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Nocturne Academy, Book 3

        

      

    

    
      If you looked up the word "nondescript" in the dictionary, you'd see my picture staring back at you. Dishwater blond hair, forgettable hazel eyes, no figure to speak of—that's me, Emma Plunkett, in a nutshell.

      That is, until a lot of very strange things started happening to me.

      Of course, weird things happening is almost normal at Nocturne Academy. It is a school for Others—or supernatural creatures—after all. I'm one of the few human students there...or I thought I was, anyway.

      But then my lab partner, Bran, turned out to be a gorgeous Fae warrior. And then he called his best friend, Lachlan, an equally gorgeous Fae mage, to come help me out of a tight spot. After that, things just started spiraling out of control.

      Now when I look in the mirror, I don't even recognize myself anymore. I have the power to Fascinate—which means guys won't leave me alone—even though I really want them to. And somehow I'm supposed to choose between Bran and Lachlan, even though I feel like I need them both by my side. Also, I've been summoned to the Summer Court of the Fae Realm by the Fairy Queen herself.

      I have a feeling some really big secrets are about to come out and I'm not sure I'm going to like what I find out when they do...
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      Way back in the Before Times (by which I mean January of 2020) I had a plan. I was going to write the YA fantasy series I had been dreaming of for years and I was going to get all four books that I had outlined out in the first four months of the year. I did great for the first two books and I even got the first 50 thousand words of book 3, written.

      Then came COVID and all the rest of the crap that 2020 threw at us.

      Please don't get me wrong, I have been so blessed and lucky during this time. I was already working from home, so my schedule didn't change much. My husband was able to start working from home, as well. My son also stayed home and I started to home school him—which is one reason my neatly laid plans for my Nocturne Academy release schedule went right out the window. Now I spend a good chunk of my day doing 7th grade math and remembering how much I have forgotten since I was my son's age. (Who knew the Pythagorean theorem was such a pain in the ass?) But maybe I just feel that way because I have math anxiety…sigh.

      All last year and the beginning of this year, I was wondering if I would ever get back to Nocturne Academy. It's a really fun place for me to let my imagination play and I missed it and Emma and Avery and Megan and Kaitlyn. Finally, this month, I caught up on my writing schedule and then came spring break! I grabbed the opportunity, thinking I could wrap Emma's book up in another 30-40 thousand words. Well, 80 thousand words later, it's finally done. Whew!

      I hope you enjoy reading Emma's book as much as I enjoyed writing it. I want to start Avery's book next, but of course, I can't promise when it will be out. We still have several months of school left, but hopefully I can get back to Nocturne Academy this summer.

      Thanks to all of you who waited patiently for this book and for those of you who made the jump from my Kindred series, which is mostly sexy sci-fi, to a world with magic instead of science. I hope 2021 is better for everyone than 2020 was and that we can all eventually get back to normal when we all get vaccinated! I am waiting patiently for my turn to get a shot, and in the meantime, I'll keep writing, as always.

      Hugs and Happy Reading to you all!

      Evangeline

      April 2021
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      Bran O’Connor was hard to look at.

      I don’t just mean he was ugly, although if I was being honest, he really was. He had lank brownish hair, small no-color eyes, and really just terrible skin. Like pizza-face bad is what I mean. He was also shorter than me, thin verging on scrawny, and one of the nicest people you could ever hope to meet.

      Ha—surprised you there, didn’t I? You thought I was just going to go on and on about how awful he looked but I really don’t need to—the popular kids at Nocturne Academy did that plenty. He didn't need me piling it on too.

      He really was a nice guy, though and there was something about him, something I couldn't quite put my finger on…

      But I didn't know that on the first day of our new unit in AP Biology. I just stood there at the front of the room, trying not to let my face sag into an expression of disappointment when Mr. Barron called out,

      “Emma Plunkett, you’ll be lab partners with Bran O’Connor. Go find your seat.”

      Reluctantly, I went to sit beside my new partner. This was my fault—if I hadn’t been late on the first day of this new unit, I might have gotten paired with someone else— someone like Elian Darkwing.

      Yeah, I know his name sounds like something straight out of a vampire romance novel but that's because he is a vampire—or Nocturne, as they call themselves. He's tall and gorgeous and completely unobtainable but hey, a girl can dream right? After all, one of my best friends, Megan, is Blood-Bonded to a Nocturne so maybe it could happen for me too.

      Well, not this time, apparently because now I was stuck with Bran O'Connor which was going to be a problem.

      I don’t mean it was a problem because he was hard to look at. No, the problem was going to be the extra attention having the ugliest guy in school as my lab partner was going to draw from the beautiful people at Nocturne Academy.

      Wow, that sounds incredibly shallow.

      I promise I’m not the prom queen type that can’t be bothered with less than perfect people. I’m a lot less than perfect myself.

      How do I look, you’re probably wondering? Well, look up the word “nondescript” in the dictionary and you’d see a picture of me. And then you’d promptly forget what I looked like because I am that forgettable. Seriously—dishwater brownish-blonde hair, muddy, no-color hazel-ish eyes, no figure to speak of—that’s me. Plain Jane and completely boring.

      Everyone else at Nocturne Academy has something special about them. They’re cool, mysterious vampires, or witches with amazing magical powers. Or they can turn into freaking dragons and fly and breathe fire—which recently happened to another good friend of mine, Kaitlyn. Or they’re pretty, sparkly fairies from the Realm of the Fae just slumming it here in the human world until it’s time to make their debut at the Seelie Court.

      But me? I’m nothing. I’m meh. I’m so bland I make dry toast look exciting.

      Which is why I’m usually able to fly under the radar of the pretty people—in this case, Morganna Starchild.

      Morganna was a Fae with perfectly coiffed honey-blonde hair and huge blue eyes that sparkled like sapphires in her exquisitely sculpted face. Like all Faes, she looked a little like an Anime character come to life with eyes and boobs that were gorgeous and just a little too big and cheekbones that would make any plastic surgeon retire on the spot. She was just basically perfection.

      And lately she’d really had it out for me.

      I don’t know why Morganna started picking on me. Maybe because I’m not as pretty as her. But then again, to the Fae, all humans look like toads. I mean, we’re just so much less perfect than they are, we might as well be one step down on the evolutionary ladder.

      For whatever reason, Morganna had made it her personal mission to make my life miserable lately. And having Bran as a lab partner wasn’t going to help her decide to ignore me and get back to her regular life of being flawless and pretty.

      Speaking of Morganna, she was currently sitting beside my crush, Elian Darkwing and smirking at me as I settled in my chair beside Bran. She was flirting shamelessly with Elian, which was supposed to be against the rules. For time out of mind The Edict—this really strong magic spell—kept the different kinds of Others from dating or having romantic relationships outside their own species. But since my friend Megan and her Nocturne boyfriend Griffin broke the spell, it seemed like all bets were off.

      I tried not to notice the way she was whispering to Elian as she watched me, but I couldn’t help hearing what she was saying.

      “Looks like poor little Emma finally found a boyfriend. And he’s almost as pretty as she is!” she said, in a voice low enough that Mr. Barron couldn’t hear it but loud enough that the pretty people in the room—mostly other Faes with a few Nocturnes thrown in—who were grouped around her like a court around a queen, could.

      A ripple of unkind laughter followed her remark and I felt my cheeks getting hot and red. Great, this was just what I needed this morning—another dose of Mean Girl hazing.

      I didn’t understand why Morganna wouldn’t just leave me alone. But once someone like her decides she’s got it in for you, there’s not much you can do but just keep your head down and try not to attract her attention.

      Which was why having Bran O’Connor for a lab partner was such a liability.

      As I got settled in my seat, I saw that Bran was looking at me. I didn’t think I’d ever been this close to him before, even though he was also a Norm—a regular human with no magical powers—like me. Maybe because he didn’t live at the school like most students—he stayed with his family and commuted to Nocturne Academy every day. He also wasn’t a Frostproof lifer like me—meaning he didn’t grow up in our crappy little town here in Central Florida.

      In fact, he had just transferred here at the end of last semester, but that was long enough for the beautiful people, (Morganna and her crew) to label him a “troll” and dismiss him as nothing more than an ugly little guy taking up too much of the available oxygen.

      “It’s all right—just ignore them,” he murmured and I got my first surprise—his voice did not match his body. At all.

      It was deep and smooth like dark chocolate melting on the back of your tongue. The kind of voice that sends tingles and chills through your whole body, just to hear it. Hello, ASMR hottie. Or he would be if his body matched that voice.

      I looked at him in surprise—or tried to. But somehow my eyes kept sliding away from his face. Frowning, I tried again with the same result. I got only a glimpse of his awful skin, lank hair, and no-color eyes before my own eyes just kind of slid to the side and I found I was staring over his shoulder.

      Weird.

      See, this is what I meant when I said it was hard to look at him. It really was—my mind somehow didn’t want to let me study him too closely.

      Well, maybe it was a psychological thing. I knew having him for a partner was going to make me the butt of more of Morganna Starchild’s jokes, so I subconsciously didn’t want anything to do with him.

      Yeah—that had to be it.

      “Okay, people,” said Mr. Barron, interrupting my train of thought. “Today we’re going to start with an easy lab, just to get our toes wet. This exercise is called ‘Measuring Heart Rate Accurately’ and it only has two requirements—a partner with a pulse and a watch. Everybody good?”

      Several of the girls complained that they didn’t wear watches because they always just looked at the time on their phones. Most places in the Nocturne Academy castle cell phones don’t even work—the magic interferes with them. However, Mr. Barron’s classroom was one of the rare exceptions where you could actually get a signal.

      It didn’t matter though because Mr. Barron had a strict no-phones policy in his classroom. He had one of those clear plastic shoe holders hung over the back of his door, only instead of shoes, the rectangular pockets were full of phones. They were numbered and everyone had to turn off their cell phone and slip it into a pocket at the beginning of class. No exceptions.

      Woe to the hapless student who tried to keep his or her phone, or who forgot to turn their phone off, or at least on silent. Mr. Barron was pretty easy going about other things but he was death on cell phones ringing or beeping in his classroom. He said he could remember when everybody couldn’t get hold of you any time they felt like it and it was a much “better and simpler time.”

      My own phone was in pocket seventeen, down near the bottom of the shoe/phone holder since I was late. It sat there in its plain green case, staring at me mutely from across the room. It wasn’t far from a glittery pink rhinestone case with fluffy feathers sprouting from the top. That one belonged to Morganna Starchild—no surprise there.

      Morganna was one of the girls complaining most vociferously about needing her phone because she didn’t have a watch. But if she thought she was getting it back in the middle of Mr. Barron’s class she was sadly mistaken. Instead, the Biology teacher picked up a battered cardboard box and started handing out rusty, antique looking stopwatches to people with their hands up.

      “You have a watch?” Bran asked me. His deep voice was still freaking me out.

      I pulled back my sleeve and displayed the modestly pretty silver watch my mom had gotten me for my last birthday. It wasn’t an expensive brand but we didn’t believe in luxury items in my house—we couldn’t afford to since it was just Mom and me. The watch was pretty, though, and I wasn’t ashamed to let him see it.

      “Good,” Bran said, showing me his own watch—a chunky leather and metal thing with a face that appeared to show about fifty time zones. It was totally the watch a science nerd would wear, which make me like him a little better. I was kind of a nerd myself.

      “Okay, now here’s how it works, people,” Mr. Barron intoned in a bored voice. “Using your first two fingers, find the pulse in the thumb-side of your partner’s wrist. Count the number of beats you feel in thirty second's time. Then multiply that by two to get their resting heart rate. Do this three times each and take the average. Write it all down and then list some activities you think would lower or raise a person’s heart rate.”

      “Any activities?” Morganna Starchild gave Elian Darkwing a flirtatious, side-long look and giggled.

      “Keep it G rated, please Miss Starchild,” Mr. Barron said dryly. “A good rule of thumb is, if you wouldn’t want your parents to read it, then don’t write it. Okay? Everybody got it? Good—go to it.”

      He went back to the front of the room and settled himself behind his desk with a newspaper and a cup of coffee, leaving the class to fend for itself.

      Mr. Barron was not exactly what you’d call a morning person.

      “Okay, well I guess we’d better get started,” I said. Getting out a piece of notebook paper and a pen, I got ready to go. “You want to go first or should I?” I asked Bran.

      “You go.” He held out his wrist to me and I took it awkwardly between my thumb and my first two fingers, feeling for the pulse.

      Touching him this way gave me a strange little tingle, though I didn’t know why. I tried to keep my head down and focus on my watch face but it took me several tries to get an accurate count.

      “You okay?” he asked at last.

      “Hmm?” I looked up at him and the strangest thing happened. For just an instant my eyes focused on his face and I saw…well, I don’t know what I saw but it wasn’t the Bran O’Connor I knew. The face I somehow glimpsed looked like an angel or a god—high cheekbones, blazing blue eyes, a sensuous mouth—

      I gasped and ripped my hand away from his wrist. What the hell just happened?

      “Are you all right?” Bran’s deep voice sounded concerned. He leaned closer to me and for the first time, I noticed his scent.

      It was amazing. He smelled fresh and wild, like cedar wood and salt from the ocean, and some other dark spice I couldn’t classify.

      Like his voice, his scent didn’t seem to match the rest of him. Of course, I didn’t know what I had expected him to smell like—maybe glue from putting together model airplanes or chemicals from playing with a chemistry set? I don’t know.

      It sounds crazy but I couldn’t help thinking if I just closed my eyes and listened to his voice and smelled his scent, I could almost imagine him as someone else. Maybe the god-like being I’d somehow glimpsed for just an instant when I touched him.

      Which was nuts.

      “Are you okay?” Bran asked again.

      I kept my eyes open and answered him as calmly as I could.

      “Sorry, I just got a little, uh, shock. Like, static electricity—didn’t you feel it?”

      “As a matter of fact, I did,” he murmured in that soft, deep voice of his. I didn’t want to think about how it made me feel so I stuck out my arm at him.

      “Here. You’re turn,” I said.

      He took my hand in both of his and I found that his touch was surprisingly warm and gentle. My body was reacting in all kinds of weird and crazy ways which I was trying desperately to ignore as he found my pulse.

      “Hmm,” he murmured. “Your pulse is jumping all over the place. Are you all right?”

      “I’m fine,” I said tightly, trying not to look at him because I was afraid I’d get that same freaky optical illusion of his face that I had when I was touching him a minute earlier. “I’m just fi—”

      And that’s when my cell phone started to ring.

      I knew it was mine because the ring tone was the Bach Cello Suite No. 1 Prelude. Yeah, I know I’m a geek but it so happens that I like classical music and I’m not ashamed of it.

      Or I wasn’t until my phone started blaring in the middle of AP Biology.

      Mr. Barron’s head jerked up at once like a dog on a scent.

      “All right—whose is it?” He sounded like a dog too—his voice was a low, angry growl.

      I felt my stomach drop all the way down to my school-issued Mary Janes. Mr. Barron had actually been known to suspend people for cell phone infractions and a suspension does not look good on a college application. Especially when you don’t have the money for college so you’re trying to get a scholarship to get out of this crappy little town in the first place.

      In an instant I saw my whole life flash before my eyes.

      I saw myself suspended for my cell phone, then refused any kind of scholarship, then stuck waitressing at the I-Scream, U-Scream ice cream parlor slash diner, which is currently my after school job, for the rest of my life.

      All because I forgot to put my damn cell phone on silent.

      Bran seemed to understand at once what was going on—I must have looked really panicked and guilty. That or else my pulse, which he was still taking, had suddenly gone into overdrive.

      “It’s yours?” he asked me in a low voice.

      I gave a quick, jerky nod, unable to speak.

      “All right,” Mr. Barron snarled, slapping down his cup of coffee so hard that the bitter brown liquid slopped over the side and splattered his newspaper. “I said whose is it?”

      “Which pocket?” Bran asked me softly.

      I frowned at him, what was he planning to do?

      “Number seventeen,” I whispered back.

      He nodded and then looked at the shoe rack, concentrating so hard it almost seemed like he was trying to burn a hole in the plastic pocket which held my phone with his eyes. I thought I saw him whispering something to himself but none of the words I heard made sense to me. They sounded like they were in some other language—one I’d never heard before.

      Suddenly my phone cut off in mid-ring. I threw an amazed glance at Bran. Did he do that or was it just a coincidence?

      Whichever it was, I wasn’t out of hot water yet. Mr. Barron was stalking over to the phone holder, a scowl still on his face. He looked like he was dying to suspend someone.

      “Whose was that?” he demanded, glaring at the class. “I don’t care that it stopped ringing, whoever owns that phone had better come up here and turn it off now, so it doesn’t ring again. If you get up here quick I might only give you detention for a month.”

      Detention for a month? That would spell the end of my after-school job and then I wasn’t sure how Mom and I would make ends meet. She earned enough as a medical transcriptionist to pay the rent on our crappy little apartment and keep the electric on but my salary from the I Scream was what mostly bought the groceries and paid the water bill.

      Still, detention was better than suspension. Maybe my boss, Joey down at the I Scream would let me take a leave of absence or maybe just come in an hour later. I doubted it—he wasn’t exactly the most understanding manager—but I had nothing else to hope for.

      Slowly, I began to raise my hand.

      Only to hear Bran say, “Excuse me, Mr. Barron—I’m afraid that was my phone. It sounded like my ring-tone, anyway.”

      “All right then get up here and turn it off, O’Connor,” Mr. Barron snarled. “And you can count yourself lucky all you get is detention.”

      “Yes, Sir.”

      As I stared incredulously, Bran made his way to the front of the room, fished my phone out of pocket seventeen, and turned it off. Thank goodness I didn’t have an overly-girly phone case like Morganna’s. My plain green case really did look like it could belong to Bran or any other guy in the class for that matter.

      “All right, good,” Mr. Barron grumbled as Bran let the phone slide back into its pocket. “And it had better not happen again, O’ Connor.”

      “No Sir, it won’t,” he promised and came back to slide in beside me at our lab table.

      I waited until everyone had gone back to their lab, including Morganna Starchild who was staring with sharp interest at the two of us. But when she finally turned around and focused her attention on flirting with Elian Darkwing again, I felt free to talk.

      “You didn’t have to do that,” I murmured to Bran. “I mean thank you—it was amazing—but you really didn’t have to do it.”

      “I know.” He gave me a smile that was surprisingly attractive on his homely face. “But chivalry isn’t dead—at least where I come from. I couldn’t leave a lady in distress.”

      “Where did you come from?” I asked curiously as we resumed doing the lab. “I mean, I know you’re not from this armpit of a town but where did you transfer in from?”

      “Someplace very far away,” was all he said but there was a distant and almost melancholy look in his no-color eyes that touched me somehow. Wherever he came from, it seemed like he missed it and wished he was back there instead of here in Frostproof at Nocturne Academy.

      Not that I blamed him—Frostproof isn’t exactly the most exciting place on the planet. It’s just this tiny little town in the belly button of Florida, right in the middle of a bunch of orange groves. The town’s website likes to point out that it’s a short distance from Legoland (if you call an hour and a half drive through the middle of nowhere short.) But really, the orange groves are all it has going for it. In the spring when the orange blossoms bloom, the whole place smells amazing.

      And that’s it. That’s the nicest thing I can say about my hometown.

      God, sometimes I wanted to get out of here so badly I could taste it.

      We finished taking each other’s pulses, making small talk as we did, and I was surprised to find that Bran had a quick, witty sense of humor. Several times he made me laugh and I found myself really enjoying his company. There was just something about him…I didn’t know what it was but it was definitely there, like a gem buried just under a thin layer of dirt.

      Which may not seem like a very nice description of a person, but it was the best I could think up.

      As class was about to end, Bran reminded me that I’d better take his cell phone on the way out the door and he would take mine.

      “I’ll walk with you to your next class and we can switch there,” I told him.

      “Works for me,” he said, giving me that smile that had no business being so attractive again.

      I was a little dazed about the fact that I’d just offered to walk with him even knowing that Morganna Starchild was going to make jokes about us. But suddenly I didn’t care so much what she said.

      Yes, she might make my life here at Nocturne Academy hell, but I wouldn’t be here forever. Someday soon I was going to get far away from this crappy little town and never look back.

      Of course, at that moment I had no idea how soon my exit from Frostproof was going to be or how far I would go.

      But I was about to find out.
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      “Hey, have you guys noticed anything…different about Bran O’Connor?” I asked, as I got in line with the rest of my Coven to get supper in the vast stone Dining Hall with its four long tables. A banner hung over each table—one for each supernatural group who came here to Nocturne Academy. Royal purple for the Faes, green and gold for the Drakes, red and black for the Nocturnes, and blue and silver for the Sisters.

      This segregation used to be necessary, since the Edict kept different species of Others from mixing. But now that it had been gone for a couple of months, you could see some inter-species flirting was definitely going on—especially between the Drake and Nocturne boys and the perfect, blonde Fae girls.

      Of course, when I say “Coven” your mind probably jumps to witches. And actually, two of our Coven-members were witches—really strong ones, too. Megan, who has long auburn hair and smoky green eyes, turned out to be an incarnation of the Witch Queen, in fact, which is a pretty big deal. She, in turn, brought Griffin into our Coven—he’s a Nocturne, not a witch, but he’s really nice once you get past his scary reputation. His dark good-looks don’t hurt either.

      Avery, our other witch, is a guy and would be normally classed as a warlock. But he takes the title of witch because he’s not interested in any of the traditional male magic done by warlocks. He’s got blue eyes, dark blonde hair and he’s out and proud and has been pretty much all of his life, despite the friction it causes in his family. His dad is a big-shot warlock working on reversing Climate Change—and not having much success, according to Avery—and his mom is a Null—a person from a magical family with no magical powers of their own. His mom accepts him and his dad tries to stay away from home whenever Avery is there.

      I feel bad for Avery because I can tell how much his dad’s avoidance hurts him, but he’s way too fiercely independent to let it make him pretend to be something he’s not.

      Kaitlyn, the fourth original member of our Coven, used to be human like me. But she just recently got back from the Sky Lands—the Drake world—where she underwent an amazing magical transformation. First she went from human to a Made-Vampire and then from that to the only female Drake who can actually turn into a dragon, which all the Drake males can do but none of the females.

      She was standing in line beside me, her long, black hair pulled back to show the gorgeous bronze scales where her scars had been before her transformation. I remembered when, not that long ago, Kaitlyn hid behind her hair and tried to make herself small and unobtrusive. Now she stood straight with her chin up and her mismatched eyes—gold and turquoise—looked you full in the face when she spoke to you. I was so happy for her—her transformation and the love of her fated mate had brought her a joy and peace of mind she hadn’t had since a house fire had killed her parents years before.

      Mr. Seahorse—the little pet chimeling Kaitlyn had brought with her from the Sky Lands—was perched on her shoulder making soft sounds like someone ringing a doorbell. He looked a little like a seahorse—hence the name—with an S shaped body and a rounded little belly. But he also had big, golden wings, tiny bird-like legs and teeny little arms which he always kept curled into his body. Kaitlyn claimed he didn’t even use them when he was hunting, so I wasn’t sure what they were for, but they looked cute.

      Standing beside Kaitlyn was her fated mate and one of the newest members of our Coven—the Drake, Ari Reyes. He was destined to be the Alpha or king of the Sky Lands when his father gave up the throne and Kaitlyn would be their queen.

      Behind Ari was his cousin, Santiago—Saint for short. I don’t know if I would class him as a Coven-member or not. He was what the Drakes called a “Blood Drake” which was supposed to be very bad luck. His Drake was wild and untamable—in fact, several people had died trying to tame it—which meant that the rest of the Drakes refused to let him sleep in their dorm in the West Tower.

      Saint had inky black hair and eyes and an intense way about him that was slightly disturbing. I don’t want to be mean, but I could kind of understand where the rest of the Drakes were coming from when they claimed to fear him too much to let him sleep in their dorm. He had ended up in the boy’s section of the Norm Dorm instead, which he shared with Avery. Despite the fact that Avery was gay and most Drakes were extremely homophobic, he and Saint seemed to be getting along surprisingly well so far.

      The last member of our little group was Jalli—short for Jallisa—who was Ari’s little sister. She was fourteen with long dark hair and eyes and friendly as a puppy—an absolute sweetheart we had all fallen in love with from the minute Kaitlyn brought her back to study at Nocturne Academy with us. She had a club foot but she was scheduled for surgery soon to correct it. In the meantime, she hopped around with complete unconcern for how anyone looked at her and chattered away in her friendly little bird-like voice to anyone who would listen.

      And last there’s me—the only one in our Coven with absolutely nothing magical about her at all. I don’t breathe fire or drink blood or do magic spells or even come from a magical land of flying monsters, like little Jalli. I’m just plain old Emma Plunket of Frostproof, Florida—as boring and forgettable as they come.

      But don’t get me wrong—despite the fact that I couldn’t help being just a tiny bit envious of my Coven-mates’ magical abilities, I still felt incredibly lucky to have them. They were the best friends I’d ever had—would ever have, I was sure—and I couldn’t make it through Nocturne Academy without them.

      “Different how?” Avery said, turning around to frown at me.

      “Huh?” Lost in my own thoughts, I had forgotten my original question.

      “You asked us if we had noticed anything different about Bran O’Connor,” Megan reminded me.

      “He’s the new Norm boy, right?” Kaitlyn asked. “I think I’ve seen him in study hall before.” She shrugged. “He seems nice enough.”

      “He is in my wrestling class,” Ari volunteered unexpectedly. “He is…surprisingly strong.” He frowned. “Much more than you would expect, considering his size and stature.”

      “Why are you interested in him, Emma?” Griffin asked. “Has he caught your fancy?” This, of course, was his cool, Nocturne way of teasing me.

      “No. No, of course not,” I denied hastily, feeling my cheeks get hot with a blush.

      “If you have no interest, why are your cheeks becoming red?” Saint asked, sounding honestly curious. “If you truly weren’t interested in him, I don’t believe you would have such a physical reaction.”

      “Saint, let her alone!” Jalli elbowed him in the ribs, which was certainly something I wouldn’t have dared to do to the dark, brooding Drake. “It’s Emma’s own business if she has a crush on the new boy.”

      “I do not have a crush on him!” I exclaimed—loudly enough that several people outside our group glanced at us.

      To my mortification, I saw that two of the people staring happened to be Morganna Starchild and Elian Darkwing. Elian raised slim, elegant black eyebrows in surprise and Morganna giggled and whispered something in his ear that caused one corner of his mouth to turn up in a cool, disdainful smile.

      Oh God! I turned my head away, trying to pretend I didn’t notice them staring and laughing at me. Why did it seem like Morganna was always around whenever something embarrassing or awful happened?

      “Take it easy, Emmers,” Avery said, using his pet name for me. “We’re not trying to hook the two of you up. We just wanted to know why you were interested in Bran O’Connor—that’s all.”

      “I am not interested in him. There’s just something different about him. I don’t know,” I muttered, still embarrassed. “I can’t explain it or put my finger on it, it’s just a feeling I get.”

      “He’s a Norm, right?” Megan asked, using the word for a plain human who comes from a human family with no magical background.

      “Right.” I nodded. “But he stays with his family in town instead of sleeping at the Academy. That’s why he’s not in the Norm Dorm with us.”

      Actually, I could have stayed with my mom and commuted as well. But I liked living in the Norm Dorm with my Coven-mates and besides, our tiny apartment back home always reeked of cigarette smoke, since my mom has a four or five pack a day habit. Even the damp dungeon air of our underground dorm was better than living in a haze of smelly smoke.

      “Well, if he’s a Norm, maybe we ought to invite him to sit with us at mealtimes,” Kaitlyn said. “That would be a nice thing to do. It’s hard when you feel like you don’t fit in,” she added in a low voice. “I know all about that.”

      “We know you do, Katydid,” Avery said gently, smiling at her. Avery is sweet and protective with all us girls in the Coven. He’s like the big brother I never had but always kind of wanted.

      “I think Kaitlyn is right—we should invite Bran O’Connor to sit with us,” Megan said decisively. “After all, if you guys hadn’t invited me to sit with you when I first came to Nocturne, I don’t know what I would have done. Probably slit my wrists the first time Nasty Nancy and the Weird Sisters came after me.”

      “Speaking of Nancy and her crew, don’t they look lovely in their hairnets,” Avery remarked, grinning.

      Nancy Rattcliff and her two followers, Missy and Jasmine, were standing behind the serving line, slopping food onto the ubiquitous green plastic trays everyone in line was holding. They were indeed, wearing hairnets and white industrial serving aprons as well as plastic gloves as they served the food. Serving like this was part of their punishment for trying to get Kaitlyn and Megan both killed—though at different times and on separate occasions.

      Don’t get me started on the details—it’s a long story. Let’s just say that Nancy and her crew were as nasty as Morganna Starchild, though not nearly as pretty.

      Because nobody out-pretties the Fae.

      They are literally the most gorgeous—and stuck-up—creatures in this world or the next, as my mom liked to say. But what Nancy and the Weird Sisters lacked for in looks, they more than made up for in evil.

      Luckily, the Headmistress of Nocturne Academy—Ms. Nightworthy—wasn’t about to tolerate the kinds of nasty pranks and life-threatening plots Nancy and Co cooked up—literally, in one case. She had banned them from using any magic at all—good or bad—outside a classroom setting. And then they could only use it in magical classes, under a teacher’s direct supervision—not any of their other classes, where they’d been using magical means to cheat.

      In order to be certain Nancy and the Weird Sisters were obeying her orders, Headmistress Nightworthy had asked one of the teachers to lay a spell on Nancy and her friends which sounds an alarm in her office if any of them breaks the rules. As a result, Nancy couldn’t do so much as a cheer charm without getting ratted out. Now her too-large mouth was turned permanently down like she’d been sucking lemons because it made her so angry not to be able to screw with people magically.

      She couldn’t screw with their food either—which was another spell they had done not that long ago. I vividly recalled the paprika-looking magic dust they had sprinkled on a Sheppard’s pie. It had acted like a kind of magical MSG and made me want to eat more and more until that night in the Norm Dorm I had nearly exploded from overeating. It had been a miserable experience but now Headmistress Nightworthy had put some safeguards in place.

      Safeguards my Coven-mate, Avery, was about to exploit. He never ate anything the cafeteria fixed, preferring to live on over-creamed and sugared coffee during the day and the delicious “second dinner” he cooked for us almost every night with ingredients he “borrowed” from the kitchen. But ever since Nancy and her Weird Sisters had been serving, Avery had been getting in line with the rest of us—mainly to get revenge for all the awful things Nancy had done. He called it his “daily dose of schadenfraud.”

