular.

      “About eight,” Elias replied. “You slept the whole day.”

      My brows rose. “You should have woken me up! We have work to—”

      “You needed to sleep,” Cal cut me off, leaving no room for argument. “Now you have.”

      Stubborn mules, the lot of them.

      Draven sauntered over to where I stood and handed me a mug of steaming coffee, made the way I liked it. I thanked him with a small smile. I could get used to him doing that. I bit my bottom lip at the thought and put the mug to my lips, taking a long sip that almost burned my tongue, but I didn’t care. The drink did wonders to further dull the ache in my skull.

      “You do something different?” Draven asked, his voice low so the others wouldn’t hear.

      Scrunching my face, I cocked my head as he appraised me, unsure what he meant. “No, why?”

      He nodded as though he’d solved a puzzle. “Your hair,” he said after a minute. “It looks nice like that, without the headband pushing it back.”

      Without realizing it, my hand flew up. He was right. I wasn’t wearing one. And when I thought about it, I realized I wasn’t even sure where I put the damn thing. I felt naked without it suddenly. Exposed. But I shrugged it off and thanked him anyway, realizing a little belatedly that Draven had just paid me a compliment that had nothing to do with my power or my skill at throwing his knives—not a skill I possessed, I found out a while ago. No, he’d complimented me.

      He might as well have told me he thought I looked pretty. My face flushed and I rushed to hide it with another hasty sip of coffee and moved away from him and the feelings trying to bore their way into my chest. “So,” I said, perhaps a little too vigorously. “Manifesto?”

      “That’s what we think.” Elias nodded and tapped his fingers on the table. “From what you said, it fits.”

      He was right, it did fit. And I felt like a complete fool for not realizing it myself sooner. I’d been too exhausted and wired to think straight.

      “Why masks?” Cal interjected. “You said they were all wearing cloaks and silver masks and that the masks changed their voices? Why do that if they’re all working toward the same goal?”

      A goal I had to assume was in line with my father’s. To undo what Cyprian did and free the Vocari and Enduran races from the curses tying them to the whims of the sun and moon. To undo what Alchemist ancestors did.

      And maybe to work towards the other goals my father had, like living in harmony with the mortals, telling them the truth of our existence so we might make a true home on these foreign lands.

      Maybe. But I still didn’t totally agree with that idea.

      If there was anything to be learned from sci-fi and urban fantasy movies, it was that humanity and the supernatural did not mix. They almost always ended with one race trying to annihilate the other—characters like Bella Swan being the exception to the rule, of course.

      The three of us were quiet as we considered Cal’s question. It was a valid one, but I’d admit, not one I’d really thought about. It seemed fairly obvious, actually. “Anonymity,” I ventured, moving to lean against the center island facing them all, with only Draven still at my back.

      “The masks are the only way to enter the chamber. A witch couldn’t even portal there because of all the bindstone in the walls. And the masks and cloaks hide their identities, even from each other. It’s brilliant, actually. If any of them were ever captured by the Arcane Authorities—”

      “They wouldn’t be able to give names,” Draven finished for me. I turned to find him wearing an expression that spoke of begrudging admiration of the idea. Leave it to him to find something to be commended in the idea of keeping secrets from someone torturing you.

      Elias nodded his agreement, slipping a hand over his hair in a way that made my own hands itch to touch it. It looked so soft and—I cleared my throat.

      Now is not the time, Harper.

      “Not even under a truth spell,” he added. “They can’t tell someone something they don’t know.”

      “Crafty fuckers,” Adrian muttered under his breath and I let out a small chuckle at the comment.

      That, they were.

      After a beat of silence, I spoke up again. “I have to go back. I have to figure out what exactly they’re planning—what they know. They said that they, whoever they are, were close to reconstructing the spell. We have to assume they meant Cyprian’s curse…” I trailed off, a weight settling in my gut. “And if they are able to do that—”

      “They could put an end to all vampire kind,” Draven breathed, putting the pieces together in his mind.

      Adrian punched a fist down against the table and growled, his eyes blazing a brilliant yellow. “They aren’t killing our kind. We’re few enough as it is.”

      “No,” I agreed with them. “They aren’t. We won’t let them. I won’t let them.” Feeling confident, I decided to confess, to tell them what I’d suspected since the very first time I saw Atticus Sterling with the Magistrate in the academy. “It’s the Magistrate. I know it in my bones. I can’t explain it, but—”

      “I think you’re right.” Elias stopped me from floundering to form an explanation I didn’t have. “Aside from the blatant cover-ups Cecily has been looking into, I ran into Donovan leaving the Council chamber once at the Department. And I saw him writing on a spelled parchment once.”

      Only Council members had access to that magic.

      I’d seen one once in the chamber of the Council member who took pity on me and sent me to Arcane Arts Academy instead of stripping my powers or sending me to Kalzir, and another time on the headmaster’s desk.

      Donovan wouldn’t have access to one unless he was on the Council, himself… or unless he was consorting with someone higher up, like the Magistrate.

      “Who the hell is Cecily?” Adrian asked, cocking his head at Elias.

      “Think about it.” Elias ignored his question and looked at the others, and I turned to find them wearing equally skeptical expressions. “Atticus killed Harper’s father on orders from someone higher up, and we have to assume the reason why he was killed had to do with what he’d learned and what he planned to do with it.”

      It was all coming together in my mind now. “Maybe the testing they were doing has something to do with it,” I said as delicately as I could. Cal, Adrian, and Draven grimaced at my reference to what was done to their people. “I mean, maybe it was for research; maybe they were trying to find a way to force the curse to finish its course.”

      Not for the first time, my stomach turned at the knowledge that both Adrian and Cal had been injected with whatever potion they thought would induce the completion of the original curses—if that was, in fact, what they were doing.

      At least they hadn’t succeeded if it was.

      “And if that wasn’t what they were doing, maybe they were trying to take matters into their own hands,” Draven supplied, anger morphing his face into something chilling. “To find a way to poison us in such a way that would eradicate our species for good.”

      I could hardly believe what we were saying. It all seemed so horrifying. Disgusting.

      But it was a fact. There were people of varying opinions among the Alchemist race. There were those who wanted peace among the immortal races, those who felt guilt about what our ancestors had done to oppress—and try to eradicate—them. And there were others, like the Magistrate, and I suspected much of the Council, who viewed the other races as monsters.

      Vermin to be exterminated.

      More so now than even before the curse was laid upon them. Because now they had become the beasts Cyprian and much of our ancestors had viewed them as. Lesser beings. Good only for working the lands and obeying orders.

      If we were right—and I knew in my bones that we were—then those antiquated ideals had somehow survived the last thousand or so years and were still prominent enough today for those in a place of power in our immortal society to want to finish what Cyprian started.

      “Now, that makes sense,” Cal said dejectedly, responding to Draven’s comment.

      I hated that I shared a heritage with such loathsome minds. That I shared a race with those who would see other races destroyed.

      I felt sick just thinking about it.

      “When the Vocari and Endurans rose up against what was left of the Alchemists on Emeris after the war on Meloran, the rest of our kind was forced to flee or risk being killed or enslaved, ourselves,” Elias said in a low voice, his knowledge of history far superior to any of ours. I knew very little of the war on Meloran—the Fae continent. Only that a large portion of our kind went to fight in it, given a promise of staking a claim on new lands. None returned to Emeris, leaving the remainder of our people without enough alchemist troops to protect them when the uprising came.

      It was all so confusing to try to comprehend, and I wasn’t even sure if what I knew was correct, my head so filled with information from the last several months at the academy that I wasn’t sure where or how all of it fit together anymore. Just a jumble of information, potion ingredients, and bits of sigils and maps.

      “That sort of solidified our race’s hatred for yours,” Elias said with his gaze downcast. “But it’s truly only a small group who still blames your kind for the things we did to ourselves.”

      “Ha!” Adrian hissed. “Did you miss the headlines on that thing?” He added, nodding to the open Arcane Chronicle still sitting on the table in front of Elias.

      I shoved off the counter and went over to have a look for myself.

      Parents outraged after deaths at Academy.

      Community urging Council to take Action!

      Skimming the contents, I felt perplexed at what I read. “But this is blaming the other races for what happened,” I said, incredulous. “Don’t they know it was Donovan who killed them?”

      “They haven’t released that information yet.”

      But the Arcane Authorities had told Granger they were launching a full-scale investigation into him, hadn’t they?

      Elias seemed to sense my anger. “Cecily told me before I came here that she’s been petitioning for an internal investigation into why things were intentionally being ignored and overlooked by the Department, but it’s out of her jurisdiction. They’re shutting her down from all sides and doing what they want.”

      “That’s bullshit!” I shouted. My hand curled into talons at my sides, unable to contain the sudden burst of fury heating the blood in my veins. “They can’t do that.”

      Draven raised his brows, a sarcastic look on his face. “I think they just did.”

      Fucking assholes.

      I knew eventually they would be forced to tell the truth, especially if Elias’ ex was as good at finding answers as I hoped, but in the meantime they were getting what they wanted. They were planting the seeds of distrust—of hatred—towards the other races that they would need to be able to justify what they did if they succeeded in committing mass genocide.

      I gasped, a sudden realization hitting me like a freight train. “Do you think that’s why Donovan put puncture wounds that looked like bite marks in their bodies?”

      Elias’ lips parted.

      “Are you saying Donovan killed them just to stir shit up? To rally supporters to the Magistrate’s cause?” Cal asked, his brow wrinkling in confusion.

      I shook my head, then nodded, unsure what exactly I was trying to say. “Yes—well, no. I mean, I think he used the puncture marks for that reason, but I also think he needed their blood.”

      “The blood of the pure.” Draven caught on, eyes widening. “That’s what it says on the parchment.”

      Dawning broke over Elias’ face. “And it would make sense for fucking supremacist assholes like Donovan and the Magistrate to believe what was meant by that was the blood of Alchemists! Our blood.”

      Something in my chest cinched and my breath caught. “Oh my god, Elias,” I breathed. “What if they were right?”

      “That’s ridiculous—”

      “No, think about it,” I urged him, manic now, my hands fluttering. “The man in the chamber said they were close to reconstructing the spell used to create the curse—”

      “We think that’s what he was talking about—” Adrian interrupted and I hushed him sharply.

      “What if they needed Alchemist blood to complete the rite? The blood of the pure.” I racked my brain, trying to make them understand the connection I saw. “Cyprian was the one who created the curse. He would have considered Alchemists to be the only ones pure of blood, too! He spilled his own blood to create the whole damn thing! I saw it,” I said, staring hard at Elias. “You saw it, too,” I added, remembering he was there for the origin spell, as well.

      His eyes darkened.

      “If they have the blood, maybe all they’re missing now is what we have.”

      All eyes went to the piece of parchment on the center island. The one that held the secrets of the curse’s construction, and perhaps, its undoing, too.

      Maybe all they were missing was the recipe. Donovan had it, which meant others with the same goal had likely seen it.

      How long did we have until they figured it out? Until they put all the pieces back together and finished Cyprian’s dark work once and for all?
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      “It’s not up to you!” We were back in the library and it was well past the middle of the night. I lowered my voice, trying to rein in my temper. “I have to go back there. This is the best chance we have to figure all of this out. They know way more than we do. This is how I’m going to keep us all safe,” I hissed, hefting the mask up as though it were a weapon to be wielded.

      Elias shook his head and pinched the bridge of his nose. “Harper, please. If those people figure out who you are—”

      “They will have no way to find me.” I could feel the worry coming off of him in waves, but I wasn’t a child that needed protecting. I could do this. “This entire place is protected. As long as I remain on the grounds of La Casa Rosa, I can’t be tracked.”

      His lips sealed into a thin line.

      I didn’t want to fight—truly, I didn’t. But they had to understand that, dangerous or not, this was our best chance to find the answers we’d been looking for. Manifesto wanted the same things we did, didn’t they?

      “Maybe I could even give them the parchment,” I added, seeing the sense in it as I had the thought. “They said they wanted to undo what was done before. What if they are working to undo the curse, just like my father was? Just like we want to?”

      Draven inclined his head, considering, but then something in his icy gaze hardened. “But they were talking about an assassination. Killing someone to produce the end they want, and we don’t even know for certain that they’re trying to undo the curse Cyprian laid—”

      “And your father died just for being a part of that group, Harper,” Cal said without any hesitation. I flinched. “You can’t associate with them. No one in that chamber can know who you are.”

      “They could have a mole.” Adrian glanced between Cal and I, looking just as stubborn as the rest. “That could be another reason for the masks and cloaks and matching voices.”

      Cal crossed his arms and nodded. “So no one can be identified and killed in the witching community for their involvement in Manifesto.”

      “Ugh.” I groaned and threw my head back. “That’s a lot of ifs.”

      “We’re not taking any chances,” Cal said in a tone that brooked no arguments.

      I opened my mouth to argue anyway, but Elias spoke first. “I’ll do it.” He held his hand out to me for the mask. “Let me go, instead.”

      I hadn’t even considered that. He was a witch, too. He could technically go in my place.

      But the thought made the glass of milk I’d had with my meal curdle in my stomach. I could practically hear his snide voice in my head at the look he gave me.

      Not so tough now that the tables are turned.

      And he was right. It wasn’t safe, and the idea of letting him go in my place made my body break out into goosebumps and a chill race down my spine. I stepped back, pulling the mask with me. “No.”

      “Listen to him,” Cal growled.

      Adrian nodded. “Yeah, let him go.”

      Draven pursed his full lips. “They’re right,” he said. “I don’t know why we didn’t think of this solution sooner.”

      My teeth clenched. Looking at Elias, a sinking feeling in my gut taught me exactly how he’d been feeling a moment ago when it was me who was asking to go back to the bindstone chamber.

      I could tell by the set of his shoulders and the looks in the eyes of the others that they weren’t going to budge on this.

      Smoothing out my brow and straightening my spine, I turned and went to leave the room, mask still clasped in my hand. “Fine.” My tone was a bit on the childish side, but I continued. “Then no one is going.”

      Of course, I planned to just put the thing on when they weren’t looking. I’d slept the whole day and they hadn’t. They’d all be going to bed soon and then I could sneak away for an hour.

      “Oh, no you don’t.” It was Draven who said it, and a rogue breeze brushed past me as the mask was tugged from my fingertips. I was left jerking my head in all directions, spinning on my heel to find Draven with the mask in his hands and handing it to Elias.

      “Traitor,” I gritted out.

      Elias shrugged, taking the proffered mask and gave me an infuriating smirk. “Thank you, Draven,” he said, never taking his eyes from me.

      Suddenly, part of me wanted them to go back to disliking each other. This team-up bullshit was for the birds.

      I went to take it back, but he was already raising it to his face. I lunged, frantic to stop him. He was too tall. He’d never be able to hide himself in that little nook where I fit just behind the carved frame of the corridor. They would see him!

      And what would they do to someone they caught spying?

      I reached out to snatch the pewter mask at the same time he slapped the metal onto his face.

      Fuck.

      But he didn’t vanish.

      The mask didn’t even stay on like it did when I put it on. As he removed his hand, it clattered to the floor at his feet.

      “Ha!” I couldn’t help myself. The jubilant relief at seeing him still here, unable to use the mask like I could, brought me an immense amount of triumph and joy. Sucker!