      “All right, girls—let’s see it,” he remarked, as he strolled up to the line, holding his green tray in his hands.

      Nancy narrowed her dark eyes at him, her large lips pursed into a white line.

      “What do you want, Avery?” she snapped.

      “Hmm, well now…” Avery made a considering face, rubbing his chin as though it was a tough choice. “Technically I can eat from the Sisters’ food, though I’m also okay with the Norm food. Let’s start with the Sisters first.”

      “This is it.” Nancy pointed to a platter of delicious looking lamb chops with roasted potatoes.

      “Hmm, very appetizing,” Avery remarked. “I’m sure you and your little friends will enjoy having some of that. Oh, but wait…” He tapped his temple. “Now I remember, you and your Weird Sisters are only allowed to eat Norm food for the rest of your time here at Nocturne Academy. So let me see what the Norms have today.”

      The fact that Nancy and her friends were only allowed to have Norm food was another part of their punishment—and believe me, it really was a punishment. Let’s just say the food served to non-magical people like myself at Nocturne Academy was not exactly gourmet fare.

      “It’s this,” Nancy said sourly, pointing to a casserole looking dish that appeared to be just a flat expanse of melted orange cheese, since no one had asked for any yet. I was unhappily aware that, aside from Nancy and the Weird Sisters, I was probably going to be the only person in line who got a scoop of the stuff. And you never could tell what was beneath the ubiquitous layer of cheese.

      “Well now, that does look interesting,” Avery remarked, grinning. “Why don’t you try some, Nancy—maybe I’ll have it.”

      “You know you won’t—you never do,” Nancy snarled at him. I had heard a rumor she and her friends were doing their best to live off protein bars and things like that, they could get on the weekends and smuggle into school with them. Clearly she didn’t like the Norm food any more than I did—which was, of course, why Avery delighted in making her taste it.

      “Go on,” he said, making a gesture with his tray. “Try it, Nancy. You know Headmistress Nightworthy instituted a rule that any student who wants to can ask you to try a bite of the food you’re serving—just to make sure you’re not screwing around with it.”

      “This is tuna casserole with green beans, lima beans, kidney beans, green peppers, and freaking mango salsa in it,” Nancy snapped. “I’m not eating it!”

      “Oh, yes you will.” Avery had a steely glint in his blue eyes. “Or there’s going to be trouble. Go ahead, Nancy, sweetheart—get yourself a nice big bite so I can make sure you haven’t put anything nasty in it.”

      As if putting that weird assortment of veggies, beans, and fruits in with tuna fish wasn’t nasty enough, right? But sadly, this was not an uncommon occurrence at Nocturne Academy. The cafeteria Lunch Ladies didn’t seem to think Norms counted as people—probably because we don’t have any magical powers. So they took whatever was left over from the day before of the Drakes and Fae’s and Sisters’ food, mixed it all together, and covered it in a layer of disgusting orange cheese that looked and tasted like melted crayons. It was generally awful and I didn’t blame Nancy and her crew for preferring protein bars.

      But there was no way she could get out of tasting it. This, too, was part of her punishment.

      Glaring at Avery, she snatched up a clean teaspoon and dug a chunk out of the Norm casserole. The smell that came with it was not good—extremely fishy and fruity and confused—like a tuna fish had gotten into a fight with a mango and both of them had lost. Nancy got the bite close to her oversized mouth and then her nostrils flared. She pulled the spoon away, looking like she was going to be sick.

      “I’m not doing it,” she snapped. “I can’t.”

      “But you can, Nancy my love,” Avery said, smiling wickedly. “And if you don’t like Norm food, maybe you should have thought twice about it before you attempted to have Megan killed and then tried to feed Kaitlyn to the Guardian in the moat. Personally, I think the Council of Elders should have banished or imprisoned you for life. Taking a bite of stinky tuna casserole is getting off light. Now eat it.”

      He glared at Nancy and we all knew how this was going to end.

      Still glaring back the whole time, she shoved the bite of confused tuna-mango casserole into her mouth, chewed twice, and swallowed as fast as possible. I though for a minute that she might gag, but somehow she got it down.

      “There now.” Avery smiled pleasantly at her. “That wasn’t so bad, was it? And it looks so yummy. But you know…” He cocked his head to one side as though thoughtfully considering. “I think I’ll pass. Thanks anyway for showing it to me.”

      Grinning, he left his empty tray on the dull silver top of the steam table and moved on down the line as Nancy bared her big white teeth at him.

      Saint looked at Avery in surprise, his black eyebrows raised almost to his hairline.

      “Avery, my friend, I had no idea how vindictive you could be,” he remarked, as we all moved past the place where Nancy and her friends were serving.

      Avery’s blue eyes flashed.

      “Only when it comes to putting would-be-murderers in their place,” he snapped. “And before you start, you should know I’m not kidding. That witch with a capital B back there honestly tried to put both Megan and Kaitlyn six feet under not that long ago. I might forgive a plot against my own life, but if you mess with my Coven-mates, you’re going to pay.” He smirked. “Even if you only pay in bites of stinky tuna-mango casserole, you know?”

      Saint held up the hand he wasn’t using to hold his tray in a “don’t shoot” gesture.

      “I meant no disrespect. You show loyalty, rage, and fierce bravery. My Drake approves.”

      This seemed to mean something because Kaitlyn and Ari exchanged a startled look with each other.

      “Your Drake approves?” Avery asked, frowning as we finished getting our food—well, those of us who got some, anyway. I wasn’t about to ask for a scoop of the tuna-mango casserole after Nancy had almost gagged on it.

      Saint nodded.

      “My Drake approves of you.” He frowned. “This is…most unusual. He has never approved of anyone before—at least, he has never told me so.”

      We all knew that the Drake guys were a two-in-one kind of deal. They were essentially two beings who shared one body and switched back and forth from human to dragon form. Kaitlyn, however, was an exception. Though she could now turn into a dragon herself, she had only one consciousness inside her—which was a good thing, as far as I was concerned. I could only imagine how confusing it would be to share a body with someone else.

      “Well…thanks, I guess,” Avery said at last, looking at a loss for what else to say. I knew he and Saint were getting along, sharing the boys half of the Norm Dorm, but I wasn’t sure how much they were talking. After all, you can “get along” with someone and hardly say a word and Saint didn’t exactly strike me as a chatterbox.

      “My Drake says you are very welcome,” Saint told Avery, after a moment, as though consulting his inner other half. “He says he likes your spirit of vengeance.”

      For just a moment, his eyes flashed from black to blood red in his handsome face.

      I couldn’t suppress a shiver. Rumors about Saint and his Blood Drake were all over the school—the thing that lived inside him was bad news. So it was maybe not so great that it seemed to have taken a shine to Avery.

      Avery, however, only smiled.

      “Thanks, roomie,” he said, grinning. “Tell your Drake any time he wants to come out and help me get revenge on Nancy and her Weird Sisters, I’ll be ready to go.”

      “Do not say that!” Ari looked truly alarmed as he put a hand on Avery’s shoulder.

      “What? Why not?” Avery frowned, though he didn’t try to shake the other boy’s hand off.

      “Drakes are very literal,” Kaitlyn answered for him. “If Saint’s Drake thinks you want him to come out and, oh, say…bite Nancy’s head off…” She shook her own head, frowning. “Well, he’ll most likely do it.”

      “Uh-oh—sorry.” Avery looked abashed, which doesn’t happen often with him. He’s usually very self-confident. “I’m sorry,” he told Saint. “I didn’t mean I wanted your Drake to kill Nancy. Even if she does deserve it,” he added in a rebellious mutter.

      “Avery!” Kaitlyn and Megan and I all said at the same time and with the exact same inflection. I felt a little tingle of power as we did. Our Coven is very “one-minded”—a sign of a Coven with extraordinarily close members—and we occasionally all voice the same thought or emotion at the same time.

      “All right, girls—sorry.” Avery sounded more repentant this time. “Please ask your Drake not to kill Nancy, Santiago,” he said formally to Saint. “No matter how angry I am at her for what she tried to do to my Coven-mates.”

      Saint frowned thoughtfully and was silent, as though listening for a moment.

      “No,” he said at last. “He says he will not kill her. Well, not unless she offers you insult or harm.”

      “You mean ‘you’ as in us—as in our whole Coven?” Megan asked, looking at Saint with interest.

      “No,” Saint said shortly. “Just Avery.”

      Then he took his tray over to our table, in the far corner of the vast Dining Hall, without another word.

      “Well,” Griffin said at last, after we had all stood there staring for a moment. “We had better go eat. Or, in my case, drink before the dinner hour is over.” He lifted his bottle of chilled animal blood and he and Megan followed Saint. Avery and Jalli went next but I stayed a moment to fix myself a big glass of iced tea from the beverage table beside the cafeteria door. I would need it to tide me over until “second supper” when Avery cooked for all of us. I hoped he was making roast chicken again—it was my favorite.

      I was just taking my tea towards our much smaller, humbler Norm table, when something bright lying on the grey, flagstone floor caught my eye. I knelt carefully beside it and saw that it was one of the living hair ornaments that were in fashion with all the Fae girls right now.

      Only this one wasn’t living anymore.

      “Poor thing,” I murmured as I lifted the brilliant Blue Morpho butterfly, still attached to a hair comb. Either some careless Fae girl had lost it or simply thrown it down when it died.

      They only liked live creatures to adorn themselves with—almost every one of the girls at the Fae table currently had a brilliantly colored moth or butterfly fluttering helplessly in her hair. I wasn’t sure what kind of magic they used to keep them in place but it was clear that whatever power had kept the Blue Morpho alive had run out.

      I sighed as I stared at the tiny, brilliant butterfly in my hand. It made me sad to see the lovely little creature tossed aside like so much trash—and even sadder to think that it had given its short life in service to some bubble-headed Fae’s vanity.

      “It’s a shame, isn’t it?” a deep, familiar voice said in my ear.

      I gasped and jumped, nearly spilling my tea. From the corner of my eye, I thought I saw a tall, muscular guy with dark gold hair and brilliant blue eyes standing beside me. Then my vision cleared and I saw it was only Bran O’Connor.

      “Oh, the living ornaments, you mean?” I asked, handling the butterfly hair-comb carefully in one hand and still holding my glass of tea in the other. “Yeah, it is. It’s not right to make a living creature into nothing more than a piece of jewelry to stick in your hair.”

      “It’s a perversion of the Natural Magic,” he agreed, which surprised me. “A living thing shouldn’t be fixed in place until it starves to death just to feed someone’s vanity.”

      “A ‘perversion’ of magic? What does that mean? What do you know about magic?” I asked him. “You’re just a Norm like me, right?”

      For a moment I thought I saw a look of alarm slide over his face. But I couldn’t be sure—as I mentioned before, it was really hard to keep him in focus for some reason.

      “I’m just…stating what I learned in my Magical Studies class,” he said quickly.

      “You take Magical Studies? Why?” I asked.

      “Because I…want to know more about this world.” He gestured with one hand—the one that wasn’t holding a tray. “The Magical World. It’s one reason I’m at Nocturne Academy in the first place. My father is a Professor of Magical Lore and I want to follow in his footsteps.”

      “Oh. Okay.” I shrugged, though it seemed strange. Not that many Norms know about the Magical World, as Bran had put it. I only knew myself because some unknown donor was paying to send me here, to Nocturne Academy.

      I had no idea who my mysterious benefactor was or why they would pay the extremely expensive tuition to send a blah little nothing of a Norm like me to a magical school, but I wasn’t about to turn down the scholarship. The only other option for high school in the area was Frostproof High—a dusty, drab, D-rated school full of sullen redneck students who drove pickup trucks with those stupid fake testicles dangling beneath them and would rather be out shooting things in the woods with their shotguns than learning Trigonometry or World History or anything, really.

      So, yeah, I was grateful to be at Nocturne Academy. Even if the Norm food did suck.

      And speaking of the food, I saw that Bran had a scoop of the weird tuna-mango salad on his green plastic tray.

      “I wouldn’t eat that if I were you,” I said, nodding at it. “You might really regret it later.”

      “Oh, I wondered about that.” He gave the scoop a doubtful look. “I thought it might be some kind of regional specialty.”

      “No, it’s definitely not,” I assured him. “It’s complete slop, but that’s what we Norms get to eat around here.” I shrugged sadly, indicating the vast stone Dining Hall. “Now, if you want good regional cuisine, you ought to come down to the I Scream, U Scream Ice Cream shop and Diner,” I told him. “I work there some days after school and most weekends—they make the best burgers and fries and shakes around. It’s not gourmet but it’s sure better than that.” I nodded again at his tray.

      “Thank you.” Bran’s homely face broke into a smile. “I’ll take you up on that offer. What nights do you work?”

      Oh crap—did he think I had invited him just to come and see me? And why did that thought make my heart start pounding?

      “Um…” I was saved from answering by the realization that we were standing beside the Norm table and all my friends and Coven-mates were looking at us expectantly. We must have been walking while we were talking, though I had barely noticed moving, I was so engaged in our conversation.

      “Hey Emmers,” Avery said, his blue eyes dancing, though he was careful to keep his tone light. “And who might this be?”

      As if he didn’t know.

      “Um, this is Bran O’Connor,” I said awkwardly, introducing him to the group despite my embarrassment, since it seemed I now had no choice. “Bran, this is Avery, Megan, Griffin, Ari, Kaitlyn, Saint, and Jalli,” I said, nodding at each of them in turn.

      “I already know him from our wrestling class. Hello,” Ari said, giving a respectful nod and I remembered him saying how strong Bran was.

      “Have a seat with us, Bran.” Griffin said formally.

      “We’re a table of misfits but we all get along,” Megan offered, smiling.

      “You guys can sit by me!” Jalli was bouncing in her chair as she indicated the two empty seats across from her.

      “Thanks, but maybe some other time,” Bran said politely. “I’m actually scheduled for some extra study time with Mr. Barron right after dinner and I think I’m going to be late if I don’t hurry.” He glanced at the huge clock on one grey stone wall of the Dining Hall. Its four quadrants were divided into the four symbols for the Others who attended Nocturne Academy.

      There was a green and gold dragon circling around the number 3, a gorgeous flower with silky purple petals and a vivid green stem twined around the 6, a black cat was arching its back at the 9, and at 12, a single glittering drop of ruby red blood hung from the top curve of the 2.

      “It was nice to meet you all,” Bran said, nodding at the table in general. He smiled at me. “I’ll see you later, Emma—maybe someplace with better food.”

      Then he walked away to go dump his tray.

      I frowned as I watched him go. He moved with a surprising, fluid grace that didn’t seem to go with the rest of him at all. In fact, none of him seemed to match his outward skinny, pizza-faced nerd appearance. Not his voice or his scent or his walk or the easy, confident way he carried himself. And what about that talk about the “perversion of Natural Magic” or whatever it was he had said? How strange was that?

      What was going on with Bran O’Connor?

      I wondered if I would ever find out.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            3

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      We were all settled happily in the Norm Dorm, after an excellent second supper of roast chicken, (thanks to Avery,) when Kaitlyn’s pet chimeling started acting strangely.

      First he started whirring around her head.

      Normally at night, when we were all winding down, Mr. Seahorse seemed to get as sleepy as we were. He would doze on Kaitlyn’s shoulder, barely moving, his large golden wings fanning the air somnolently. Sometimes he even fell asleep right there and emitted the most adorable tiny, squeaky snores. This usually made us all laugh and he would wake up and chime at us indignantly before promptly closing his large, dark eyes and going back to sleep.

      But not tonight. Tonight he was whizzing around Kaitlyn’s head like a whirling dervish, his golden wings flapping so fast they almost seemed to vibrate like a humming bird’s.

      “Oh, Mr. Seahorse! What is it? What’s wrong?” Kaitlyn exclaimed, looking at her little pet in concern.

      “What’s going on with the little guy?” Avery asked, looking up from where he was stacking our plates neatly in the wooden cupboard where he kept them when we weren’t eating second supper.

      “Yeah—what happened to him?” Megan asked anxiously.

      “I don’t know!” Kaitlyn wrung her hands in worry. “Oh dear, I don’t know anything about chimelings and Ari’s already gone back to the West Tower for the night!” she said. “Quick, Megan—get Jalli.”

      Jalli had already turned in for the night but Megan went to get her. As a resident of the Sky Lands, where the little chimeling had come from, maybe she would know more about what was happening than the rest of us.

      “What’s wrong?” She came out rubbing her eyes and yawning sleepily. But the minute she saw Mr. Seahorse whirring around Kaitlyn’s head like a crazy thing, her eyes popped open and she gasped, “By the first Drake—he’s spawning!”

      “He’s what? What does that mean?” Kaitlyn demanded, sounding desperate. “Please tell me he’ll be okay, Jalli!”

      “I think he will,” Jalli said. “But if the legends are true, we have to get him outside fast.”

      “Outside the castle?” I asked doubtfully. Being outside after curfew was a serious offense. If you were caught you could count on suspension at the least—expulsion at the worst.

      But now was clearly not the time to worry about breaking the rules.

      “Come on,” Megan said quickly. “I know a way.”

      At that moment, Saint popped his head out of the boy’s dorm, frowning.

      “What is all the commotion?” he wanted to know.

      “Oh, Saint—Mr. Seahorse is spawning!” Jalli exclaimed in wide-eyed excitement. “At least I think he is. Come with us to see!”

      Saint’s black eyes widened.

      “To see a chimeling spawn is considered to be the best of luck,” he remarked. “But…” His face fell. “I cannot go. I fear the presence of my Drake would scare all the spawnlings away.”

      “Okay, we’ll be back in a minute,” Megan told him. “At least, I assume we will.”

      She looked at Mr. Seahorse doubtfully. The little chimeling was going faster and faster, working himself into a lather, I thought.

      “Okay, it’s okay,” Kaitlyn crooned, trying to soothe him. “Come on, we’re going to take you outside right now, little guy.”

      With Kaitlyn in the lead, Avery, Jalli, Megan, and I all hurried up the spiral staircase that led to the trapdoor exit to the Norm Dorm. Griffin, like Ari, had gone some time ago so it was just our original Coven—well, aside from Jalli.

      All of us were wearing our “jammy britch” as we called our PJs and the warm, fuzzy robes and slippers that kept us toasty, even in the chilly dungeon dorm. We must have made quite a sight, rushing through the darkened halls of the old stone castle, our slippered feet hush-hushing on the flagstone floors as we followed Megan to the exit she said she knew of.

      Luckily, nobody was watching—or if they were, they didn’t catch us. We made it to a little side-corridor which shouldn’t have been there—at least, not given the layout of the castle—without anyone stopping us.

      “Here it is—here’s the door.” Megan pushed open a heavy wooden door, letting in a humid breath of Florida night air. The minute she did, Mr. Seahorse flitted outside and the rest of us tumbled out after him, like a bunch of kids chasing an oversized butterfly.

      I began sweating at once—even at night, the Florida heat was no joke. I would have loosened my robe but I didn’t dare offer the mosquitoes buzzing around more of a target than they already had.

      The moon outside was full and bright—it glimmered on the lake beyond the trees that surrounded the castle. The brilliant light made it easy to see the little chimeling darting from branch to branch of the various trees and bushes, as though trying to find the perfect place to perch. He seemed like he just couldn’t make up his mind because he was going all over the place and chiming loudly as he did, making a sound like someone leaning on a doorbell.

      “Oh, what’s he doing?” Kaitlyn moaned, nearly dancing with anxiety. “Is he in some kind of pain?”

      “I don’t think so,” Jalli said, putting a hand on her arm. “Try and relax, Kaitlyn—from all the books I’ve ever read, he’s just trying to find just the right place to release his spawnlings.”

      “What in the world are ‘spawnlings’?” I asked, slapping at a mosquito as it buzzed around my ear.

      But just at that moment, Mr. Seahorse answered my question.

      Settling at last on a branch just a few feet from Kaitlyn’s head, he uncurled those tiny little arms of his and began rubbing his rounded belly with two teeny little hands.

      “Oh dear—do you have a tummy ache, Mr. Seahorse?” Kaitlyn asked him anxiously. “Oh, I thought your little belly was looking awfully big and round lately. I wonder if you ate a bad insect or something?”

      “It’s not that at all,” Jalli told her.

      “She’s right,” Avery said. “Look—what’s he doing?”

      It was a fair question, for the little chimeling had stopped rubbing his belly and now he was tugging at it with his little hands—almost like a woman wearing an apron might tug open a pocket.

      Or no, not a pocket, I realized…

      “A pouch!” Megan exclaimed. “Look—he has a pouch! Like a kangaroo!”

      “A what?” Jalli asked, frowning. Being from the Sky Lands, which was a whole different realm, she naturally didn’t know a lot about Earth animals yet.

      I started to explain about Australia and kangaroos and other marsupials but just then something tiny and bright flew out of Mr. Seahorse’s pouch. It looked like a spark—or maybe a lightning bug. Then another came out and then another and another.

      Soon a whole swarm of the tiny, sparkling creatures was issuing out of the pouch, which the little chimeling continued to hold open with his tiny hands.

      “Oh, spawnlings!” Jalli exclaimed.

      “What?” Kaitlyn still looked confused.

      “Baby chimelings,” Jalli explained. “There must be over a hundred of them!”

      “Babies?” Kaitlyn looked even more confused as she stared at her pet. “Mr. Seahorse, you’re a mama? But I thought you were a boy.”

      “Oh, he is,” Jalli explained, her eyes still riveted to the sparkling display of the baby chimelings flitting about in the moonlight. “All chimelings are male. But they’re born pregnant, you see. And then, at a certain point in their life, they spawn.”

      “What?” Avery exclaimed. “A whole race of just males?”

      “That doesn’t make any sense, biologically,” I pointed out.

      “Because they’re not biological—chimelings are magical!” Jalli said impatiently. “Oh wait—come here, little ones. See? I have something for you!”

      She reached into the pocket of her robe and pulled out a handful of something. Looking closer, I saw they were the gourmet jellybeans I had given her earlier that week. After all, if she was going to learn about Earth, she might as well have fun doing it, right? And what’s more fun than candy?

      “What are you doing, Jalli?” Avery asked as several of the bright little sparks flew over to investigate her offering.

      “Trying to get them to eat,” she explained in a hushed voice. “The legend says if you can be the first to feed a chimeling, you will have a companion for life.”

      “But I thought they only ate insects,” Megan said doubtfully.

      Indeed, many of the tiny creatures—which looked like miniature glowing seahorses, when any of them held still long enough to look at—were already making a meal of the mosquitoes buzzing around our heads. Tiny tongues of flame—almost too little to see—were zapping out and frying the blood suckers as the spawnlings had their first hunt.

      But there were a few who seemed more interested in Jalli’s handful of jellybeans than the mosquitoes. At least three chimeling babies—or spawnlings as Jalli had called them—were sniffing at her palm. After a moment, one of them shot out a tiny tongue of flame and melted the end of one of the jellybeans. Darting forward, he gobbled up the gooey treat. Then, apparently deciding he liked it, he came back for more.

      The other two miniature chimelings did the same and soon the three of them were gobbling jellybeans as fast as their tiny jaws could bite into them.

      “Wow, look at them go,” Avery said doubtfully. “An all-sugar diet. These are going to be the first chimelings in the history of the realms with diabetes.”

      “Avery, don’t say that,” I exclaimed. “I’m sure they’ll be just fine,” I added, for Jalli’s benefit.

      “Well, I’m mostly still worried about Mr. Seahorse.” Kaitlyn was still watching her pet anxiously.

      He was still perched on the tree branch by her head, but he had stopped holding his pouch open. Instead, his little arms were folded neatly by his sides again. I thought he looked normal, though his rounded tummy was sadly deflated.

      “Will he be okay?” Kaitlyn asked Jalli. “I mean, chimelings aren’t one of those animals that, uh, die after they give birth, are they?”

      I could see the tears glimmering in her eyes as she spoke and knew how very worried she was.

      Suddenly the door to the castle opened again and Ari came rushing out.

      “L’lorna, what’s wrong?” he murmured, coming to put an arm around Kaitlyn. “I felt your distress through our bond.”

      “I felt your worry as well, my Witch Queen.” Suddenly Griffin was there also—he seemed to slide out of the shadows as silently as though he was a shadow himself to stand at Megan’s side.

      “Hail, hail, the gang’s all here,” Avery said dryly before either Kaitlyn or Megan could answer. “For all you Blood-bonded lovers, just calm down. Nothing bad has happened. It’s just Mr. Seahorse giving birth to about a hundred babies.”

      “He what?” Griffin asked blankly. “But I was under the impression that Mr. Seahorse was male.”

      Of course, then we all had to explain all over again what Jalli had said about chimelings all being male and being born pregnant.

      “And I’m so worried that now that he’s had his babies he’ll…he’ll die.” Kaitlyn’s voice broke on the last word and I saw Ari’s arms tighten around her.

      “Dios, sweetheart—you don’t have to worry about that,” he reassured her. Chimelings live a long time—years and years.”

      “But they only spawn once—so it’s a big deal. Look, Ari!” Jalli held out her hand triumphantly where the three spawnlings were still contentedly eating jellybeans. “Aren’t they adorable?” she asked him. “I’m going to name them Jelly Belly, Sweet Tooth, and Spike.”

      Ari grinned at his little sister.

      “Excellent names. And with three chimelings of your own, your luck will be second to none.”

      “I don’t even care that they’re lucky—they’re just so cute.” Jalli peered into the palm of her hand at the tiny creatures—who already looked a bit bigger, I thought. They had started out being about the size of unshelled sunflower seeds. Now they were at least as large as plump raisins. I wondered how long it would take them to reach their full adult size—which was about the size of a woman’s hand, not counting their large, diaphanous wings.

      “Darling, don’t you think you ought to be getting back to the dorm if the show is over here?” Griffin asked Megan. “You wouldn’t want to be caught out after curfew.”

      “You’re right.” Megan yawned. “It’s getting late.”

      “Especially for those of us not lucky enough to be Blood-Bonded to the man of our dreams” Avery put in. “Guys, are we ready to go?”

      We all murmured that we were—except for Jalli, who was still locked in rapt contemplation of her three new pets. I kind of wished that I had thought to bring a treat so I could have caught one myself. But really, what would I have done with it? I still lived half my life in the human world, thanks to my job at the I Scream diner. How could I have explained a flying seahorse sitting on my shoulder to my boss or the customers?

      “Come on, guys—let’s go,” I said, and yawned also.

      Soon we were all yawning as bright little sparks of the spawnlings flew away and the night grew quiet. Even Mr. Seahorse seemed to feel the drama was over because he flew back to Kaitlyn’s shoulder and nuzzled her cheek affectionately before promptly falling asleep and starting his squeaky snore.

      “Aww, poor little guy,” Kaitlyn murmured. “Look, Ari—he’s all tuckered out. It’s hard having a hundred babies all in one night.”

      “I know how he feels.” Ari yawned too. “I mean about being tired—not about having a hundred babies. I love you, L’lorna. But now that I know you’re safe, I’m going back to bed.”

      “I will as well. Good night, my Witch Queen.” Griffin kissed Megan and then slid away into the shadows as silently as he had come.

      The rest of us trooped back inside as quietly as we could, making certain the heavy wooden door didn’t slam behind us. I had to physically guide Jalli with one hand under her arm. She literally couldn’t drag her eyes away from her new pets long enough to see where she was going. That was okay, though—the shining, transcendent expression of joy on her pretty little face made me think of a kid on Christmas morning.

      It was absolutely adorable to behold.
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      “Well, that was quite an adventure,” Kaitlyn remarked, collapsing on a couch when we finally got back to the Norm Dorm.

      “Never a dull moment around here,” Avery agreed.

      “Well? What happened?” Saint popped his head out the door and looked at us expectantly.

      “Mr. Seahorse had about a hundred babies,” Jalli told him. “And look, Saint—I got three of them!” she exclaimed, holding her hand right under his eyes so he could see them.

      But the minute the miniature chimelings got near the big Drake, they all chimed in shrill terror and scattered in three different directions.

      “I was afraid of this.” Saint looked upset. “They fear the Blood Drake I hold within me.”

      “Oh, no!” Jalli wailed, looking anxiously around. “Where did they go?”

      “They should come back to you—I hope,” Saint said. “Here—I’ll go back into my room so they feel safe again.”

      “Hold the door, roomie—I’m coming too,” Avery told him. He looked at Megan and me. “Can you help Jalli round up her babies?”

      “I think they’ll be okay,” Megan said. “Look, they’re already coming back.”

      Indeed, the three miniature chimelings had grouped together in one corner of the common area room and were eyeing Jalli as though they wanted to come back to her but didn’t quite dare, even though Saint was no longer visible.

      “Offer them some more jellybeans, Jalli,” I suggested. “That might bring them around.”

      “Oh, good idea!” She dug in the pocket of her robe again and came up with three or four more jellybeans. Holding them out, she crooned softly. “Come on, little guys. Come on Jelly Belly and Sweet Tooth and Spike—look what I’ve got for you.”

      After a moment’s hesitation, the three chimeling babies at last flew back to her hand and began gorging on jellybeans once more.

      “That’s right, guys! Good job. I’m sorry I scared you—I promise it won’t happen again,” Jalli crooned. Clearly she was delighted and the rest of us were relieved. Jalli was such a little ray of sunshine, nobody liked to see her unhappy.

      “Okay, I’m going to bed now,” Megan announced. “Everybody else should too. It’s getting really late.”

      She didn’t have to tell me twice—I was already yawning again.

      “I’m coming,” I said. “Jalli? You need me to lead you so you don’t trip?”

      “Huh?” Her eyes were glued to her little pets, making all of us laugh. Her absent-minded response was all I needed to know she wasn’t going to make it to bed without help. Hooking one hand under her arm, I led her into the girls’ bedroom, making sure she didn’t trip along the way.

      As I did, I couldn’t help thinking how absolutely adorable the three little creatures were.

      I had no idea how soon one of them was going to get me into big trouble, but I was about to find out…
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      The chimelings grew at a phenomenal pace—maybe because they found the half-eaten bag of jellybeans during the night and finished them off. By the time we woke up the next morning, they were already the size of Mini-Wheats cereal bites.

      Now that they were bigger, it was easier to see their markings. Sweet Tooth and Jelly Belly both had golden wings like their sire, though Sweet Tooth had a cotton-candy pink body and Jelly Belly was the brilliant blue of a tropical punch jellybean.

      But it was Spike who was the most colorful.

      The little chimeling had rainbow wings, striped in blue, pink, orange, red, green, and yellow. His body, however, was royal purple—the exact color of the banner hanging over the Fae table in the Dining Hall, I thought.

      Spike was also the biggest of the three chimelings and apparently the boss of the other two. He was constantly ordering them around in his squeaky, doorbell voice and they did what he told them too, at least as far as I could see.

      All three chimelings continued to avoid Saint like the plague. It was a fact that seemed to make the tall, dark Drake sad, but not surprised.

      “They fear me as they would a predator,” I heard him explaining to Avery one day, after the three candy-colored creatures had gone whizzing away from him at the speed of light, the minute he came into the room. “Smaller creatures always do. It is one reason I could never have a pet after my Drake was cursed. Even my own glan—a creature rather like your Earth dog—turned on me and tried to bite me when it sensed the darkness I carry within.”

      Avery looked like he wanted to give Saint a hug—which is what he would have done if any one of us girls in the Coven had shared a sad childhood memory with him. But of course, he couldn’t do that. Instead, he clapped a hand on Saint’s broad shoulder in a brotherly kind of way.

      “I’m sorry,” he said simply. “That must have been awful for you, Saint.”

      “It was.” Saint nodded and I noticed he made no move to shrug off Avery’s comforting hand.

      Aside from avoiding Saint, the chimelings continued to be happy and carefree. The three of them continued to prefer a diet of sugar to insects—though they did occasionally go hunting. Every evening after dinner, Jalli took them out into the common area in the center of the castle grounds or out through the girl’s locker room into the athletic field and let them toast and eat mosquitoes to their hearts’ content.

      She called them in right before curfew and they all flew to perch on her—Sweet Tooth on her left shoulder, Jelly Belly on the right, and Spike right on top of her head. It was adorable to see her walking around the castle with the three candy-colored creatures riding on her and chiming in their tiny, musical voices. I saw more than one envious glance from some of the other students and some of them even stopped Jalli and asked how they could get a chimeling for a pet themselves.

      Jalli would always explain that the only way to bond with a chimeling was for it to latch onto you, the way Mr. Seahorse had adopted Kaitlyn after she saved him from a monstrous spider, or else to catch them at the moment of their spawning.

      “Mine are too young to spawn now,” she would tell her admirers. “But someday they will. If you’re near me when they do, just be sure you have a handful of something to feed them and they’ll be yours for life. Once it has bonded with you, a chimeling will never leave you.”

      And her words seemed to be true…until one evening when Spike didn’t come back to her when she called.
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      “I’ve looked for him everywhere!” Jalli’s big dark eyes were filled with tears and red from crying. Jelly Belly and Sweet Tooth, her two remaining chimelings were sitting on her shoulders and chiming mournfully, sounding like a funeral dirge being played on doorbells.

      “I’m sure he’s somewhere around here,” I tried to comfort her.

      “Oh honey, please don’t give up hope!” Megan begged her and Kaitlyn patted her knee in silent support as Mr. Seahorse added his voice to the squeaky chorus of doom.

      It was hard to see Jalli so upset—she was so sweet and delicate and innocent that watching her weep was like watching something precious break.

      Seeing her cry and knowing he could do nothing about it bothered Saint so much that he had to leave the Norm Dorm. He had a stormy look on his face that made me wonder if he was going to change into his Drake and go flying—even though that was expressly forbidden in the human world.

      Ari was also worried about his little sister. He was out searching the castle grounds for Spike even though it was past curfew and he knew if he was caught he might get suspended or expelled.

      Avery had suspended his usual second supper preparations and was doing something else by the small fire that heated our chilly common room. He was using a long stick with a pointed end and poking into the ashes of the hearth while he muttered something I couldn’t understand under his breath.

      “Don’t give up on Spike, Jalli,” Kaitlyn pleaded with her. “I’m sure he must be somewhere near.”

      “He is!” There was a ring of triumph in Avery’s voice that made us all look up at once. “I’ve just done a location spell,” he explained. He frowned at the strange, sooty markings he had made on the flat grey stones of the hearth. “Spike is still here on the castle grounds,” he told us. “And he’s alive and well—see?”

      He pointed to a small, glowing coal that was surrounded by piles of ash.

      “Is that coal supposed to represent Spike?” Megan asked, fascinated. She was still struggling to learn what she called “little magic,” since the Blood Magic which came so naturally to her was only good for big things like breaking the Edict.

      “Yes.” Avery nodded. “And as long as it burns, that means he’s still alive.”

      “See, honey?” Kaitlyn said to Jalli, nodding at the brightly burning coal. “There’s no need to worry—Spike is just fine.”

      “But where is he?” Jalli asked desperately, through her tears.

      Avery frowned. “That I’m not exactly sure of,” he admitted. “The castle is a big place and the location spell isn’t meant for pinpoint accuracy—it just lets us know he’s somewhere on the castle grounds and still living.”

      “I’m glad he’s still alive but he must be trapped or hurt somewhere,” Jalli said, sniffing. “Otherwise he would have come back when I called him. He…he…always comes.”

      And she broke into fresh sobs that were painful to hear.

      We all did our best to console her but she could not be comforted. Spike, her favorite little pet, was gone and no matter how we hunted or how many spells Avery did, none of us could seem to locate him. It seemed he was gone forever…

      Well, until I saw him the next day in my AP Biology class.
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      I wasn’t looking for the little flying seahorse when I walked into class. I had my mind on the quiz we were going to have that day—microbiology—and I was wondering if we’d be asked to identify all the different slides or only some of them.

      I had tried to review the material but time with the microscopes—which only worked in Mr. Barron’s room due to magical interference elsewhere in the castle—was hard to come by. Also, I had been working a late shift at the I Scream the night before, so it wasn’t like I had much time for extra study. I still couldn’t tell smooth muscle from striated muscle or epithelial cells from blood cells. I was going to be in trouble, I thought grimly—which wasn’t good for my grade.

      Which in turn, wasn’t good for my scholarship.

      My thoughts were so firmly fixed on my neglected schoolwork that I almost didn’t see Spike at all. It was only a brief, rainbow flutter in the corner of my eye that brought him to my attention.

      When I turned, to see what had caught my eye, I gasped in surprise and outrage.

      There, fixed neatly to a comb in Morganna Starchild’s perfect blond hair, was Spike.

      The poor little chimeling’s body was almost completely immobile—held in place, I guessed, by some kind of magic spell. But when he saw me his dark ink-drop eyes rolled anxiously and his rainbow wings fluttered in agitation. His tiny mouth opened and a squeaky chime came out, so thin and faint that if I hadn’t been so focused on him, I wouldn’t have heard it at all.

      “Oh no!” I exclaimed. Without thinking, I ran over to where Morganna was sitting and flirting with Elian Darkwing, and tried to get Spike free from the comb in her hair.

      “Hey, what do you think you’re doing, you grubby little human?” Morganna spat, slapping my hands away before I could make any progress. “Get away from me before your human filth rubs off on me!”

      “I’ll leave when you give me the chimeling,” I said, glaring at her. “He’s a living creature—not just something to wear in your hair! And he doesn’t even belong to you.”

      “What are you talking about?” she demanded. “Of course he belongs to me! I found him out in the common area by the Café. I trapped him fair and square with my own magic so yes, you nasty little Norm, he’s mine.”

      She glared at me with her big, gorgeous china-blue eyes as though she thought if she insulted me enough, I would leave her alone and let her keep Spike.

      Morganna thought wrong.

      Despite the fact that every eye in the class was now on me and it was an excruciatingly embarrassing situation, I refused to back down.

      “He belongs to Jalli—the little Drake girl who’s Ari Reyes’s sister,” I told her. “He’s her pet. You can’t just steal him and pin him in your hair to starve until he dies and you discard him like a piece of trash!”

      The Blue Morpho butterfly I’d found dead in the Dining Hall was still fresh in my mind as I spoke. I don’t know if I would call myself an animal rights activist, but I had never been able to stand watching anyone hurt or mistreat any kind of wild creature.

      Once, when I was a little girl, my mom found me fighting with a boy twice my size because I had caught him throwing stones at a bird. I had also gotten into trouble in elementary school for kicking a boy who I had seen kicking a dog that had wandered up to the school during recess. According to my teacher I had been shouting, “How do you like it? How does it feel?” as I went after the boy who had been kicking the stray mutt.

      Apparently Avery wasn’t the only one in our Coven with a “vindictive” streak and mine was coming out now.

      Seeing Spike trapped there in Morganna’s hair and knowing that she intended to keep him like that until he starved to death—just for her own amusement and vanity—made me see red.

      “Let him go!” I demanded, reaching for the hair comb again.

      “As if! Get off me!” she exclaimed. “How dare you lay your disgusting human paws on me, you little bitch? Touch me again and I’ll curse you!”

      Well, the fact that fairies could lay curses was news to me—I’d been under the impression that doing magic was the Sisters’ wheelhouse, not the Faes’. But I wasn’t about to let Morganna’s threat stop me.

      “Take Spike out of your hair and remove whatever spell you have on him that’s keeping him from moving right now!” I demanded, ignoring the way Elian Darkwing and the rest of the popular crowd were staring at me in equal parts amusement and disgust.

      “Or what?” Morganna taunted. “What are you going to do? You’ve got no magic to speak of so you can’t hurt me. Or maybe you think you can go to the Headmistress?”

      “I will if you don’t give Spike back,” I snapped.

      “I guess you could—only, I’m not breaking any school rules. So there’s nothing you can say,” Morganna snapped.

      Technically, I supposed she wasn’t breaking any rules but the blatant cruelty of her act was more than enough to make anyone with any kind of moral compass upset. I was pretty sure Headmistress Nightworthy fell into that category but I was afraid if I went to get her, Morganna might hurt or kill Spike just to spite me. I didn’t dare leave the room.

      I was stuck and Morganna knew it.

      “Oh, what a shame,” she said, simpering sweetly at me. “It looks like the poor little Norm can’t get what she wants. Now get away from me, you little freak!”

      “I’m not leaving until you give up the chimeling,” I said. If nothing else, I could at least stand my ground.

      “What’s wrong? What’s going on?” The new voice at my side belonged to Bran O’Connor.

      “Nothing you need to be concerned about you ugly little Norm,” Morganna sneered at him. “God, your face makes me sick—go someplace else, please?”

      “Morganna stole Jalli’s pet chimeling, Spike, and now she won’t give him back.” I pointed to the fluttering rainbow wings of the little flying seahorse. His eyes were still rolling anxiously and he was trying to chime with all his might, though only a soft, helpless sound was coming from his tiny mouth.

      “He’s mine now,” Morganna snapped. “Finders keepers, as you humans like to say.”

      “They also say Thou shalt not steal and Thou shalt not kill,” Bran remarked quietly, ignoring the pretty Fae’s nasty insults. “And it appears to me you’re doing both, Morganna. Why don’t you give back the little girl’s pet—I didn’t think a High Fae of the Summer Court would stoop to such petty crimes.”

      Morganna shot him a narrow look.

      “How do you know that, you ugly little Norm? How did you know about the Summer Court?”

      Bran shrugged.

      “I know a lot of things. I know your mother, Lady Starchild, might not like it if she found out how you were perverting your Nature-given magic to kill an innocent creature to feed your own vanity.”

      For some reason, this seemed to upset Morganna more than anything else. Her eyes opened wide and she sat bolt upright in her seat.

      “How dare you!” she practically screeched at Bran. “How dare you invoke my mother’s name to me as though I was a naughty imp caught souring the cream?”

      Which I supposed must be some kind of a fairy thing? But it still sounded weird.

      “What’s this? Hey—what’s going on here?”

      It was Mr. Barron, still carrying his morning mug of coffee and a folded-up newspaper under one arm. “You know I don’t allow shouting in my classroom,” he added, glaring at all of us.

      “Do you allow animal sacrifice?” I demanded—which might have sounded kind of dramatic but it did get his attention.

      “Do I what? Miss Plunkett, please explain yourself,” he said, frowning at me.

      “Look.” I pointed at poor little Spike, still caught in the nasty web of Morganna’s magic and pinned helplessly to her hair. “That is a living creature which Morganna has trapped to use as a hair ornament,” I told him. “If she doesn’t let it go, it’s going to starve to death and then she’ll throw it away like a used tissue because that’s just the kind of nasty person she is!”

      “How dare you call me nasty you ugly little Norm?” Morganna snarled at me, her blue eyes narrowing. “I’ll turn all your toenails growing inward! I’ll make every surface you sit on feel like a red-hot stove. I’ll—”

      “Enough threats, Miss Starchild,” Mr. Barron said loudly, cutting her off before she could say what other awful things she would do to me. “Now tell me,” he went on, when she clamped her full lips closed at last. “Is that a real creature?” He leaned forward to stare at it with interest. “I’ve never seen anything like it.”

      “That’s because it comes from the Sky Lands—the Drake’s home world,” I told him. “It’s an extremely rare species called a chimeling. And that one belongs to someone else—it’s another student’s pet.”

      “Pet?” Mr. Barron frowned. “We don’t allow pets at Nocturne Academy.”

      “It’s another student’s familiar, is what Emma meant to say,” Bran said quickly.

      “Oh, well…that’s different.” Mr. Barron nodded. Some of the Sisters were known to keep a cat or a bat or a rat or sometimes even a black snake as a familiar. It was allowed as long as the companion animal stayed in their dorm and didn’t bother anyone on campus.

      “This nasty little Norm is lying,” Morganna declared, crossing her arms under her full breasts and pushing them up for the best effect. “I found this little animal out in the common area and caught it fair and square—it belongs to me.”

      “Even if Emma was lying—which she isn’t,” Bran said quietly. “Would that make it all right for you to catch a living creature and pin it in your hair as an ornament until it starves to death?”

      “Is that what all you girls have been doing?” Mr. Barron demanded, glaring at the assembled Fae girls in the classroom, all of whom had live butterflies trembling in their hair. “I assumed those were all some kind of fancy new robot-type hair doo-hickies,” he added.

      “Think where you are, Sir,” Bran murmured. “Magic is a more likely explanation than science at Nocturne Academy.”

      “Yes, I guess it is,” Mr. Barron said, frowning. “So those are all alive?” he asked again.

      “So what if they are?” Morganna demanded, shoving her breasts out even further. “We aren’t breaking any school rules by wearing them. We just like to look pretty, that’s all,” she added with a flirtatious wink at the Biology teacher.

      Thankfully, Mr. Barron was immune to her not inconsiderable charms.

      “You might not be breaking the rules now but you will be soon,” he declared. “I’m going to talk to Headmistress Nightworthy and have her put a stop to this immediately. We’re here in this classroom to study life—not kill it, girls,” he went on, glaring at them. “Now everybody who has a living hair ornament let them go—right now. I mean it!”

      There were sullen murmurs and dark looks from all the Fae girls but they had no choice. One by one they unpinned the slowly flapping butterflies from their hair and I heard them whispering some kind of spell or incantation in a language I didn’t understand. It sounded vaguely Celtic. Whatever they were saying, it had an immediate effect.

      Suddenly the air was full of brightly colored butterflies, flapping wildly as they reveled in their freedom.

      “You—open a window—let them out.” Mr. Barron gestured to one of the other students who hastened to comply. The butterflies seemed drawn to the fresh air and sunshine pouring in because they started flapping towards the open window almost at once.

      And with them, went Spike.

      Or he tried to, anyway. But as the little chimeling was finally released from the magic and rose into the air, letting out loud, joyful chimes of freedom as his rainbow wings flapped rapidly, Morganna shot out a hand and grabbed him out of the air.

      I gave a strangled cry as I saw her eyes narrow and her long, elegant fingers tighten on the tiny creature. Spike gave a last chiming cry and then was silent.

      Morganna opened her hand and let him drop, his crumpled wings not even stirring to try and keep himself from falling.

      Somehow, I managed to catch the small, mangled body in my own cupped hands before he hit the floor. Already tears of sorrow and rage were rising in my eyes.

      “What…why?” was all I could manage.

      “Because.” Morganna’s eyes flashed spitefully. “If I can’t have him, no one can!”

      Then she turned her back pointedly and began talking to Elian Darkwing as though nothing had happened.
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      Spike was dead—or almost dead. The tiny body trembled in my hand but it was clear that Morganna’s rough treatment had been more than his fragile frame could handle.

      I could barely see him through the haze of tears in my eyes. Of course the little chimeling didn’t belong to me, but it still tore at my heart to see him suffering. I couldn’t bear to imagine what Jalli would say when I had to give his little broken body to her and explain what had happened.

      It was such an awful, brutal end to such a vibrant little life.

      “Emma? Hey, Emma, come over here—all right?” I felt Bran’s comforting arm around my shoulders and then he was leading me to our lab table near the back of the room.

      “He’s d-dead,” I whispered, my tears raining down unashamedly on the crumpled rainbow wings. I couldn’t see for weeping, I was so upset. “That bitch k-k-killed him!”

      “Maybe not,” Bran remarked. “Look.”

      I had no idea what he was talking about but I forced myself to try and focus. To my surprise, when I blinked to clear my tear-fogged eyes, I saw that Spike’s wings didn’t look quite so crumpled and broken as they had before. They were dewed all over with my teardrops but they seemed to somehow be healing.

      “Oh my God,” I whispered, looking on uncertainly as the wing closest to me straightened entirely and then began to move normally. “What’s happening? I didn’t know chimelings could regenerate themselves.”

      “Can they?” Bran looked doubtful.

      “I don’t know but they must be able to. What other explanation could there be?” I asked. “Oh, Spike,” I whispered to him. “Please get well so I can take you back to Jalli. Please pull through, little guy.”

      Spike seemed to hear me because at the mention of his mistress’s name, he gave a faint chiming sound and tried to move his head. But his little body still seemed to be broken, even though his wings had regenerated miraculously.

      “Cry on him some more,” Bran said urgently.

      “What?” It was such a strange thing to say that I looked up at him, trying to read his face. But again, my gaze seemed to slide away from his.

      “Cry on his body—let your tears fall wherever he’s hurt,” he told me. “Don’t ask questions, Emma—just do it!”

      Well, it wasn’t like I had totally stopped crying in the first place. And just looking at the little mangled body made me cry even harder. My tears rained down on the little chimeling as my shoulders shook with sobs. I didn’t care that everyone else in the class had turned to look at us by now. Well, all but the ones who were watching Mr. Barron tell Morganna to go to the Headmistress’s office for punishment. Clearly he had seen what she had done to Spike.

      As she left, she shot me a hateful glance—as indigestible as poison candy coming from her pretty face.

      I barely noticed her, though. Because Spike was actually beginning to get better. Not just his wings—his body too.

      “There, I thought so,” Bran said with satisfaction as the little chimeling at last struggled up and stood perched on my palm, making inquiring doorbell noises at me.

      “You…you thought what?” I asked, sniffling. I was finding that it was harder to turn the waterworks off than to turn them on.

      “I thought you could do him some good,” Bran smiled as we both watched Spike hop around on my palm. “And look—you did.”

      “It wasn’t me,” I objected. “I’m just a Norm—there’s nothing magical or enchanted about me.”

      “Are you sure?” He frowned at me. “Because I could swear…”

      “Swear what?” I demanded.

      “No, never mind.” he shook his head. “Look, you’d better get the little doorbell creature to your friend, don’t you think? Before any of the other Fae girls start eyeing him?”

      “You’re right.” I transferred Spike quickly to my shoulder and raised my other hand to wave down Mr. Barron. “May I please be excused to bring this little guy back to his rightful owner? It will only take a minute,” I told him.

      Mr. Barron sighed and threw up his hands.

      “Fine, go ahead. I’m postponing today’s test anyway. We’ll have another study period with the microscopes and we can have the test tomorrow.”

      Which was excellent news for me. Not only did I get to give Jalli’s pet back to her, I was also going to have a whole extra period to study before the test! Somehow, as awful as the class had started out, everything was working out for the best.

      My heart felt as light as a feather as I left the biology room.

      That was until I ran into Morganna Starchild, waiting just outside the door.
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      “What are you doing here? I thought Mr. Barron sent you to see the Headmistress!” I jumped back quickly, putting a protective hand up to guard Spike, who was still perched on my shoulder.

      “Oh, he did—for which I have you to thank, you little Norm bitch,” she snarled at me. “She suspended my weekend privileges for the rest of the semester!”

      “Then you got exactly what you deserved,” I snapped, still keeping my hand up to shield Spike, who was chiming anxiously in my ear.

      Morganna’s eyes flew to the little creature and her eyes widened, then narrowed.

      “I thought I killed that ugly little bug. How did you bring him back?”

      “None of your business,” I said—because honestly, I still wasn’t sure about that myself. “I’m taking him back to his rightful owner now. If you try to hurt him or steal him again, you’d better be prepared to pay the consequences.”

      “From you?” She laughed nastily. “Please. We both know you don’t have any magic, human.” She used the word like a curse or an insult.

      “No, not from me,” I said calmly. “But Spike’s owner, Jalli, is the little sister of the second most powerful Drake in all of the Sky Lands. He turns into a dragon as big as a barn and he would not be happy if he knew you tried to hurt his little sister’s favorite pet. Not to mention the others in my Coven who would stand against you, including the Witch Queen herself and her Blood Knight,” I added, naming Megan and Griffin with their true titles.

      Morganna’s pretty face twisted into a sneer.

      “You don’t scare me, you nasty little Norm. And you’re the one who’s going to be paying a price.” She stabbed a finger at me, as though she was about to place a curse on me. “Just wait and see, you’ll pay!”

      Then she marched back into the biology room and slammed the door behind her, so hard it rattled in its hinges.

      I stood there for a minute, a feeling of dread gathering like a lump of ice in my belly. Exactly how powerful was Fae magic anyway? Could Morganna actually do some of the curses she had threatened me with earlier? Were fairies as strong as witches? And if so, what could I do to protect myself?

      I had no idea but I had a bad feeling about all this—a very bad feeling indeed.
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      Jalli was overjoyed to get Spike back. I found her in her second period music class, drooping against the wall with her eyes cast down. (Yes, Nocturne Academy has some normal electives like choir and jazz band, though they also offer a speed spell casters group and magical trivia.)

      Anyway, the minute I knocked on the door and the teacher let me in, Spike saw his mistress and few straight to her, chiming so loudly I was sure they could hear him in the next classroom.

      “Oh, Spike!” Jalli brightened up at once and held out her arms to the little chimeling.

      Spike flew right to her and perched on her shoulder, rubbing his cheek against hers in pure ecstasy. It was the happiest reunion I had ever seen and it warmed my heart to see Jalli crying tears of joy while Spike chimed in her ear.

      Luckily the teacher, Mrs. Mayberry, was a plump, comfortable, understanding woman who just happened to have perfect pitch. So instead of getting upset about having her class interrupted, she got interested in Spike instead.

      “Would you listen to that!” she exclaimed. “He’s singing—er, chiming—a perfect middle C! Jalli, sweetheart, what notes do your other two little pets sing?”

      Because Jalli was such a sweetheart and her chimelings were so well behaved, she hadn’t had any trouble about bringing them to classes with her. She had Jelly Belly and Sweet Tooth in class with her, perched on the windowsill near her desk. When she motioned and told them to chime along with Spike, they flew over at once and began singing along with their brother.

      Mrs. Mayberry was utterly enchanted.

      “Listen to that—they’re singing a perfect chord!” she exclaimed. “Jalli, can you get them to sing higher or lower? I wonder if we could train them to do backup for your solo in the upcoming concert?”

      I left them practicing, with Jalli’s sweet, bird-like voice entwining with the chiming of her pets in perfect four-part harmony.

      The sight warmed my heart and I resolved not to be worried about Morganna’s threats. After all, she was a fairy—not a witch. And I didn’t believe that Fae magic was as powerful as that of the Sisters. When you thought of fairy magic what mostly came to mind was mischievous will-o'-the-wisps leading travelers astray or—as Morganna had so oddly put it—naughty imps souring cream or some such other minor inconvenience. At least, that was all I remembered from the Celtic fairy tales my mom used to read me when I was little.

      So I put it firmly out of my mind—or tried to. I didn’t even mention the events of my AP Bio class to my Coven-mates, though of course they knew anyway. They have a saying at Nocturne Academy—“Gossip travels faster than a speed spell”—which is unfortunately true.

      But while Avery and Megan and Kaitlyn all cheered me on for saving Spike and Ari thanked me in private most gratefully, none of them seemed to have the whole story.

      None of them knew about how Spike had somehow regenerated after I cried on him. And none of them knew that Morganna had threatened me afterwards.

      I didn’t tell them, either—I don’t know why. Maybe because I was still freaked out by the whole thing myself.

      Logically, it didn’t make sense that I could have had anything to do with the little chimeling healing from the mortal injuries Morganna had given him. I told myself he must have regenerated on his own or else maybe he wasn’t as injured as I had thought. Either way, there was no possibility that plain old Emma Plunkett could have anything to do with a miraculous healing. It just didn’t make sense.

      And as for Morganna’s threat, I was hoping it was all hot air.

      I was definitely keeping an eye on things, though. But when I didn’t have any burning sensations when I sat down and my toenails looked and felt fine when I examined them before bed that night, I began to think the pretty, popular Fae girl with the ugly heart was all talk and no action.

      How wrong I was. But I didn’t find out until it was too late…

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            11

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Late that night, I halfway woke to a strange cool, tickling sensation in my right ear. Thinking that maybe one of the chimelings had flown over and was licking me with its little tongue, I shook my head, trying to shoo it away.

      “Go on,” I mumbled, waving a hand near my ear. “Go back to Jalli and leave me alone. I’m trying to sleep.”

      “Hmm?” Megan murmured, turning over in the bed next to mine. “What’s that you’re saying, Emma?”

      “Nothing.” The cool sensation had dissipated now and I was beginning to think it had all just been a dream. “Sorry—go back to sleep.”

      “Mmm-kay,” Megan yawned and rolled over and I did the same.

      I didn’t think any more about it until later…much later.
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      When I woke up, I had a kind of weird fullness in one ear—like I was getting a cold. I hate that stuffed-up feeling you get when you’re just getting sick and I sighed to myself as I got dressed. I really didn’t need a cold right now—I had a lot of classes to study for and I had taken on some extra shifts at the I Scream Diner because the slimy landlord who owned the apartment complex mom and I lived in, had raised the rent again.

      Honestly, there just weren’t that many places to stay if you didn’t own your own house in Frostproof. And since the only other apartment complex the tiny town boasted had recently become a smoke-free building, we were stuck in the place we were currently at.

      I wished, not for the first time, that my mom could give up her four-pack-a-day habit—not just for health reasons but for practical and monetary purposes too. If she could only quit, both our lives would be better.

      But nicotine addiction is hard to kick. My mom had tried with the patches and gum before—both of which are even more expensive than cigarettes—and failed every time. She had even tried hypnosis once, but that hadn’t helped either. So we were stuck in the one apartment where she could still smoke and the landlord/owner knew it and continued to raise the rent.

      Which meant I had to take more shifts at work. Which further meant I couldn’t afford to have a cold right now.

      Isn’t it weird how your brain goes around in circles? Anyway, mine does.

      I was so involved in thinking about my mom and worrying about getting sick, that I didn’t say a word to anyone as we got dressed and went up through the trapdoor and out into the Dining Hall. It wasn’t until we were seated and I was eating breakfast—which was scrambled eggs and not bad for a change—that I said anything at all that morning.

      “You okay, Emmers?” Avery asked me as he sipped his morning coffee, filled with cream and sugar. “You’re awfully quiet this morning.”

      “Maybe she’s just enjoying her breakfast,” Kaitlyn remarked. “It’s actually edible for once.”

      I nodded at her and smiled in agreement.

      “I like the eggs,” I said and then, for some reason felt compelled to add, “They’re good for your legs.”

      “Huh?” Megan frowned. “Because of the protein or what? Or are they specifically good for your leg muscles? The way the Beta Carotene in carrots is supposed to be good for your eyes?”

      I didn’t have an answer for that so I just shrugged. Anyway, Avery was already saying that the helpfulness of Beta Carotene for eye health had been way over exaggerated, so I was able to duck out of any further conversation.

      It was weird, though—the thing I had said about eggs and legs—and I had no idea why I had said it.

      Probably still just half asleep, I told myself, a bit uneasily as I finished my breakfast and waved goodbye to my Coven-Mates.

      But in my next class, I got a brutal awakening.
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      My first period class that semester was US History and I was grateful it was. So far, the class had been a pretty easy ride and excellent for my GPA. Case in point, since it was February, we had been given the option of doing an extra credit assignment—an oral report on any prominent Black American we chose.

      I’m all over any kind of extra credit—I need to keep my scholarship, after all—so I had been one of the first to sign up for the report. As my subject, I had chosen George Washington Carver—a prominent agricultural scientist who had been born around the time of the American Civil War.

      Carver was responsible for all kinds of innovative farming methods but he was most famous for inventing all kinds of things from the common peanut, including such diverse products as flour, axle grease, hand lotion, ink, plastic, rubber, laundry soap, and even laxatives.

      Which seems like a weird thing to get from something you generally just add to a candy bar, but whatever.

      Anyway, I had my whole report all ready to go, so when Ms. Canody asked who wanted to be first with their presentation, I promptly raised my hand.

      I know some people fear public speaking more than death—I’m not making that statistic up, look it up for yourself—but I’m not one of them. I don’t love it either, though. It’s kind of like a trip to the dentist—it’s scary but I can get through it if I psyche myself up for it and get it over with quickly.

      That was why I wanted to be first—to get it over. But I had no idea what a mess my simple extra credit report on George Washington Carver was going to turn into. If I had, I would have hidden under my desk and refused to come out no matter how much extra credit was involved.

      But since I was blissfully ignorant of what was coming, I went to the front of the class, my notes in hand, and took my place at the wooden podium where Ms. Canody usually lectured.

      The first sentence of my report was supposed to go, “George Washington Carver was born in 1863 into slavery.” I thought one of the most inspiring things about my chosen subject was how much he’d had to overcome in order to achieve everything he had. He truly was an amazing man.

      But instead of my thoughtful first sentence, what came out of my mouth, was,

      
        
        
        “George Washington C

        Was born in 1863.

        But you know when he was born

        He wasn’t free.”