      I scooped the mask up from the floor and put to my own face before any of them were quick enough to stop me.

      “Harper, don’t—” The beginning of Adrian’s exclamation was all I caught before the falling sensation drove me straight through the floor and the darkness gobbled me up.

      When the darkness abated enough for me to see, I realized I could feel the cool stone beneath my hands again. It worked. I was back exactly where I’d been the first time I’d put the mask on.

      I’d been worried when it didn’t work for Elias that someone had seen me the previous time and that they’d somehow undone the spell imbuing the mask with the power to transport its wearer here. But nope. Looked like it worked for me because it belonged to my father.

      It was the same reason only I could open the gates to La Casa Rosa and that secret room in his study back at Rosewood Abbey. Because we shared the same blood.

      I dragged myself to my feet and, mouth dry and heart pounding, I made my way on silent feet to the light at the end of the stone hallway, cursing myself that I’d forgotten the cloak yet again.

      It didn’t seem to matter much, though. When I got to the edge and peered into the chamber, I saw that I was alone. The torches were low, and the air smelled faintly of moss and sulfur. No one else was here. That didn’t mean they wouldn’t come, but I knew I couldn’t stay too long. The guys would be freaking back at the villa, and in just the thin sweater and pants I’d been wearing, I was freezing here underground. My teeth started to chatter.

      Feeling brave, I ventured out from the darkened corridor and into the middle of the room, surveying the crest of House Thorn inlaid into the stone floor. Glancing up at the throne, I tried to make out the etched marking there.

      Elias had been right, of course. It was the same symbol he’d sketched.

      I hadn’t really doubted it, but now it was confirmed. This was the meeting place for Manifesto. A shiver of excitement ran through me and I grinned. Had my father stood in this very spot?

      Had he met here wearing this very same mask?

      I couldn’t picture it. I didn’t even have the chance to know him, so how could I? But I could imagine it all the same, and I realized with a start that I wanted to make him proud.

      Strange, since I never knew him. Someone had to finish what he started, though. And if not me, then who? I made a silent promise to him, wherever he was in this world, that I would do everything in my power to put an end to what our ancestor did.

      “Don’t make promises you can’t keep.”

      I whirled around, my heart in my throat.

      Rose stood there behind me, her eyes roving over the chamber with a quizzical brow. Her phantom form wasn’t fully there, bits of her flapper-style dress looking sort of staticky like she wasn’t fully tethered to me here. She drew her cigarette to her lips and finally deigned to look at me. “What is this place? And why are you wearing that mask? Is it Halloween?”

      I didn’t realize how glad I was to see her until a smile broke over my face. “Rose!” I rushed to her side, not sure what exactly I’d been meaning to do—it wasn’t as if I could embrace her. “Where have you been?”

      I hadn’t seen her since the funeral. It’d been nearly a week.

      The longest she’d ever stayed away, for sure.

      “It’s not me who’s staying away, toots,” she said with a drawn expression that hid something more like fear, or maybe sadness. “Your light doesn’t shine like it used to. It’s harder to grab hold of now.”

      I cocked my head at her, wondering what she meant by that. Maybe it was the aftereffects of the origin spell finally wearing off? I bit the inside of my cheek, unsure if I was ready for her to be gone forever. I’d known it would happen at some point—after the other ghosts vanished, I didn’t think she would be long behind them.

      But she was a tenacious one. She loved her time in the light as she put it.

      “Are you…” I gulped. “Are you fading, then? Like the others did?’

      She shrugged, ashing her cigarette. “Beats me.”

      I wondered where she would go. Would she be forced to remain in darkness forever? Once my light was gone for good?

      I realized a little belatedly that she could read my mind and glanced up to find her expression had hardened. “Are you going to tell me where in the world we are? This is not the academy.”

      Happy to block out any and all thoughts of her being lost to the abyss of darkness for the rest of eternity, I perked up and swallowed past the sharp lump in my throat. “It’s a hidden chamber,” I explained. “On Emeris.”

      Her coal-lined green eyes widened, and she lowered the cigarette from her lips, seeing her surroundings with new eyes. “You don’t say.” She looked down at her feet and realized she was standing right on top of the house crest and gasped, moving to the side. “It really is Emeris, isn’t it?” she said incredulously, all traces of jest gone.

      I nodded. “It is.”

      She almost seemed to glow with excitement. “Can we go outside?” she asked animatedly, so unlike her usual dry humorousness and tendency to turn dark at the drop of a pin. “I’ve always wanted to see the homeland.”

      My heart panged at the realization that there were probably a great many things she never got the chance to see in her short life. Solemnly, I shook my head. “No. I don’t think there’s any way out. These hallways go further back into the underground lair, but I don’t think they lead anywhere.” I tapped the mask on my face with a nail. “This is the way in.”

      She cocked her head and sauntered toward me, her red lips downturned and beaded dress swishing around her ankles. Rose leaned in to examine the mask and huffed. “A port spell?”

      My brow furrowed. She knew what sort of magic this was? “A port spell?” I repeated.

      “When you put it on, it transports you here?”

      “Yeah, wh—”

      “And when you remove it, you vanish back to where you began?”

      “Yes, but what—”

      “A port spell, then.”

      I groaned, wishing she would stop interrupting me. Damn, she could be infuriating sometimes.

      “Look who’s talking.” She smirked and glanced over me. Touché.

      I rolled my eyes at her. “But what is a port spell?” I asked, wrapping my arms around myself, chafing the chilled skin on my upper arms. “I’ve never heard of it.”

      A wry smile pulled one corner of her mouth up in a devious grin that looked like more of a sneer. “Not many people have,” she replied in a sing-song voice that told me she was having a go at me.

      “Rose,” I pressed, losing my patience. “What is it you know?”

      She shrugged a shoulder and a glimmer flitted across her gaze. “Just that that particular form of magic doesn’t exist anymore.”

      I huffed. “What do you mean doesn’t exist?” Magic didn’t just stop existing. Once a spell was created, it didn’t just expire.

      She looked down the bridge of her nose at me, narrowing her eyes. “It was lost. Just like so many other original spells were lost—”

      I gasped. “With the Alchemical Codex,” I finished for her.

      “Yup,” she said, making a popping sound with her lips.

      “Are you sure?”

      She stuck out her bottom lip and pretended to consider my question, making a humming noise between closed lips. “Let me see, um… yes. I’m sure.”

      “But that isn’t possible.”

      “It’s not impossible that the Codex was never actually lost, is it?”

      I considered what she said and found, after a moment of thought, she was right. Just because someone had said hundreds of years ago the thing was lost, didn’t mean it actually was.

      What if someone had had it this entire time?

      What if that someone was the Magistrate?

      Or what if…

      My eyes widened.

      What if it was my father?

      “Now you’re thinking,” Rose said, going back to the leisurely smoking of her phantom cigarette. “Knew you had it in you. Really, though. Don’t know what you’d do without me.”

      Grinning, I turned to thank her. “Rose, you’re the bes—”

      But she was gone. I hadn’t even seen her beginning to fade, but as I spun my body in a slow circle, brow furrowed, I found she was nowhere in sight.

      “Bye.” I sighed, my breath clouding in the cold chamber. I wondered how long I’d have to wait to see her again.

      I took one last look around the chamber, searching for any hidden levers or strange markings and listened for the sounds of approach. But after ten more minutes of teeth-chattering cold, I gave up and held my breath for the drop as I pulled the mask from my face.

      I hit the floor with the same forceful impact I had the last time I’d returned to the villa, groaning as I pressed a hand to my head to stop the growing ache behind my eyes. The migraine was trying to come back again. I’d have to ask Elias if he could heal me.

      Blinking my eyes open, I recoiled, grimacing as I found four sets of eyes staring down at me in a circle of seething malice.

      “You’re lucky you’re not hurt,” Cal grunted, his voice a half-canine growl and eyes aglow.

      I winced.

      “I’m… sorry?” I tried, adding a pained smile to the apology.

      Draven and Elias shook their heads, and Draven crouched to eye-level. I noticed he was wearing his blades beneath his jacket and had to wonder how the hell he’d managed to get them through security at the airport. But I supposed that wasn’t important right now. The dark circles beneath his eyes looked even more prominent than usual and I began to wonder if he’d fed at all since we got here.

      “Don’t do that again.” Though his voice was level, it was laced with an undercurrent of something dangerous that made my heart skitter. “Please,” he added, and the word somehow softened the threat.

      “Alright,” I squeaked. “I won’t, but I am going back again.” I met each of their gazes, imploring them to understand the importance. “I have no way of knowing when they are going to be meeting. No one was there this time—well, except for Rose. I have to keep trying if we’re going to learn anything else that could help us.”

      “You’re right.” Elias sighed and brushed his fingers through his hair. The way it was disheveled, it probably wasn’t the first time. “I hate it. But you’re right.”

      Finally, someone who saw reason. He’d tried his way when he’d attempted to put the mask on himself, but it seemed now that he knew I was the only option for gaining more intel, he had to agree.

      Good.

      “Dude, the fuck?” Adrian said, shoving him.

      “Hey!” I shouted, struggling to my feet, my head pounding. Draven curled a hand around my bicep and helped to lift me up from the floor. “No fighting.”

      Adrian’s nostrils flared, but he said nothing, instead stalking from the room, snagging a half-empty bottle of red wine from the desk on his way out.

      I could tell Cal didn’t like it, either, but he was a little more level-headed than his adoptive brother. He didn’t speak, either, he only crossed his big arms over his solid chest and watched me, a muscle in his jaw twitching.

      “Well,” he said after a minute. “Did you find anything on your little adventure?”

      I hated hearing the note of anger in his voice, especially since I knew it was directed at me, even if he didn’t mean it that way.

      “As a matter of fact, I did, and we have Rose to thank for it.”

      The three of them squirmed at the mention of her name and I was reminded of just how strange it was that I was speaking to the ghost of a dead ancestor. A dead mad ancestor who was driven insane by other mad ancestors and used blood magic on the regular.

      But, whatever, she’d just given me a very valuable piece of information. “The Codex was never lost at sea,” I said, directing my words mostly to Elias since he would be the first to understand the implications of that. “The spell used to imbue those masks with the magic of a port spell—”

      “Was lost with the Codex,” Elias finished for me, his gaze going unfocused as he worked out the new problem I’d presented him with in his brilliant mind. His forehead creased and then he hissed, “How did I not see it? I’d wondered briefly at how the magic worked, but I didn’t realize that—that that particular spell was one of the lost.” His lips parted in awe. “But then that means…”

      “That someone in Manifesto has it?” Draven offered.

      Cal just looked hopelessly confused.

      “Or had it,” I corrected, allowing my gaze to trail over the hundreds of tomes in the tall shelves of the library. The library in the house that was concealed in equally unknown forms of magic. The spell warding the place was strong. And whatever magic imbued the front gates I suspected could be found within the pages of the Codex, too. I’d never seen anything like it before.

      Elias followed my gaze to the shelves, scanning the leather-bound volumes with a critical eye. What were the chances my father would have hidden it in plain sight? Elias slapped his hands together, rubbing them with barely concealed glee. “Let’s get to work.”
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      Apparently, the chances were slim.

      We’d gone through every single book in the library. Twice.

      It was nearing sunrise and the guys hadn’t slept in nearly forty-eight hours. Adrian being the exception. He never came back after he left with the wine and we all assumed he’d passed out drunk back upstairs in the room he and Cal shared.

      Cal yawned for the fifteenth time that minute and I put a hand on his shoulder. “Hey,” I said. “I really don’t think it’s here. Why don’t you go get some sleep? We’ll look again later, once you’ve all had some rest.”

      I said the last part more loudly so the other sleepy guys in the library could hear. Even I was getting tired and I’d slept the whole day away yesterday. I was convinced even if we found the Codex right now, we’d all be too sleep-deprived to recognize it for what it was. But in any case, I really didn’t believe it was here.

      Elias had even tried a spell that should have made it rise from the shelf of its own accord if it was present. But when he spoke the incantation, a big fat nothing happened.

      Cal nodded sleepily and patted my hand on his arm. He bent forward and kissed the top of my head, setting my cheeks aflame and making my extremities tingle with surprise. “‘Night,” he whispered and walked in a half-asleep stupor out into the hall.

      Elias shelved the book he was examining and sighed. “I thought it would be here.” The disappointment was obvious in his voice. When he looked down from his perch on the ladder halfway up the bookcase, I saw in him the same terse feeling tightening in my own chest.

      Because if it wasn’t here, then it could only be one of two places. Either the Magistrate had it, or Manifesto did.

      Either way, it must have been far out of our reach.

      Elias stepped down from the ladder and reached a hand up to cup my cheek, provoking a small shiver from my core. He leaned in and kissed me gently on the lips. “Are you coming to bed soon?” he asked, and if it weren’t for the clear exhaustion in his gaze I’d have been flushed with the excitement at how casually he asked me.

      I nodded. “Soon,” I promised.

      His hand dropped and he pivoted on his heel, turning back a second later to add. “No going back to Emeris tonight, okay? Wait until we’re all awake to wait for you to come back.”

      I nodded again. “Promise.”

      And then he was gone.

      Which left only me and Draven. I turned to find the vamp watching me with a curious, and perhaps slightly amused, expression on his face. “Maybe Vocari and Alchemist kind aren’t so different after all,” he said.

      “What do you mean?” I approached him, lifting my glass of now room temperature water from the desk to take a sip, wetting my parched throat.

      His gaze roved over me as though seeing me just for the first time. My own gaze flashed to the blades across his chest and I wondered if he was expecting some sort of attack.

      Then I remembered there was still a shifter someplace in these woods and relaxed.

      Oh. Right. With everything else, I’d all but forgotten about that.

      “I mean you already know, in my culture, it’s perfectly normal for a female to take more than one mate. Several. Sometimes as many a hundred, as in the case of the first queen I served.”

      I resisted the urge to cringe in disgust at the thought of one woman getting it on with one hundred or more men.

      That was a bit excessive, wasn’t it?

      “To answer the question you asked me before, though—no. I do not, like, sleep with her and stuff.” He put air quotes around the words I’d used when I asked him about it all those days ago. “She has a coven of Vocari who are loyal to her. Some she mates with. But most, she doesn’t.”

      “So, how am I like her?”

      Draven’s gaze flitted to the doorway Elias and Cal had walked through a moment before he turned his steely gaze back to me, making my toes curl. I understood what he meant, alright, but I didn’t appreciate the comparison.

      Vampires shared blood and fucked. A lot. I didn’t think there was any emotion in it, or was there? What I had with my guys, it was different than that, wasn’t it?

      “You’re not,” he finally replied, snapping out of it. “Not entirely. I just didn’t know your kind to be so… open.”

      He edged the last word almost like a question and my pulse picked up.

      A dangerous glint flickered behind his eyes and I thought I saw the points of his incisors growing for a fraction of a second before he snapped himself back and closed his mouth firmly, the rise and fall of his chest stopping entirely.

      I was right, I realized, seeing the strain in his face.

      He was starving.

      “Here.” I brushed the hair away from my neck, tilting my head. “Take what you need. I can tell you haven’t been feeding properly.”

      “I have,” he said defensively.

      “On what? Bunnies and ferrets?”

      “I’m fine.”

      I caught hold of his arm before he could walk away. “Fine is not good, Draven. You’ve been a big help with everything here. Let me help you now. It’s the least I can do.”

      And I really didn’t want him tearing into our caretaker for a meal when he finally did snap, which I could tell was likely going to happen any day now.

      “I need you strong,” I added when he didn’t move or respond, changing tactics. “The moon will be full in a couple more days. If there really is a shifter out in the woods, then—”

      “You don’t fight fair,” he interrupted, and I watched his shoulders slump and a nervous tick twitch in his jaw as he ground his teeth.

      I shrugged and released him to cross my arms over my chest. “Since when have you ever fought fair? Hmm?”

      He tipped his head to the side, that trademark grin of his pulling up one corner of his lips in a devious smirk. His dark hair fell forward to shadow his bright blue eyes. The stubble along his jaw defined the sharp edges in the dim lighting. Why did he have to be so incredible, infuriatingly gorgeous?

      “You’re right,” he acquiesced. “There’s nothing more boring than a fair fight.”

      He licked his lips and took a purposeful step toward me. A nervous flip landed hard in the pit of my stomach and I gulped.

      Draven reached out a hand and traced a trail from my cheekbone to my chin, gently pushing my head to one side so he could trail his finger down the side of my neck, stopping it on the thick, pulsing vein there.

      “Do it.” I shivered as I remembered the incredible sensation I’d experienced the last time, that delectable euphoria that, once it passed, left me feeling incomplete the rest of the day.

      He leaned in close enough that I could feel his breath against my neck and my body shuddered.

      “Say please.” The bastard was taunting me, knowing exactly what his bite did to me—the secondary reason why I offered my vein so freely to him. He knew that I wanted it—had been wanting it—just as much as he needed it.

      He wanted me to submit, fine. But I’d get something out of him, too. I reached out and grabbed two fistfuls of his jacket, crushing him against me. He hissed.

      “Please,” I ground out, keeping my neck tilted for him.

      Draven didn’t hesitate. Before I’d even finished saying the word, his hands came around me. One supported my head and the other around my waist, keeping me pinned against him. His fangs punched into my skin and I flinched at the momentary pain, then moaned as the warmth spreading from the bite circulated throughout my body, heating places I didn’t even realize had grown cold.

      Draven squeezed me tighter and my breasts pressed against the cool metal of the blades strapped in a diagonal line over his chest, hardening my nipples. I whimpered as waves of pleasure rolled over me, glazing over my eyes and making my thighs press together. Hell, I was practically squirming with the force of it.

      I moaned, curling my hand into his tousled black hair to hold him to me, urging him to bite harder, to take more. To never fucking stop.

      Draven lifted me and before I could register what he was doing, my backside met smooth wood and I realized I was sitting on the desk, my legs wrapped tightly around his middle as he continued to drink from me.

      My body was alive with feeling. Each nerve ending sang with the raw desire caused by his bite, and more than that, from someplace that was there all along inside me. The place that craved him even without the venom. The place that acknowledged his darkness and found a kinship within it.

      I moaned. “Draven.”

      My greedy fingers found his chest, and my fingertips grazed lightly, carefully, over his blades before I managed to get my hands where I wanted them—lower. To the waistline of his dark jeans and the slim black belt holding them to his narrow waist. I made quick work of the simple buckle, surprising myself when my fingers didn’t falter.

      The buttons were more difficult, and after a few my fingers grew sloppy and my head was starting to spin, but the wave of pleasure I was riding didn’t subside.

      Finally, I got the last one undone, and Draven’s mouth left my neck. He sucked in a rejuvenating breath and I saw the color was already back in his face and his eyes seemed brighter, his face less gaunt.

      Out of breath, his eyes refocused and settled on my face. My hands stilled on his jeans. The dizziness began to subside as I called my power to heal me, throwing up the healing sigil above me like an umbrella and then letting it fall to tickle my skin everywhere it touched, restoring me slowly back to full consciousness.

      “Did I,” Draven panted, his pupils still dilated with heady desire. “Did I take too much?”

      Not a single drop of blood marred his face. If it weren’t for his fangs being out, you wouldn’t even have known he’d fed.

      I swallowed hard, the burning between my thighs increasing, if anything. But this wasn’t the effects of his venom anymore. This was the fact that I had Draven between my legs and his hands were on my hips and his lips so close.

      I closed the gap, pressing my lips to his, fangs and all. I could feel the press of them. Draven stilled, but didn’t move to stop the kiss. I didn’t want to stop. I’d been on the verge of doing something I still very much wanted to do.

      His hands on my waist gripped harder as I deepened the kiss and one of his fangs opened a tiny cut on my lip. Hungrily, he kissed me back, his tongue instinctively finding the source of the bleed. My skin erupted in goosebumps as he pressed himself against me once more, and this time I could feel the beginning of an erection where he pushed against me between my legs.

      He wanted this, too.

      I knew it.

      I moved my hands back to his waist, popping the final button from its place. I reached down into the warmth of his jeans and felt him shake beneath my touch. My hand brushed against his growing erection and a strangled groan escaped his throat. I’d never heard such a helpless sound come out of him before and shifted to get a better hold.

      His hands moved to my arms, stopping me with an iron grip. His lips left mine, and when I opened my eyes, I found his ravenous ones raking over me as though seeing me for the first time. Jagged breaths filled the small space between us.

      Draven looked almost pained as he ground out, “We shouldn’t do this.”

      But even he didn’t seem so certain of that choice.

      “Do you want me to say please?” I teased, only half joking. I was inexperienced, but not naïve. I knew how some guys liked it. And I had a very distinct feeling Draven would dominate in the bedroom.

      A growl tore from his throat at the jibe and he caught my mouth with his, biting down on my lower lip in a way that made sparks shoot from every nerve ending in my body.

      When he pulled back the second time, I saw something had changed in his gaze. “No,” he growled, and then all at once he was gone. Not just moved away but gone. A blur of black and pale ivory as he tore himself away and vanished out the door.

      He’d left me hanging once again.
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      When I wasn’t in the library, the roof was my preferred spot to be alone and think at night. I’d been told before that it was a cliché action, but it didn’t matter to me. All I wanted was time alone with my thoughts in a peaceful surrounding.

      Unfortunately, the wine-drunk wolf had beat me to it tonight.

      Adrian blinked at me slowly from his spot near the edge. Shifters tended to metabolize alcohol quickly, so for him to appear drunk, he must’ve downed the entire bottle. I turned to go back inside, trying to think of another place to hide away from Harper.

      “How’d you find me?” he asked, setting the half-empty bottle down beside him. I studied it for a moment and realized it was a different one than he’d taken off with earlier. Just how much had he drunk?

      “I didn’t mean to,” I replied honestly. “This is usually where I come to think.”

      He huffed and nodded. “It’s a good place for it, I guess.”

      I hesitated at the edge of the window I’d swung out of, then sighed and moved across the roof to sit near him. Adrian had one knee pulled close and an arm slung over it, the other leg dangling over the edge carelessly. He eyed me warily as I sat, but didn’t move away.

      Instead, he wordlessly passed me the bottle, golden gaze once again fixed on the dark horizon. I accepted it and took a drink of the vintage that was almost as old as I was. Harper’s family really did have good tastes.

      “You smell like her again.”

      I almost choked on the wine. Her blood was intoxicating, but her mouth even more so. If I hadn’t left, I would’ve done something she would regret later. “She could tell the animal blood wasn’t working well. She pressed the issue.”

      Adrian grunted, propping his chin in his hand. “Sounds like her. Always sacrificing herself for our sakes.”

      “Something on your mind?” I prodded, setting the bottle between us.

      His gaze didn’t move from whatever spot he’d fixated on. “What are you, some kind of psychologist?”

      A smile tugged at my mouth at the caustic response. “I don’t have a degree or anything, but I’ve lived long enough that I’ve seen my fair share of problems.”

      “Don’t pretend like you’re not part of it,” he said, finally turning his eyes to me again. “How can all of you just be okay with sending Harper into danger like that? Even Cal—”

      “Let me ask you a question.” He glared when I cut him off. “What do you think she would do if we said no?”

      Adrian opened his mouth, then snapped it shut and looked away. “Probably something stupid on her own,” he grumbled.

      “Yes, after she got angry at all of us, maybe even pushed us away.” I leaned back on my hands, thankful for the minor distraction from my own chaotic mind. “Could you hurt her like that?”

      “Does she not care to hurt us the same way by throwing her own life in the garbage?” He jumped to his feet unsteadily and started pacing, hands shoved into his blonde locks. My body stiffened, ready to leap forward and catch him if he slipped. “She keeps saying she’s protecting us or some bullshit, but what does she think all of us will do if she dies doing it? How can she say that knowing that we wouldn’t care about our own lives anymore if she wasn’t there?”

      I raised a skeptical eyebrow and leaned away from him. “Would your life mean so little if Harper sacrificed herself for it?”

      Part of me shuddered at the thought, though. Adrian had a point. Harper was acting on her own feelings without considering ours, and I knew her well enough to know that she would’ve conceded to our faces, then went behind our backs to do it anyway.

      But Elias also had a point. He’d given in, not because he didn’t care for her safety, but because he didn’t want to force her into that position. Cal saw the sense in it as well, though we were all far from happy about it.

      Adrian, however, wasn’t taking it well, it seemed.

      “How can we just sit around on our asses and do nothing while she’s out there taking all the risks?” He growled and flopped back down on the roof. “And then she gets upset at the mere mention of one of us taking one of those risks for her. I’m a wolf! It’s not in my nature to stand by and wait when my mate’s in danger.”

      He and I both froze, still as the night around us. Mate. If what he said was true, his reaction was more than just emotional—it was primal instinct.

      I opened my mouth, but Adrian beat me. “Forget you heard that. It’s nothing. I’m fine.”

      Pressing my lips together, I passed him the bottle of wine and he tipped it back, throat working as he chugged another quarter of the sweet liquid. Then he passed it back to me.

      “So why are you out here?” he asked, his tone still irritable. “You said you come here to think?”

      Delaying my answer, I took a pull of wine. “Yes. I do.”

      He glanced over, a frown pulling at his brow. “You gonna elaborate?”

      “Nope.”

      It was a topic I didn’t want to get into with anyone in this house. Or anyone at all, really. Problem was, Harper was kicking my walls down faster than I could build them back up. I wanted her to see me, the changed person I’d become, but she wasn’t the type to let things go and I was afraid of the skeletons she’d dig up. I was afraid she wouldn’t look at me the same anymore.

      “Fuck, dude, it’s all over your face.” Adrian chuckled harshly and shook his head. I immediately closed off whatever expression he saw. “The hell did you do that makes you so afraid of… whatever the hell this is?” He gestured in a vague circle, presumably encompassing the lot of us at La Casa Rosa.

      My lips remained sealed. Queen Rose kept offering her confidence if I needed to talk through it, but I couldn’t lay my sins at her feet. Not after all she’d done for me.

      “Everyone knows you’re a vampire,” he continued flippantly. “By now, none of our hands are clean, but you’ve got decades or centuries of history behind you. We—or at least Cal and I—know a little of what went down in the Vocari ranks. The changes the new queen made.”

      I flinched, not caring for how close he was to pinning the issue. Pushing on my knees, I stood.

      “You think Harper will like you less because you weren’t a saint in the past?” I could hear the smirk in his voice and turned just enough to confirm it. “You think Harper, who’s been tainted by blood magic, who’s never had to kill but still bears a darkness in her that her people would likely kill her for, would turn her back on you?” He sneered at me before turning his face to the night sky above. “I think you and I don’t know the same person.”

      “It’s a bit more complicated than that,” I said through gritted teeth. “Being a vampire isn’t easy, especially when you’re young and have no one to show you the ropes. All you have is a craving and a need to sate it. No one was there to tell me when to stop, to teach me to cover my tracks. All I cared about for years was getting my next meal. I was bloody insatiable then, and hundreds of humans paid the price.”

      I slapped a hand over my mouth. Adrian sat up straight and I turned away before I could decipher the pity I expected to find in his eyes and stalked back toward the window I’d crawled out of.

      “So yes, Adrian. If she knew even half of what I’d done to survive—not just that, but to thrive—before my queen saved me, then she would not want me near. I sure as bloody hell wouldn’t.”

      My fangs were extended in my irritation. My past had come spilling out of my lips before I could stop it. It wasn’t the whole story, no—that was something no one would pry from me. But it was enough to make my blood boil, and now that I’d fed, there was more of it.

      A hand grabbed my arm and spun me back with surprising strength. Adrian’s serious gaze bore into mine, but it wasn’t pity I found there. It was understanding.

      “The night I saved Harper from her old headmaster,” he began, his voice hard, “I ripped his fucking head off. I still have nightmares of that night. But you know what I remember most?”

      I shook my head and frowned, unsure where he was going with this.

      “I remember blood dripping from my fur, from my mouth. I could taste the bastard.” Adrian took a steadying breath. “But Harper took my head in her hands and held me, blood and all. She’d just watched me kill that man, his blood was all over me, and she comforted me. Not just because I’d saved her and Elias, but because she knew what it must’ve cost me to do it.”

      “That’s still not—”

      “Do you regret now what you did then?” he asked. I nodded. “Regardless of what you felt at the time, you carry the weight of your guilt now. That’s what matters to her.”

      He clapped me on the shoulder roughly, then moved past me, shoving the nearly empty wine bottle into my chest before he jumped off the roof and vanished into the night.
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      Elias had the great idea to have a quick search of the Abbey for the Codex the following day. I was happy to accompany him, especially since Draven was acting as though nothing had happened between us, and I couldn’t make heads or tails of it.

      It was making me feel a little awkward. Almost dirty. As though I’d somehow forced him into doing something he didn’t want to do. I knew that was probably wrong, but I couldn’t help it. What should I have felt like when he handed me a coffee as usual and went about the day without so much as a sidelong glance or a cheeky grin in my direction?

      I was glad for a reprieve from the house in the Spanish countryside. Even if it was only for an afternoon.

      “Anything on that side?” I asked Elias as he fingered through the tomes on the left side of the wall of books in my father’s study. I’d known we wouldn’t find anything here. And I think Elias did, too. But maybe he needed a break from being cooped up in the villa, too.

      “Nothing,” he replied. “But I found one on Emerin customs that looks interesting.”

      I couldn’t tell if he was making a joke, but when I saw that he did, in fact, have one held at his side with that title, I couldn’t help the small smile. Always the professor. “Keep it,” I told him. “In fact, if there’s anything here that you want, it’s yours.”

      He turned to me with a cautious smile, as though he was afraid to look too excited. “Some of these are one-of-a-kind.” And maybe he was able to school his expression, but his excitement showed through in his eyes, and that was something I could read as easily as he did the book in his hands. “Are you sure?”

      I gave a slight shake of my head. “What the heck am I going to do with them? Study? Pfffft.”

      “Thank you.”

      I turned back to the shelves to keep searching. “No problem.”

      “No, really,” he said, more earnestly this time and I turned to find him watching me with a look that made me want to melt and tear all his clothes off at the same time. “Thank you.”

      I blushed and nodded.

      “How about something to drink?” I asked, suddenly feeling as though I needed something to do with my hands. Ever since we’d… well, you know… it’d been hard not to jump him every opportunity I got, which weren’t many lately with all the other guys around. And besides, it’d gotten harder to read him since then.

      Other than his chaste kiss in the library at the villa yesterday, he hadn’t touched me since that night.