      

        

      

      I stopped talking, appalled at what had come out of my mouth. What was going on? Why had I said that instead of the first sentence I had planned? Again, I told myself I must be half asleep. Taking a deep breath, I tried again.

      
        
        
        “George C was an inventor

        And you may ask what

        Did the man invent?

        Well it was from one nut,”

      

        

      

      I went on, much to my horror and chagrin.

      By this time the entire class, who had been previously occupied with more important things than my report—like studying for other classes or doodling on their notebooks or whispering to each other—were now staring at me. Ms. Canody was giving me a look like she couldn’t decide if I was being inventive or disrespectful. After a moment, she made a little hand gesture and said,

      “Go on, Miss Plunkett, by all means.”

      So there was nothing I could do but continue.

      
        
        
        “George C was a man

        Of high repute,

        He taught at

        Tuskegee Institute.”

      

        

      

      And it went on from there. Every line of my oral report somehow got transformed into poetry—bad poetry. I tried and tried but no matter how carefully I framed a sentence in my mind, it came out in verse form when it left my lips.

      Such memorable phrases as,

      
        
        
        “Though he invented a lot

        No, I didn’t stutter,

        George didn’t invent

        That yummy peanut butter,”

      

        

      

      came from my lips. With every stanza, the class laughed harder and longer—as though they couldn’t believe what a fool I was making of myself.

      I couldn’t believe it either—it was pretty much one of my worst nightmares.

      I know I complained before about being so plain and forgettable but there’s a kind of comfort in anonymity. I don’t like standing out in the crowd—I much prefer to blend in.

      But that’s really hard to do when you’re being an idiot in public.

      By the time I finished with,

      
        
        
        “George Washington C

        Died in 1943.

        And in case anyone cares

        He tripped on the stairs.

        He fell on his head,

        And then he was dead.

        Of the peanut he was boss,

        It was a terrible loss,”

      

        

      

      the whole class was howling and Ms. Canody was shaking her head.

      “Well, Miss Plunkett,” she said at last. “Thank you for that illuminating report on the life of George Washington Carver. I’m not sure what you were trying to do but in the future, it’s not necessary to deliver oral presentations in rhyme.”

      Not trusting myself to answer in words, I ducked my head in acknowledgement and slid back into my seat, my cheeks burning.

      What was wrong with me? And how was I ever going to get it fixed?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            14

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Period two was AP Biology and I was determined to keep my head down and just do the test without speaking to anyone. I was lucky that Mr. Barron wasn’t a morning person. He was still sipping his coffee and he basically grunted at us and pointed at the microscopes, which were all set up on the various lab tables around the room.

      Since we’d had this kind of test before, I knew the drill. You grabbed a test form from Mr. Barron’s desk and went to the various stations. You looked through the microscope, wrote down what you saw, and moved on. Once you had visited every station, you put your test paper face down on Mr. Barron’s desk and you were done.

      Thankful for the silence in the room, I took my paper and a pencil and began making the rounds of the microscopes. I didn’t even notice, until I was over halfway through and writing, “cardiac muscle” for scope number ten, that Morganna Starchild was right beside me at scope number eleven.

      I didn’t notice, that was, until she raised her hand and shouted,

      “Mr. Barron, Emma Plunkett is trying to cheat off my test paper!”

      Of course, this got the attention of everyone in the class and woke Mr. Barron right up.

      “Excuse me?” he said, frowning as he put down his coffee and came over to us. “That’s a very serious accusation, Miss Starchild.”

      “I know but it’s true.” Morganna pointed at me dramatically. “She was looking over my shoulder and copying everything I wrote!”

      I was burning with indignation at her lie, so when Mr. Barron asked me what I had to say, I was all ready to defend myself. I wanted to talk about what a blatant liar the Fae girl was and how I had no need to cheat because I had actually studied unlike some people I could name.

      Unfortunately, my defense came out like this:

      
        
        
        “Morganna is a dreadful liar

        Just see, her pants are all on fire!

        I would not, could not ever cheat,

        My knowledge here is quite complete.”

      

        

      

      Mr. Barron gave me a blank look, as though he wasn’t sure why I was talking like a Dr. Seuss book.

      “Um…all right,” he said at last. Looking over his shoulder, I saw Morganna smirking at me. She was the only one in the room who wasn’t surprised by my sudden fit of rhyming and it was clear she was prepared to make me keep talking and sounding like a fool.

      “She’s lying, Mr. Barron!” she exclaimed and put on her best pouty face. “I think I know when someone is cheating off of me—I mean, it happens all the time.”

      At this, I couldn’t stop myself from responding.

      
        
        
        “You think you are so very smart

        That I’d want your answers, whole or part?

        Mr. Barron, to find out who is smarter

        Check our papers, for a starter.”

      

        

      

      Mr. Barron gave me another odd look.

      “Well…I guess that’s a good point, if somewhat strangely put, Miss Plunkett,” he remarked. “Girls, let me see your test papers, please.”

      I handed mine over willingly, trying to ignore the snickers from the rest of the class and the head shaking and eye rolling that was going on. After my breakdown about poor Spike the day before and my bout of rhyming today, it seemed like almost everyone in my Bio class thought I was mentally unstable.

      And my performance at the moment wasn’t doing anything to change their minds.

      The only one who wasn’t looking at me like I was crazy was Bran O’Connor. He had a frowning, thoughtful expression on his face, as though he was trying to work something out in his mind. But I wasn’t about to ask what he was thinking—I was too busy feeling miserable because I couldn’t stop rhyming and I had been accused of cheating.

      But after barely a moment of checking our papers, Mr. Barron was handing them back.

      “Miss Starchild,” he said, frowning at the pretty Fae girl, “Before you accuse another student of cheating, you might want to make sure your test is worth cheating from.”

      “Excuse me?” Morganna gave him a huffy look and put one hand on her curvy hip.

      Mr. Barron tapped her paper with his pen.

      “Almost every answer on your test is wrong. Can’t you tell the difference between cardiac muscle and red blood cells by now? I even gave you an extra day to study yesterday!”

      “I…but I…but she was cheating off me!” Morganna exclaimed, her face going scarlet with fury and embarrassment.

      “I don’t think so. Every answer on Miss Plunkett’s test is correct,” Mr. Barron told her. “Which means she couldn’t have been cheating off you, since all your answers are completely inaccurate.” His frown deepened. “If I didn’t know better, I would suspect that you were trying to get Miss Plunkett in trouble as revenge for her exposure of your wanton cruelty with the living hair ornaments yesterday.”

      For a moment Morganna just looked at him, as though she wasn’t quite sure what he was talking about.

      Mr. Barron gave her a leveled look.

      “Translation: just because I’m old, doesn’t mean I’m stupid. I see what you’re trying to do, Morganna, and it won’t work. Not in my class.” He waved a hand at her. “Now go on with your test. You still have three microscopes to go—you might even get one of them right. If you’re lucky.”

      Morganna’s face was almost the same royal purple as the Fae banner in the Dining Hall. She shot Mr. Barron a glare and me a hateful look before slapping her unfinished test down on the lab table.

      “I don’t need this stupid class!” she announced. “My mother has a place in the Summer Court and I’ll have a place there too, as a Lady in Waiting to Queen Elia! The human world is nothing compared to the Realm of the Fae!”

      Turning on her heel, she left the class with a bounce of her perfect blonde hair.

      As she slammed the door behind her, Mr. Barron nodded at me.

      “You can finish your test as well, Miss Plunkett,” he said, returning to his formerly formal tone. “That was…a very interesting way you defended yourself.”

      I nodded uncertainly and went back to work. Once more I had narrowly escaped being punished for my new mode of speech, but how long could it last? How long before one of my teachers thought I was smarting off and decided to give me detention because I couldn’t stop sounding like some demented poet?

      I was pretty sure Morganna had something to do with my condition—the smirk on her face when I was forced to speak out loud was proof of that. But what had she done to me?

      And how was I ever going to undo it?
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      “Okay, slow down and tell me again, what’s wrong, Emmers?”

      Avery looked at me anxiously as I slid into my seat beside him at the lunch table. I was so upset, I wasn’t even hungry, so I hadn’t bothered to get a tray. As a consequence, we were the only two people at the table since all our other Coven-mates were in line at the cafeteria.

      
        
        
        “I’m having such an awful time

        I feel compelled to speak in rhyme,” I told him.

        “This problem just gets worse and worse.

        I think I may be under a curse.”

      

        

      

      “Wow!” Avery looked at me with wide eyes. “Well, it certainly seems like something is going on with you. Is that why you were talking about eggs being good for your legs this morning at breakfast?”

      I nodded miserably.

      
        
        
        “I cannot seem to stop the rhyming.

        It keeps on happening, all the timing.

        Today in History, it won me fame.

        I think Morganna is to blame.”

      

        

      

      Avery frowned. “Well, first of all, you can’t really put ‘rhyming’ and ‘timing’ together like that—it doesn’t work. Also, your meter’s all off. But I can see you have a definite problem,” he went on quickly, when I glared at him. “I can do a quick discovery spell on you tonight to see if you’ve been cursed or spelled but I’m afraid I don’t have the equipment or the time to do it now.”

      “You don’t have to worry about any of that,” a new voice said. “Emma’s not under a spell or a curse.”

      Looking up, I saw Bran O’Connor settling in the chair next to mine and across from Avery.

      “Excuse me?” Avery raised an eyebrow at him. “And you know this because…?”

      “Because she has the classic symptoms of a skink infestation,” Bran explained matter-of-factly.

      “A what?” Avery asked, frowning.

      “A skink,” Bran repeated. “A magical creature that lives off the energy created by thought patterns and scrambles speech. Or in Emma’s case, forces her to rhyme everything she says.”

      “Okay, that makes sense.” Avery nodded. “So this has been a problem all day?”

      I nodded miserably.

      
        
        
        “I cannot seem to stop the rhymes.

        I want to say them all the time.

        In History I gave a report

        And every line, I did contort.”

      

        

      

      “Well, at least your meter wasn’t too off that time,” Avery said thoughtfully. “But obviously we need to do something about this,” he added quickly, responding to my glare. “I mean, you can’t go around the rest of your life talking in iambic pentameter.”

      “That wasn’t iambic pentameter,” Bran pointed out. “It was more like a quatrain.”

      “Who’s talking poetry?” Megan asked, sliding into a seat across from me. “I love poetry!”

      “So speaks the future English major,” Griffin remarked, sitting beside her. “Emma, are you reciting poems for the general edification of the table?”

      Usually the formal, somewhat old-fashioned way Griffin talks cracks me up. But not this time.

      
        
        
        “I cannot help the words I say

        I’m rhyming all the live-long day,” I said shortly.

      

        

      

      “Oh, no!” Megan looked an me anxiously. “Emma, what’s wrong with you?”

      
        
        
        “A skink, Bran thinks,” I said, which was my shortest rhyme yet.

      

        

      

      “A what?” Kaitlyn asked, coming up to sit down beside me.

      Bran waited until she and Ari and Jalli and Saint were settled and then explained again.

      Avery gave him a narrow look.

      “Okay, suppose you’re right,” he said and I could tell he was wondering the same thing I had been—how a Norm knew so much about magic and magical creatures. “Say you’re right, Bran—what do we do about it?”

      “Well…” Bran frowned. “That depends on what Morganna offered it in the first place to crawl in Emma’s ear and start messing with her speech.”

      
        
        
        “Ugh, it’s in my ear?

        How can I hear?” I exclaimed.

      

        

      

      Then I remembered the fullness in my right ear that morning and even more vaguely, the memory of something cold sliding around my ear the night before.

      Let me tell you, if you think I was upset before, it was nothing to how I got when I realized that a living organism had colonized my ear canal.

      
        
        
        “Get it out, get it out!

        Before I start to scream and shout!” I cried.

      

        

      

      I confess, what I was mostly thinking about was a terrible story I’d read online about a woman who had woken with a scratching sound in her ear and a weird feeling like something was moving in there. When she went to the ER, the doctor found a roach in her ear—and not a small one, either. The awful thing had to be pulled apart in order to get it out and it ruptured her eardrum in the process.

      The thought of someone sticking a pair of those long, skinny forceps into my ear canal and pulling out hairy legs one at a time made me feel almost crazy with disgust and horror.

      Not knowing what else to do, I jammed my finger in my ear, desperate to see if I could get the intruder out on my own.

      Something bit me.

      “Ow!” I gasped, yanking my now-bloody finger out of my ear. And was then compelled to add, “Holy cow!” because rhyming, of course.

      “Oh my God, look—she’s bleeding! That skink thing bit her!” Jalli exclaimed, looking almost as horrified as I felt.

      “Don’t do that!” Bran exclaimed, reaching to grab my hand when I would have tried again. “You can’t get a skink out that way!”

      “Well how can you get it out, then?” Megan demanded. “Oh Emma, I’m so sorry!” she added, giving me a very worried look.

      “You can’t force a skink out,” Bran said quickly. “You have to sweet-talk it—make it a better offer than the one who bargained with it in the first place.”

      “You mean Morganna made some kind of deal with this…this thing in Emma’s ear?” Kaitlyn demanded.

      “Exactly.” Bran nodded. “Fae magic is very…transactional, is probably the best word. “So if you talk to it nicely and find out what Morganna offered it, then offer it something better, the skink should come out.”

      “Sweet-talk it, huh?” Avery looked extremely skeptical. “Emmers, I think you’d better go see the Healer. Maybe she can come up with a spell to make it vacate the premises.”

      “Witch magic isn’t usually much good against Fae magic,” Bran told him. “In fact, sometimes it has the opposite effect and reinforces the magical bonds.”

      “Reinforces them?” Megan looked crestfallen and I knew she had been going to offer to do some of her Blood Magic for me, even though Headmistress Nightworthy had specifically forbidden it.

      Bran nodded. “Fairy magic isn’t straight-forward like witchcraft. It’s slippery and unpredictable. If you send Emma to the Healer and she tries a spell to force the skink out, it might make the animal go further in.”

      “As in, past her eardrum and into her brain? Dios!” Ari looked almost as horrified as I felt.

      “I think I’m gonna be sick,” Jalli whispered, turning pale. She got to her feet, swaying, her three chimelings twittering around her head anxiously.

      Saint got up quickly and took her by the arm. When Ari would have helped too, he waved the other Drake off.

      “It’s all right, Cousin—I’ve got her.” And he helped Jalli leave the table as quickly as she could with her uneven, lurching walk, presumably to go be sick in a nearby bathroom.

      All this time, I was clutching my head with my hands, trying not to think how full my right ear was feeling. Up until that minute, I had just assumed I was getting a head cold—now I knew differently. There was a living creature in my ear!

      In…My…EAR.

      I thought I might be as sick as Jalli in a minute.

      “Okay, it looks like we’re on our own.” Avery sounded grim. He looked at Bran. “Since you know so much about this, tell us—is the skink dangerous to Emma in any way? Well, I mean, other than harming her if she tries to get it out,” he added, looking at my bloody fingertip.

      Bran shook his head.

      “It should be content to stay where it is and continue doing Morganna’s bidding to contort Emma’s speech forever, as long as it’s not bothered or lured out with the promise of something better.”

      “Well, then…” Avery looked at me reluctantly. “I hate to say it, Emmers, but I don’t know if we can do anything until after classes are over for the day. I’ll skip my last period class and go to the Spell Library to read up on skinks and see if there are any notes on how to get them out, but I can’t blow off all my afternoon classes.”

      “I can’t either,” Megan said, looking really upset. “Kaitlyn and I have to present our sewing project in Home Ec today. We don’t have much chance of passing but we’ll have none at all if we don’t show up.”

      “What if we ask the Headmistress for a special pass or something?” Kaitlyn asked.

      “You know Mrs. Hornsby won’t accept any excuse—not even from the Headmistress,” Megan pointed out, talking about the vindictive Home Ec teacher. “We’d have to be dead to get excused from her class, and even then she’d probably fail us posthumously.”

      “Well, I don’t care about that.” Kaitlyn lifted her chin defiantly. “Emma needs us. She’s got a, uh, skink in her ear. We have to stay with her.”

      “You’re right,” Megan said reluctantly. “Of course we can’t leave her alone until we get that thing out. She’s our Coven-mate.”

      I could see how bad all my friends felt about leaving me alone and how they were willing to risk their grades just for me. But I knew I couldn’t let that happen. Actually, I couldn’t afford to miss class myself, either. Still, for my own sanity, there were things I had to know if I was going to get through the rest of the school day.

      
        
        
        “You go on with your day

        I’ll be okay,” I told Megan and Kaitlyn and Avery.

        “But Bran tell me please,

        Does it sting like a bee?

        Does it look like a bug?

        Or is it more of a slug?”

      

        

      

      I thought I could stand the slug thing. As disgusting as it would be to have a piece of living snot in my ear, it was way, wayyy better than having a roach holed up in there—no pun intended.

      Bran reached over to cover my hand with his reassuringly.

      “It’s kind of like a tiny, see-through salamander,” he told me. “Not like a bug at all—not even a little.”

      I felt my shoulders sag in relief and I nodded my thanks to him, not trusting my voice. A salamander I could handle. It was still gross, but at least it didn’t come with long, hairy legs and twitching antenna…ugh, just the thought of that was enough to make me puke.

      
        
        
        “I’ll be okay

        For the rest of the day,”

      

        

      

      I told everyone. I nodded at Megan and Kaitlyn.

      
        
        
        “You two go show your dress

        About me don’t stress.”

      

        

      

      “Are you really sure, though?” Megan anxiously.

      I nodded vigorously, not wanting her to have any doubt.

      
        
        
        “I’ll be all right

        ‘Till the evening light.

        Please don’t fear

        What’s in my ear.”

      

        

      

      “Oh, Emma…” Kaitlyn put an arm around my shoulders and then Megan and Avery were reaching out to hug me too. We might have more people in our Coven now, but our core group of four was still really tightly knit.

      I took comfort from their arms around me and their murmurs of encouragement. I would be okay, I told myself. I could stand having a skink in my ear just a little while longer providing Avery could figure out a way to get rid of my unwanted guest by tonight.

      And if he couldn’t…well, I didn’t even want to think about that possibility. The skink had to come out…one way or another.
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      “All right, are we ready to go?” Avery asked, looking around at everyone assembled in the Norm Dorm on the two blue overstuffed couches and the two ratty old armchairs, which were surprisingly comfortable.

      Our whole Coven was there, including Griffin, Ari, Saint, and also Bran, since he seemed to know more about skinks than anyone else. I had been worried about him getting into trouble for staying on the castle grounds past curfew, but he had assured me he would be fine. If the skink removal went too long, he would just spend the night in the boy’s dorm with Avery and Saint. After all, there were plenty of beds and he would have been housed in the Norm Dorm anyway, if he’d been living on campus.

      “We’re all present and accounted for,” Megan told Avery.

      “Well, except for Jalli,” Ari sounded apologetic. “I was afraid she might be sick again, so I sent her to bed early with her chimelings.”

      “That’s fine,” Avery said. “We don’t need anyone puking around Emma because then she’ll start puking.”

      Which was absolutely true. I’m one of those people who just can’t be around someone else when they’re barfing—not unless I want to lose my lunch too.

      “Now, first things first,” Avery continued.

      He was standing in the middle of the room in front of the fireplace like a general reviewing his troops and I was beside him, keeping my mouth shut.

      “I’ve read up on skinks and Bran is right—or partially right,” Avery said. “They either have to be convinced to vacate a human host voluntarily, or ordered out by one they respect.”

      Bran looked doubtful but remained silent at this.

      “Ordered out?” Megan asked. Then she got an excited look on her face. “Why, Griffin can do that! His family gift is the dominion over animals!” She turned to her Bond mate and looked at him eagerly. “Can’t you?”

      Griffin shrugged.

      “Of course I will be happy to try.” He stood up and came over to where Avery and I were standing in front of the fireplace. He looked at Avery for directions. “How do I address the creature? Do I speak directly into Emma’s ear?”

      “Yes, but first you have to speak the skink’s language,” Avery told him. “Which is an ancient form of Celtic.”

      Griffin frowned.

      “I do speak several languages, but I am afraid ancient Celtic is not one of them.”

      “Fortunately, I thought of that,” Avery told him. “I worked a translation spell on myself before we started. When you hold my hand and speak into Emma’s ear, the skink will be able to understand you and you will be able to understand it. In fact, all of us should be able to hear it,” he added, nodding at my Coven-mates, who were sitting anxiously on the edge of their seats.

      “Very well.” Griffin held out his hand without hesitation and Avery clasped the Nocturne’s long, white fingers loosely in his own.

      “Order it out,” he told Griffin. “You don’t have to shout, though—just be firm.”

      “As you wish.” Griffin nodded and ducked down to speak directly into my right ear.

      If you’re wondering if this was weird for me, the short answer is yes, absolutely. It was very weird to stand there and have the tall Nocturne speaking to the creature who had taken up residence in my ear. But at that point, I wanted the skink out so badly, I didn’t care what had to happen to make it leave—I just wanted it gone. So I stood still as a statue as Griffin spoke into my ear.

      “Do you hear me, skink?” he asked and as he spoke, I heard a weird echo of some language I didn’t know but felt like I should, for some reason, in the back of my brain.

      There was movement in my ear—(and let me tell you, it is not pleasant to feel something moving around in there, I had to grit my teeth to keep from screaming and freaking out)—and then the skink answered.

      “I hear you, Nocturne,” it said in a tiny, squeaky voice that might have been cute if it wasn’t coming from inside my freaking ear.

      “Good,” Griffin said. “Then I order you to leave Emma’s ear at once and find residence elsewhere. Though not in another person’s ear or any other, uh, bodily orifice,” he added quickly.

      I held my breath, hoping against hope that the skink would crawl out. I did feel it shifting around again but then it said,

      “You cannot master or control me, though you master beasts of this world. I am of the Realm and you are not of my kind.”

      “What? What does that mean?” Megan exclaimed, her green eyes filled with irritation and disappointment.

      “Maybe it’s saying that it comes from a different world than Earth and Griffin doesn’t have any dominion over it,” Kaitlyn said thoughtfully.

      “That’s exactly what it’s saying,” Bran said. “The skink is a magical creature of the Realm of Fae. Therefore, it can’t be ordered out by someone from the human world.”

      “Reason with it, then,” Ari suggested. “What does it want?”

      “What do you want?” Griffin asked it, again speaking into my ear—his breath was cool against the side of my face. “What did Morganna offer you?”

      “Whatever it is, we can top it!” Megan exclaimed. “Er…I hope,” she added a bit doubtfully.

      “I want nothing but a safe, warm place to sleep and plenty of thoughts and words to eat,” the skink informed us. “I have all that I need and all that the High Fae promised me. I do not wish for anything else.”

      “Oh dear…” Kaitlyn bit her lower lip.

      “It sounds like the creature is happy in Emma’s ear,” Ari remarked.

      “And it doesn’t wish to leave,” Saint added, frowning.

      “So Morganna offered it Emma’s ear canal as a ‘safe warm place to sleep’ with plenty of food in the form of Emma’s verbal output, and it took her up on her offer?” Griffin said, frowning.

      “Apparently,” Avery said grimly.

      “But that’s not right!” Megan said hotly. “You can’t just go around offering other people’s bodily orifices to magical creatures like they were hotel rooms on the Vegas strip!”

      “I agree, my love,” Griffin said, dropping Avery’s hand and going to put an arm around her. “How can Morganna offer someone else’s body as a shelter to a magical creature?”

      “Unfortunately, the High Fae are known for their crooked dealings,” Bran said grimly. “They make twisted bargains with the natural world in order to achieve their own ends. It’s not the way Nature intended it, but they get away with it because of their great power and status in the Fae courts.”

      I had been trying to hold it together up until then, but now I burst into tears—I couldn’t help it! The skink was happy where it was and had no intention of ever leaving! I was going to be stuck with a creature in my ear and my words coming out in awful rhymes for the rest of my life! How could I live like this?

      “Emma, please don’t cry!” Megan and Kaitlyn were there, embracing me at once—one on either side of me. And I felt Avery’s comforting hand on my back as well.

      “We’re here with you,” Megan was saying.

      “Don’t give up,” Kaitlyn implored.

      “There must be some way to get it out!” Avery said in a frustrated tone, sounding like he was talking to himself.

      “There is.” Bran rose and came to stand in front of me. “Someone else must offer to host the skink.”

      “What? You mean someone else has to offer to let that thing crawl in their ear?” Megan asked, looking aghast.

      “Maybe we could take turns?” Kaitlyn murmured, but I thought she looked very pale. “Maybe it could spend a day in each of our ears and we could all share the burden?”

      “That could work,” Megan said tightly, though she still didn’t look happy about it.

      I loved my Coven-mates for being willing to share this awful burden with me, but I didn’t want them to be miserable too. I shook my head at their suggestion, not trusting my voice or what might come out of my mouth if I tried to talk.

      “It’s very kind of you to think of sharing Emma’s burden, but unfortunately, the skink won’t want to move around so much, I don’t think,” Bran said, frowning. “It will only trade one host for another if it is given the promise that it may stay for life.”

      “For life?” Avery, Kaitlyn, Megan and I all exclaimed at once. And then of course, I had to add, “Such strife!” because again, rhyming.

      “No one is going to want to host a creature that garbles your speech for the rest of their life,” Ari remarked darkly.

      “Or maybe only for the skink’s life,” Megan said hopefully. “How long do they live, anyway?”

      “On average, around two hundred human years or so,” Bran said.

      “Two hundred years?” Her face fell. “So long!”

      “I’m afraid so.” Bran nodded. “But none of you need to worry.”

      He took my hands in his and for a moment, I thought I saw a tall, muscular warrior with dark blond hair and blazing blue eyes—then he was just Bran again.

      “I’ll do it,” he said. “I’ll take the skink.”
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      I didn’t know what to do or say. My eyes were still filled with tears and Bran was blurry when I looked at him. I couldn’t ask him to do this for me—I was sure of that much, at least. I couldn’t ask any of my friends to take the horrible little creature that was using me as its own private B&B into their own bodies.

      It was just too much—too awful.

      I would just have to live with the skink myself. Maybe I could take a job in medical transcription like my mom and spend all day typing in a dark room and never having to talk to anyone else, so my nonsensical rhyming language wouldn’t matter. Maybe…

      Just then, the door to the girls' bedroom opened and Jalli poked her head out.

      “Is everything okay out here?” she asked anxiously. “Nobody got hurt, did they? I thought I heard crying.”

      As she spoke, Jelly Belly and Spike flew out of her room and hovered anxiously over my head. Sweet Tooth flew out too, but he made the mistake of getting too near to Saint, who was still seated on the couch, his hands clasped loosely between his knees as he looked at me anxiously.

      Immediately, the little chimeling sounded a shrill alarm and backpedaled frantically, his little wings whirring like a hummingbird’s.

      Saint looked up in irritation.

      “Don’t come near me then, if you don’t like my Drake,” he growled, his eyes flashing briefly red.

      “I don’t think he meant to,” Jalli said, always quick to defend her pets. “Come back, Sweet Tooth. Come back to Jalli now.”

      She didn’t have to call twice. The little chimeling rushed over and perched on her shoulder, nuzzling against her cheek as though looking for reassurance. The whole time, his little black, oil-spot eyes didn’t leave Saint for a moment.

      “Wait a minute,” Avery said and there was a note in his voice that made all of us look at him.

      “What is it? Did you think of something?” Megan asked hopefully.

      “Maybe.” He frowned. “Maybe nobody has to take the skink. There’s still something we haven’t tried.”

      “What?” Kaitlyn asked hopefully.

      “Think about what the skink said,” Avery told us. “It said to Griffin that he couldn’t master it because he wasn’t from the Realm and because he wasn’t one of its kind.”

      “Meaning what? Another skink?” Ari asked blankly. “But none of us is a skink.”

      “No, but skinks are very distant cousins many times removed of the draconian family—they have trace amounts of reptilian DNA in their genome,” Avery said. “Anyway, that’s what the reference book I found in the Spell Library said.”

      “So therefore a Drake might be able to order the skink out?” Kaitlyn asked, picking up on what he was saying. Without waiting for an answer, she seized Avery’s hand—Griffin had dropped it since the skink wouldn’t listen to him anyway—and leaned down to speak into my right ear.

      “Get out of there, you nasty little thing!” she exclaimed angrily. “Get out and leave my friend Emma alone right now!”

      There was a stirring in my ear again and then the skink spoke.

      “I do not fear you. Though you are of my kind I sense no darkness in you,” it announced. And was there a tone almost of smugness in its irritating little voice?

      I thought so, anyway.

      “It wasn’t you I was talking about, Katydid,” Avery said. “There are three Drakes in the room, but only one of them has darkness within.”

      He was staring fixedly at Saint as he spoke.

      Slowly, Saint looked up and met Avery’s eyes. For a moment, pale blue clashed with jet black and then, at last, Saint nodded.

      “I am, indeed, indwelled by darkness,” he said in a low, hoarse voice. “Tell me, what must I do?”
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      “Just do what Griffin did.” Avery motioned for the tall Drake. “Come stand here beside me and hold my hand so you can talk to the skink.”

      Saint came as requested, but he stood a little way back from Avery, frowning.

      “Where I come from, males do not hold hands with one another,” he announced.

      Avery gave him an exasperated look.

      “Is this because I’m gay? Honestly, why do straight guys always think—”

      “I never said it was because of your…preferences,” Saint interrupted, glaring at him. “I just…have never done this before.”

      “Well, you’ll have to do it now if you want the skink to understand you,” Avery said sharply. “Holding my hand is the only way the translation spell will work.”

      I wasn’t sure, but I thought I saw hurt on his face, though he masked the emotion well.

      “Well…” Saint looked at him uncertainly.

      “I promise I won’t bite,” Avery said waspishly. “Just because I’m gay doesn’t mean I want to jump your bones, roomie.”

      “Jump on my bones?” Saint looked confused.

      “Avery is promising not to try and have sex with you,” Ari said helpfully.

      Saint’s face went dark red.

      “Oh, I never…I didn’t…” He shook his head. “It’s just that my Drake can be dangerous,” he said at last, looking directly at Avery. “If he thinks you are…trying to tame him and he does not wish to be tamed to your hand.”

      Avery frowned.

      “How did we get from you holding my hand so you can talk to the skink to me taming your Drake? I told you, Saint—I’m not interested in you that way.”

      “You’re not?” Saint’s face was impossible to read. “I mean, of course you’re not,” he said quickly. “I just thought…” He shook his head. “Never mind.”

      Avery was looking more and more irritated.