      What did that mean?

      Maybe I was overthinking it.

      “Yeah.” He smiled softly as I passed him and made for the door. “A drink would be great.”

      I didn’t make it more than fifteen steps toward the kitchen before I heard the knocker at the door and froze mid-step. Who the hell could that be?

      Thinking I must have imagined the sound, I quietly made for the kitchen, but the knock came again, followed by a feminine voice dulled as it floated through the heavy wood. “Hello? Anybody home?”

      So. Freaking. Weird.

      Wasn’t this place warded? Or had the wards fallen when… when Martin died?

      I rushed to the front door and fumbled with the lock, finding I had to press the door in to make the lock slide out easier. I opened the door and stepped back, surprised at the woman waiting on the top step of my father’s stoop.

      “Ms. Granger!” I intentionally raised my voice a little louder as I spoke her name hoping somehow Elias would hear me and take the hint and not come down.

      Granger stood in the entryway, a kind smile on her face. “How fortuitous,” she said, letting herself inside. “I tried to do a communication spell a couple of times, but you weren’t here. I assumed you must’ve been at La Casa Rosa, but, of course, I wasn’t able to reach you there.”

      It took a minute for my brain to catch up to what she was saying.

      “Right!” I exclaimed. “You wanted to come and see the villa.” I smacked myself in the forehead, rubbing out the tension there. I’d completely forgotten about it since my latest discovery. And Bianca, too, if I was being honest. I was supposed to try to call her to see if she wanted to come by for a day or two, as well. But with everything that was going on—all the things that we’d learned and found—visits with friends weren’t exactly on the top of my priority list.

      Granger’s face fell at exclamation. “Oh. Had you forgotten? I assumed you were just busy.”

      “No,” I rushed to correct myself. “I was—busy, I mean. But I didn’t forget.”

      “Good,” she said, her eyes lighting up again. I was reminded that Granger and my father had been really good friends once upon a time. Maybe she knew where he could keep something really important to him? Maybe she could help us—

      I didn’t finish the thought because right at that second, Elias came waltzing into the grand entryway, his hair disheveled and his bent over a book.

      I tried to stifle my gasp as Granger took him in, her brow wrinkling.

      “I’ve just found another—” Elias began, but halted, all the color draining from his face as his gaze landed squarely on the Headmistress standing opposite me in front of the open door. I watched his Adam’s apple bob.

      Panicked.

      “Good!” I said, my voice a little too animated. “I’m glad you’re finding the books you were after, El—I mean, Professor Fitzgerald.” I almost choked on his professional name. All my muscles clenched and I held my breath, terrified to see Granger’s reaction.

      Elias, after a moment to collect himself, pasted on a grin. “Yes, and thank you for allowing me to borrow a few. They’ll be very helpful in my lesson planning for next term.”

      “Elias.” Granger nodded in greeting, her voice oddly neutral. Was that a lick of suspicion in the quirk of her brow? Shit.

      “I—I promised Granger a tour of my father’s old villa,” I said pointedly to Elias. “Maybe you could come back another time to finish browsing.”

      I willed him to get my meaning. Go back to La Casa Rosa and hide. All. The. Shit. Including the damn vampire.

      “Of course. Another time, then.” Elias rushed past Granger out the front door. “Thank you, Miss. Hawkins!”

      Granger and I watched him bound down the steps, never missing a beat. He turned back only to wave to Ms. Granger.

      “Good to see you, Granger.”

      “You too,” she replied coolly, shutting the door behind him. My heart jumped into my throat at the sound of the latch clicking back into place, sealing us off from him. “So, shall we? Or is this not a good time?”

      I gulped, my palms suddenly sweating.

      Stall, Harper. You need to stall her.

      I prayed Elias would be able to portal directly into the villa now that he’d been there. I shuddered to think what the Headmistress and I would be walking into if he didn’t. I could explain away Draven. He’d been instrumental in saving my life only a couple weeks ago. And I was an adult now, so she really couldn’t say anything about it.

      I was more worried about her—a woman who had worked in the Arcane Archives at the Department in her youth—recognizing the pewter mask for the impossible bit of magic that it was. Or seeing the parchment I was sure was still laying on the center island in the kitchen—the one that spoke of the curses of the sun and moon.

      And all our notes and diagrams. The illegal blood magic volumes open to various pages that would be damning if she saw them.

      How could I explain away all of that without telling her everything? Answer: I couldn’t.

      Looking into Diana Granger’s soft brown eyes and curious expression as she waited for my answer, I realized I had to decide something: did I trust this woman?

      Could I, after everything I’d seen from others I should have been able to trust? Was she truly a friend of my fathers? A friend of mine?

      I realized I hadn’t thanked her for altering my grades, and after everything she’d done for me, I owed her. I just had to hope Elias would work his magic before we got there, and if he didn’t, then I’d have to make that choice. But for now, I just needed to breathe. And I needed to stop being so damn suspicious. And I needed to keep my word.

      “No. It’s fine. I just know Cal and Adrian have probably left the place a mess, is all.”

      A shrug. It was half true. The kitchen was constantly teeming with unwashed plates and crumbs between Dee coming in to clean it. The caretaker had adapted rather well to having two shifters in the villa. She kept the fridge well-stocked with protein rich meats, cheeses, and chocolate pudding.

      She must have been going into town every freaking day to keep it so full for them.

      Granger made a waving motion with her hand and gave me a grin that told me she completely understood. “Never mind that. Boys will be boys.”

      “Shifters,” I corrected. “It’s much worse.”

      She chuckled and, thinking they’d still need at least a few more minutes, I jabbed a thumb in the direction of the stairs at my back. “I just need to run to the ladies and grab my bag. Be right back?”

      “I’ll wait here.”

      I ran up the stairs, making a show of hurrying, but once I closed the door on myself in the bathroom, I slumped against the counter, taking a long, calming, unrestricted breath.

      Fuuuuuuuuuuck.

      Running the tap for a good long while until the water came out ice cold, I splashed it on my face, sucking in a tight breath at the temperature, but it soothed some of the nerves and brought my mind back to sharp focus.

      As I dried my face on a towel, I gave myself a stern pep-talk.

      You got this. It’s just Granger. Even if Elias didn’t get there in time, or if he hadn’t caught on to my not-so-subtle hints, she’ll understand. And maybe you can even hide the stuff before she sees it. Just shoo her into the drawing room we never go into and go run and hide the stuff. Easy.

      You can totally explain why you’re looking at blood magic spells. She’ll understand.

      The last thought came of its own accord. You can trust her.

      But I knew better than to blindly believe my gut instinct. It hadn’t led me astray yet, but I couldn’t bear the thought of putting anyone I cared about in danger because I felt like I was right about something.

      It wasn’t worth the risk. Not now that I had so much to lose.

      After I was finished in the bathroom, I ran quickly into my bedroom. I didn’t actually need to grab a bag, but I made a show of stuffing some of the clothes I’d left behind into a drawstring shopping bag from Prada along with an ivory brush and the super racy lingerie I’d felt silly packing the first time around.

      Didn’t seem so silly now. I bit the inside of my cheek as I folded the lacy bit of fabric in with the brush and other clothes and raced downstairs. “Ready!”
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      I held my breath as I opened the portal, feeling a little like I was taking some sort of unofficial exam as Granger watched my line-crafting when I drew the sigil. A spark of pride filled my chest when nodded her approval after I finished.

      Now please work.

      The portal yawned open and I gushed with relief as the front of the villa appeared beyond the front gates of the Abbey. If I could portal inside the gate, then hopefully that meant Elias could, too.

      And it also meant I didn’t have to open the gate that was spelled with what I assumed was another bit of lost magic.

      It seemed for once, luck was on my side.

      It was nearing later afternoon and the sun had begun its descent down into the valley far away and below. I’d not yet had much occasion to look around outside in the daylight, but holy shit was it beautiful.

      If the incredible scents and the radiating warmth weren’t enough to ensnare you, the beautiful foliage and sweeping vista before me was enough to put a different sort of spell on a person. It was breathtaking.

      And was that a swimming pool just beyond the small grotto at the edge of the drive? I didn’t even know that was there before.

      As though reading my thoughts, Granger drew in a deep breath of her own and smiled wistfully. “I can see why his family chose this place. It’s truly breathtaking.”

      For a second, I thought she might cry as she took in the stucco ivory building with the red roof and large arched uncovered windows.

      Yes!

      He had gotten them the message.

      “Do you want to go inside?” I asked her, offering an impish grin and showing her the way to the door.

      She nodded tightly. “I do,” she breathed.

      The villa was quiet as we entered and I looked around in the entrance and the rooms to either side, but saw no sign of Cal or Adrian, or anyone else for that matter. I wondered if Elias had already come and gone.

      It wouldn’t make any sense, and we’d have literally no excuse, if Granger saw him here.

      Granger gaped at the inside of the villa as though it were something out of a storybook. I wondered how many times she had imagined being permitted to come here before when my father still lived. How many times he’d left her to spend summers and other vacations here with his parents where she couldn’t reach him.

      “Cal?” I called into the bowels of the house. “Adrian? Headmistress Granger is here for a visit!”

      Maybe a little too obvious, but I felt the need to try to warn them one last time.

      Turning back to Granger, I winced. “I should go find them.” I really just wanted an excuse to go and make sure everything was sufficiently hidden away. “Feel free to look around.”

      I hoped she would start with the rooms in the entryway, or go upstairs where there were only bedrooms and bathrooms to look at. I wondered if she would be able to tell which one my father slept in. They were all so devoid of personal affects or any sort of character besides what was already there, from the stuccoed walls and warm hardwood or cool tiles.

      I wouldn’t be able to tell whose room was who’s even if I’d tried. They all looked the same to me. Different bedding. Slightly different furniture. But in essence, the same.

      I glanced back to find her walking into the drawing room and sighed as I rushed right into Cal, smacking my cheek against his hard chest. “Ow,” I exclaimed, stepping back from the brick wall of him to rub my cheek.

      “You should really pay more attention to where you’re walking.”

      I swatted at him. “Did Elias warn you?” I whispered, still glaring.

      He nodded. “He’s already gone—said he’d be back later. Took Draven with him.”

      “And all of the—”

      “It’s all put away.”

      I could kiss him. Sighing, I tried to force myself to relax. “Thanks. I completely forgot I promised her she could come see the villa and then she just showed up at the Abbey and I couldn’t say no, and—”

      “Hey.” He interrupted me, a lopsided grin on his face as he took hold of me by the arms with his enormous, warm calloused hands, forcing me to look at him. “It’s fine. Don’t worry about it.”

      I wasn’t sure why, but I half expected them to be angry with me for making them have to run around in a frenzy to hide everything and erase all evidence of what we’d been doing and who had been here.

      “Cal,” Granger said warmly from behind us in the hallway, and then she glanced up the stairs just as I heard footsteps bounding down from the top floor. “Adrian. Nice to see you both again. Staying out of trouble, I hope?”

      “Never,” Adrian replied with a devilish smirk.

      “Well, at least I don’t think there’s much trouble you can get up to all the way out here. The closest town must be a hundred miles away.”

      Cal released me and I spun to face Granger, feeling suddenly awkward and… guilty standing in the hallway of the villa with my two familiars while my Headmistress watched us with that scrutinizing way she had.

      I cleared my throat. “Well, we’ll just be in the kitchen. I could use some lunch. Feel free to have a look around.”

      Granger went down in the sitting room next to the library with a wistful grin, and I dragged my familiars to the kitchen with me.

      “Well, this is weird,” Adrian commented, stating the obvious.

      “She just wanted to see the house. She’ll be gone soon.”

      “Yeah, but I don’t get why she wanted to see it so badly,” Cal said. “It’s just a house.”

      I shrugged. I wouldn’t pretend to understand it, either. But I knew that if there was someone I cared about as much as I suspected she cared about my father, I’d want to keep a little piece of them close to my heart. I’d want to see a place they’d been alive in. It didn’t have to make sense to us. She’d done me a lot of favors since I arrived at the academy all those weeks ago.

      I owed her at least this.

      “I’m going to make some tea,” I declared, suddenly craving some Earl Grey—it seemed Elias’ tastes were rubbing off on me. “Is there anything to eat?”

      

      After about thirty minutes, I thought I’d better go and find Granger, maybe gently suggest that we had plans to go out this afternoon and she’d need to go. I didn’t want her exploring too much. Cal and Adrian assured me she wouldn’t find any of the things they’d put away from sight, but the fact she was still in the villa someplace without me hovering over her made my skin itch.

      But at the same time, I felt I almost wanted her to find something. Not for the first time I wondered if Granger could be an ally in this. Maybe she could help.

      We agreed, though—me and the guys—no one else was to know about anything. Not anymore. We couldn’t be certain who to trust.

      I poured an extra cup of tea as I finished mine, remembering she only took sugar in hers, and stirred it, checking to see if it was still warm. I’d bring her some tea and ask if she’d seen everything she wanted to see. Cal and Adrian had gone for a run, feeling awkward standing around in the house with their hands tied.

      I wished I could do the same, but the bastards had left me here alone. I pinched the bridge of my nose as I stood to go and find her, the pain in my head had worsened since we got here, and this time no amount of food, tea, or peace and quiet seemed to be helping it.

      If I didn’t try to heal it, or have Elias heal it, it would only get worse, and I couldn’t have my volatile magic bringing down this villa. There were too many important things—and people—inside of it.

      Though, healing only worked to delay the inevitable with these things. I’d had them chronically when I was younger, though they never got quite to the disastrous levels they had while at the academy. Leo and Lara tried to ease my pain with healing sigils, spells, and potions. Nothing worked. And the only thing that worked at all was to knock me out completely. Lara’s strongest sleeping potion seemed to do the trick, but I could be out for days after taking it and I couldn’t afford to waste that much time right now even if I did have the recipe for it—which I didn’t.

      Sighing, I placed the teacup on the saucer and inhaled deeply through my nostrils to try and quell the throbbing ache just behind my ocular cavities, radiating over the precipice of my skull.

      Voices drifted to me down the hall as I walked out of the kitchen and I followed them down the corridor that ran the length of the house to the left of the kitchen. The voices were hushed, and I wondered who Ms. Granger was talking to. I distinctly recognized her voice as it rose above the other, the whispered conversation seeming to be coming from the library.

      Puzzled, I walked a bit faster, catching little snippets of the conversation through the echo off the walls and tall ceilings.

      “…can’t believe you…”

      “…please, don’t…she wouldn’t…”

      “…if…tell her, I will…”

      Was that… Dee she was talking to? I couldn’t quite make out the whole of what they were saying, but as I rounded the last corner and walked past the sitting room to stand in the doorway of the library, I found I was right.

      Ms. Granger stood opposite Dee in front of my father’s desk. Granger’s expression was measured—hard. Dee, by comparison seemed frail and small, cowering from the larger woman, but there was something glinting in her muddy brown eyes that spoke of defiance I didn’t know the slight caretaker possessed.

      “I’m sorry, but do you know each other?”

      Two equally surprised faces swiveled toward me. “Oh—Miss,” Dee said, her face paling. “I didn’t hear you come in.”

      “Do you know each other?” I asked the question again, a sharp pain spiking into my head and making me wince as I watched Granger turn slowly back to face Dee, appraising the other woman with barely concealed distaste.

      “No,” she said finally, and I thought I saw Dee’s shoulders slump. “I thought I might’ve—but I don’t know her at all.”

      “Excuse me, Miss.” Dee’s voice was whisper-soft as she scooted past me and into the hall.

      What was that?

      Granger sighed and her gaze swept the room, looking, it seemed, at everything but me. Her gaze stopped suddenly on the tapestry hung on the far wall. The one that concealed the skinny cupboard behind it. It was a hideous thing depicting a woman running a man through with a short sword, twinkling jewels in the hilt, her wild eyes full of malice, her mouth open in a feral cry.

      “Kind of morbid, right?” I laughed nervously, trying to break through the tension in the room.

      “Hmm?” Granger tore her eyes away, refocusing on the rest of the room. “Oh—yes. It is.”

      Thinking this was as good a time as any, I drew in a breath and set the now cool tea down on the desk. “Me and the guys were going to head into the town for, um… well, we were going to go and explore a bit and—”

      “Of course.” Granger shook her head. “I should be getting back to the academy anyhow. Thank you for letting me come here, Harper. It was nice to finally see the place Alistair talked so much about.”

      “No problem.” I gave her a genuine grin. “Can I walk you out?”

      She waved a hand. “No, that’s alright. I’ll show myself out,” she said, and brushed past me on her way to the door. “See you in a week.”

      “See you in a week.”

      It wasn’t until after she’d left, and I rose to return the now-cold tea to the kitchen, that I noticed two drawers on the side of the desk where Granger had been standing were open.
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      “Where the hell did you bring me?”

      Draven slid a finger along the fireplace mantel that came away grey with dust. He wrinkled his nose and wiped his hand carelessly on his designer jeans, then looked around at the lumpy shapes I was sure he could see better than I could.

      “I also accept gratitude in the form of a ‘thank you.’” I summoned a light sigil to my hand and moved through the dark kitchen to the storage room in the back. “Follow me. I’ll get the generator started if you’ll grab some logs for the fireplace. I don’t know how long we’ll be here.”

      He paused in the kitchen long enough to flip the musty curtains aside. “Hopefully not too long. Looks like sunrise isn’t far off, and I don’t believe these curtains are of the blackout variety.”

      I rubbed my forehead and resisted the urge to curse. “It’s summer. I forgot.”

      With the sudden appearance of Headmaster Granger, then rushing back to La Casa Rosa to get Draven and hiding things she didn’t need to find, then trying to quickly think of a place to go that would be dark enough for the vampire, I’d forgotten. My mind was still in a panic that we’d almost been caught, that Granger could make a couple inquiries and I’d lose my job. Harper had seemed against me leaving—rather, she wouldn’t let me even talk about it.

      I didn’t want to leave her side if I could help it.

      “How could you forget—” Draven’s eyes widened, darting back and forth like he was doing mental math. “Alaska or Canada?”

      “Alaska,” I replied, gesturing to the lumpy tarp covering a stack of chopped wood. “Get the fire going and as soon as I remember how to start this generator, I’ll look for something to cover the windows. I’m sure she has something here.”

      Draven froze as he started to pull the tarp away and turned a curious gaze on me. “She?”

      “My ex, Cecily.” I checked the fuel gauge as I explained, surprised to find it still half-full. “This is her family’s summer vacation home. It was the only place I could think to teleport on short notice that might still be dark enough for you.”

      He stacked a few logs in his arms. “And what if they had been here when we arrived?”

      “Cecily wouldn’t mind, but her mother hasn’t set foot in this place since her father died.” Beneath my hands, the generator rumbled to life and I gave it a satisfied nod. “We used to come here on our summer breaks from the academy. Doesn’t look like anyone’s been here in a while, though.”

      He hummed thoughtfully as he carried the stack back through the kitchen to the fireplace in the living room. I followed behind him, flipping a couple lights on as I went. The cabin was enormous, as expected of anyone who could afford to go to the Arcane Arts Academy. The main floor consisted of a full kitchen, a large living area, a separate dining room, a sun room with a magic-fueled hot tub, and the storage room. Upstairs was five bedrooms and three bathrooms, two of them in-suite.

      It was reminiscent of the vacation cabins sprinkled throughout the mountains near the school.

      “This place might be nice if it weren’t so dusty,” Draven commented. He knelt down on the stone hearth and stacked a couple logs inside. I opened a small hidden cabinet beside the fireplace where Cecily and I had a stash of cedar wood chips. He smirked when I handed him the box. “At least it’ll smell nicer.”

      Luckily for him, there were spells for that, but cleaning would have to wait. I took the stairs to the second floor, then opened a door that hid another staircase in between rooms that led to the attic. The light popped as soon as I flipped the switch, and I made a mental note to let Cecily know she’d need to restock some bulbs.

      My stomach twisted every time I thought about her these days. Knowing we’d gone almost no-contact after our break-up, and then restarting our friendship again after meeting Harper, somehow felt like a betrayal. Maybe not something so serious, but a level under that. I knew Harper was uncomfortable with the connection, but at the same time, even if we’d been dating then, Cecily had been the only friend I had for a long time.

      We’d been social outcasts in the same vein as Harper back when we attended.

      I pushed my hand out, the light sigil blazing to life again as I ascended the steps into the room. The attic was spacious and fairly well-organized. Shelves lined the low walls, another dividing the room through the center. A lot of it was clean bedding and curtains, extra furniture covers, and canned food overflow from the pantry downstairs.

      Then there was a cabinet of alcohol that had belonged to Cecily’s dad. We only drank one bottle together the first summer we spent here and she’d felt so guilty about it that we left the rest alone. I sighed and brushed off the nostalgia that came with this place. After a few minutes of searching, I came across a roll of thick brown builder’s paper.

      “This might work,” I mumbled to myself. Surely they had some tape laying around.

      It was so quiet in the attic that the light cough near the stairs almost gave me a heart attack. “The dust is even worse up here.”

      I glared at the vampire, then tossed him the roll. “Here,” I said. “Just the first floor should be okay, right?”

      Draven slid the corner of the paper between his fingers. “Yes, this should work well. There’s some black duct tape in a cabinet in the storage room. I’ll get started.”

      “You found tape already?”

      “I snooped a little.” He flashed a grin at me. “I wanted to know a little more about this woman you keep mentioning but won’t tell us about.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Harper knows about her. She’s actually met her, though she didn’t know it at the time. Cecily works for the Authorities; she’s been helping us out a bit on the inside.”

      His smile fell, replaced by a confused frown. “The blonde that works in the CAD?”

      Cecily was the only female supervisor in the Cooperative Affairs Department within the Arcane Authorities. It made sense that she would have some regular interaction with vampires and shifters, but knowing that Draven knew who she was sent a chill down my spine.

      “I’m something like a diplomat for the queen,” he explained. “My queen typically delegates matters where the other races are concerned to me, which was how I ended up here in the first place after the shifter incident in the spring. I met with your friend about a year and a half ago on another case involving witches and rogue vampires in D.C.”

      Shaking my head, I started for the stairs. “You ever think life is just a series of strange coincidences?”

      “I’ve lived long enough to experience for myself how true that is.” He twirled the paper roll in his hand and followed me down, where I noticed he’d pulled the white covers off some of the furniture. “Is she investigating this on her end?”

      “No,” I replied instantly. He glanced at me over his shoulder as he started putting the paper over the windows. I sighed and moved to help him. “She’ll probably get there on her own, but I don’t want her to get mixed up in this. She has a habit of not letting things go if she smells a hint of corruption or subterfuge.”

      “So she’s already got her eye on your Magistrate, then.”

      I winced. “Part of me wants her to keep digging because anything she finds might help us help Harper, but if the Magistrate traces the inquiries back to her, he’ll send someone after her like he did me.”

      Draven’s eyes widened in shock, but he didn’t ask to elaborate. We just moved on to the next window as the sky slowly turned pink. “It’s difficult to have to make that call between two people you care about.”

      And there was the truth. I didn’t love Cecily the way I loved Harper, but I still considered her a friend. It was selfish of me to think it, but I hoped one day she and Harper could be friends. I didn’t think Harper was the type to ask me to abandon my friendship, even if she was an ex, but I wouldn’t push for more if she wasn’t comfortable with it.

      Conflicting feelings warred in my chest as we finished sealing up the windows. I knew I would choose Harper over anything, even myself, but the thought of throwing away my friends didn’t sit right. Even the strange, rocky relationships I had with Cal and Adrian and Draven.

      “When do you think it’ll be safe to contact the house?” Draven asked as we settled on opposite ends of the couch. “How long do you think Granger will stay?”

      Thankful for the change of topic, I shrugged. “It’s hard to say, but we need to be back by nightfall. Harper knows the urgency of the situation, but Granger has also taken on a sort-of parental role in her life. She’s done a lot to protect her since she started at the academy. Plus, apparently she was close to Harper’s father before he died.”

      “How close?”

      I shook my head, unsure. “Close enough to know her way around the Abbey, apparently. But not enough to have been invited to the vacation home in Spain before now.”

      “And Harper doesn’t find the timing suspicious?”

      “Why would she?” I asked, tilting my head at him. “Harper only recently found out about the place. It’s natural that Granger would ask, isn’t it?”

      Draven hummed quietly. “I suppose it is. After the things we’ve been through in such a short time, I’m just trying to be cautious.”

      I knew the feeling. After both the headmaster and a fellow teacher had gone after Harper, I was feeling uneasy about a lot of things lately. But Granger cared for Harper—I’d seen it on more than one occasion. She wanted to protect her as much as I did.

      So I felt guilty that I couldn’t shake Draven’s words.
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      I didn’t share my suspicions with the guys. Not yet, anyway. For all I knew, Dee had been cleaning out the dust in the drawers and it was her who’d opened them. Or perhaps Granger did get a little carried away with her self-guided tour of the rustic Spanish mansion, but that was all it was.

      She wouldn’t have been snooping, right?

      I mean, she had no reason to.

      As far as you know, a voice spoke in the back of my mind, making the throbbing worsen. I groaned. I hated having to be so damned suspicious. I hated having any thoughts about Granger that would cast her in any light that wasn’t a positive one. She’d been there for me since the start.

      She’d protected me. Shielded me. Helped me.

      But most of all, she didn’t judge me. She understood me. Unlike all the other students and faculty at Arcane Arts Academy, she was there for me. I couldn’t bring myself to believe she had any ill intent towards me or my familiars. And I knew beyond a shadow of doubt that she would never have any part in harming the students at the academy.

      I shook my head, regretting the motion immediately as it sent a thunderous pain skittering across the inside of my skull.

      Shit.

      It was getting really bad.

      Adrian rushed into the bedroom where I was sitting on the edge of the bed. “He’s back.”

      I held my head in my hands, trying to rein in the magic attempting to unleash itself from my skin. Sweat beaded on my brow from the force of it. It would get worse; I had a feeling this was only the start.

      But I could handle it. I just needed Elias to heal me and then everything would be fine. I’d collect my strength and be ready when the next wave of pain and the inevitable surge of power hit me. Everything was going to be fine.

      It feels worse than it’s ever been.

      No. It’s fine. You’re fine.

      Pain exploded in white hot stars behind my eyelids.

      Not. Fine.

      “Harper?” Elias’ voice made me almost tremble with relief as he entered the dark room. Too much light tended to make the pain worse, and when it got worse, I was afraid I wouldn’t be able to quash the swell of power. I needed to control this. This wasn’t like the migraines of my youth, or even the migraine that’d destroyed a section of roof at the academy—this felt way worse.

      “Elias,” I moaned through the pulsing agony. “I need… you… to heal… me…” I ground my teeth. “Migraine. Bad one… like before.”

      I hoped he understood my broken request. I couldn’t put the thoughts together to articulate what I needed from him properly. There was a broken connection someplace between my mind and mouth and I couldn’t repair it.

      A bright golden glow flared behind my eyelids and I cringed away from the brightness of it, a scream locking up in my throat at the nauseating stabbing pain in my head. I gripped handfuls of hair on either side of my head, nearly tearing it out. But I didn’t care; I needed to distract myself from the incessant throbbing.

      “What are you doing to her?” I heard Cal bellow.

      “Man, stop!”

      “Let him do it!” Draven hissed, and I heard a few thuds that told me my familiars were not listening.

      “Stop.” I choked out the word, hoping they would hear me and understand. Stop fighting.

      A warmth tickled my head and spread like a wave of bathwater down my neck and over my face and neck and shoulders. I shivered under its gentle touch, sighing at the immense relief it left in its wake. I shuddered as the healing power of Elias’ sigil did its work. It didn’t eradicate all of the pain, but it sufficiently dulled it until I was able to lift my head, and then eventually, to open my eyes. I blinked away tears I hadn’t realized I’d shed.

      And then finally, I managed to sit up, to look into the faint light in the hallway without wanting to poke my own eyes out.

      “Fuck,” I breathed.

      After wetting my lips and swallowing past the lump in my throat, I found two sets of glowing eyes and a pair of icy blue ones. Below, kneeling in front of me with eyes like the sky just after a storm, Elias pulled my hands into his, rubbing warmth into the cool skin.

      “Thank you,” I whispered, trying to smile. The pain was still there, only receded for now, and I winced as a small lance of it ricocheted inside my head.

      Totally manageable now, though. I was completely fine.

      “Do you need us to get you anything?” Elias asked, rubbing soothing circles in the back of my palm.

      “Water? Food?” Cal stepped closer, some of the vibrant green glow in his irises dimming as he registered that I was alright. Adrian’s hard breaths shallowed and he pushed Draven off of him, leaving the vamp to straighten his jacket and right the dagger belt across his chest beneath.

      “We’ll bring it to you upstairs if you need anything,” Draven added, and he and my familiars shared a look.

      “What?” I hedged, wondering what the look was about. They were clearly not telling me something.

      Fuck, what now?

      Elias glanced behind me and I watched his jaw harden. The others followed his gaze. I turned to see what they were all looking at and my mouth went dry.

      Cal and Adrian hadn’t gotten around to re-covering the windows up here since Granger left. Two thin white curtains billowed in the evening breeze coming in from the window I demanded they open when Cal had carried me upstairs earlier. I’d needed to feel the cool air against my heated skin. Needed to feel the moonlight on my skin.

      I squinted at the bright orb in the sky over the hills in the distance. The moon hung low in the sky tonight, heavy with its own fullness. It shone with a ferocity that seared my corneas and had me jerking back around to blink away the light spots it created in my vision. My heart pounded in my chest and blood rushed loudly in my ears.

      “Great,” I hissed between gritted teeth, pressing the heels of my palms into my eyes to rid them of the light-blindness. “Any sign of the shifter?”

      “No.” It was Adrian who answered.

      “But we’d rather you stay upstairs tonight,” Draven’s rich baritone added.

      Elias squeezed my hand again. “Cal and Adrian are going to be outside until dawn. I’ll stay with you in here.”

      “I’ll stay with you, too.” Draven patted the blades across his chest for emphasis. Somewhere outside, a tree creaked under the press of the wind. In a blur of movement too fast for my eyes to catch, one of his daggers was removed from his belt and loosely in his fingers, ready to be thrown. But he halted at the last second, having misjudged the sound as a threat.

      I flinched.