      “Look, I know you come from the Fatherland of Homophobia, but do you think we could get on with this? My Coven-mate is in a lot of trouble here.” He held out a hand to Saint, who stared at it.

      “Please, Saint,” Kaitlyn whispered. “Emma is hurting. If there’s any chance the skink will listen to you…”

      “Of course.” Saint seemed to shake himself. “Forgive me,” he said formally to Avery. “Let me try.”

      He came forward and reached for Avery’s hand. But the moment their fingers touched, both of them jumped back and Avery almost fell in the fire. Only Griffin reaching around and grabbing him by the arm kept him from tumbling backwards into our small hearth and landing ass-first in the flames.

      “Dios!” Saint breathed, and looked down at his hand as though searching for some kind of an answer. “Did you feel that?” he asked Avery, who was finally on his feet again.

      “I certainly did.” Avery shook his head. “Whatever it was, it was really strong.”

      “What? What was it?” Megan asked anxiously as Avery and Saint looked at each other warily.

      “Nothing,” Avery said at last. “Just some kind of static electricity, I think.”

      “Of course,” Saint agreed, though I thought his voice sounded hoarse. “Shall we try again?”

      Without waiting for Avery to answer, he grabbed the other boy’s hand in a firm grip. I watched as he entwined his fingers with Avery’s and couldn’t help thinking that for someone who didn’t want to hold hands with another guy, Saint was really going for it. I wasn’t sure what he was trying to prove but at least this time neither one of them jerked backwards.

      “Wow,” Avery said in a low voice, looking at Saint. “I…I think I can feel your Drake.”

      “He certainly feels you,” Saint remarked. “Come, we must do this. What should I say?” he asked and I noticed that his knuckles were white where he was gripping Avery’s hand. Clearly he wanted to get this over with for some reason.

      “Just order the skink to leave,” Avery said, his voice slightly breathless. “That’s all—just tell it to get out and be very, very firm with it.”

      “As you wish.” Saint, who was taller than Avery, had to bend down to speak in my right ear. “Skink,” he said in a deep, menacing voice that sent a shiver through my bones. “Leave this female at once and bother her no more.”

      There was that awful, by-now-familiar stirring in my right ear and then the skink asked,

      “By whose authority do you command me to depart?”

      Saint looked up at Avery.

      “It will not listen to me. Brace yourself—I must let my Drake come forward. You may feel him and he will most probably feel you since we are touching.”

      Avery swallowed hard, but nodded.

      “All right. Do what you have to do.”

      Saint nodded briefly and then his eyes began to glow a deep, fiery red.

      Suddenly I felt another presence in the room. It was like something huge and dark and absolutely terrifying had spread its wings to surround me. Not to sound like a nerd, but the image that formed in my mind was of the Balrog in the Lord of the Rings movies. A creature of darkness and fire that shouldn’t be messed with, lest it destroy everything that it touched.

      I began to sweat and my heart was beating triple time with fear. I couldn’t seem to get a deep enough breath and my whole body started shaking, yet I was frozen to the spot. I couldn’t move even if I had thought it was safe—which it absolutely wasn’t. I was stuck there and the Drake’s breath was hot against my cheek—so hot it evaporated the tears that had begun to leak from my eyes.

      When Saint spoke again, his voice had an odd, double echo, as though someone or something else was speaking through him. It was deeper too, a menacing growl. His Drake said only two words:

      “GET OUT.”

      At once I felt a skittering in my ear and then the feeling of something flowing out of it. It was the same sensation you get when you’ve been swimming and have gotten water in your ear and it finally pours out after ages of being trapped in there. A cool trickling sensation and then it was over.

      Saint withdrew and Kaitlyn gave a little squeal and jumped backwards. Looking down, I saw something silvery streaking across the grey flagstones of the floor.

      “Kill it! Stomp on it!” Megan exclaimed but Bran shouted,

      “No—leave it!”

      “Why?” Griffin demanded, frowning.

      “Because, it will go back to Morganna. She made the original bargain with it and so she is the one who is responsible for fulfilling it now,” he explained.

      I began to grin.

      “Meaning it will crawl into her ear?”

      “Exactly.” Bran nodded grimly. “Which is exactly what she deserves.”

      “I hope she enjoys speaking in really bad poetry,” I said. Then I realized something. “Hey—I didn’t have to rhyme just now! This is wonderful!”

      “Yay! You’re cured!”

      “It’s gone!”

      Megan and Kaitlyn both grabbed me and the three of us danced around like wild things, celebrating my freedom.

      “Thank you,” I said at last, breathless with laughter as I turned to Saint. “It was really scary being that close to your Drake but thank you—he really got the job done!”

      Saint only nodded. He had closed his eyes and I noticed he was still holding hands with Avery—gripping so tightly both their knuckles were white.

      Avery was looking at him, obviously concerned.

      “Hey, are you all right, roomie?” he asked in a low voice.

      Saint shook his head and took a deep breath.

      “He doesn’t want…to go back,” he said at last in a strangled tone. “My Drake—he is fighting to escape.”
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      At this, Ari and Kaitlyn both ran to Saint and put their hands on his shoulders.

      “Cousin, listen—I will have my Drake speak to yours,” Ari said urgently. “Maybe he can reason with him.”

      “There is no reasoning with the darkness inside me—no reasoning with the Blood Drake,” Saint said hoarsely, but he didn’t try to shake off their hands.

      “Ladies, I think it best if all of us without a Drake inside, go into one of the side bedrooms,” Griffin said quickly. “It will be safer to be out of the common area if Santiago should lose control.”

      “But we can’t leave Avery!” Megan exclaimed.

      “Go!” Avery’s voice was tight with fear but he was still standing there holding hands with Saint. “I’ll be fine—Emma, you and Megan get into the dorm where it’s safe. Well, safer anyway,” he amended.

      We all ran to the girls’ dorm on the right side of the room and got inside, but I couldn’t help peeking out once we were all safely away—I had to know what was happening. After all, this was all because of me.

      “You must go back,” Ari was saying—or his Drake was, anyway. It was speaking in a low, intense voice and I had the feeling it was using the Drake language. I shouldn’t have been able to understand it but since Ari was touching Saint and Saint and Avery were still holding hands, the translation spell was still working.

      “I do not wish to.” The voice coming out of Saint was that same, dark, frightening voice I had heard before when his Drake ordered the skink out of my ear. The sound of it sent shivers down my spine—was it any wonder the skink had run away as fast as it could when it heard that voice? I thought not.

      “I wish to meet…I wish to know…” Saint’s Drake rumbled.

      “Meet who? Know who?” Kaitlyn asked anxiously.

      Saint didn’t answer and neither did his Drake but the burning red eyes were pinned on Avery who was standing there with his chin lifted and his eyes steady, though it was clear he was scared to death.

      “Later,” Ari’s Drake said. “Not here—not now. There is no room.”

      The burning eyes left Avery’s face and flickered around the common area. It was a nice size for five to ten people to hang out in, but not nearly big enough for a ten or twelve-ton dragon.

      “Later,” Ari’s Drake said again. “You must be patient. I waited weeks and months to meet my L’lorna.”

      Which I knew was the word Drakes called their fated mate—the one they were supposed to be Blood Bonded with.

      At last Saint’s Drake seemed to accept this.

      “Later,” he repeated. And looking at Avery again, he added, “But soon!”

      Then the flames leaping in the red depths of Saint’s eyes began to fade and the feeling of a huge, shadowy creature with wide-spread wings dissipated as well.

      “Dios!” Saint yanked his hand away from Avery’s and staggered backwards. He would have fallen if Ari hadn’t caught him.

      “What…was that?” Avery’s voice was shaky as he sagged back into one of the faded armchairs.

      “My Drake, he…” Saint shook his head. “I was afraid there would be trouble if he sensed you,” he said to Avery. “If he knew you were close enough to touch.”

      “Why?” Avery’s eyes went wide. “I don’t understand.”

      “Neither do I.” Saint put his head in his hands. “I’m tired,” he said. “I need to rest. Wrestling with the Blood Drake takes all my energy.”

      “Thank goodness you got him to back down,” Kaitlyn said. She looked at the dorm where we were all peeking out through the cracked door. “It’s okay, you guys—it’s safe now. You can come out.”

      We all trooped out—including Jalli, who was careful to keep her chimelings away from Saint. The dark Drake was slumped on the couch with his head in his hands. I felt terrible, like his struggle was all my fault. But when I said as much to Kaitlyn, she shook her head.

      “No, Emma—it’s not you. Saint has always had to fight with his Drake. It’s cursed, you know—it doesn’t act like a normal Drake does,” she whispered, taking care that Saint didn’t hear.

      “Well…” Avery still looked shaken but he clearly wasn’t going to let the strange experience ruin the evening. “What about a celebration?” he asked. “I have a few ingredients I liberated from the kitchens earlier. Who wants second supper?”

      “Me!” I exclaimed. “I haven’t been able to eat all day. I was too upset about having that awful skink in my ear!”

      “I’m starving too,” Megan said and Kaitlyn nodded as well.

      “Hey, Bran, would you like something to eat?” I asked, looking around for him. “Avery is a wonderful cook.”

      But when I saw him, he was already climbing the spiral staircase that led to the trapdoor exit of the Norm Dorm. Was there something different about his appearance? It was hard to tell in the firelight but I thought he looked taller somehow. And did his shoulders look broader? Weird…

      “Yeah, I thought you were staying the night,” Avery remarked. I wondered if he was looking for a reason not to be alone with Saint in the boys’ dorm room that night. If so, I couldn’t exactly say that I blamed him. That encounter with the Blood Drake had been nothing short of terrifying.

      “Thank you, but I need to be getting home.” Bran waved at us and smiled. “I’ll see you tomorrow. And maybe later this weekend too, if you’re working,” he added, speaking to me.

      “Oh, uh, yeah.” I nodded. “I’m working tomorrow night.”

      “Great. See you then.”

      And then he was out the trapdoor and gone, like a genie vanishing in a puff of smoke.
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      The next day was Friday and after the horrors of the day before—what with the skink inhabiting my ear and then barely being forced out by Saint’s super scary Blood Drake—I was more than ready for a normal day of school, followed by a normal night of waitressing at my after-school job.

      Unfortunately, I was never going to get normal again. But I didn’t know that when I biked home from school that day. I was blissfully unaware of just how weird my life was about to get.

      And if you think it couldn’t get weirder than having a magical creature take up residence in my ear and make me talk in rhyme, you haven’t been paying enough attention to the way things go at Nocturne Academy…

      

      I made a quick stop-off at home to change into my waitressing uniform—black shorts and a white t-shirt with a screaming eyeball on it—before heading off to the I Scream diner.

      My mom was sitting in her work room, which was dark, except for the glow of her computer and the dim red ember at the end of her cigarette. She always said she preferred to work in the dark, although I could never understand why. Maybe it was easier on her eyes.

      I heard the muted clackity-clack of her keyboard as her fingers flew over the keys as I came in. She could type about a bazillion words a minute and she was extremely accurate which meant she was exceptionally good at her job. Under the sound of her typing I heard the drone of her earphones—some doctor in a distant hospital dictating medical reports in a bored, sing-song voice.

      The air in the little room was hazy with cigarette smoke. I batted at the grey clouds with one hand and coughed loudly to show I disapproved as I came in to talk to her. She’d promised about a thousand times to quit but she could never even seem to make it a whole day without lighting up again.

      I worried about her all the time.

      For a while in middle school I used to bring home these public service, anti-smoking pamphlets they handed out to us, that told all the scary, awful diseases we could get if we started smoking. Breast cancer, lung cancer, emphysema and so many others were listed, it scared the crap out of me.

      But none of it seemed to stop or even slow my mom’s cigarette consumption. It was an expensive habit and one reason why my own meager earnings at the I Scream were so important to our income.

      But as angry and worried as I felt when I saw the cigarette hanging from the corner of Mom’s mouth, I couldn’t help loving her too. She hasn’t exactly had it easy. My dad, who she always described as “the most beautiful man I’ve ever seen,” left shortly before I was born and my mom had to raise me by herself. She did her best to give me a good childhood, even though we’d always been right on the edge of poverty.

      I bent down to peck her on the cheek and she pulled off her headset and stopped her transcription for a minute.

      “Hi sweetie,” she mumbled around the cigarette. “Did you get my message? I was trying to call you earlier this week but you never answered.”

      “Was that you calling me Monday morning?” I asked in exasperation. “Mom, you nearly got me suspended! I thought I told you my second period teacher has a no cell phone policy.”

      “That’s ridiculous. What’s the point of giving you a cell phone if you can’t use it when I need to get hold of you?” She frowned. “Don’t worry, baby—no one’s gonna suspend you. I’ll march right down to that school office and tell him where he can stick his stupid policy.”

      I sighed. “Thanks, Mom but it’s taken care of. One of the boys in my class took the fall for me.”

      “Oh yeah?” She got an interested light in her faded blue eyes. “Was it that Elian Darkwing you’re so crazy about?”

      “No, I wish,” I said.

      Although, did I? Actually…I didn’t think I did. I’d had a crush on Elian Darkwing since forever but somehow I couldn’t imagine him handling the situation with the cell phone as smoothly as Bran had or doing all the other things Bran had done for me either. Like comforting me when Spike was so horribly mangled or offering to take the skink before Avery finally figured out a way to get rid of it.

      Then I gave myself a mental slap. I wasn’t actually having romantic thoughts about Bran O’Connor was I? He might be a really nice guy, but Morganna would never leave me alone if we started dating. And that’s assuming he wanted to date me, which he never gave any indication that he did, right?

      Right, I told myself firmly. The idea of anybody wanting to date plane-Jane me was just stupid.

      But still, Bran was on my mind as I gave my mom one last kiss and got on my bike to head down to the I Scream U Scream diner.

      “Be careful,” she called to me, squinting in the late afternoon sun as she waved me off.

      “I’ll be fine, Mom,” I told her. “Love you.”

      “I love you too, sweetheart.” She waved at me and lit another cigarette as I pedaled away.

      I had no idea how different everything would be the next time I saw her.
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      The I Scream was the only local eatery in Frostproof that wasn’t a chain restaurant. There was a McDonalds down the street as well as a Taco Bell and an Arbys but those were all soulless corporate shells, at least that was what I heard one of our older customers complain.

      The I Scream was also the only place in town with any character. It was made up like an old-fashioned 50s malt shop with old posters on the walls advertising everything from Coke to Rice Krispies to I Love Lucy. There was a juke box in the corner, red vinyl booths, and the floor was tiled in black and white checks. We served twelve flavors of homemade ice cream as well as burgers, fries, shakes, chili, and “the best Cuban Sandwich in the World.”

      It was a slow night at work which meant hardly any tips, which sucked because our fridge at home was getting kind of bare. I only ate at home on the weekends, but I knew if I didn’t stock up, my mom wouldn’t bother either. She would just live on a diet of coffee and cigarettes and I would have to worry about her all week. I wanted to at least be able to buy some staples like milk and bread and eggs before I went back to Nocturne Academy on Monday morning.

      Of course, I knew Joey, my manager and the owner of the I Scream, would send me home with some leftover fries and onion rings but that wasn’t exactly a filling or nutritious meal. Though it was, of course, better than just caffeine and nicotine.

      I was just about to sit in a corner booth and start my homework—that’s how slow it was—when the bell over the door jingled and a whole group of people walked in. Actually, it was a family.

      With a little tingle of pleasure, I recognized Bran O’Connor. And the people with him had to be his mom and dad and little sister.

      Sadly, they were all just as hard to look at as he was. Though, to be honest, I hardly noticed his looks anymore. Still, his family was really unattractive.

      I’m sorry if that makes me sound shallow, but it was true.

      Wow, I couldn’t help thinking, as his mother, a short, troll-like woman with a huge, lumpy brown purse came to a stop in front of the hostess stand. She was wearing an absolutely awful orange dress that clashed with her skin, which was almost as bad as Bran’s. Her hair was pulled back in a severe bun at the back of her head, showing a neck that looked as wrinkled as a turtle’s.

      Bran’s dad wasn’t much to look at either. Almost as short as his son, he had thinning, wispy brown hair combed over an obvious bald spot and watery grey eyes that were comically magnified behind a pair of thick glasses with black frames.

      Nerd glasses, I couldn’t help thinking. Because they almost looked like a prop from a movie. Put these on and instant geek—like that.

      But Bran’s little sister had to be the saddest sight of all. She had a nose that turned up just like a pig’s snout and tiny mournful, no-color eyes. Her lank brown hair was pulled back into limp pigtails on either side of her head and to top it all off, she had the biggest pair of buckteeth I had ever seen protruding from her thick-lipped mouth.

      “I don’t wanna eat here, Mom,” she was moaning as they all trooped into the I Scream. “We might see someone from school. That would be so embarrassing.”

      “Your brother sees someone from school and you don’t hear him complaining,” Bran’s mother said as I came to greet them. “Isn’t that the girl you were talking about, Bran? Your lab partner?”

      “Yes, that’s her.” Bran smiled at me, an expression that lit up his homely face and made me want to blush, though I tried to control my reaction.

      “Hi there, I’m Emma,” I said brightly, trying to concentrate on Bran instead of his unfortunate looking family. Again, I’m sorry I sound so shallow but honestly, I had never seen a homelier-looking bunch in my life.

      “Hi.” Bran nodded. “We’d like a table for four.”

      “Come right this way.” I grabbed four menus and four sets of silverware and led them to one of the big round booths in the corner. “This okay?”

      “Just fine,” Bran’s father answered and I couldn’t help noticing he had the same deep, quiet voice that Bran did. I wondered if he smelled good too and I was about to lean in and take a big sniff of his shoulder before I caught myself.

      What was wrong with me?

      “Can I get your drink order while you look at the menu?” I asked, trying to cover my confusion with my best professional waitress act.

      They ordered a variety of soft drinks, water, and iced tea and I hustled back behind the counter to get them. Joey was back there working the fryer and the flat-top since Miguel, our regular cook had called in sick.

      “Whoa,” he said, peering out through the window at the corner booth. “They new in town? Never saw them in here before.”

      “That’s Bran O’Connor—my lab partner in Biology,” I explained as I filled cups and put them on a tray. “And his family.”

      Joey made a sound like, “Yeesh,” and shook his head.

      “What?” I said, feeling defensive for Bran’s sake. “They’re really nice people—at least Bran is. I don’t really know the rest of them, but they seem okay.”

      “They might be nice but there’s no doubt every one of ‘em would make a butt-headed skunk climb a tree,” he said and laughed uproariously at his own stupid joke.

      “You shouldn’t be so shallow,” I said, which was exactly what I’d been telling myself.

      I was extra nice to Bran and his family, not that I wouldn’t be anyway—I always try to treat my customers well—but still.

      I took their orders and brought them piping hot burgers and fries before retiring to the back to help Joey fold paper napkins around silverware and refill salt and pepper shakers for the next day.

      Still, I couldn’t help watching them from the back window as I worked. They couldn’t see me and I couldn’t help it—I was kind of mesmerized by their ugliness. I know that sounds awful and I’m ashamed to admit it but I just couldn’t tear my eyes away.

      It was because I was watching that I saw something strange.

      Bran’s mother reached into her lumpy brown purse and pulled out a clear plastic squeeze bottle that looked like it used to hold ketchup. But instead of the familiar red paste, it was about halfway full of some strange purple stuff. The purple liquid had separated and had a layer of pinkish watery liquid floating above it—the way natural peanut butter has oil on top when you first open the jar.

      Bran’s mom gave the bottle a shake to mix the pink and purple together, kind of like you shake a ketchup bottle to mix it, and then squirted a bunch of the weird purple goo all over her fries. She handed it to Bran’s dad who did the same. He handed it to Bran who also squirted some on his plate to dip his fries into.

      But when Bran tried to hand the squeeze bottle of mysterious purple ketchup to his sister, she wouldn’t take it.

      “No,” she said, folding her arms across her chest and tucking her hands into her armpits defiantly, so he couldn’t hand her the bottle. “No, I don’t want any.”

      “Now, Celesta…” Bran’s mother put down her drink and frowned at her daughter. “You know why it’s necessary.”

      “I don’t care.” Celesta lifted her chin. “I’m tired of looking like this. It’s awful!”

      “You have to,” Bran said reasonably. “It’s not easy for any of us but as mother says, it is necessary.”

      “You said we would be going into exile—you didn’t say anything about this.” Celesta’s little pink snout of a nose was quivering like she was going to cry. “I don’t want to be like this anymore!” she wailed. “I miss my old life—my old self.”

      “It’s temporary, daughter mine,” Bran’s father said soothingly. “Just for a little while longer, I promise.”

      “You keep saying that,” Celesta said, her small, no-color eyes watering. “How much longer?”

      “Not much,” her father replied. “Now come on—eat.” He nodded at Bran who squirted a small dollop of the purple stuff beside his sister’s fries. Reluctantly, she picked up a fry and dipped it into the purple paste. With a sigh, she ate it.

      Bran’s mother nodded approvingly and put the plastic squeeze bottle back in her purse. Nobody else said anything about it and they finished their meal in silence.

      When it looked like they were ready to go, I brought the check and asked if anyone wanted dessert.

      “Oh no, we couldn’t possibly, my dear.” Bran’s father patted his little round potbelly. “We’re completely full of your excellent food.”

      “Well, I’m glad you enjoyed it,” I said brightly. And to Bran I said, “See you Monday.”

      “See you Monday.” He gave me that grin that has no right to be so attractive and they all trooped out.

      I watched them go, so full of questions I could hardly stand it.

      Yeah, I admit it—I was nosey. But there was something different about Bran O’Connor—something weird and meeting his family had only reinforced my feeling that something about all of them just wasn’t right.

      What was that purple goo they were all eating? And what was Bran’s sister talking about when she said they were in exile and she missed her “old life”?

      I had no idea but I was itching to find out.

      I didn’t have a clue how much trouble my nosiness was about to get me into.
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      By then it was almost closing time and I still had a mountain of homework to do. I decided to just clear the table, wipe it down, and let myself out. Joey would be here probably an hour more finishing things up but he never tried to keep me late when I had school work.

      “School has to come first,” he always said.

      I loaded up a tray with the dirty dishes and as I did, I couldn’t help looking at the purple smears left by the mysterious sauce. Bran and his parents had eaten theirs almost all up but the little mound of purple goo on Celesta’s plate was barely touched.

      I don’t know what made me do it, but I dipped just the end of my pinky in the purply sauce and licked it off with the tip of my tongue. It had a strange sour-sweet taste that made my mouth pucker. What was this stuff?

      And then a sensation ran through my body—a sensation so strange and frightening I nearly dropped the tray full of dishes. It was like a giant hand had gripped my entire body and was squeezing me like someone squeezing clay.

      I felt sick and I could barely put down the loaded tray on the table before I dropped it. Grabbing my stomach, I rushed for the ladies room, certain I was going to be violently ill.

      I didn’t puke, although it was a near thing. I knelt on the tile floor of the bathroom with my head hanging over the toilet, waiting for my stomach to stop roiling. I must be having an allergic reaction to the weird purple sauce, I told myself. Good thing I had only tasted a tiny bit of it—more might have killed me!

      It wasn’t until I got up and went to splash water on my face at the sink that I noticed the change. After blotting my cheeks dry on the scratchy brown paper towels, I glanced in the mirror and let out a gasp.

      Oh my God—I was hideous.
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      Squinty mud-brown eyes, completely different from my regular hazel color, stared back at me from the mirror. My hair, which had always been long and straight, was suddenly a snarled bird’s nest of no-color greyish-brown.

      I’d shrunk about a foot too, which might not be so bad except now I had a hump on my back. A freaking hump! My nose, formerly reasonably straight, was crooked and had a wart on one side with three long, black hairs growing out of it.

      Like I said—hideous.

      But the weirdest thing was, you could still tell it was me. Something about the shape of my face still let whoever was looking know that, yup—that’s Emma Plunkett all right. Only now she’s somehow been uglified.

      “No…no!” I muttered to myself in horror. “This can’t be real—this has to be a joke!”

      I looked in the mirror over the other sink just to be sure.

      No joke—I was butt-ugly.

      I grabbed handfuls of paper towels, soaked them in water, and tried scrubbing my face, as though I could rub the ugly away if I tried hard enough.

      It didn’t work. My skin just started looking red and splotchy where I rubbed it so hard. And it wasn’t like it was that great to begin with—I was actually making things worse, if that was even possible.

      At last I gave up and threw the wad of paper towels in the trash. It was no use—I had changed and not for the better. And for all I knew, this might be a permanent condition. How was I ever going to change back?

      The sauce—that damn purple sauce, I thought. That’s what caused this! I have to find out what was in it and if there’s some kind of an antidote.

      And the only people who would know that were Bran and his family.

      Reaching into my apron, I pulled out my phone, intending to Google them and see if I could get a home address. Frostproof was a tiny town but that didn’t mean everybody knew exactly where everyone else lived.

      But while I was flipping through, I happen to see I had a new contact added—Bran. Somehow in the short time he had my phone on Monday, he had put his phone number into it.

      Under other circumstances I would have been annoyed—how dare he do that without asking me? But right then, I was so grateful I could cry. With shaking fingers, I pressed the dial key and waited until he picked up on the third ring.

      “This is Bran O’Connor,” he said.

      “Bran,” I gasped. “It’s Emma. Please—you have to help me!”

      “What? What is it—what’s wrong? Where are you?” he exclaimed, sounding instantly alert.

      “I’m still at work – at the diner,” I said. “I tried some of that weird purple sauce you guys were eating. And it did… I don’t know what it did to me but I look completely different. I look awful. You have to help me!”

      “You tried some of the Suva? But that shouldn’t have affected you.” He sounded like he might be frowning.

      “Well, it did!” I exclaimed. “It affected me like crazy. I look disgusting!”

      “You need to come to my house right away,” he said. He gave me a series of directions which I jotted down on a dry paper towel using a pen from my apron. “Come as soon as you can,” he said before hanging up.

      I slipped out of the diner as quietly as I could, hoping Joey wouldn’t notice. If he asked me to come and do anything else before the diner closed… well I had no idea how I would explain my current appearance. But luckily he didn’t say anything as I called good night and left.

      I just hoped that Bran could fix me! This was even worse than having the skink in my ear and that was really saying something.
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      Bran was waiting for me. He opened the front door almost before I could knock.

      “You have to help me!” I exclaimed, the minute I saw him.

      “Shhh – keep your voice down,” he hissed. “I don’t want my parents to wake up and see.”

      “While I don’t want anyone to see,” I told him. “This is crazy. What’s in that purple sauce you guys were eating anyway?”

      “Nothing that should have affected you,” he said grimly. “I thought you were human—or at least, mostly human.”

      “Of course I’m human!” I said indignantly. “What kind of a thing is that to say?”

      But Bran was shaking his head. “Apparently you’re not or the Suva wouldn’t have affected you this way. How much did you eat anyway?”

      “Hardly any,” I said. “I just barely dabbed my pinky finger in it and put it on the tip of my tongue. Then I felt so sick I thought it was going to puke. I rushed to the bathroom and when I went to wash my face in the sink, I looked up and this is how I looked – which is awful!”

      He drew me into the house to get a better look at me and shook his head again.

      “It’s certainly not good. From the reaction you had to such a small amount, I’d say you’re Sidhe at the very least – maybe even High Sidhe.”

      “Sidhe?” I look at him in bewilderment. What was he talking about?

      “You know – from the Summer Court,” he said as if I was supposed to know what that meant. “Also known as the Seelie Court.”

      “You mean as in one of the Fae?” I asked, aghast.

      “Well, yeah.” He shrugged. “What else would I mean?”

      “But I’m not a fairy,” I protested. “I mean, I can’t be!”

      “You wouldn’t be having this reaction if you didn’t have at least some Fae blood in your veins,” Bran said, frowning. He pursed his lips thoughtfully. “Maybe you’re a changeling.”

      “A what?” I demanded.

      He shook his head.

      “Never mind. It’s…complicated.”

      “I don’t care how complicated it is,” I snapped. “Just tell me you can change me back because I can’t go to school like this.”

      “Why not?” he said sounding amused. “I do.”

      A suspicion began to bloom in the back of my mind. All those half-glimpses I seemed to catch when I looked at him from the corner of my eye. The way he seemed taller sometimes, the way his voice didn’t match his body…

      “So… You don’t really look like this?” I asked.

      “No more than you do,” he said. “Look, maybe it would be easier to show you my true form.”

      “Okay, sure, whatever,” I said. As long as it involved turning me back to my normal self, I didn’t care what he showed me. I just needed to get my hands on the antidote to the Suva stuff I had eaten.

      Bran led me through the entryway of his house, which was already dark and quiet, to the door of his bedroom. It didn’t look how I expected it would at all.

      The bed was neatly made up and there were no posters on the wall. No video games in the corner—no TV or even a laptop, for that matter. There were a number of large dusty books lying in piles on various surfaces in the room. The stack on the night table beside his bed was so high it looked like it would be difficult to reach around it to turn on the lamp.

      Bran seated me on the bed and went to a small wooden box on top of the dresser. He took a tiny gold key from a chain around his neck and unlocked it. As I watched eagerly, he pulled out what looked like a stoppered test tube of pale blue liquid.

      “I’m not really supposed to be doing this,” he told me. “We’re supposed to remain disguised at all times. But in this case I think you need to see.”

      “Yes, I definitely need to see,” I agreed. Because I was hoping that the pale blue liquid he was holding would turn me back to normal.

      But instead of giving the liquid to me to drink, he carefully uncorked the small test tube and took a tiny sip himself.

      “Hey!” I protested sitting forward on the bed. “What about me? Why did you…”

      But I didn’t finish my sentence. Because what I saw when he turned around was so shocking I almost couldn’t breathe.

      Bran was changing right before my eyes.

      As I watched, he grew two feet taller. Then his shoulders widened to become at least twice as broad as mine. His terrible skin disappeared to be replaced by a smooth, even tan and his features sharpened and became handsome and aristocratic. His light brown hair grew out past his shoulders and turned thick and dark gold. And I don’t just mean blonde – I mean actually gold, as in it shone like a golden coin under the dim light of his lamp. His eyes were the blazing blue I had glimpsed only briefly during those strange snatches of clarity I’d had when I sometimes looked at him.

      Bran O’Connor was… gorgeous.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            25

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      “Oh my God,” I say unsteadily. “You… You're…”

      But I couldn’t think of anything else to say. There was no way to describe or put into words what had just happened. He was blowing my mind standing there looking like a Greek God.

      All I could do was stare at him and shake my head.

      “Yes, it is a bit of a shock if you’re not expecting it,” Bran said dryly.

      “A bit of a shock?” I said. “Is your whole family like this? I mean – are they all secretly gorgeous and amazing?”

      “So you think I’m gorgeous and amazing?” he asked quietly.

      I bit my lip.

      “I… I mean you must know you are. But if you really look like this, then why do you go around looking like – I mean like you usually look all the time?”

      “We are in hiding here, my family and I,” he explained. “Well, mostly my father, but we all agreed to come with him. It would be very bad if people figured out who he really is and where we really come from.”

      “And where is that?” I ask him “I mean, where do you really come from?” It was the second time I’d asked him that question, but this time I wanted a straight answer.

      “The same place you come from,” Bran said patiently.

      Before I could protest again that I didn’t know what he was talking about, he thrust the little vial of pale blue liquid at me.

      “Here,” he said to me. “Drink. Show me your true face Emma.”

      “But…you’ve seen my true face,” I protested, though I took the little test tube eagerly. “You’ve seen it every day at school for weeks.”

      “No,” Bran said quietly. “No, I don’t think I have. Go on…” He made a motion to me. “Drink.”

      He didn’t have to tell me twice—I really wanted to be de-uglified, if that was even a word.

      I brought the tube to my lips and tilted it back to take a swallow. The pale blue liquid burned going down, but I didn’t care. I would have swallowed liquid fire at that point – anything to get back to my normal self!

      But I didn’t feel the strange sensation like a big hand squeezing me that I did when I took the Suva. In fact, I didn’t feel much of anything at all.

      After a moment Bran frowned.

      “What is it?” I asked him anxiously. “Did it work? What do I look like?”

      “I’m afraid you look about the same,” he said reluctantly. “The counter-spell didn’t work.”

      “What?” I demanded jumping up to peer into his bedroom mirror.

      Sure enough, I still looked hideous. Hump-back, crooked nose and all.

      What was going on? Why didn’t the blue liquid antidote work for me like it had worked for him?

      Bran sighed and shook his head.

      “Well, I didn’t want to do this but I think I’m going to have to call someone else for help.”

      “Who?” I demand. “And whoever it is, can they turn me back to what I was before I took that awful purple sauce?”

      “If he can’t nobody can,” Bran said decidedly. He frowned. “My father isn’t going to like it though—it means contacting someone outside the family and giving away our location.”

      “Well, I’m really sorry to ask you to do that but please, Bran. Look at me.”

      I spread my hands to indicate my humped back, crooked, warty nose, and snarly grey-brown hair. I was literally only a black cat and a broomstick away from being a fairytale witch. I couldn’t stay like this.

      At least I certainly hoped I wouldn’t have to.

      “No, of course you must be changed back,” he said. “This is my fault in the first place—I had a feeling about you when you healed the chimeling with your tears that you might have some Fae blood in you. It was negligent of me to let my family leave any trace of the Suva out for you to find tonight.”

      “I promise not to sue you if you just get me changed back,” I told him. Because he was sounding kind of like a lawyer, talking about negligence and all.

      Bran nodded firmly.

      “Right. I’ll need to do a summoning incantation. Thank goodness the moon is full—he ought to hear me right away.”

      “He, who?” I asked, wondering what the name of my would-be savior was. “Is he Fae too?”

      “He is but he’s not of the Summer Court,” Bran said darkly. “He was born UnSeelie but now he’s a Solitary Fae—he holds no allegiance to anyone but himself.”

      “Um…then what makes you think he’ll come when you call?” I asked uncertainly.

      “Oh, he’ll come,” Bran said, nodding. “He’ll absolutely come because he’ll be curious. Lachlan always was as curious as a cat.”

      Well, at least now I knew the name of the guy who was presumably going to de-uglify me.

      “How do we get in touch with him?” I asked Bran. “Do we call or text or what?”

      Bran laughed.

      “Oh, no—cells phones don’t work in the Realm and that’s where Lachlan will be. No, we’ll have to make a fairy ring and call him from there. Let me just get a few things and we’ll go look for a likely spot.”

      I had no idea what he was talking about but I had no choice but to follow him as he went quietly through his house and got a few things—among them, a really big canister of salt and a bag of what turned out to be rusty nails, though he warned me not to touch them. Then he added a bowl, a jug of milk, and one of those plastic squeeze bottle bears filled with honey and we let ourselves out of the house as quietly as he had let me in.

      “Come on,” Bran said, and led me into the woods.
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      The moon was full, as he had said, but that didn’t make it any less creepy to be sneaking around in the woods at night. Central Florida has a sub-tropical climate, which means that we’re not talking about a pretty, idyllic, fairytale kind of forest where the big old trees are spaced wide apart over a soft, mossy forest floor.

      No, in Florida—at least my part of Florida—going into the woods basically means going into a swamp. Muddy ground sucked at my little white tennis shoes and I was getting scratched all over from the snarls and tangles of weeds and vines and underbrush that grew thickly between the trees. Plus, I was in mortal fear of running into an alligator or a water moccasin or some other carnivorous or poisonous animal.

      “Hey, are you sure this is necessary?” I panted, trying to keep up with Bran. “I mean, going out in the woods like this? If we’re not careful we’re going to fall into a sink hole or stumble onto a gator or something.”

      “Don’t worry, Emma—I won’t let you come to harm. I can see exactly where we’re going.”

      He turned to look at me and I saw that his amazing blue eyes were glowing.

      “Wow,” I breathed. “Can you see in the dark?”

      “As well as in the daylight,” he assured me. “Just follow where I lead—we should be getting to a good spot soon.”

      I did as he said and soon enough we came to a relatively smooth and open piece of land, which was surprising considering how overgrown the rest of the woods behind his house were. It was in the middle of a ring of trees and it reminded me a little bit of the Hallowed Glade where the Windermere Coven held their sacred rituals.

      Unfortunately, that was also a spot where I had almost gotten killed, thanks to Nancy Rattcliff and her mom, who used to be the head of that coven, so the resemblance didn’t exactly calm my frazzled nerves. Pretty much the only thing keeping me going at that point was my fervent desire to be de-uglified and my trust in Bran.

      “Here,” he said, stopping. “Now stand in the middle of the glade while I draw the circle.”

      “Are you calling the circle like the Sisters do?” I asked. I had witnessed Avery and Megan call a circle of power before—it included a lot of ritual words and candles and calling on unseen forces like the Goddess or the Lady and the Lord.

      But Bran shook his head.

      “No, this is different—it’s a fairy circle meant to summon one with Fae blood. But we have to be careful because along with bringing Lachlan to us, it might summon other entities as well.”

      “You mean like pixies?” I asked, thinking of tiny, sparkling beings like Tinkerbelle in Peter Pan.

      “Possibly. But it might also bring…darker things,” Bran said grimly. “Which is why you must stay inside the circle and not leave for any reason.”

      “Okay, fine—but how do I know the circle’s boundaries?” I asked, frowning.

      “Because I’m about to draw them—now.” He grinned at me and pulled out the canister of salt. Opening the pour spout, he began walking around the clearing in the trees, making a circle with the fine white granules.

      I watched, frowning, as he walked all the way around, completing the circle—which was about five feet in circumference. He left a margin around the outside of about three feet between the salt circle and the trees.

      “This is where Lachlan will appear,” he explained, nodding at the margin. “Just outside the circle.”

      “And anything else that might come with him?” I asked, feeling my stomach twist uncertainly.

      “Exactly.” Bran nodded. “Speaking of which, here.” He handed me the paper bag of rusty nails.

      “Uh, what am I supposed to do with these?” I asked, looking at them uncertainly. I dipped my hand in the bag and pulled one out just as Bran exclaimed,

      “Don’t touch them!”

      “Why not?” I asked, frowning as I held up a nail.

      He looked at me, his perfectly chiseled features creased into a look of surprise.

      “The iron doesn’t burn you?”

      “Uh, no. Why would it?” I asked.

      He shook his head.

      “None of this makes sense. The Suva affected you profoundly, proving that you have Fae blood, but the iron doesn’t seem to bother you a bit.”

      “Why would iron bother me?” I demanded.

      “Because it bothers all Fae. All pure-blooded Fae, anyway,” he explained. “It’s one of the only things that can hurt or kill us.”

      “Oh, like kryptonite for Superman,” I said. “Or maybe a better analogy would be like silver for werewolves?”

      “I don’t know who ‘Superman’ is and you’d better hope you have more than silver with you if you ever meet a real werewolf,” Bran said darkly. “But yes, in a way.”

      “Wait—werewolves are real?” I asked, but then I realized that was a silly question. I mean, I’d been going to school with vampires and were-dragons and witches and fairies for ages now. Just because Nocturne Academy didn’t also admit werewolves as students didn’t mean they didn’t exist.

      “So the iron really doesn’t burn you?” Bran asked me, frowning at the way I was still holding the rusty nail.

      I shrugged. “Not a bit. Um, not to rush you or anything, but can we get back to business here? Why did you give me a bag full of rusty nails if you didn’t want me to touch them? And if iron is so dangerous to the Fae, why do you have a whole bag of it lying around?”

      “My father has powerful enemies,” he said darkly. “We have need of powerful weapons. And I never meant for you to touch the iron—just hold it in case you feel menaced.”

      “By whatever comes to the circle besides Lachlan?” I asked.

      He nodded. “You can open the bag and fling the contents if you need to.”

      “Even if a bunch of cute little pixies are what come with him?” I asked.

      I was thinking of Tinkerbelle again. She had been my favorite Disney character when I was a kid—I even had a Tinkerbelle birthday party when I was six and a costume, complete with wings made from wire coat hangers and nylons that my mom had put together for me. She worked really hard on those wings and I had worn them to several successive Halloweens until I got too big for them.

      Bran raised an eyebrow at me.

      “Do you really think that pixies are safe to be around? Do you know how many travelers they have lured to their deaths? Just because something is beautiful or alluring doesn’t make it benign.”

      “Like Morganna, I guess,” I said.

      He nodded.

      “Case in point. Now, I’m going to put out the offering—you just be certain to stand in the center of the circle.”

      I nodded.

      “I’m not moving an inch,” I promised.

      “Good.”

      Stepping outside the circle himself, he put down a bowl and filled it halfway with milk. Then he added a generous dollop of honey, raised his arms, and began to chant.
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      “House of O’Connor has come to bring a gift,” Bran chanted. “I call upon the unseen forces and the winds between the worlds to carry my words. Come to me now, Lachlan O’Rourke, for I have need of you and a debt rests between us.”

      I wondered what debt he was talking about—he’d said that this Lachlan guy would come just because he was curious but it sounded to me like Bran was calling in a favor.

      But the next minute, any speculation was driven completely out of my mind because a rushing wind suddenly whipped through the trees surrounding the circle, making their branches creak and sway in the moonlight.

      I gasped as the cold air buffeted me, taking a few steps back as it did, so I was nearer the edge of the circle than the center of it. The shadows of the tossing branches obscured anything outside the ring of salt and a bunch of dry leaves came swirling around my face, like I was suddenly in the middle of a mini-tornado.

      Batting at the leaves, I took another step back. Something gritted under the sole of my sneakers—it must have been the salt Bran had used to make the circle in the first place but I didn’t know that—I only knew I was trying to get away from the chilly wind and the tornado of leaves.

      “Well, well, O’Connor,” a voice drawled. “Why have you summoned me to the dull human world?”

      “I need your help in removing a glamour,” I heard Bran say but I couldn’t see him or the other speaker.

      The leaves were still swirling around my head, almost like the wind had a mind of its own and was trying to drive me backwards.

      The minute I thought that, I looked down and realized I was outside the circle. How had that happened? I had promised to stay in the center, hadn’t I?

      I started to go back but behind me I heard a soft, inquisitive sound almost like a horse. Wait—a horse?

      Overcome by curiosity, I turned my head and saw the most beautiful white horse I’d ever seen standing directly behind me. It was pure white from head to toe and it glimmered silver in the moonlight. Its large, liquid black eyes were staring into mine and then, somehow, I heard it calling me.

      Come to me, little one. Come, human child, it whispered in my ear—or maybe in my head—I wasn’t exactly sure where that sweet, silvery voice was coming from but really, did it matter? The horse was gorgeous.

      Show me a girl who didn’t go through an “I Love Horses” phase when she was a kid. I know I certainly did.

      There was a period between the ages of ten and twelve—which was when I first started noticing that boys were kind of cute—that all I could talk or think or dream about was horses. I read every book I could find about horses—Man o’ War, King of the Wind, My Friend Flicka, Black Beauty—if it had a horse as a main character, you name it and I read it.

      I also begged my mom for riding lessons. We couldn’t afford that but she did take me to a stable regularly, where one of the owners let me learn to groom the horses and spend time with them. I was in absolute heaven. At that point in my life, all I wanted was my own pet horse to love and care for and ride all day long.

      And as I looked at the silvery-white horse in the moonlight, all of the longing from my younger self came rushing back. It was like the feeling of first love mixed with the heart-pounding intensity of a dream long deferred, at last being granted.

      I can be yours, the creature before me whispered in that soft, tempting voice. I can be all yours and you will be mine. We will belong to each other, Emma. We will ride all day and explore the Realms together and at night we will sleep under the stars. We will never be apart. Isn’t that what you want?

      “Yes,” I whispered, taking a step towards the gorgeous horse. “Oh, yes, I want that. I’ve always wanted that.”

      I was lifting a hand to touch it—to stroke the soft, velvety nose that was twitching just inches from my fingertips—when I heard Bran shout,

      “Emma, what are you doing? Get back—get away from that. It’s a kelpie!”

      “A what?” I half turned my head, frowning at him. What was he talking about? Why shouldn’t I touch the beautiful horse of my dreams who had finally come just for me?

      “A brook horse,” the guy standing beside Bran said. “It must have come with me when O’Connor summoned me.”

      He must be Lachlan, I thought. He was as tall as Bran and his shoulders were broad but he had more of a swimmer’s physique—lean and angular as opposed to bulky and muscular. His face was shockingly beautiful for a guy, with large, luminous green eyes ringed in black—(I could tell because they were glowing)—a straight nose and full, lush lips.

      Heavy black brows and a strong jaw were all that saved him from being downright pretty and he had a shock of black, tousled hair that somehow made him look even more puckish. In his left ear he wore an emerald stud that echoed the color of his eyes.

      “A what kind of horse?” I asked, after I got over his beauty.

      “A brook horse. It wants you to climb on its back so it can take you to the nearest body of water and drown you,” Lachlan said in a bored tone, which seemed to indicate that he didn’t much care if I got drowned or not.

      “And failing that, it will be happy to trample you,” Bran said urgently. “Emma, come away! Come back into the circle.”

      I started to turn back towards them but then I heard that sweet, silvery voice in my head again.

      Don’t listen to them, Emma, the horse whispered to me. They’re only jealous because I’m not offering to be their horse. They wish they could have me but they can’t. I am only for you.

      The voice was so seductive and sweet and suddenly my head was filled with my own childish fantasies from years ago. I saw myself riding on the white horse as we traveled to magical realms, galloping over rainbows and cantering through moonlit fields at night. I saw the two of us together for always, spending the rest of our lives chasing the magic…

      And then I realized I was touching it—stroking its smooth, white hide as tingles of power ran through my veins. It was like electricity—like fire when I touched the horse and it—no, he, I realized—seemed to feel it too.

      He gave a surprised whinny and tossed his head before leaning forward and thrusting his nose into my hands again. I felt a sense of ecstasy and rightness coming from him and then he whispered,

      You are the one! The one I have been waiting for all my life!

      All this seemed to happen in a split second and then I heard Bran shouting.

      “No!” he yelled and lunged towards me. “Use the nails!” he exclaimed. “Quickly, Emma—before it’s too late!”

      The nails? I looked down at the crumpled paper bag in my hand but somehow I knew I didn’t need them.

      Dropping the bag to the ground, I reached with both hands for my horse. I put my arms around his neck and held him, just as I had always dreamed of doing.

      And then everything happened at once.
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      Bran grabbed my shoulder as though he was about to pull me away. At the same time, though, the white horse sank to his knees before me.

      I am yours, I heard him say in my head. Yours truly forever, Mistress.

      “What’s your name?” I asked him, pulling away from Bran to stroke the horse’s long, flowing mane and look into his dark, liquid eyes.

      The horse whinnied and tossed his head.

      I am Airgead, he told me. And I am yours.

      “Thank you,” I whispered, stroking his long, soft nose. “Thank you, Airgead. You’re beautiful.”

      Behind me, Bran still sounded upset.

      “We have to get her away—we have to save her!” he was shouting to Lachlan.

      “Save her from what exactly?” Lachlan’s voice was a bored drawl. “She doesn’t appear to be in any danger,” he went on. “In fact, she seems to have tamed a kelpie completely on her own. Someone with that much power doesn’t need help from the likes of you or me, O’Connor.”

      I had no idea what they were talking about, but it finally dawned on me that seeing me with the white horse was causing Bran a great deal of distress. And, I reluctantly acknowledged, I couldn’t actually take off with my new pet and go riding over rainbows, no matter how attractive that idea sounded. I had a real life I had to live—homework to do, tests to take, not to mention rent to pay on our crappy apartment. If I left now, how would Mom make it alone?

      Also, how would I ever graduate and go to college and live in the real world if I just took off with Airgead? As much fun as it might be, riding a magical horse between realms doesn’t exactly pay a living wage.

      I wished I could ignore the practical part of me, but it was impossible. It was time to let my new pet go, though I really, really didn’t want to.

      “Airgead,” I told him. “I’m afraid we have to say goodbye now.”

      He whinnied loudly and shook his head, his silvery mane flying in negation.

      But I am yours! You have tamed me to your hand—something every maiden who has ever seen me has sought to do and could not. I have been waiting for you all my long life, Mistress Emma. And now you wish to send me away?

      “I don’t have anyplace to keep you,” I said sadly. “And you’re a magical horse—you wouldn’t like living in the human world. It’s really dull here.” Well, for the most part, anyway—though my own life had certainly been anything but dull lately.

      The feeling I got from Airgead was sad but resigned. Slowly, he got to his feet.

      May I at least come to you when you are in the Realm? he asked.

      “Of course you can,” I promised him, though I had absolutely zero expectation that I would ever willingly enter the Fae Realm. “And…I’ll never forget you.”

      I reached up to hug his proudly arching neck and the white horse put his head over my shoulder and breathed his sweet breath into my hair.

      My Mistress, he said to me, I shall await your coming.

      Then he took a step back, gave me one last look with those huge, liquid black eyes of his, and galloped into the forest.

      I saw a flash of light and then he was gone.
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      I wanted to cry as I watched Airgead disappear into the forest. For a brief, shining second, I had felt as though all my preadolescent fantasies could actually come true. Those dreams that are the best and purest part of ourselves are gone so quickly, replaced by grownup wishes and desires that are somehow never quite as good.

      Sighing deeply, I took a step back and my foot crunched on something. Looking down, I saw that I had stepped on the paper sack filled with rusty iron nails and that some of them had spilled out of it. Automatically, I bent to pick them up.

      “Be careful—is that iron?” Lachlan’s voice was sharp and much more worried than it had been when I had been touching the kelpie.

      “It’s all right,” Bran told him, sounding much more relaxed than he had been a moment before. “Iron doesn’t hurt her.”

      “Who is this, anyway?” Lachlan asked, still staring down at me. “She can tame a kelpie without even trying and touch iron with no ill effects, yet I can tell she has Fae in her. Her blood sings to mine whenever I’m near her.”

      “This is Emma Plunkett and she is under a glamour,” Bran explained. “I need your help to lift it.”

      “Is that all?” Lachlan made a derisive sound. “You’re calling in your life-debt to lift a simple glamour? Has your power faded since you entered the human world, O’Connor?”

      “It has not,” Bran said stiffly. “But this is no ordinary glamour. Come on, I’ll explain it when we get out of these woods.”

      I felt relieved when we left the tangled forest behind and found ourselves back at Bran’s house.

      “You have to be quiet,” Bran told Lachlan. “My parents and sister are asleep and I don’t want them waking up. My father would be very upset if he found out I violated our exile by calling you.”

      “Your secret is safe with me.” Lachlan mimed twisting a key to lock his lips and throwing it over his left shoulder.

      “Thank you,” Bran said stiffly. “I trust your word but my father might not.”

      Lachlan’s perfect face twisted.

      “What? Because I was born Unseelie? Doesn’t it count that I’ve declared my status as a Solitary Fae now?”

      “You know my father and his views,” Bran said, frowning. “I can’t change his mind, so I don’t even try. Just keep quiet, all right?”

      “Fine.” Lachlan shrugged, as though how Bran’s father saw him didn’t matter to him but I thought there was hurt under the nonchalance.

      Was it really so bad to be Unseelie as opposed to Seelie? I had very little idea what the difference was. I only knew a little about the Fae—mostly that they were all bubble-headed blondes like Morganna, who thought they were too good to hang around with humans. To be completely honest, I really disliked them— but now I was realizing I knew almost nothing about them.

      We got into the house and went quietly to Bran’s room, where he firmly shut the door. Out in the forest, I had almost forgotten how I looked. But now I caught a glimpse of myself in the mirror over Bran’s dresser. I winced all over again at how hideous I was.

      “All right,” Lachlan said, assuming a professional tone as he looked me over. “She’s under a glamour all right. Tell me the details—what happened?”

      Bran told him how I had tasted the Suva and then suddenly transformed into my current, uglified form.

      “I gave her the counter-spell but it didn’t work,” he told Lachlan. “And I can’t leave her like this.”

      “No, you certainly can’t!” I put in. “This is not okay.”

      “Hmm…well…” I was sitting on the side of Bran’s bed and Lachlan came and knelt before me. He took my face in his hands and looked at me first from one direction then from another. It almost felt like he was a doctor examining me.

      I noticed his clothing was as black as his hair and seemed to be slightly old-fashioned. Or maybe that was just how they dressed in the Realm of the Fae.

      “Thank you for doing this for me. For helping me, I mean,” I said, feeling awkward, as I always did, around extremely good-looking people. I knew I shouldn’t let myself be intimidated by their looks but I couldn’t help it—both Bran and Lachlan were intensely gorgeous. I’m talking movie-star perfect. Even if I had been my normal self, they both would have been way out of my league and right now I looked awful.

      I knew from experience that a guy as good-looking as either Lachlan or Bran would have simply not noticed me in the regular course of events. I just wasn’t pretty enough to attract their attention, so they would have looked right through me. So, to have Lachlan studying me so intently was unnerving to say the least.

      Though, to be fair, I amended to myself, Bran hadn’t done that—hadn’t ignored or belittled me. Under the ugly-spell—or glamour as he had called it—the Suva had cast on him, he had been this gorgeous, tall, muscular Greek god all along. And still he had been kind to plain-Jane me and even offered to take the skink for me. There was definitely something special about him.

      But it was hard to concentrate on Bran when Lachlan was looking into my eyes so intensely. It almost seemed like he was trying to stare into my soul. When I blushed and dropped my gaze, he frowned impatiently.

      “No, don’t look away, little one—I need to see exactly how be-spelled you are,” he told me.

      So I had to stare into those mesmerizing, black-ringed emerald eyes some more. If you’ve ever had to hold eye contact with a stranger for a long time, you’ll know how difficult this was. Staring into someone’s eyes is just so intimate—it’s normally something only lovers do. I could feel my heart pounding and a hot blush creeping into my cheeks. It was all I could do not to drop my gaze a second time.

      Also, with Lachlan so close, I couldn’t help noticing that he smelled as good as Bran did—though in a different way. His scent reminded me of the deep woods—a green, growing, wild scent with a dark, dangerous spice just under the surface. It drew me like a magnet, which made me even more uncomfortable because, as I said before, Lachlan was as far out of my league as Bran was, even when I was my normal self—which at the moment I most definitely was not.

      Finally, the Dark Fae nodded and stood up.

      “All right,” he said to Bran and me. “Do you want the good news or the bad news first?”

      “Good news,” Bran said at the same time I said,

      “Bad news.”

      Lachlan smirked at me, one corner of his lush mouth pulling up into a lazy smile.

      “You’re a pragmatic little thing, aren’t you? Very well, I’ll give you the bad news first.”

      “Okay…” I clenched my fists in my lap. “Only please don’t say the bad news is you can’t change me back,” I said. “Please—I can’t go to school like this! I need to look like my normal self again.”

      “Oh, no—I can change you back,” Lachlan said. “But you’re not just be-spelled by the Suva, which is a relatively easy body-morphing glamour. You’re actually under a geas.”

      “A what?” I asked, frowning.

      “It’s a kind of curse and blessing at the same time,” Bran explained, frowning. “But how could she be under a geas, O’Rourke?”

      Lachlan shrugged.

      “I don’t know but it’s a long-lasting one—she’s been under it for years. The Suva latched onto it when she tasted it and now the two spells are entwined. Which means to remove the glamour, I must also remove the geas.”

      I didn’t know how anything could be a curse and a blessing at the same time or how I could have been under some kind of spell for years—none of that made any sense to me. The one thing I did know, though, was that I didn’t want to be ugly anymore.

      “Okay,” I said to Lachlan. “Take it off—all of it.”

      “Are you sure?” He raised one dark eyebrow at me. “The geas might have been placed on you for a good reason. Once I remove it, there’s no putting it back.”

      “I don’t care!” I exclaimed. “I just want to go back to my normal self.”

      Lachlan gave a short laugh. “Oh, I wouldn’t count on that, little one. The geas has been on you for so long that what you consider to be your ‘normal self’ might be nothing like what you actually look like.”

      “What?” I demanded. “What are you talking about? Why can’t you just turn me back to how I was before?”

      Lachlan held up his hands in a “don’t shoot” gesture.

      “Look, I already explained to you, the glamour of the Suva and the magic of the geas are intertwined. If one comes off, they both come off. And, as we have no way of knowing what you look like without the geas, I can’t promise you’ll look the way you did before you tasted the Suva.”

      “But…what if I’m even uglier than I am now?” I asked. “What if I’m some kind of monster or something?”

      My eyes began to fill with tears—I couldn’t help myself. This was turning out to be the worst night of my life! How could taking one tiny taste of the purple Suva stuff have brought my whole world crashing down around my ears like this?

      “I just…just want to be normal again,” I whispered as tears dropped onto my gnarled fingers. Even my hands were ugly, I couldn’t help thinking. But what if whatever I looked like under the mask I had apparently been wearing all my life was even worse?

      “Oh, Emma…” Bran knelt beside the bed and took my hands in his. “Emma, please don’t cry,” he begged me softly. “Whatever you look like when the geas is lifted, you’ll still be yourself inside.”

      “I…I know the inside is supposed to be what matters,” I said, my breath hitching in a sob. “But I’m a teenaged girl, Bran. Looks matter. I know they shouldn’t but I can’t help it—they do. I’ve never been a beauty queen but I’ve never been hideous either. I don’t want to stay this way but what if I’m even worse underneath?”

      “I don’t think you will be, but I’m afraid it’s a chance you’ll have to take,” Bran murmured gently. “Come on, Emma—you can be brave—I know you can. Where’s the girl who stood up to Morganna Starchild? The girl who had a skink in her ear but didn’t let it stop her from making an A on her History report about that human who made everything out of cashews?” He frowned. “Or was it hazelnuts?”

      “It was peanuts,” I said, smiling a bit, despite my tears. “George Washington Carver made everything out of peanuts.”

      “I knew it was some kind of nut.” Bran smiled gently at me. “Look, you can do this. And I swear to you, I’ll be with you every step of the way.”

      “Promise?” I looked into his gorgeous storm-blue eyes, fringed thickly with dark lashes. “Even if I turn into some kind of monster?”

      “Promise,” Bran said firmly, squeezing my hands. “I won’t leave you, I swear it. Just be brave, Emma—I know you can get through this.”

      “All right.” I took a deep breath and swiped at my eyes. I looked up at Lachlan. “I’m ready,” I said. “Take the spells off me. All of them.”
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      “All right—this is going to take some doing.” Lachlan had a look of intense concentration on his face. “Stand up for me, little one,” he said to me. “It’s going to take a lot of power to remove this mess you’ve been under for so long.”

      I stood on shaky legs and took a step away from Bran’s bed—but only a step. I wanted something soft to fall on if the magic knocked me over. I hadn’t forgotten the magical wind that had buffeted me out in the forest when Bran had first called the Fairy circle.

      “Will it take long?” Bran asked, obviously anxious on my behalf.

      The Dark Fae shrugged.

      “It’ll take as long as it takes. But once I start, I can’t stop for any reason or she’ll be stuck in her current form forever. So be prepared—this is going to be rough.”

      “Rough?” I asked. “How rough, exactly?”

      Lachlan frowned, as though trying to think how to explain it.

      “Like cracking open a really tough shell to find the soft kernel inside,” he said. “Or maybe more like peeling back layers of dead, callused skin to get to the soft, supple epidermis—the true form underneath.”

      “Peeling back my skin?” I said nervously. “Is that going to hurt?”

      “Some,” Lachlan said, shrugging. He raised an eyebrow at me. “But would you rather have a little pain, or stay in your present form?”

      Well, he had a point there. Though I had no idea what my true form looked like either—it might be worse than this. I might be a monster straight out of a fairytale. Maybe I was the Big Bad wolf under there. Or the evil witch in Hansel and Gretel who liked to eat children.

      No, don’t think like that, I told myself. Brave, Emma—you have to be brave!

      Lifting my chin, I nodded at Lachlan.

      “Okay—do it.”

      “As you wish.” He closed his eyes, raised his hands, and began to chant in a foreign language I couldn’t help feeling like I ought to know. (Was it ancient Celtic, like the skink had spoken? I thought maybe it was.)

      Lachlan’s black cloak (I told you his clothes were kind of old-fashioned) spread wide around him, making him look a little like a very sexy and intense Count Dracula, only of course he was a Fae, not a Nocturne. But my mind was more on what was happening to me than on what he looked like.

      I felt the magic the minute he started the spell or counter-spell or whatever it was he was chanting. A wind began swirling around me, just as it had in the forest—only this wind was stronger. It circled me like my own personal whirlwind, seemed to tear at me with long, prying fingers.

      At first it was just a weird sensation—like someone scratching you lightly with their fingernails. But soon the feeling changed and it seemed like hundreds of sharp fingers were pinching me. That hurt but it wasn’t unbearable. I gritted my teeth and made up my mind to stand it.