      With a spin of his fingers, the dagger was re-sheathed and he stalked toward the window. “On second thought,” Draven said as he stepped onto the sill of the window, “I’ll keep an eye out from up here.” He hooked a hand into some unseen crevice above the top of the window outside and lifted himself up until he was entirely out of sight. Only the tinkling of his light feet on the clay tiles above told us he was still there at all, watching from a perch of his own making on the roof.

      “The shifter might be long gone,” I said, resisting the urge to roll my eyes at the remaining three in the room with me. “We should be working on deciphering more of the journal and that parchment. I should be going back to the chamber to see if—”

      “Not right now,” Elias interrupted. “We can’t have your migraine getting out of control. You should sleep. It’s getting late.”

      It became increasingly difficult not to pull my hands out of his. I hated being told what was good for me. What I should be doing. And even though it was Elias and I knew he was only trying to help—to take care of me—the way he said it still irked me.

      His caring eyes bore into mine. “If you go and your migraine worsens like it did the night of that first bad storm, where you had to be carried to the infirmary, you’ll be vulnerable to whoever finds you there.”

      I closed my mouth firmly and nodded. That was a good point.

      I seriously doubted I’d be able to sleep, though. Between a potential threat out in the woods, a possible Manifesto meeting that I was probably missing, and everything we had yet to uncover, plus the dull aching in my skull, the idea of laying down at all wasn’t an enticing one.

      “Fine,” I conceded, then glanced up at Cal and Adrian. “Could you just—could you get me some water, please? And bring up our notes and all that before you go outside?”

      They didn’t seem overly happy about my second request, but they both left the room and returned a few minutes later with a large glass of cool water and a stack of papers and books that they’d hidden from view earlier. Adrian even brought me some kind of Spanish chocolate bar.

      “Thank you.”

      “Stay inside, okay?” Cal said, feeling the need to remind me one last time.

      “And you two stay safe,” I replied. I really didn’t think a young shifter would pose any threat to my very experienced ones—hell, I’d made it clear I didn’t even think this mysterious shifter would be around here anymore—but I still hated the idea of seeing them hurt. “Check in every once in a while?”

      “We will.” Adrian clapped a hand on Cal’s bare shoulder. “C’mon, man, we should get out there. The moon will be at its highest soon.”

      Cal’s green eyes bored into me for a hot second before he tore his gaze away and followed Adrian from the room.

      

      Turned out Elias was right, and I hated to admit it. The more I looked over our notes and tried to skim over sections in the books we were referencing from my father’s library, the more my head throbbed.

      “It’s no use, anyway,” I groused, shoving the bits of parchment away. Several pieces fell to the floor and I rumpled a couple others, but I couldn’t bring myself to care. “We don’t have all the pieces. We are never going to figure this out.” Pain exploded behind my eyelids and I gritted my teeth. “Maybe all those people were right. Maybe my father was crazy to think this could be undone.”

      “Hey.” Elias’ brows knitted together as he regarded me from his cross-legged post opposite me on the bed. “Don’t do that. Don’t give up just because you’re frustrated. We’ll find—”

      “They said that he was close to reconstructing it, Elias,” I bit out. I hadn’t said as much, but it was all I could think about the last few nights. The nightmares about Martin and Donovan and Sterling’s head sailing through the air had stopped. They’d been replaced with even worse terrors—something I hadn’t thought possible.

      I dreamed that the person who worked against my father succeeded. That they reconstructed the original curse. Finished it. And that Cal and Adrian and Draven and every single other shifter and vampire had died.

      How would it even work? Would it be painful? Or would they all just drop, their hearts stopping in their chests instantly? Would it be a plague like the plague that claimed the lands of Emeris? Would they grow ill and die slowly?

      I hunched over, my stomach uneasy at the thought.

      It didn’t matter who was behind it; we had to find out for sure and we had to stop them. Manifesto seemed to want the same thing. At least that was comforting. They were all likely older, more experienced than I was. But I knew it was likely that none of them were stronger than I was, none of them would be willing to go to the lengths that I would to stop him.

      They talked about wanting to free the Enduran and Vocari people from their curses, but did they have as personal of a stake in that as I did?

      I didn’t think anyone was willing to do the things I was to make sure no harm ever came to my familiars. Or to Draven. Or anyone they knew and loved.

      But how could I save them? How could I reverse the curses if I had no fucking idea what I was doing?

      For the first time, I allowed myself to breathe life into the thought that’d been creeping around the edges of my subconscious for weeks now: I’m way out of my fucking league.

      “We will figure it out first,” Elias said, and I couldn’t help but flinch when his cool hand brushed against my knee. “Harper, you’re burning up.” He scooted forward and raised his hand higher, brushing it against my cheek first, and then my forehead. “You have a fever.”

      I shook off his hand. A fever was hardly a damn priority right now. “I need to go back to the chamber,” I implored. “I just have this—this gut feeling that they’ll be meeting tonight. I need to check. I have to see if they’ve learned anything else about—”

      “Harper.”

      Elias’ voice was hard, and I was taken aback by his tone. When I managed to focus my gaze on him, I saw his jaw was set in stone and his eyes were dark. He was getting angry.

      “Not. Tonight. I can see the pain in your eyes. And you have a fever. I’ll try to heal you again, but there’s no way you’re going anywhere tonight. Least of all a fucking a chamber filled with Manifesto rebels in the middle of the night. A chamber that, may I remind you, is completely laced with bindstone. Just…” He sighed and softened his tone. “Please, Harper. Try to relax for right now.”

      Ugh.

      “How am I supposed to relax?”

      I couldn’t help the surging of magic as it rose in my body, drawn of its own accord as my temper rose. I shoved it down, pushing it deeper, but my magic walked hand in hand with my pain—with my fury—and if I wasn’t careful, I knew it would consume me and I would be utterly powerless to stop it. If I didn’t get it under control, I knew Elias would end up on the receiving end.

      Hard breaths sawed in and out through my clenched teeth and I bit out a yelp as another lance of pain ran over my skull in a perfect line from forehead to neck.

      “Harper—here, let me—” Elias started to move, and I saw the beginnings of the golden glow of a healing sigil forming over his palm.

      “No. I’ll do it myself,” I interrupted. I needed to let some of my power out before it bottle-necked and exploded out all by itself. I released the magic, letting it pour out of my palm and I willed it into the symbol for healing, the glowing circle and line sigil pulsating extra bright. I released it over my head, and I shivered as the tiny magical particles rained down over my head.

      It was a strong spell, but only a modicum of the pain subsided. But as it seeped out, some of the anger and frustration bled out with it. I sighed, wanting to cry in the aftermath of it. All the pain and worry and raucous emotions were running rampant in my body and mind, filling me with too much everything.

      I pinched the bridge of my nose and bit the inside of my cheek to stabilize myself. “I—I’m sorry, Elias.”

      He cupped my cheek again, and when I looked up, I found deep lines carved into his forehead and sadness in his denim blues. “Don’t be. You have nothing to apologize for.”

      “It’s just…” I trailed off, unable to finish for the sob building in my chest. My chin quavered. “I can’t—I can’t lose them, you know?”

      The thought of a life without my familiars, and even Draven, was not one I wanted to contemplate. I couldn’t stand the possibility of it. It made my blood chill in my veins and gripping fear twist my heart in agonizing torture.

      “Come here,” he said, and pulled me into him as the hot, frustrated tear came. He stroked my hair as my body wracked in great angry, terrified sobs against him. “I—I’m so sorry. I wish… Harper, I wish I could tell you everything will be alright, but I can’t know that. What I do know is that none of us will give up. We won’t ever stop fighting until…”

      He didn’t say it, but I knew what he was thinking. Until there’s nothing left to fight for.
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      Both of us hated leaving her when we could feel how much pain she was in, but whether she believed it or not, the shifter would be back tonight.

      “Let’s go.” I shut the front door behind us as we walked naked into the moonlight. “We’ll pick up where we found the more recent scents, then move into the woods from there.”

      Adrian nodded and we shifted, bolting through the lush green grass. The world darkened as a cloud passed across the moon, but our eyesight wasn’t bothered by the change. Cool wind rushed through our fur, bringing with it the smell of the far off ocean.

      I knew we had a mission to fulfill, but I couldn’t help wanting to take Harper out there. See her relax on the beach, build sand castles, play in the waves. She’d been through so much in the short time I’d known her that I wanted to make sure she had a proper vacation, not just an excuse to research dark topics to save the world.

      Maybe after this shifter business, I’d ask Dee for directions to the nearest beach. We could take Elias’ rental and drive out there. I might have to ask the other guys for help in convincing her to take a day to herself, then we’d have to go at night so Draven could join us, but it’d be worth it to see her enjoy herself.

      How would you feel about a trip to the beach? I asked Adrian.

      He glanced at me as we ran the perimeter of the wall. Like, surf and sand? Could be fun, I guess. Why?

      I want to take Harper before we leave Spain. It’s her vacation and she hasn’t done any vacation stuff yet.

      I could feel him grinning in my head. I wouldn’t mind seeing her in a bikini.

      Pervert.

      Adrian bumped my shoulder with his and sped up, lowering his head. Shaking off the distracting image he’d given me, I put a little more distance between us. I had more important things to focus on, like taking care of this shifter.

      Although the pain we felt from Harper’s migraine was equally distracting. We had yet to figure out how to block out certain aspects of our familiar bond. It wasn’t always a bad thing, but there were times I suspected she wanted her privacy and we couldn’t help but feel it all.

      We circled the perimeter and didn’t catch anything until we reached the far northern edge, where the woods pushed up against the property line. The scent on the air was fresh, and I took one look at Adrian before we chased it into the trees.

      Should we let Harper know? he asked.

      Not yet. The scent is moving away from the property. I could smell her, but couldn’t see or hear her yet. It was possible this was just a random route she ran when she shifted, but the coincidence was too much. If the shifter circles back, we’ll alert her.

      Adrian didn’t respond, but I could feel his agreement through our bond.

      I took the lead, Adrian a few feet to my left. The thrill of the hunt pulsed in our veins. It might’ve been more exciting if we didn’t believe she might be a threat to Harper, but we were prepared for whatever we had to do.

      Trees were dark blurs all around us and the noises of the forest silenced as we grew near. Almost as if the local wildlife could sense the predators closing in on them, fear and self-preservation choking their will to cry out into the night. I bared my teeth as the scent grew stronger.

      And then turned.

      Shit, she turned west!

      Adrian's voice was a mixture of anger and concern. I knew he was worried about her turning around completely and heading for Harper, but we wouldn’t let that happen. If we could catch up to her, we could figure out who she was, what she wanted. Why she kept coming so close to La Casa Rosa.

      For Harper’s sake, I’d planned on trying to talk first. I knew how she felt about killing, or just us killing—the psychological toll it had taken on Adrian tore at me, too. If we could get answers, help her adjust, then we’d be doing a good thing.

      But I wasn’t going to risk my mate to do it. If she turned back for the house, I wasn’t taking any chances.

      The trees thinned ahead and the moonlight highlighted the reddish fur of the wolf bounding through the trees in front of us. Wolf shifters came in a variety of colors. Most of the ones in our old pack were shades of black and brown and a little grey mixed in, with the exception of mine and Adrian's silver forms.

      Adrian noticed at the same time. A red wolf?

      Hurry, we have to catch up to her.

      I put on a burst of speed and reached out to her. In general, communication between wolves only happened between pack members, but alphas were a bit different. They could talk to wolves outside of their pack, and in rare cases, could communicate with real wolves. I drew on that ability now, trying to reach out to the woman inside the wolf skin.

      Anger. Confusion. Fear. Sorrow.

      But no conscious mind behind the emotions.

      Adrian, she’s not in there. I pushed harder, but she was incredibly fast. I’m getting vague impressions of emotions, but there’s no one in there. No one driving her. It’s like she’s a shifter, but also not.

      The fuck does that even mean? He shook his head, trying to keep up.

      She changed course again, turning back north and away from the house. I felt Adrian’s relief filter through our bond and shared his sentiment.

      It means she really is new. She hasn’t connected with her wolf side yet. Hell, she probably can’t even shift on her own without the full moon.

      The trees were condensing again and we were losing speed darting between them. She was gaining distance, obviously familiar with the area. Electricity jolted in my chest when she disappeared over a hill.

      Come on, we can’t lose her!

      Cresting the small rise, we almost didn’t see the deep pit in time and barely managed to jump across. My heart was racing in my chest. What the hell was going on?

      Is she trying to kill us? Adrian yelled in my mind.

      I watched as she changed directions again. She’s trying to lose us. She knows we’re following her.

      What the—

      Adrian, reach out to Harper. The red wolf had turned southwest, putting her path in the general direction of the house. Warn Draven. She’s coming.

      Then her speed went from fast to jaw-dropping, pointing her nose directly for the house. She wasn’t even trying to hide it anymore. I bared my teeth and a growl ripped from my throat, trying to at least scare her into stopping. I’d never wanted to be an alpha in my life, but right about now, I was wishing I knew how to utilize some of that overwhelming power intentionally.

      Because Harper was in her path, and I wouldn’t let this unknown shifter near her.

      Adrian, hurry!

    

  







            30

          

          

      

    

    






Harper

        

      

    

    
      The longer my guys were out there, the more worried I got. Had they found her yet? I didn’t want to question their instincts, but it seemed unlikely the shifter would come back. They’d said the scents were old when we first got here.

      As if the world knew I needed to hear from them, I felt a pull from someplace deep within and shuddered. At first, I thought it was my heart aching, but then it happened again. A distinct tug. And then my mind grew foggy and I realized what was happening. I pulled away from Elias.

      “It’s Cal and Adrian,” I said. “I think they are trying to communicate with me.” My brows furrowed as I tried to nail down the feeling and open the bond to them, pushing the pain away so I could concentrate.

      Elias mirrored my expression and his gaze went to the window. He rose and rushed to look outside. “Drav? You see anything out there?”

      Draven’s voice drifted back to us, muffled by the breeze. “No, nothing. They’re too far out for me to see.”

      I focused like Elias taught me and found the connection in my chest that tied me to my familiars. My body was already so pumped full of power, I didn’t need to fuse magic to the bond to strengthen it; I only needed to focus hard enough to open the connection.

      It was easier when they were already receptive to it and I didn’t have to shove my way in. I visualized making the call and, before I could even fully finish the visualization, I was planted firmly in the mind of Adrian.

      Dark forest streaked past me in a blur of dark branches and blue-tinted moonlight. My paws struck the earth below my body like thunder. Beside me, my brother wolf ran, spitting up dirt in the wake of his hard footfalls.

      We’re close, Adrian spoke in my mind. We’re on her tail, but she turned around—she’s headed back towards the villa.

      Shocked, I hardly knew what to say. They’d actually found her. Maybe that meant they could help her after all?

      Is Draven ready? Cal spoke in both Adrian’s and my mind.

      “Warn Draven,” I spoke aloud, hoping Elias would hear me on the outside. “She’s coming this way.”

      She’s really fast. Adrian growled in my mind. It’s crazy.

      I was surprised. I didn’t think any shifter could possibly be faster than my familiars. They were like the wind in their wolf forms. Even now, as they ran, looking out from their eyes, there was no jarring to their canter. It was smooth and level. I could have been looking out the window of a bus or a car driving over even ground.

      Can you reach her mind? I asked. Do you know what she wants?

      No, Cal replied, and I was thrown from Adrian’s mind into his, watching as he pumped his legs faster through the trees—faster than I’d ever seen him go. We were right—she must be newly changed. She’s not there. It’s only her wolf.

      Don’t worry, Adrian grunted. I won’t let her get onto the property.

      Don’t hurt her, I implored them. She doesn’t know what she’s doing.

      A shifter without control is a dangerous thing, Harper, Adrian said, the thought somehow dark and mellow.

      I got an impression of pleading from Cal. I don’t think you understand what one of our kind can do when the beast within hasn’t been tamed. We aren’t ourselves.

      Don’t hurt her, I hissed into both their minds again. No one had lived or visited here in years. The shifter had probably come out here to make sure she wasn’t near anyone she could hurt. In my mind, this was her territory now and we were encroaching on it.

      We may not have a choice.

      Ugh.

      I shoved myself out of their minds and steadied myself with palms flat against the mattress for a moment until the dizziness subsided. Elias was still at the window, talking animatedly with Draven, the both of them looking out onto the moonlit property, searching for any signs of a rogue wolf.

      Neither seemed to notice as I slid from the bed and padded quietly to the door. Neither chased me as I made my way down the stairs and to the front door. Or when I opened it and stepped outside, going over the spell to stun an enemy in my head over and over again. If I could stun her before Cal and Adrian got to her, I might just save this innocent woman’s life. If she was alone out here, it likely meant she was bitten and left for dead, forced to figure shit out all alone.

      This wasn’t her fault.

      She didn’t deserve to die just because my familiars felt the need to protect me above all else. No matter the cost to their own souls.

      They wouldn’t be able to live with themselves if they killed one of their own kind, would they? I knew them well enough to know that though they may rationalize it to themselves but deep down, it would eat at them.

      I wasn’t willing to let that happen.

      I exited the door and fled from the villa and across the open drive, toward the gardens. I got about six feet before the ground shook beneath me and I jerked my head up to find Draven standing three feet in front of me, one brow raised, a stare that could curdle dairy penetrating me. “What are you doing?”

      I ground my teeth. “They’re going to kill her,” I spat, trying to get past him, using the pull of my witch-familiar bond with Cal and Adrian to show me the way. “I can’t let them do that.”

      Draven’s hand circled my arm, stopping me. “And I can’t let you put yourself at risk.”

      Just then Elias crashed out of the house, the wooden door banging loudly against the stucco wall as he barreled through it, his chest heaving. “What are you doing?” he asked, his voice a dangerous hiss.

      “Help me if you want to, but don’t try to stop me,” I shouted right back. “They are going to kill her if she gets too close to here. I can’t let them do that. I’ll just stun the shifter and then they can get her chained up or lock her in the wine cellar—something that’s not fucking killing her.”

      “Harper—” Elias warned.

      “No.”

      “Harper.” Draven’s grip tightened.

      “No. Help me or get out of my way,” I growled. “We need to stop her before she gets too close. I don’t want Dee in danger.”

      Remembering the slight housekeeper, I lowered my voice, realizing a little belatedly that we were speaking rather loudly. I didn’t want to risk waking her and having to corral her back into the little cabana where she lived out behind the main house.

      Elias set his jaw and Draven drew a dagger, his jaw moving as he ground his teeth and glared at me. “Stubborn as a damned ox,” he muttered under his breath.

      “You stay behind us.” The hurt in Elias’ gaze made my breath catch and my heart squeeze, but it was worse when those expressive eyes shuttered. I knew he didn’t like that I wasn’t giving them another choice, but he would just have to sack up and deal with it.

      I already had enough blood on my hands. I wasn’t about to allow another death to happen when there was something I could do to stop it.

      Shifters fixed their issues with brute force and claws and powerful jaws. I could fix it with a perfectly timed flick of my finger. I just needed to get to the shifter first.

      Elias readied his hand for spellcasting, and I could feel my own riotous magic rising to meet the surge of his as he drew on his power in a great and mighty pull from the earth. “Let’s move.”

      We moved through the night as a single unit. The three of us formed an inverted arrow with Elias and Draven walking three paces ahead of me, one a little to the right and the other a little to the left, leaving a small gap between them so I could see where I was going. We moved quickly, but didn’t run.

      I thought Draven and Elias were being a little overly cautious. What could a single newly changed shifter do against two powerful witches and a hundred year old vampire? I mean, really? They were all tensed up for nothing, weren’t they?

      My head had begun to pound again, and the brightness of the full moon only seemed to compound the pain. But even more disconcerting was the strange feeling I’d had earlier that there would be a meeting in the chamber tonight had returned.

      It was like the first time I’d put on the mask—how its magic had called to me, beseeching me to put it on. I felt drawn back to La Casa Rosa, where the mask waited. I had to force myself to ignore the strange itch to return and put it on to be able to keep moving.

      Just deal with this first and then you can get Draven to run you back to the villa.

      But would he if I asked him to?

      I considered the broad back of Draven, the bulk of his shoulders visible beneath his jacket. His dark hair shone with strands of blue in the moonlight. My jaw twitched. I hoped he would, or I’d be forced to try and levitate myself back and probably break my back in the landing like I almost had the last time I’d tried that spell.

      But I just knew in the marrow of my bones that something was going down tonight. There had to be some way they communicated that a meeting was going to happen. I’d thought they’d use some form of anonymous communication spell, but maybe this was it. Maybe the spell that imbued the pewter masks with magic also called to their owners when it was getting nearer the time to meet.

      It would account for why no one was there the second time I’d put it on after I’d snatched it from Elias. I hadn’t felt the pull then that I had the first time. No magical pull meant no meeting?

      I couldn’t be certain, but I wanted to get through this quickly so I could get back.

      Stun the wolf and then explain to Draven that I need to get back. It could be our only chance, and he’s the fastest of us.

      I began to wonder just how far the property stretched as I realized we’d been walking for nearing ten minutes and still hadn’t hit the stone wall I’d seen to either side of the front gate that stretched around the property. It had to be hundreds of acres.

      Endless forest, alternatingly thick and sparse, greeted us. In the direction we were going, on a downward incline, it lead down the north side of where the villa stood sentinel and into the valley we could see in the distance from the front door.

      Cal and Adrian attempted to reach me through the bond three times since we set out, and I’d had to mentally block them out for fear that if they found us drawing nearer they’d only try to kill her faster.

      I was still reeling at the realization that my familiars would kill to keep me safe, especially since the threat this time came from one of their own kind. They’d rather eradicate the threat completely than even allow the possibility of my being endangered. Then again, I’d witnessed it myself with Headmaster Sterling.

      I felt utterly loved, but also utterly put off. It wasn’t right.

      And I knew that if it weren’t for the familiar bond, they’d have at least tried to come up with another solution.

      Draven stopped in his tracks, holding his fist up in a silent signal for us to halt with him.

      “What is it? Can you—”

      Draven shushed me fiercely and the hairs on the back of my neck raised. Elias’ raised palm began to glow with sparks of reddish light, and I widened my stance, reminding myself another time of the exact incantation and sigil I’d need to stun the shifter.

      “Fuck,” Draven hissed after a moment of total silence. I cocked my head to listen, but still I heard nothing save for the ominous buzz of the forest at nighttime. Cicadas, a stream somewhere in the distance to my left, the groan and creak of branches in the warm evening breeze, the rustle of leaves.

      And then, softly at first, the padding of wide paws against hard dirt. It grew louder as the shifter drew nearer. The sounds coupled with the flinch-inducing snapping of twigs and the low growl of an animal that knew we were here and still charged ahead.

      “She’s coming straight for us. Get back!” Draven threw an arm out and I barely registered the blurred appendage before it knocked me squarely in the chest and I fell back onto the ground. My tailbone struck something hard that sent pain shooting up my spine and stars exploding behind my eyelids.

      Fuck!

      Still stunned, I looked up and saw Draven with a dagger on the tips of his fingers, ready to throw. I saw the spell Elias had cast glowing bright and strong in front of his palm. The reddish light painted his face in a devilish mask.

      That was no stunning spell.

      I scrambled to my feet, shaking off the daze and pinching my face as the migraine returned in full force, skittering down the back of my skull, pounding behind my eyes.

      It sent my heart into a broken discordant rhythm.

      Bringing my arms up in an X shape, I did what felt right. My palms glowed with white light and I sliced through the air with a scream as I let the magic out. A gale-force wind left my fingertips to slam into both Draven and Elias to either side of me, sending them sailing backward into the trees.

      It wouldn’t hold them back for long. I tried to recollect my thoughts—my magic—as my eyes met the glowing lupine ones of the snarling reddish wolf closing the distance to my throat. The stun spell. I had to stun her.

      The words were on the tip of my tongue. The sigil was half formed on my palm.

      Why couldn’t I remember the words?

      I was drawing a blank.

      I’d repeated it to myself a hundred goddamn times! Why couldn’t I—

      The shifter was on me before I figure it out. All the air was knocked from my lungs and I fell to the ground hard. Reflexively, my magic responded and I felt it leave me in a gush of power that shook the ground beneath us. Somewhere above, thunder rumbled and the crack and hiss of lightning assaulted my ears, bright white light searing behind my eyelids.

      Instinctively, I raised my arms to shield myself, the weight of the beast still atop me, making it impossible to breathe. When I opened my eyes, I saw the narrowed amber eyes of the shifter, hot saliva foaming around her mouth.

      I opened my mouth to scream, or maybe to try the spell again, but the moment my eyes opened and I tried to move, the shifter lunged, her great maw wide with sharp fangs. I cried out as she tore into the flesh of my forearm.

      Hot blood sprayed over my face and neck, coating my tongue in an acrid metallic taste.

      My magic moved to my defense, radiating up from the earth below like a geyser. When I screamed again, the earth shuddered and an ear-splitting groan in the distance made the shifter stop and startle, backing off me with ears low and tail tucked between her legs. A high-pitched whine coming out of her blood-stained mouth.

      Cal and Adrian appeared in between the trees and I had just enough time to conjure the stunning spell and shout the incantation that I hoped would strengthen it.

      “Moribus Impressio!”

      They careened to a stop, readying themselves to strike, hind legs coiled for the lunge. But my spell hit the shifter first and she froze, her canine eyes widening before she slumped to the ground and lay motionless amid the brush.
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      “Harper, what the hell were you thinking?” Elias sounded angry as he came crashing back through the trees, running to kneel at my side. He surveyed the damage while keeping a wary eye on the prone form of the shifter.

      I clutched my arm to staunch the bleeding, but it just kept pouring out and I could feel where flaps of skin were almost completely torn from the muscle. My stomach turned and I had to whisper reassurances to myself to keep from vomiting onto Elias.

      It’s okay. It’s just blood. You’ll heal.

      As if on cue, Elias wove the sigil for healing and my breaths began to slow and even out as the bleeding stopped. I angled my arm in the moonlight to inspect the damage, frowning when I found that though it’d stopped bleeding and most of the gruesome bite had healed, there was still a very distinct bite pattern marring my arm. I shook my head and dropped my arm. Maybe it just needed a second healing to be fully closed up.

      “I want an answer,” Elias growled. I saw Cal and Adrian prowling just over his shoulders, guarding the unconscious wolf and snarling at me. Draven’s arms were crossed over his chest as he glared down at the wolf with the reddish fur, murder written in the fine print of his stare.

      “They would have killed her,” I replied tersely, my hand shooting up to support my head as I sat upright. The aching there was narrowing my vision to pinpricks each time I blinked, and I had to squint to see properly. “And I’m fine. It was just a bite, Elias.”

      It would heal just as easily as a dog bite would. Where a bite from a shifter triggered the change in mortals, it only served to be a nuisance among the other races. Our blood was incompatible with the toxin in their saliva. My witch blood would reject the urge to change.

      Elias gingerly fingered the bite mark still there on my arm and narrowed his eyes, a crease forming in his brow. He shook his head and a muscle in his jaw twitched.

      “What?” I snapped, pulling my arm away, not liking how he was looking at it—at me. I did what I had to do to stop a senseless death and I wouldn’t fucking apologize for it.

      “It should have healed,” Elias said, his voice distant.

      I rose to my feet and wrapped a hand around the wound to cover it, wincing. “I’ll finish healing it later. We need to get her chained up and I have to get back. There’s a meeting happening soon, maybe even right now. I can feel it—”

      “It should have healed,” Elias repeated, enunciating each word this time.

      Draven was there in a flash, pulling my arm free of my hand to examine it himself.

      “What are you—”

      His head snapped up and he looked into my eyes, inhaling deeply through his nose. Was he smelling me? Draven’s hands rose and he pulled the skin down beneath my eyes, and then lifted my eyelids before I could bat his hands away.

      Cal and Adrian moved in closer in their wolf forms, still too riled up to be able to shift back. They, too, sniffed around my ankles and midriff. Cal recoiled first, and then Adrian, chuffing, shaking their great lupine heads.

      When I pulled back from him, my head throbbing anew at the assault of the moonlight, I saw horror in his eyes.

      “You don’t think…” Draven trailed off and looked at Elias. I watched as his hands curled into talons at his sides. He wasn’t breathing.

      “I don’t know,” Elias replied, pale.

      I was about to ask what the fuck they were getting so worked up about when I noticed the shifter had begun to revert back to her human form. I sighed. Maybe she wouldn’t change again. At the very least, it would be easier to get her back to the house and chained up if she wasn’t an enormous wolf.

      The fur receded slowly. Unlike the swiftness of Cal and Adrian’s shifts—almost in the blink of an eye—this shifter was changing painfully slow. We heard the snap and pop of each bone and joint as they were forced back to human form. Her canines shortened and her snout faded back to a small, very human, nose and mouth.

      But I knew that face.

      It took a second for my brain to catch up because it was strange to see her out here. She was back at the villa, wasn’t she? Hadn’t she been sleeping in the cabana when we snuck into the woods? I’d been worried about waking her. About her being in danger.

      It couldn’t be. She was human.

      Cal and Adrian would have known if she was a shifter.

      Dee laid naked and unmoving, save for the slight rise and fall of her chest. She was angled half on her back, half on her side, her left cheek pressed against the earth.

      Something bit at the edge of my mind. A thought not fully formed but trying to find its footing. As I looked at her slight features and her thin brown hair brushing over her dirt-streaked face and blood-stained lips, I saw something in the curve of her jaw that I recognized. And something else in the slope of her nose and arch of her brows.

      Her bloodline was weak. I could hear the words from Martin’s letter to me, echoing in the void of my mind.

      Muddied from too many generations mated with humans. She was a born wolf, but could only turn on a full moon.

      She came to all at once, her brown eyes glowing something skin to amber or dark fire in the night. Dee gasped as she sat up and Elias was quick to remove his sweater and drop it into her lap. She scrambled back at first, her eyes darting this way and that, as though she had no idea where she was.

      She was never able to control it, or to control herself when she changed. It was painful for her. So painful.

      She looked down at the sweater in her lap and yelped at her nakedness, clinging the fabric to her chest, wincing in pain, her face pinched.

      Nobody spoke, and I had to wonder if they were all having the same thought I was, because it was insane. I didn’t want it to be true. It hurt too much. It made my veins grow cold with ice and my head spun for a whole other reason than the pain still wreaking havoc within.

      Your father worked tirelessly to find a way to stop it.

      But he never had.