      Not much longer, I told myself, though I wasn’t really sure how long this whole process was going to take. Not much longer…not much longer…

      But then the pinching turned to tearing and I swear to God, it really did feel like someone was peeling layers of my skin off one at a time in the most painful way possible.

      I don’t know if you’ve ever been skinned alive but let me tell you, it is not fun. The feeling of my skin being torn off was horrible—a searing, burning, tearing agony that was happening all over my body at the same time. Also, it felt like someone had grabbed my hair and was trying to tear it out at the roots. Even my eyeballs burned, as though an invisible hand was sticking hot coals in them.

      I tried to keep quiet—I really did. But you try not screaming when someone is tearing off your skin, ripping out your hair, and shoving red-hot coals in your eyes all at the same time! The shrieks that came out of me felt like they were ripping my throat out but I was in so much pain everywhere else, I hardly noticed.

      Bran was standing there, his hands balled into fists, his blue eyes anxious and agonized.

      “Stop!” he shouted at Lachlan. “Stop, you’re hurting her—it’s too much—she can’t bear it!”

      Lachlan only shook his head and kept chanting. There was a look of deep concentration on his sharp features—an expression almost of pain, though I was in so much pain myself, I don’t know how I noticed. He fell to his knees, arms raised high, still chanting hoarsely as the invisible fingers of the magic wind tormented me and I shrieked and shrieked and shrieked…

      The door to Bran’s room banged open and his parents and sister came tumbling in.

      “What’s going on here?” Bran’s father roared. “Bran, what in the name of Our Lady of the Summer Court are you doing?”

      “Oh no—it’s Wilde Magic,” Bran’s mother gasped. “Can’t you feel it, Connell?” she said to his dad. “This power is not of the Seelie Court!”

      “Why does Bran get to do magic?” his sister asked plaintively. “I thought you said all magic was forbidden while we were in exile? It’s not fair!”

      I have to be honest and tell you I only heard about half of what they said and understood even less than that. I was too busy being in horrible agony to pay much attention.

      The invisible fingers were nearly done with me at that point, but I didn’t know that. It seemed that I had always been in pain and that I would always be in pain. And it hurt so much I could barely stand it, yet I couldn’t get away from it because the magic wind had me trapped. I imagine what I was feeling was what being burned alive would be like—it was honestly that bad.

      I would never want to go through it again.

      Just when I was thinking I’d rather be ugly for life than endure this torture and that I wished I was dead, the magic wind abruptly ceased and the awful fingers stopped peeling and picking and burning me all at once.

      The cessation of pain can be a kind of pain of its own. The minute the wind let me go, I flopped back onto the bed, as boneless as a fish with its spine ripped out. I was naked, but I didn’t even notice at that point. All I knew was that every single nerve was throbbing with the aftermath of the worst agony I had ever felt and I couldn’t stand any more—after going through that hellish pain, I simply had no more strength.

      I closed my eyes and everything went black.
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      When I woke, I heard a lot of angry voices.

      “Bran, what is the meaning of this?” his father was demanding. “Who is this young lady and why were you torturing her in your room?”

      “Ah, I’m afraid it was me who was doing the torturing, Mr. O’Connor,” Lachlan said, stepping forward. “You see, I had to remove a rather strong geas which had been placed on her and it was more painful than I anticipated to get it off.”

      Bran’s father looked the Dark Fae up and down and glared at him.

      “You,” he said, that single word dripping with contempt. He looked at his son. “I thought your mother and I taught you never to associate with those of the Court of Winter? Don’t you know they are unclean?”

      “He’s not UnSeelie anymore, father,” Bran said quickly. “Lachlan has declared himself a Solitary Fae. He carries no obligation to either court.”

      “So he says,” his father said, frowning. “But if a creature is born into the darkness and filth of midnight, you can’t expect it to grow and thrive in the warmth of sunlight.”

      “I am not a creature.” Lachlan’s voice was low and angry. “And my mother was Seelie—of the Summer Court!”

      “Who was taken and defiled by one of the Dark Ones,” Bran’s father roared. He glared at his son. “How could you have brought him here, knowing that we must stay in exile? Now we must go and find a new place, make a new life—do you know how difficult that will be?”

      “Father, please…” Bran stepped forward, his hands out beseechingly. “I will vouch for Lachlan O’Rourke. I’ll give you my word that he won’t reveal us. And I’m sure he’ll give his own word as well.”

      “How much is that worth?” his father demanded. “The word of an UnSeelie? No Bran…” He shook his head. “Pack your things and take a dose of Suva. It’s time for us to go.”

      “No.” Bran pulled himself up to his full height and frowned down at his father. “No, I’m staying here,” he said.

      “What? Oh, Bran—you can’t!” his mother wailed. “We’re a family—we have to stay together.”

      “I made a vow to stay and see Emma through her change and whatever came after,” Bran said, nodding at me. “I don’t intend to break it. So you can go if you’re not willing to trust that Lachlan won’t talk, but I won’t—I’m staying.”

      “Who is she, anyway?” Bran’s sister sounded curious. “She looks kind of like that waitress we had at the I Scream tonight, only not really.”

      “She is the waitress—her name is Emma and she’s also my lab partner. And my friend,” Bran said firmly. “I will not abandon her.”

      “Well, maybe you should cover her up,” his sister pointed out. “She’s naked.”

      I had been so groggy from passing out and then so caught up in the family drama playing out at the foot of my bed, I somehow hadn’t noticed that myself. Now, however, I noticed in a big way—a big, embarrassing way. I was lying there on the bed completely nude in front of Bran and his family and Lachlan too.

      With a gasp, I tried to cover myself with my arms. This was completely ineffective, though, since I now seemed to have much more to cover than I had previously. How had my boobs gotten so big, I wondered as I scrambled in vain to hide myself?

      “Here, little one.” Lachlan took off his black cloak and draped it over me. His face was impassive—a mask of indifference. But I was certain I saw hurt and anger far down in the depths of his green eyes.

      “Bran, come with us now or renounce your name,” his father demanded—which kind of took my mind off my own nudity, I can tell you.

      “Oh no, please, Connell,” Bran’s mother pleaded. “Don’t do that! Don’t cut our son off from us! He made a vow to the girl—he can hardly break it.”

      But Bran’s father—who had seemed so kind and easy-going when I served them all at the diner—had a harsh, unyielding look on his face. As I watched him, he seemed to grow as tall and muscular as his son and his features were as handsome and as hard as that of a stone statue.

      “Bran, you must choose,” he said to his son. “Will you come with us now or leave your family and honor for a female of no name and rank and the company of an UnSeelie misfit?”

      “Father…” Bran drew himself up and took a deep breath. “It is because of my honor that I cannot leave Emma. I gave my word to stay by her side—I will not break it.”

      “Very well.” His father gave a stiff nod, as though a very final decision had been made. “Then I strip you of your name and rank. You are no longer my son or a part of this family. No longer may you use the name of O’Connor or call yourself my heir.”

      Bran’s mother gave a terrible wail and for a moment, I seemed to see past her disguise too. A lovely woman with flowing blond hair and storm-blue eyes, the same color as Bran’s, was crying—mourning for her son as though he had been killed. Then she covered her exquisite face with her pale white hands and shrank down into the squat, toad-like woman the Suva made her appear to be again.

      Bran’s sister was crying too. She ran forward and threw her arms around his waist, sobbing as she pushed her face into his chest.

      “Bran, Bran,” she sobbed. “Don’t go! Don’t leave us!”

      “I’m sorry, but I have to.” Bran hugged her back, his face pale but set. It suddenly occurred to me that he was giving up everything—his whole family, his rank at the Fae court, even his name—just for me. I couldn’t let him do it!

      “Bran wait!” I exclaimed, sitting up and making sure I kept Lachlan’s black cloak wrapped tightly around me. “I can’t ask you to do this—you can’t leave your whole family just for me!”

      “Let him be, little one,” Lachlan murmured in my ear. “The High Sidhe are bound by codes of honor and family fidelity we lesser beings can’t understand.”

      “But I can’t let him do this!” I protested.

      However, it seemed it was already done. Still weeping, Bran’s mother pulled his little sister away from him and led her towards the door. His father stayed there, glaring wrathfully at his son a moment longer. Then he, too, turned and left, slamming the bedroom door behind him.

      Bran’s family was gone and it was all my fault.
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      “Well, that’s that.” There was an artificial cheer to Bran’s voice that didn’t fool me a bit.

      From the look on Lachlan’s face, he knew his old friend (were they friends or more like frenemies?) was hurting too.

      “O’Connor,” he said in a low voice. “I’m so sorry. I didn’t know that breaking the geas would be so loud.” He looked at me. “Or so painful. I must ask your pardon.”

      Bran shook his head and sank heavily onto the bed to sit beside me.

      “It wasn’t your fault,” he said in a low voice, his shoulders slumping. “I asked for your help. And don’t call me ‘O’Connor’ anymore—it’s no longer my name.”

      “Oh, Bran…” Without thinking about it, I reached for him and wrapped my arms around his neck. I wouldn’t even have considered touching or comforting a guy so handsome and so far out of my league in normal circumstances, but I didn’t even think about that now. Bran was hurting and I couldn’t help feeling like it was all my fault.

      “I’m so sorry,” I whispered, as he turned his face towards my shoulder, accepting the comfort I offered. “So, so sorry, Bran.”

      Lachlan sat beside the other Fae and put a hand on his broad shoulder. He didn’t say anything but I noticed Bran didn’t try to shrug either of us off—he took the comfort we were offering and he seemed glad to have it.

      At last, however, he straightened up. He hadn’t cried, though his storm-blue eyes were a little red, I thought.

      “Thank you,” he said to me and then looked at Lachlan. “Both of you. But I’m better now.”

      I didn’t see how he could recover from being disowned and losing his whole family in five minutes, but before I could say anything else he looked at me and frowned.

      “Well, you have changed, Emma,” he remarked.

      “She certainly has,” Lachlan said dryly, as though glad to move on to a new subject.

      My heart started to pound. In all the family drama with Bran, I had completely forgotten my own extremely painful transformation. Now I wondered what had happened to me. My hands looked okay again, I thought, looking down at them, but what about my face and the rest of me?

      “How…how do I look?” I asked them, looking between the two of them. “Did it work?”

      “Oh, it worked all right.” Lachlan nodded. “Taking that geas off you nearly drained me dry. I’ve never felt such tough magic before. I’ll be paying that debt for some time.”

      I didn’t know what he meant by paying the debt—I was too busy being worried about how I looked. I know that sounds shallow but please try to put yourself in my place—how would you feel if you’d gotten uglified and then you were suddenly changed and you didn’t know if it was a change for the better or the worse?

      “Bran?” I asked, appealing to him. “Please tell me—how do I look?”

      A ghost of a smile crossed his lips.

      “Why don’t you see for yourself, Emma?” he asked softly and nodded at the mirror over his dresser.

      Steeling myself for the worst, I got up on shaky legs and crossed the room. I kept my eyes down on the carpet the whole way. Whatever way I looked now, I was probably stuck with it, I couldn’t help reminding myself. Whether I was ugly or back to my normal self, this was it—this was Emma now. I would have to learn to live with the face I saw in the mirror, no matter what it showed me.

      I reached the dresser and looked down fixedly at the wooden top of it. My heart was pounding so hard I thought I was going to be sick. What would I see when I looked up? What would I be like now and for the rest of my life?

      I can’t look, I thought to myself. I can’t—I can’t!

      “Emma, it’s all right,” Bran said behind me. “You can do this—be brave.”

      Just as they had before Lachlan had lifted the geas, his words gave me courage. Taking a deep breath, I looked up at my reflection in the mirror…

      And screamed.
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      “Oh my God,” I gasped. “That’s not me! That can’t be me!”

      I said that because the most beautiful girl I had ever seen was staring back at me from the mirror.

      If that sounds vain, please realize I’m not bragging—I actually felt like I was looking at a stranger. The girl looking back at me was nothing like how I had ever imagined myself—even in my wildest daydreams.

      Pale, creamy, almost translucent skin with hints of softest pink—what they call a “rose leaf complexion”—was the first thing I noticed. The girl also had the softest, fullest mouth with lips so lush any actress in Hollywood would have paid millions to get them. High, aristocratic cheekbones and clouds of raven black hair were the next things that drew my eyes. But speaking of eyes, those were probably the girl in the mirror’s most remarkable features.

      They were purple.

      And not just one shade of purple either—there were three concentric rings surrounding her pupils. The outer band was a rich, royal purple, the middle ring was violet and the ring closest to the black dot of the iris was the palest shade of lavender imaginable. And all three rings were shot through with streaks of purest gold.

      Those strange and lovely eyes took the girl in the mirror from beautiful to bombshell. I’m sure you’ve probably heard some guys who are real assholes (pardon my language) ranking girls on a scale of one to ten. One being butt-ugly, supposedly, and ten being model-perfect. Well, the girl in the mirror blew that scale out of the water. As plain old Emma, I would have considered myself lucky to be a three or a four. This girl was like a twelve or maybe a twenty. I don’t know—she was just that gorgeous—she took your breath away.

      Or she took mine away, at least. I put a hand to my throat as my breath caught there…and the girl in the mirror did the same thing. Frowning, I put up a hand to brush away a strand of hair that was bothering me and getting in my eyes—and the girl in the mirror did the same.

      “You guys, this is weird,” I said uneasily. “She’s copying me.”

      “That’s because she is you, little one.” Lachlan sounded amused.

      “No. No way.” I shook my head and the girl in the mirror did the same.

      “Yes,” Bran insisted, coming up beside me so that he, too, was featured in the reflection. Lachlan stood on my other side and we studied the mirror together.

      “Look, this is just weird,” I said, frowning. The girl in the mirror frowned too, only on her, it was a charming, whimsical expression. In fact, every expression looked good on her. I drew my brows together and scowled and she did the same, but the angry expression made her look serious and sexy and altogether irresistible.

      “This is your true face,” Bran told me softly. “If you study yourself, you can see some similarities to how you looked before the geas was lifted. The shape of your face…the straight line of your nose…the way your earlobes are so well-formed…

      “You noticed my earlobes?” I demanded, raising an eyebrow at him.

      His smooth tan skin turned a shade darker.

      “I have been drawn to you from the first,” he admitted. “I confess I might have noticed more than I probably should about my lab partner.”

      “And friend,” I pointed out.

      “And friend.” He smiled. “Look at yourself again, Emma. But this time, look for the similarities and you’ll see your old face looking back at you.”

      I did as he said and sure enough, everything suddenly clicked into place. It was like those old magic eye puzzles they used to have (my Mom still has a book of them) where you would stare at all the random colored dots until suddenly a picture would jump out at you.

      It was like that when I was staring in the mirror—suddenly I could see me in that gorgeous, ethereally lovely face.

      “Oh!” I gasped, reaching out to touch my reflection. “Oh my God, it is me.”

      “What did she look like before the Suva?” Lachlan asked, Bran, sounding interested.

      “She was still beautiful, just not as obvious about it,” was Bran’s answer—which I thought was really nice, though somewhat inaccurate.

      “No, I wasn’t,” I told Lachlan. “I was completely plain—utterly forgettable. Dishwater brownish-blonde hair, hazel, no-color eyes, no figure to speak of…” I looked down to where my new, much larger boobs, were filling out the front of his black cape, which was still covering me. “Honestly,” I told him. “If you met me before, you’d forget me a minute later. I was that meh.”

      Lachlan snapped his fingers.

      “That must have been part of the geas—to make you so plain nobody would look at you twice. Someone was hiding you here in plain sight, in the human world.”

      “Hiding me?” I asked, frowning. “Hiding me from what?”

      Lachlan shook his head.

      “I don’t know. But now that your beauty is revealed I’m sure we’re going to find out.”

      “How do you mean?” Bran asked, looking concerned.

      “I mean,” Lachlan said. “That if someone took such pains to hide Emma, there has to be a reason. Most probably, it means somebody is looking for her. And now that the geas is gone, they’re likely going to find her.”
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      I didn’t like the sound of that and from the look on his face, Bran didn’t either.

      “We must hide her again then,” he said. “I think I still have some of the Suva.”

      “No. No way.” I held up a hand to ward him off, as though he held the bottle full of pinky-purple goop in his hand already. “I’m never taking that stuff again! You have no idea how painful it was to get rid of the effects this last time—it felt like I was being skinned alive.”

      “I know,” Lachlan said quietly, frowning. “I truly am sorry about that, little one.”

      “How do you know?” I demanded. “You only did the spell.”

      “No.” He shook his head. “I felt the pain along with you. It was the only way to even begin to pay for the power I needed to break the geas.”

      “You mean you felt that too?” I asked, staring at him. “The thousands of invisible fingers pinching and peeling away your hide? Pulling your hair…pushing hot coals into your eyes?”

      Lachlan nodded.

      “It was agony,” he admitted.

      “But you still kept chanting,” I pointed out. “How could you do that through all the pain? All I could do was scream.”

      “I knew if I stopped, you’d be stuck in the other form forever,” he said simply. “And you were very clear that you didn’t want that.”

      “I didn’t want this either,” I said, turning back to the mirror. “I mean, don’t get me wrong, it’s kind of nice to be so, uh, pretty. But it’s weird too.”

      “You’re more than pretty, Emma,” Bran told me, smiling a little. “You’re beyond beautiful. You make Morganna Starchild look like a guttersnipe in comparison.”

      I could feel myself blushing and in the mirror that girl with the rose-leaf complexion turned a delicate shade of pink.

      No, not the girl, I reminded myself. That’s me now, as weird as it seems. That girl in the mirror is Emma.

      “Okay, I don’t know what a ‘guttersnipe’ is but thanks, Bran—that’s really nice of you to say,” I told him. I looked at Lachlan. “And thank you for going through the pain with me and not quitting on the spell. As weird as it is to look like this, it’s much nicer than being a hunchbacked witch all my life.”

      The Dark Fae gave me that lazy, one-sided grin of his.

      “I thought you might think so.”

      “I think you’ll enjoy wearing your true face—once you get used to it,” Bran told me. “Just imagine walking into Nocturne Academy on Monday morning as your true self. You can sit at the Fae table now, of course—none of them can deny your status. You’re definitely Sidhe.”

      “I’d say High Sidhe,” Lachlan said, frowning. “Yet she bears the midnight hair—like my own.” He pointed to his own wild raven hair. “Perhaps she’s a half-breed, like me?” he asked.

      Bran shook his head.

      “Look at her eyes. They’re unique and no mistake—they mark her out as different but special. Set apart.”

      Lachlan gave a low laugh.

      “Or maybe you just think so because you’re a bit infatuated with our little Emma here.”

      Bran’s high cheekbones flushed.

      “What are you saying? That I would allow myself to become infatuated with a female I have sworn to guard and protect?”

      “I’m saying she’s extraordinarily lovely and there’s no shame in being just a little in love with her,” Lachlan remarked, smiling again at Bran. “Goddess Bright, I am myself for that matter, though I just met her. But not for her looks—her power is what draws me.”

      “Power? Me?” I squeaked, looking at him in the mirror. “What are you talking about? I don’t have any power.”

      “Yes, you do, Emma,” Bran said patiently. “Remember how you tamed a kelpie just a little while ago? Do you know how dangerous they are? How many unwary travelers they kill?”

      Lachlan nodded. “Even a High Sidhe would steer clear of a brook horse,” he remarked. “But you walked right up to it and tamed it to your hand—I’ve never seen anything like it.”

      “I think he was just lonely,” I protested uneasily. “He wanted a friend. I didn’t do anything special—I was just friendly.”

      “Just friendly?” Lachlan snorted laughter. “Right. And I suppose you were just being friendly with the iron nails I saw you handling as though they weren’t red-hot to the touch.”

      “But they weren’t red-hot,” I said, frowning.

      “A full-blooded Fae would find them so,” Bran said quietly. “But those weren’t even the first signs of your power, Emma. Remember how you healed the little chimeling with your tears?”

      “She can heal too?” Lachlan demanded.

      Bran nodded. “I saw her bring a creature back from the very brink of death just by crying on it.”

      “His name is Spike and I don’t really think he was that injured to begin with,” I protested uneasily. “Really guys, you’re over-exaggerating everything. Under all this…” I waved my hands at my new face, which felt like a mask, though Bran kept insisting it was the true me. “Under how I look now, I’m still just plain-Jane Emma,” I told them both. “I’m not magic and honestly, I’m not even sure I’m really Fae—I mean, I was raised human and my mom is human. So please stop making me out to be some kind of magical fairy princess or something because I’m not. There’s honestly nothing special about me.”

      Lachlan looked at me for a long moment after my irritated little speech. He cocked his head to one side as though trying to understand me, then he chuckled and shook his head.

      “I never thought I’d see the day,” he told Bran. “A High Sidhe female as beautiful as the dawn and with powers that rival those of The Queen of Light and Shadows and yet her defining attribute is modesty. Where-ever did you find her?”

      Bran shrugged.

      “She’s my lab partner.”

      Which for some reason, made Lachlan start laughing again.

      Bran’s lips twitched and then he started laughing too.

      Personally, I didn’t see anything funny in the situation, but somehow their laughter mixed together was contagious. I felt the corners of my own mouth drawing up and then, before I knew it, I was laughing as well.

      It all seemed so ridiculous—me, plain-Jane Emma somehow transformed into a beautiful, powerful Fae. It was just so silly I couldn’t help myself—I was laughing so hard my stomach hurt, as I grasped both their arms for support because after a minute, I could barely stand up.

      Lachlan looped an arm around my waist and Bran’s muscular arm supported my shoulders. In the mirror three beautiful people laughed and their laugher somehow made them even more gorgeous and attractive.

      We look like some kind of advertisement, I thought. Or maybe an Instagram post for some beauty product or skin care regime.

      Somehow that made me laugh even more until finally I had to turn away from the mirror, still clutching my stomach, until I fell on the bed.

      “Emma, are you all right?” Bran was suddenly right there beside me, looking anxious.

      “Yes, little one—are you feeling okay?” Lachlan flopped down on the other side of me and sprawled all over the bed, taking up most of it with his long, lean frame.

      “I’m fine—just fine,” I told them both. It occurred to me that it was nice to have someone with me during this weird transformation—two someones, actually. Though presumably Lachlan would go back to the Fae Realm at some point and it would be just me and Bran again.

      The thought made me sad, for some reason. I liked Bran a lot but I liked Lachlan too. I didn’t like to think of him leaving.

      “Tell me how the two of you met,” I said, looking at both of them—the light and the dark, Bran’s face so intent and earnest and Lachlan’s always ready to make that mocking, one-sided grin. “I’m sure there must be a story there.”

      “Oh, there is, little Emma.” Lachlan’s voice was a bit grim. “But I’m afraid it’s not a very happy one.”

      “No?” I looked between them and saw that Bran had a sober look on his face.

      “Lachlan is right,” he admitted. “Our past has been a bumpy one.”

      “It can’t be that bad, though—can it?” I asked. “After all, Lachlan came when you called to ask him for help.”

      “I came because I owned O’Connor—Bran—a life debt,” the Dark Fae said, frowning. “The debt is paid now and I should go.”

      “But you’re not going to—are you?” I asked anxiously. “Not yet, anyway?”

      Lachlan gave me a searching look.

      “You want me to stay, little one?”

      “I don’t know.” I shrugged, uncomfortable at the intent way he was studying me. He was just so good looking in that dark, intense way of his that having those black-ringed emerald eyes trained on me made me feel shy and unworthy.

      No, I’m pretty now, I reminded myself. Really pretty. And supposedly I had magic powers too—but I wasn’t ready to get into that yet. It was sufficient to know that I was Lachlan’s equal—at least in the looks department. Not that good looks are what make you a worthwhile person, of course, but it was nice to know I was on equal footing with both my gorgeous Fae guys.

      Looking up, I made myself meet Lachlan’s eyes.

      “No, I don’t want you to go,” I said clearly. “At least, not until you tell me your story—the story of how you and Bran met.”

      “I don’t wish you to go either…Lachlan,” Bran said, using the other boy’s first name for the first time since he had summoned the Dark Fae. “I know our story is painful, but maybe there will be some healing in the telling of it.”

      “Maybe.” Lachlan shrugged, as though he didn’t care one way or another. But I was beginning to know how to read him and I thought he did care—very much. “Very well,” he said to Bran. “Should you tell it or should I?”

      “I will,” Bran said. “But feel free to jump in if I get anything wrong.”

      “Don’t worry—I will.” Lachlan gave us both his lazy, one-sided smile. “Let’s get comfortable—we may be here for a while.”

      We all scooted up to the head of Bran’s bed and got the pillows situated behind our backs. Then Bran began.

      “In the beginning,” he said, “Everyone thought Lachlan was just my invisible friend—someone I had made up to play with because I was lonely…”
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      “I was young—only four or five—when Lachlan and I first met in the forest that bordered The Dark Lands,” Bran continued.

      “The Dark Lands?” I asked, frowning. I hated to interrupt but I wanted to be sure I understood all the details.

      “That’s the name the High Sidhe of the Seelie or Summer Court give to the part of the Realm where the Winter or Unseelie court is located,” Lachlan told me dryly.

      “The point is, I lived near the border of the two lands, and that’s where I met Lachlan,” Bran said.

      “We used to play every day, the minute both of us could sneak away from our homes.” Lachlan smiled. “Remember, old friend? How we used to play Wizard and Warrior or Mage and Knight?”

      “With you being the Wizard and I being the Warrior, of course.” Bran nodded, also smiling.

      “Even then we knew where our natural inclinations would lead us,” Lachlan remarked.

      “So you played every day as children?” I asked, frowning.

      “We did.” Bran nodded. “Even after my father forbid it.”

      I didn’t need to ask why Bran’s father would forbid their friendship—it was pretty clear that he had an unreasoning prejudice against anyone who came from the “wrong side of the tracks” in the Realm, as Lachlan apparently did.

      “How old were you when he forbid it? I mean, forbid you guys to see each other again?” I asked.

      They looked at each other and Bran shrugged.

      “Ten? Eleven?”

      “You had just turned eleven summers and I was about to,” Lachlan agreed. “If you remember, I didn’t want you to introduce me to your family.”

      “I know.” Bran looked unhappy. “I didn’t understand how badly my father would react. At the time, I just wanted to prove you were real—not a figment of my imagination.” He glanced at me. “My mother had started getting worried that my ‘imaginary friend’ was still hanging around despite my age.”

      “So…I’m guessing your father wasn’t too happy when you brought Lachlan home for supper?” I asked, raising an eyebrow.

      “That would be an understatement,” Lachlan said dryly and once more I saw the hidden hurt in the emerald green depths of his eyes.

      A pained expression came into Bran’s blue eyes.

      “I’m still shamed by the way he treated you that day.”

      “At least you stood up for me.” Lachlan looked at me. “Bran isn’t one to abandon a friend—no matter how much it costs him.”

      Well, I could certainly vouch for that, considering that the tall Fae had just renounced his name and his family in order to stay with me and keep me safe.

      “My father’s hatred of those born to the Unseelie Court is blind and unreasoning—I refuse to join in it,” Bran said in a low voice.

      “So…the Fae of the Seelie Court really dislike the Fae from the, uh, Dark Lands?” I asked.

      “There is a great deal of prejudice against the denizens of the Unseelie Court,” Lachlan acknowledged. “Mostly because of the caste system used in the Realm.”

      “Caste system?” I said. “How does it work?”

      “The High Sidhe—the fairies of the most ancient and powerful bloodlines—are the highest rank,” Bran explained.

      “Except for the royals—the Fae Elite,” Lachlan pointed out. “They’re the very top tier.”

      “Yes, of course.” Bran shrugged. “It’s just that there are so few of them. Queen Elia and King Tyr rule the Summer Court and the nobles—the High Sidhe—are under them. Below them are the more common fairies, such as pixies and brownies and elves.” He shrugged. “Creatures with some power but not as much, because their lineage isn’t as pure or as ancient.”

      “What about the Unseelie Court?” I asked. “Who rules that?”

      “That would be Queen Mab,” Lachlan said grimly. “And she’s one you’ll want to stay away from if you ever come to the Realm, little one.”

      “Really? Why?” I asked, wide-eyed.

      “Aside from the fact that the Dark Lands aren’t a safe place for a female alone—especially one so obviously of High Sidhe descent,” Bran said, “You’d also want to watch out for Mab herself.”

      “She is known for her temper and her love of torture,” Lachlan said flatly. “Also, she wouldn’t like the look of you—she likes to be the fairest in the land, you know.”

      “What—like the evil stepmother in Snow White?” I asked, almost laughing.

      But Bran nodded seriously.

      “Don’t scoff. Many of your human ‘fairytales’ have a basis in reality. “It is said that Mab once had a daughter who grew more beautiful than her by far. She ordered the girl killed but she got away—into the Seelie side of the forest.”

      “Where, of course, she met the Prince— the son of Queen Elia and King Tyr,” Lachlan went on. “Naturally, they fell in love at once.” He made a face. “Because that is how Fate likes to toy with us.”

      “I take it that was bad?” I asked. “I mean, the parents didn’t approve?”

      “Didn’t approve?” Bran said, raising an eyebrow. “That’s an understatement.”

      “Bringing home a denizen of the ‘Dark Lands’—no matter how captivating they may be—is like bringing home a cockroach or a rat and declaring you intend to marry or befriend it.” Lachlan’s green eyes flashed and I saw pain in them once more. “Isn’t that right, Bran?”

      “Well…” Bran shifted uncomfortably. “Yes,” he admitted at last. “That’s about right. Or that’s how some people see it—not me, though,” he added, frowning. He looked at Lachlan. “I know I didn’t tell you goodbye when my family fled, but you were the one who ended our friendship—well before that.”

      Lachlan looked away, his green eyes burning.

      “I had my reasons. I came when you called, didn’t I? I paid the debt I owed.”

      “I hope it was our friendship more than the debt that called you back, old friend,” Bran said gently. “You know I’ve never held your birth against you.”

      “No,” Lachlan agreed. “But you’re the only one who hasn’t. Even I despise my lineage—such as it is.”

      Bran cleared his throat, looking uncomfortable.

      “I think we got off track, talking about the rulers of the Realm,” he said.

      “What did happen to the prince and princess?” I asked, tactfully trying to change the subject away from what was obviously a touchy topic. Though honestly, I was dying to hear more about the two friends’ history. “Not that I don’t want to hear your story, you guys, but I’m curious,” I added.