      “Dee?” I managed after I could take it no longer. She gulped, her chest heaving as she drew in ragged breath after ragged breath, and finally met my gaze.

      Tears welled along the rims of her sorrow-filled eyes as the glow began to dissipate, returning them to a simple brown. “I—” she started, but dropped her head in shame and I saw a droplet fall, catching the moonlight before it was lost to the dirt.

      “‘D’ as in Dolores?” I asked, my hands clenching. I barely felt it as Cal leaned into my side, pressing his warm body against my legs, whining low in his throat.

      She didn’t answer.

      “Who are you?” I snapped, my voice breaking as I shouted my frustration.

      She didn’t answer. Didn’t even deign to look up.

      “Look at me!”

      Dee’s shoulders shook, and still she remained silent, crying into her lap.

      “Who the fuck are you?” I screamed, unable to put a stopper on my own tears. My throat burned and my knees felt weak as I glared down at her. At the weak, pathetic woman cowering from her own daughter.

      Distantly, I felt Elias’s hand curl around my shoulder. “Harper—”

      “No,” I ground out, the pain in my chest tainting the word as I pulled my arm away. The buzz of power in my ears called to me and again I felt that pull—the pull of the mask. Of Manifesto. “Don’t—” My throat locked up and I tried again. “Don’t touch me right now.”

      My voice sounded oddly detached to my ears, almost robotic, as a sense of placid calm stole away all the hurt. I wanted to burrow into Elias’ chest. I wanted him to hold me. For all of them to hold me. But then I would well and truly break, and I couldn’t afford that right now.

      “I’m sorry.” I breathed the apology to him. It wasn’t him I was upset with, and the added guilt of how cruel I was being towards him weighed heavily on all the other emotions I was trying to crush.

      Stop.

      No more.

      My power swelled and a faint glow ringed my clenched fists as it tried to escape.

      Make it go away.

      I ground my teeth.

      Stop!

      Overhead the sky cracked open and a boom of thunder shook the world before a deluge of rain hammered down from the clouds, soaking us in a warm rain. It ran over my face in rivulets, snaking down my scalp and soaking me through to the bone, washing away the pain.

      The tremors in my hands stopped, and the magic in my veins lowered to a rumbling simmer. The aching in my head began to subside.

      Disjointedly, I realized I should be anything but calm right now, but the reprieve from the pain and the confusion—the complete and utter sense of fucking betrayal—was a welcome one. Not feeling anything was better, easier.

      “I need you to take me back to the house,” I told Draven, looking away from Dee or Dolores or whatever her goddamn name was. “Now.”

      “Alright.” Draven didn’t argue with me, only glanced at Elias, who nodded to the vampire. Like I needed permission.

      Elias touched me again, his hand gentler this time where it brushed against my elbow. I paused, jaw clenched. “Will you wait?” he asked, not needing to elaborate. He wanted me to wait until they all got back to put the mask on and return to the chamber.

      I shook my head. It didn’t matter if I waited or not. Once I was there, there was nothing they could do, anyway. And we’d wasted enough time here already. “No,” I said simply, without any hint of the ire and annoyance I felt. “The meeting has already begun.”

      And it had—somehow, I could feel it. The call of the mask was insistent. I focused on that feeling and only that feeling.

      It was easier to think about that. To focus on getting myself back and heeding its call.

      Numbly, I walked to Draven, sparing one last glance at the woman still sobbing quietly in the mud. I didn’t know her, and as the hurt and anger swelled behind my breast again, I thought that I didn’t think I wanted to. What kind of mother abandoned—

      I stopped the thought.

      It doesn’t matter.

      I set my jaw and met Draven’s hard icy blue stare. “Let’s go.”
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      Draven set me on my feet as we reached the door and I slid out of his wet embrace easily, using my power to throw the door open instead of pushing it by hand.

      It flung open, smashing into the wall inside. I stomped in, not even bothering to remove my sodden shoes, the pull of the mask the only thing driving me.

      Draven followed on my heels, and no more than a few seconds after we got into the library, Adrian’s wolf stalked in behind us. I assumed Cal was helping Elias get Dee back here, keeping a close eye on her in case she shifted again.

      I hoped they chained her up in her cabana out back. I didn’t want her anywhere near me.

      Adrian shifted back to his human form as I pushed the cabinet in the back of the room, and it sprang open at my touch. The tapestry concealing it was askew, and if it were any more crooked, the hidden cabinet would have been plainly visible. I couldn’t be bothered to right the damn thing, shoving it aside in my haste to draw out the cloak and mask from their hiding place.

      “Harper.”

      I heard Adrian’s voice behind me and turned, setting the mask down on the side table next to the chair to wrap the cloak around myself, fastening the strings at the neck with shaky fingers. I groaned in frustration when the strings slipped from my fingers for the third time.

      Adrian was there a few seconds later. All six feet of X-rated nakedness stared down at me. He put his hands on mine to still them and I let them fall away, letting him fasten the cloak to me. “Are you sure you want to do this right now?”

      Was I?

      The question seemed redundant.

      If we wanted answers, I didn’t really have a choice, did I?

      But I didn’t say any of that; it would only worsen the pity I wanted to erase from his steady golden gaze.

      Instead, I nodded. “I’m sure.”

      “Okay,” he said. He pressed a kiss to my head and stepped back, allotting me a fuller view of his incredible body. It made me even more upset that the sight didn’t excite me right now. It couldn’t. Not with everything else warring for my attention in my upturned world. “We’ll be here when you get back.”

      “Okay.”

      He squeezed my shoulders. “Please, please be careful.”

      “I will.”

      The moment he released me, I lifted the pewter mask from the table, held my breath, and pressed the cool metal surface to my face.

      The falling sensation wasn’t as jarring as it had been the other times. And when I landed, it only took a few short breaths for me to regain my balance and stand, drawing the cloak more closely around me.

      It puddled around my ankles and I had to lift it as I slunk along the cold walls, feeling physically ill, but also somehow liberated as the glimmering bindstone suppressed my power. I’d been working so hard to keep it contained—and mostly failing—that, though it felt perverse and wrong to have it stripped away, it was also a startling relief. I felt like I could breathe.

      Maybe I should make a bindstone room just for my migraines.

      Then I began to hear the first signs that I wasn’t alone.

      I went back to holding my breath and moved at a snail’s pace along the wall toward the light looming at the entrance to the corridor and the chamber beyond it. I wasn’t going to make the same mistake I did last time. I watched each step, making certain I wasn’t going to step on a loose stone. I didn’t dare touch the wall, afraid to make a sound.

      My heart started to pound as the voices became more distinct and I could make out the shapes of people in the chamber, thankfully, all facing the dais where the tall masked man from before stood to address them.

      My mouth fell open and I was moderately shocked to find that I had been right. There was a meeting taking place and the mask had been calling me to attend, just as it would have my father when he still lived.

      Steeling myself and ignoring the warning in my head, I stole into the inlet behind the framed archway leading out to the chamber as I had before, careful not to disturb the large stone that’d fallen the last time or the section of loose wall. I wouldn’t be able to hear if I didn’t stay close.

      I worked to quiet the thunderous beating of my heart. It was deafening, and I could barely hear above the din of it.

      It took thirteen deep breaths—in through my nose, out silently through my mouth—until I could make out the words. I closed my eyes to focus, listening carefully, focusing only on hearing them and keeping the sound of my breathing silent.

      “One of ours has found something that may be of great use to us,” someone said, and judging by the volume and echo, I knew it was the one on the dais.

      “What is it?” another called from the assembly.

      “A missing piece.”

      The muffled clacking of heels on stone began distantly, the noise growing in volume until each footfall was a distinct clatter ringing through the chamber.

      Unable to help myself, I peered into the main room, my heart in my throat as I prayed no one would see me. I ground my teeth as my still-damp skin began to chafe under my wet clothes and the chill in the underground chamber began to latch on.

      The masked woman entered the chamber from the corridor next to mine and I cowered as she first emerged, afraid she might see me. But she kept walking, silently, with purpose in each step. The gathering parted to allow her through, whispers erupting in her wake.

      She stepped up onto the dais with practiced grace and turned to address the gathering side by side with the man who was addressing them. It dawned on me that it was the same woman who stood with him before.

      She must be one of their leaders.

      “For centuries, we’ve been missing a valuable piece in the puzzle of Cyprian’s curse,” she said, her voice coming out masculine and monotone through the magic filter of the mask.

      “We’ve tried to reconstruct it—tried and failed to reverse it. Until today, I hadn’t realized we were missing anything aside from the ability to decipher the workings of the original curse. But I come before you today to tell you I was wrong.”

      Whispers erupted in the chamber.

      “We should have realized it before,” the first person on the dais said. “Cyprian used every facet of magic to create this… this dark rite he used in cursing the other races and destroying our homeland. It wasn’t just the spell. It was the blade.”

      My brows drew down as I considered what they were saying, trying to piece it all together into some form of sense in my still-aching head.

      The dagger.

      I remembered the vision I’d been shown during the origin spell. How Cyprian had impaled himself with a jeweled dagger, spilling his lifeblood over the jewel encrusted box as he spoke the incantation that would cause centuries of pain and anguish. As he released a dark magic that would divide the immortal races forever.

      They, both Manifesto and the Magistrate, were missing a vital piece of the puzzle. Maybe more than one. Because if they needed the dagger, it would stand to reason they would also need the jeweled box, right?

      Unless…

      Unless one of them already had it.

      The woman threw open her cloak, revealing the sword she held beneath the thick fabric. She drew it out, displaying it between her two raised hands.

      The gathering went silent.

      I didn’t understand.

      “The blade was reforged.”

      And as the woman lifted the blade, allowing it to glint in the white light coming from the opening in the ceiling, I saw she was right. The hilt was the same. Modified to hold the weight of the new blade. But the design was identical. The bespelled jewels were the same.

      “The pure-blooded must die by—”

      I’d seen it before, I realized with start, unable to conceal the loud gasp that came unbidden to my lips. I clapped my hand over my mouth to stifle the sound, but it was too late. Masked faces whirled, and I fumbled to tear my own mask from my face, sending myself tumbling headlong into the black abyss.

      

      My fingernails dug into the wood of the floor as I rematerialized, shaking and heaving in the library.

      I tried to stand, but a pressure in my skull had me blinking to clear the double vision and my legs wobbled from vertigo.

      “Whoa,” a voice said above me. I opened my eyes to find Elias’ steady deep blue ones searching mine. “Take it easy, we’re right here.”

      Strong hands gripped me from behind, helping me to stand. I knew without having to look that it was Cal. “The tapestry.” I spun, almost falling back to the floor, but Cal caught me, grunting as he steadied me.

      “Hey, what is it?”

      “Are you alright, love?”

      “Why is she breathing like that?”

      I had to fight to get Cal’s hands off me and when I finally did, I stumbled forward, rushing to the wall at the back of the room.

      My heart stopped.

      It was gone.

      How was it gone?

      It was part of the fucking tapestry.

      “Harper, what’s going on?” Elias’ worried voice sounded someplace behind me, but I was still trying to make sense of it.

      The morbid depiction of a woman wielding a jeweled sword as she cut down her bloodied enemies below was now missing one crucial piece. Though her hand was raised and her mouth was still open in a feral battle cry, there was nothing in her hand anymore.

      The sword was gone.

      Another bit of magic that I’d never heard of before.

      Perhaps another spell that was ‘lost’ with the Alchemical Codex?

      “Harper, would you mind sharing what the hell is—”

      “It’s gone.” I cut Draven off mid-sentence. “The sword is gone. They have it. Manifesto has it.”

      “What?” Adrian asked, and his confusion was plain in the tone of his voice.

      I turned to face them, gathering my thoughts. I met each of their confused stares. They didn’t know it was there. Dee couldn’t have removed it, she wasn’t a witch.

      And no one else knew where La Casa Rosa was. No one else could get within its black gates unless they’d been allowed inside.

      And the only person I’d allowed inside… was Granger.

      It became startlingly clear all at once. Like a curtain drawn back to reveal a blinding truth that’d been there all along.

      I knew where I’d seen the marking on the throne in the chamber on Emeris before—the symbol of Manifesto.

      Granger had it tattooed on her ankle.

      She’d known so much about my father.

      Could it have been because they worked for the same rebel group?

      She’d asked to come to La Casa Rosa under the pretense of seeing where my father spent his summers when he was young, but it was clear now that was a lie.

      And Dee and her had known each other. Granger recognized the ‘caretaker’ for who she really was—my mother.

      Granger had been lying to me from the very beginning.

      My skin bristled and my lips pressed into a thin line as I let it all soak in. The betrayal stung.

      Why hadn’t she just told me?

      My eyes widened as I realized she’d been here collecting the sword while we were out dealing with Dee in the woods.

      I cursed under my breath as I tore past the guys and out into the hall, skidding into the wall as I ran.

      Vaguely, I could hear the guys calling out to me. Following me as I sped, tripping in my haste, up the stairs and bolted for the door to the room Elias and I had been in earlier.

      I threw open the door and slumped to my knees in relief at the sight of all of our notes—Donovan’s parchment, and all the books we were studying still atop the blankets. Some had been blown against the headboard or to the floor from the open window. But it was all still there. She’d come and stolen from my father, but at least she hadn’t taken everything.

      “It was Granger,” I said between pants as the guys caught up to me. “She took the sword. And she’s going to use it.”

      The pure-blooded must die.

      How many would she kill with that blade before they got the spell just right?

      Were they any better than the Magistrate if they were willing to shed innocent blood as a means to their end?

      I wanted to reverse the curse probably more than most, but killing to do it? It wasn’t right.

      There had to be another way.

      And we had to find it before more people died.

      The guys stood as silent sentinels over me, all of them seeming to consider what I’d told them. Elias seemed the most shaken, his eyes darting across the floor. I’d explain it better for them later, but first we needed to leave. La Casa Rosa wasn’t a safe haven anymore.

      “We need to go,” I said, getting my feet back under me, relieved to find the aching in my head had all but gone. “We need to find the Alchemical Codex. If my father could hide a sword in a fucking tapestry, then he must have had it. Even if they do have the sword, they can’t complete the rite until they reconstruct the spell.”

      And I was willing to bet they couldn’t do that without the knowledge contained only within the pages of the original grimoire. The oldest of all spell books known to our race.

      I started throwing clothes into a bag blindly. My body was moving on autopilot.

      “It could be anywhere.”

      A creak in the hall alerted me to someone approaching and my magic flooded my veins as I whirled back around.

      “I might be able to help.”

      I searched for the source of the small, feminine voice, finding Dee as she moved to stand between my guys in the doorway of the room. She clutched a blanket around herself like a cloak, and her eyes were red-ringed, her face sallow.

      Dee met my hard gaze head-on with one that spoke of the pain she was doing her best to hide. My cheeks flamed and a sizzle of angry heat raced down my spine.

      I opened my mouth to shout at her. I didn’t want to see her right now. Couldn’t afford the luxury of thinking about what her even being here meant. But she spoke before I could get a word out, shocking me into stillness and making all the anger evaporate as quickly as it appeared.

      “I know where it is.”

      
        
        To be continued in DEATH KISSED, the fifth and final book in the Arcane Arts Academy series! Thank you so much for supporting Harper’s story, it means the world to me. To be among the first to receive your copy of the final book, pre-order it now!
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