      “Nobody knows what happened to the UnSeelie princess,” Lachlan said. “Some say she died of grief when the Prince presented her at the Summer Court and Queen Elia and King Tyr rejected her.”

      “Some say she died in childbirth,” Bran countered. “And that the Prince went into hiding afterwards.”

      “And some say the two of them ran away into the human world and were never seen or heard from in the Realm again,” Lachlan finished. “Rumors are cheap. The main point is that neither the Prince of the Summer Court or the Princess of the Winter Court were ever seen or heard from again.”

      “Is it really that easy for Fae to leave the Fae Realm and just hide out somewhere?” I asked.

      Bran shrugged. “It’s what my family was doing.” He looked sad for a moment. “My father angered Queen Elia and she stripped him of his rank and put out an order for his arrest.”

      “Wow—what did he do to make her so angry?” I asked, wide-eyed.

      “I’d like to know that too,” Lachlan drawled. “All I heard was that you all ran—not the reason why.”

      Bran frowned.

      “It’s…complicated. As you know, my father was an advisor to the Queen—her most trusted one, in fact. He had her ear and felt like he could speak freely to her about anything.”

      “Apparently not, though,” Lachlan murmured. “What did he say that riled her up so much?”

      “He simply pointed out that since the Prince had left so many years ago, she had no heir. So if something was to happen to her or King Tyr…” Bran coughed as though this was an extremely impolite subject to be speaking about it.

      “But…don’t fairies live forever?” I asked.

      Lachlan shook his head.

      “Both Seelie and Unseelie have much longer life spans than humans but they’re not immortal. And of course, they can always be killed. Although if you say that in the presence of their majesties, you will be the one minus your head pretty quickly,” he warned.

      “It is considered treason to speak of the Queen or King’s demise,” Bran said in a low voice. “Which is why my father had to run for his life and my whole family went with him. Even though my father was just trying to alert the Queen to future dangers and let her know she ought to choose an heir.” He sighed. “Anyway, he said she wouldn’t hear of it. She’s convinced the Prince will come back someday and beg forgiveness and claim the throne. Until then, she and King Tyr will continue ruling, no matter how old they get.”

      “Interesting.” Lachlan nodded. “I wondered why the lot of you had to go so quickly. I didn’t guess it was because your father tried speaking truth to power.”

      “Unfortunately.” Bran looked unhappy. “I wonder where they’ll go?”

      “Not too far away, I hope,” I said anxiously. “I still feel awful that they left without you.”

      “I’m not sorry.” Bran lifted his chin. “I’m almost of age anyway. It’s time I struck out on my own.”

      “You’re not leaving are you?” I exclaimed anxiously. I didn’t want Bran to go either. Somehow I felt like I needed him by my side—which was the same way I felt about Lachlan, though I had only just met him.

      I knew those feelings didn’t make much sense, but I couldn’t stop the churning anxiety inside me when I thought of either one of them leaving me.

      “No, of course not. I promised to stay with you, Emma, and I always keep my word,” Bran said softly.

      “Maybe I ought to hang around too,” Lachlan remarked, giving me that lopsided grin of his. “I’ve heard a lot about Nocturne Academy. Do you think they’d admit a half-blood like me?”

      “I don’t see why not—though you must know that all the other Fae students are pure-blooded High Sidhe,” Bran warned.

      “Meaning I’ll be shunned by polite society?” Lachlan raised an eyebrow at him. “Remind me again how that’s any different from back home in the Realm?”

      “You have a point,” Bran said. “At any rate, it’s a good thing there will be two of us to protect Emma. I’m not sure what the other Fae students will make of her now that her true face is revealed. She’s already had trouble with Morganna Starchild.”

      “Ah, the fair Morganna,” Lachlan said dryly. “As pretty as a poppy and as poisonous as an asp.”

      “That’s Morganna, all right.” Bran nodded grimly. “She already put a skink in Emma’s ear. Who knows what she’ll try next—she’s bound to be jealous now that Emma’s beauty exceeds her own.”

      “She may be from the Summer Court and not the Winter one, but she’s cut from Queen Mab’s cloth all right,” Lachlan agreed. “She wants to be the fairest of them all. You’re right, Bran—I definitely need to stay and help you watch Emma’s back.”

      “But I thought you said the skink would go back and get into Morganna’s ear?” I said to Bran. “Won’t that take care of her—at least for a while?”

      He looked doubtful.

      “That might work on a less devious female but something tells me that even a skink won’t slow Morganna down for long.” He looked at Lachlan. “I’m glad you’ll be with us. And glad that we can be friends out in the open for once.”

      Lachlan nodded grudgingly.

      “I’m glad as well.”

      I was happy to see they were mending what was apparently a long friendship, but I still had questions.

      “Hey—you know, you guys never told me about the life debt—why did you have to come when he called for you?” I asked Lachlan. I looked at Bran. “Did you save his life or something?”

      Both of them looked extremely uncomfortable.

      “Well…” Bran began.

      But just then the buzzing sound of my cell phone distracted me. I picked it up from the floor, where it had fallen, and bit my lip when I saw the screen.

      My mom had called me twelve times and left fifteen texts, all of them progressively more worried and alarmed. And no wonder—it was around three in the morning at that point and I had been due home from the diner by eleven.

      She was probably worried sick.

      “Oh no—look at the time!” I gasped. “Guys, I’ve got to get home! My mom is going to kill me—she might already have the whole Frostproof police force out looking for me.”

      Which was only one rusty patrol car driven by Chief Carl but still…

      “Call her back and let her know you’re well and with friends,” Bran told me. “Lachlan and I will walk you home.”

      “Thanks.” I called my mom and reassured her, telling her I was with friends and apologizing for not seeing my phone earlier. She’s usually pretty laidback about curfew and things like that—mainly because I’ve never been the type of kid to stay out late without permission before. But this time she was really upset. She kept saying that she’d been having “a bad feeling” about me and she was worried.

      After promising to be home within the hour, I hung up and looked down at myself. I was still wearing Lachlan’s black cloak—only that and nothing else.

      “Oh no—I can’t go home like this! My mom is going to think…well, who knows what she’s going to think but I know it isn’t going to be good,” I exclaimed.

      Of course none of Bran’s clothes were going to fit me. As for Lachlan, he said he would have been happy to conjure me something but unfortunately the spell he’d worked to remove the geas I’d been under had wiped him out, magically speaking.

      “I probably won’t be good for much of anything for a day or two,” he admitted. “That geas was the most powerful magic I’ve ever encountered.”

      Finally, Bran had the idea to look and see if his little sister had left any clothes. I agreed because it was either that or go home naked, except for the cape.

      I was sure my mom wouldn’t like that and would probably get the wrong idea if I did that.

      Although the right idea was probably stranger than anything she could ever imagine.
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      We left Bran’s room and I was amazed to see how quickly his family had cleared out. They must have used some kind of packing magic—it was the only explanation I could think of for the bare rooms that looked like no one had lived there in months.

      “They’re really gone.” Bran’s deep voice was slightly choked and I felt a stab of sorrow and another of guilt—they had left because of me. This was all my fault.

      “If you’re thinking Bran’s family left because of you, think again,” Lachlan said, coming up beside me.

      I looked at him, startled.

      “Can you read my mind? Is that part of your magic?”

      “No and no. It’s written all over your face.” He gave me that one-sided smile of his. “But you shouldn’t blame yourself, little one—I’m the reason Bran’s father decided to pack up the clan and leave.”

      “But Bran wouldn’t have called for you if it wasn’t for me!” I exclaimed. “I can’t help feeling—”

      “Neither one of you are at fault,” Bran said, cutting me off. He gave Lachlan and me both a stern frown. “I stayed for myself—for my own honor. And I do not regret it, so please stop blaming yourselves.”

      “I think it’s just that we see you feeling bad about the loss of your family and we want to help you—to be there for you, Bran,” I said gently. “At least I know I do.”

      “I do as well.” Lachlan nodded gravely. “Bran is my oldest friend—my only friend,” he added dryly. “Since not many in the Realm are eager to claim a former denizen of the Dark Lands as an acquaintance—let alone a friend.”

      “We can fix that,” I said, smiling at him. “If you’re really going to come to Nocturne Academy with us, I can introduce you to my coven.”

      Lachlan frowned.

      “Coven? But you’re a Fae, not one of the Sisters.” He shrugged. “But who knows—maybe you do have some witch powers too. Seeing that you’re not affected by iron and you tamed a brook horse to your hand.”

      “I’m not one of the Sisters,” I said firmly. And to be honest, I really didn’t feel Fae either—but I was willing to let it go for now. “We call ourselves a coven because we’re very close—more of a family than just a group of friends,” I explained.

      “They stick together, no matter what,” Bran offered when Lachlan raised his eyebrows.

      “Not they—we.” I looked Bran in the eyes. “You’re part of my coven too, now. You might have lost your family but that doesn’t mean you’re alone.”

      “You’re very kind, Emma,” he said gravely. “But what will the other members of your coven say to you adding a member without asking?”

      “They won’t mind.” I shrugged. “We’ve very one-minded. Right from the beginning, when I said I noticed something different about you, they asked me to have you sit at our table.”

      He raised his eyebrows.

      “You noticed something different about me? From the very first?”

      “Well, sure.” I shrugged. “I mean, your voice didn’t match your outer appearance—that was number one. And then I kept getting these glimpses—flashes—of your real appearance.”

      “Wait—you saw through the Suva’s glamour?” Bran looked startled.

      “Only once or twice,” I admitted. “I thought my eyes were playing tricks on me at the time.”

      Lachlan shook his head.

      “And you wonder why we think you’re special, little one. The Suva is an extremely strong glamour. Not as strong as the geas you were under, but it’s meant to hide even a glimmer of the user’s true form, from even the most discerning of eyes.”

      “Oh, uh…” I shrugged again uncomfortably, not knowing what to say. I was so used to being plain-Jane Emma, Miss Nobody USA. The fact that I looked different now was hard enough to get used to. The idea that I might have some kind of wild magical powers was so weird I wasn’t even ready to consider it.

      “Never mind, Emma,” Bran murmured, clearly seeing my discomfort. “You’ll grow into your new self in time.”

      “Yes, new powers take time to settle,” Lachlan agreed.

      I certainly hoped they were right, although I didn’t know if I could ever get used to looking so different.

      “Here we go,” Bran said. “Will this fit?”

      I looked up and saw that he was holding out a dress, still on a hanger. It was bright orange and made out of stretchy polyester material that didn’t look very breathable.

      “It was the only thing my sister left in her closet,” Bran said apologetically, gesturing around the empty bedroom we had all wandered into.

      I could see why she had left it—it was hideous. Still, it ought to fit me.

      “Thanks,” I said brightly, taking the dress from him. “Let me just slip into the bathroom and put it on.”

      “No need—Lachlan and I will give you privacy,” Bran said. He and Lachlan stepped outside the bedroom, leaving me to shrug out of the black cloak and put on the orange dress instead.

      I pulled it over my head and tugged, expecting it to fall straight down. But I had forgotten about my new boobs.

      “Ugh!” I had to pull and yank to get the stretchy fabric past my newly massive mammaries. Well, not massive maybe, but I had gone up several cup sizes—from a modest B to a double D at least. So the dress was extremely tight in the chest and then baggy around my newly hourglass-shaped waist and tight again in my curvy hips.

      When I finally got it on, I saw that it was too short as well. Had I grown a couple of inches as well as changing my whole outer appearance during the geas-removing process?

      It seemed reasonable to think so. I knew that this dress would have fit my old body. But on my new one, it looked both ridiculous and obscene—too tight, too short, and it clashed horribly with my new purple eyes. The mirror Bran’s sister had left hanging on the wall told me that plainly enough.

      “Are you dressed?” Bran called through the door as I was staring at myself in dismay.

      “Yes,” I said in a small voice. “I mean, kind of.”

      “What does ‘kind of’ mean?”

      Bran pushed open the door and he and Lachlan came in. Two sets of eyes—one emerald green and one deep blue—swept over me. Lachlan’s sarcastic gaze seemed to hover around my chest, making me feel deeply self-conscious.

      “Don’t look at me.” I covered myself with my arms, feeling my cheeks get hot. “I know how awful I look.”

      “Awful?” Lachlan and Bran exchanged glances that seemed to convey a hidden meaning. It occurred to me that they had been friends for so long, they probably had ways of communicating without words. It was going to take me some time to pick up on what they were sending to each other.

      “Yes, awful,” I said, frowning. “This dress doesn’t fit and it clashes with my eyes.”

      “It’s the dress that’s awful—not you, Emma. You’re beautiful,” Bran said gently.

      “I agree wholeheartedly that our Emma is beautiful.” Lachlan reached for the discarded cloak and held it out to me. “But all the same, maybe you’re prefer to borrow my cloak a little while longer?”

      “Yes, I would. Thanks.” I took it from him gratefully and settled it back around my shoulders. “Well…” I took a deep breath. “Now that I’m dressed—kind of—I think I’d better get home. Mom’s probably worried sick.”

      “Come on, then.” Bran looked around the empty house and sighed. “Let’s go. It’s not like I have any reason to stay here.”

      “Wait!” Lachlan walked over to the mantelpiece above the small fireplace in the living room. “Look, old friend,” he murmured, picking something up. “I think maybe you are not as forgotten by your family as you think.”

      “What is it?” Bran and I went to see what he was holding and Bran sucked in his breath when Lachlan held out his hand.

      Cupped in his palm was a silver ring with slender markings etched in gold all over it.

      “What is it?” I asked as Bran took it and slipped it onto his pinky—the only place it would fit—almost reverently.

      “It belonged to my mother—and to her mother before her,” he murmured. “She should have saved it to give to my sister.”

      “Maybe she left it for you, to let you know she loved you,” I suggested gently.

      “Maybe.” He looked down at the ring, which glimmered softly against his tan skin. “It was…very kind of her. She always had a softer heart than my father. I suppose it is all I have left of them now.”

      I felt another little stab in my heart as I saw the look on his face. I hoped that bringing him into my coven might help ease the pain of not having a family. And since Lachlan was in the same boat, maybe my coven-mates would welcome him too.

      I didn’t stop to wonder why it seemed so important that I bring both boys closer to me, it just seemed natural. For Bran, because he was so kind and self-sacrificing. And for Lachlan, because I could see past his façade of sarcastic nonchalance to the pain underneath. He, too, was lacking a family. He also needed love. And he had taken the horrible pain of removing my geas and hadn’t stopped until my true form was revealed.

      Not that I thought much of my new form, to be honest. It still felt so strange to look so completely different. But I had to admit it was better to be blindingly beautiful than hideously ugly. Either way, I was doubtless going to be getting a lot more unwanted attention.

      Right now, though, the only person I was worried about noticing my new look was my mom. What was she going to think when she saw me?

      I guessed I was about to find out.

      “Come on, boys,” I said, nodding at Bran and Lachlan. “Let’s go.”

      Bran made an “after you” gesture and Lachlan said, “Lead the way, little one.”

      Together, we left Bran’s house and headed for mine.

      I just hoped my mom wouldn’t scream or faint when she saw me.
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      All the way home, I was rehearsing what to tell my mom—how I was going to explain the sudden change in my appearance and everything that had happened to me. I was even worried that she might not know me, I looked so different. But as it turned out, no explanation was necessary.

      My mom was waiting by the front door of our apartment building—which housed only eight units, four on one side and four on the other—with a worried look on her face. She was puffing away on a cigarette which glowed red in the dim light. A litter of cigarette butts in the gravel at her feet proved she’d been chain smoking while she waited for me.

      The minute she saw me, she dropped her cigarette, rushed forward and threw her arms around my neck. Squeezing me tight, she enveloped me in the scent of second-hand smoke and Red Door perfume.

      “Oh, Emma!” she cried. “I was so worried!”

      “I’m really sorry, Mom,” I said awkwardly. I was taller than her now and I had to bend down for her to hug me. “I’ve had such a weird night,” I told her.

      “I can tell.” She pulled back and studied my face in the moonlight. “Oh dear,” she sighed. “I was afraid this day would come. You look exactly like your father.”

      “I do?” I looked at her in shock. She had always said that my dad was the best-looking guy she’d ever seen but when I asked her to describe him, she had always been vague. And there were no pictures of him, either—anywhere.

      Mom nodded.

      “Well, except for the hair. I still remember how he looked when he brought you to me. He—Oh!” She stepped back, putting a hand over her mouth as though to hide her blunder. But it was too late.

      “Mom?” I looked at her uncertainly. “When he brought me to you?”

      Her eyes got wide.

      “Emma, I didn’t mean to tell you like this! I swear it!”

      “Tell me what?” I asked flatly, though I had a feeling I already knew.

      “Emma, honey…” She put a hand on my arm, her eyes big and pleading. “I love you so much but…I’m not your real mother. You were adopted.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            38

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      “Here—sit down and just breathe,” Bran murmured in my ear, as he got me settled in the middle of the sagging, second-hand couch in the middle of our tiny living room.

      “It’s all right, little one,” Lachlan said softly. He sat on my left and Bran sat on my right—maybe they were trying to offer me emotional support. I was grateful for that, but at the moment I wasn’t feeling any emotion but shock.

      “Adopted,” I whispered. The word tasted strange and bitter on my tongue—like a pill I was trying to swallow but couldn’t quite get down. “I’m adopted.”

      “I should have told you when you were little.” My mother was pacing up and down the living room, another lit cigarette glowing between her fingers as she gestured. “All the books say you should, but your father told me you would be in danger if you ever found out the truth about yourself.”

      “The truth?” I looked up at her. “What truth? What about me, Mom?”

      I wondered if I should still call her that, but honestly, that was still how I thought of her. After all, she had raised me and loved me and taken care of me—just because we weren’t related by blood didn’t mean I didn’t love her.

      Although I was feeling pretty confused and upset right now.

      “Ms. Plunkett, Emma is clearly Fae,” Bran said to my mom.

      “High Sidhe by all indications,” Lachlan added. “But maybe she has some other blood in her lineage as well? I only ask because she has shown extraordinary magical talent.”

      “Her magic is manifesting?” Mom’s eyes got wide. “Oh, he said that might happen—your father, I mean. He said if your true form was revealed and you found out who you are, you’d be in danger, Emma.”

      “Who am I then?” I asked, bewildered. Was I some lost fairy princess? That sounded crazy, even in my own head. “Who am I?” I repeated.

      Mom threw up her hands.

      “Honestly, Emma—I don’t know. Your father wouldn’t say. He just brought you to me and begged me to watch you until it was safe for him to come get you.”

      “So he just handed you a baby and you agreed to raise me on the spot?” I asked flatly. “Why would you do that, Mom?”

      “Emma…” She pinched the bridge of her nose with the hand not holding the cigarette—a habit she had when she was feeling stressed. “I never told you this, but I was married before your father brought you to me. It was…a messy time in my life. I wanted a baby—so badly—but I could never have one. It’s why my husband left me.”

      “So you took me just because you wanted a baby?” I asked, frowning.

      “I guess…” She sighed and gave me a pleading look. “I took one look at you and just…fell in love.”

      “Perhaps an affection spell,” Lachlan murmured, looking at my mom speculatively.

      I rounded on him.

      “Are you saying my mom only loves me because someone put a spell on her?” I demanded.

      “Don’t get mad, little one.” He raised his hands in a “don’t shoot” gesture. “The spell is temporary. Your father probably did a scrying spell to find the most appropriate human to leave you with and then placed a short-term affection spell on your mother, knowing that by the time it wore off, she would have genuine love for you, which grows over time.”

      “There wasn’t any spell.” Mom frowned stubbornly. “I wanted a baby and then here came this handsome stranger offering to give me one—it was as simple as that.”

      “And you raised me all these years just because you wanted a kid?” I asked. It still seemed kind of hard to believe.

      “I didn’t just want a kid—I wanted you, Emma.” My mother looked at me pleadingly. “Please, honey—try to understand. I know I should have told you about being adopted, but I didn’t want to put you in danger. And besides, I liked thinking of you as just mine.” She sighed and shook her head as she took in my new appearance. “But look at you now! There’s no hiding the fact that you’re different.”

      “I know,” I said ruefully, looking down at my new self. “But Mom, you still haven’t really told me anything except that I’m adopted. Who is my real father? Where is he? Am I Fae—from the Fairy Realm? I mean I must be—right?”

      To my dismay, she shook her head.

      “I’m sorry, Emma, but I don’t know much about your real background. Your father only told me that you needed to stay hidden from some very powerful people. And he also said that he would provide for your education when the time came.”

      I snapped my fingers excitedly.

      “He must be the one paying for my scholarship to Nocturne Academy!”

      I had always wondered about my mysterious benefactor—wondered why anyone would pay the exorbitant fees to send a drab little nobody like me to such an expensive supernatural school. Now it all made sense!

      “So you don’t know Emma’s true lineage?” Bran asked, frowning.

      “Or her family’s magical background?” Lachlan added.

      Mom shook her head.

      “I’m afraid not.” She frowned, studying the two of them for the first time. “And who are you two anyway? You look a lot like Emma’s father did. You have that…” She waved her cigarette in the air, as though searching for the right words. “That movie star look about you.”

      Lachlan frowned.

      “Movie star?”

      “I think she means you’re ridiculously gorgeous,” I said dryly. “Both of you.”

      “You think we’re gorgeous?” Lachlan raised his eyebrows. He shot Bran a grin. “Did you hear that, old friend?”

      “I most certainly did.” Bran grinned back.

      I felt my face getting hot.

      “You know what I mean,” I said, glaring at the two of them. “So stop grinning like that! All fairies are good looking—it’s just part of being Fae, I guess.”

      “You should know, Emma, since you are now the fairest of us all,” Bran said, suddenly serious again.

      “I am not!” I exclaimed. “I’m just…different.” I looked at my mom. “You said I look just like my dad—did he have purple eyes like mine?”

      “They were purple, all right…” She frowned, leaning forward to look at my new eyes more closely. “Just like yours. But his hair was blond—not black. And his face was like yours—so perfectly shaped.” She smiled and sighed. “He was the most handsome man I’ve ever seen.”

      She’d said that so many times when I was growing up, but now her words took on a whole new meaning. I had always thought it was strange that my mom seemed to bear no animosity towards the man who had impregnated her and then run off when I was still just a baby. But now it was clear why she wasn’t mad—he hadn’t impregnated her—he’d given her the baby she always wanted to raise.

      And I was no closer to knowing who I really was than when she first revealed I was adopted.

      “So you don’t know anything about my background?” I asked desperately. “Nothing at all?”

      She shook her head apologetically.

      “Just what I told you, sweetie. I know you’re somebody important—and that you’re being chased by other important people. Also, I knew that you might have magic and start looking different one day. But that’s it.” She spread her hands. “I’m so sorry I don’t know any more.”

      “Well, I think we can tell from her powers and her eyes that Emma is definitely High Sidhe—possibly with some other lineage mixed in,” Lachlan said, looking at me thoughtfully. “The question is, who are her rightful parents?”

      “Does it matter?” I asked, frowning. “Whoever they are, they dumped me here and left me.”

      “It’s going to matter very much if you ever have to go to the Realm,” Bran said seriously. “At the Summer Court, you’re nothing without your family name.” He winced as he said it, possibly remembering that his father had stripped his own family name from him.

      “I don’t care about that,” I said, lifting my chin. “Because I’m never going to the Realm or the Summer Court. I might look different now, but I’m still just plain Emma Plunkett and that’s who I’m going to stay.”

      Lachlan looked at me shrewdly.

      “I don’t doubt your commitment to leaving the Fae world alone, Emma. The question is—will the Fae world be willing to show you the same courtesy?” He shook his head. “I very much doubt it will.”

      I had no idea at the time how right he was—but I was going to find out very soon.
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      Bran and Lachlan spent the night—neither of them was willing to leave me alone after what my mom had said about me being in danger and “important people” chasing me. Mom was glad to have them but she had some rules to lay down first.

      “The couch folds out into a bed,” she said practically, motioning to the couch we were all three still sitting on. “Emma can sleep in her own room and remember our rule,” she added, pointing at me. “No boys in your bedroom, Emmaline Plunkett.”

      “Mom!” I could feel my cheeks getting hot.

      She only called me by my full name when she was serious but her words made me blush. She had made that rule back when I first turned twelve and started getting old enough to notice boys at all. But of course, up until now, there had never been any boys interested in me. And now I had two gorgeous Fae guys who refused to leave my side.

      But I’m gorgeous now, too, I reminded myself. It didn’t matter though—it didn’t feel real. Every time I passed by a mirror or some other reflective surface it made me jump. I felt like I was looking at a stranger.

      I was longing to go back to Nocturne Academy, of course, and be with the rest of my coven. I needed their reassurance that even though I looked different, I was still part of our little family. I knew that no matter what I looked like, Megan and Avery and Kaitlyn wouldn’t abandon me.

      But I didn’t want to leave Mom alone until after I had done my chores for the week—including shopping and stocking the pantry which I knew she’d never bother with on her own.

      Also, it was late—almost four in the morning. Everyone would be asleep and the gates would be locked. So I reluctantly decided to stay at least for the night and the next day to get errands and chores done before going back to show my friends my strange transformation.

      As for my supposed “magic powers,” I still wasn’t at all convinced I had them. That was, I wasn’t convinced until I had a run-in with our landlord the next day…
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      “You guys go in with the groceries, I’ll just be a minute,” I said to Bran and Lachlan, who had insisted on coming to the Publix with me. (That’s a grocery store, in case you’re wondering.)

      Shopping with the two of them had been…interesting to say the least. Mainly because everyone kept staring at them. From the bag boys to the butcher to all the shoppers in the isles, they were getting looks everywhere we went.

      I guess I couldn’t blame the people with the stunned looks on their faces—after all, both guys were built like Greek Gods—I had a hard time not staring at them myself.

      But when I mentioned all the attention he and Lachlan were getting, Bran just shook his head.

      “Think again, Emma—it’s not Lachlan and me everyone is staring at—it’s you,” he murmured. “Lachlan and I look well enough—we are Fae, after all—but your beauty puts the stars in the heavens to shame.”

      “Bran…” I bit my lip, feeling my cheeks get hot yet again. “Please don’t talk like that,” I begged him. “You have no idea how weird it makes me feel.”

      Lachlan, who had been listening to us talk, shot me an appraising look.

      “You’re truly not enjoying your new beauty, are you?”

      “I’m just…trying to get used to it,” I said. “Please believe me, it’s much better than being stuck in the ugly witch form.” I didn’t want him to think I was ungrateful that he’d removed the geas. “But it’s still so weird to suddenly look so different.”

      “You’ll get used to it,” Bran promised me again.

      I hoped he was right but at the moment, I didn’t see how it was possible.

      I mulled over the strange experience in the grocery store all the way home. But when we got to the entrance of my apartment building, I saw something that pulled me out of my contemplative mood.

      The ground was littered with cigarette butts—the detritus of my mom’s worried midnight vigil, as she waited for me to get home the night before.

      Feeling embarrassed about the mess, I knew I had to pick up the butts before one of the other tenants complained. So I sent the guys in with the groceries and started picking up the little white butts, each one decorated with a pink smear of my mom’s lipstick.

      I was just finishing up when a shadow fell over me and someone said,

      “Emma? Little Emma—is that you?”

      Looking up, I saw our landlord, Carl Groperson, standing over me. He was short, pudgy, and balding and he was chomping on the stub of a cigar that smelled like dirty socks. His clothing matched his looks. He was wearing a stained, white sleeveless T-shirt that was too short—it didn’t quite cover the bottom of his hairy belly, which hung out over the waistband of his sagging jeans. To complete the look he had on flip-flops that showed his dirty, hairy toes. Ugh!

      “Oh, hi Mr. Groperson.” I straightened up, trying to keep a neutral expression on my face as I hastily stuffed the handful of cigarette butts into the pocket of my jeans.

      Our landlord was a jerk. He’d raised the rent on my mom four times since we’d been living in his apartment building because he knew we couldn’t move. The only other apartment complex in Frostproof was a smoke-free one where you weren’t allowed to even smoke outside—let alone inside. As addicted as my mom was to her “cancer sticks,” as she called them, there was no way we could move in there.

      So Groperson knew he had us where he wanted us and he continued to raise the rent. Meanwhile, my mom hadn’t gotten a raise at work in over three years and my tips at the I Scream weren’t exactly fabulous. So we were barely scraping by—not that our pudgy landlord cared.

      But jerk or not, I knew I couldn’t afford to offend him, so I tried to smile, though the expression felt wrong on my face.

      “Is that you, Emma?” he asked again, frowning as though he couldn’t be sure. Well, I did look a lot different than I had the last time I’d run into him.

      “Uh, yes. I, um, I dyed my hair,” I said, groping for an explanation for my new looks.

      “You sure did somethin’ to yourself.” Groperson’s piggy little eyes crawled over my body in a way that made me feel really uncomfortable. I was wearing my own clothes again, but none of them fit right and the oversized T-shirt I’d put on to hide my new figure suddenly didn’t feel baggy enough.

      “Well, it was nice seeing you,” I said as brightly as I could. “But I have to get back to my mom.”

      I started to walk past him but Groperson blocked my path.

      “Hang on.” He frowned at me and my heart started pounding.

      “Yes, Mr. Groperson? Is there a problem?”

      “You bet your boots there’s a problem, Missy.” He took the soggy end of the cigar out of his mouth and gestured at me with it. “Your rent is due. In fact, it’s overdue.”

      “I thought rent wasn’t due until the end of the month,” I protested uneasily. “It’s only the twenty-first—that’s a whole week early.”

      “The rent’s due when I say it’s due,” he snapped, waving his soggy, smelly cigar at me. “So you tell your mom I want my money!”

      He was looming over me and making me feel really nervous. Up close, I could smell more than his cigar and my nose was telling me he probably hadn’t bathed in at least a week, if not more. Ewww… My stomach did a slow forward roll of disgust and I was glad I’d skipped breakfast.

      “I…I wish I could help you, Mr. Groperson,” I said, stuffing my hands nervously into the pockets of my jeans and taking a step back. “I mean, I wish I could get you your money early, but my mom doesn’t get paid until the end of the month and I don’t have any money.”

      As I spoke, my fingertips touched something cool and smooth and flat in my pocket, right where the cigarette butts had been. I frowned. What in the world could it be?

      “No excuses!” Groperson snarled. “You pay the rent on time or I’ll kick you both out. I know she sends you to that expensive private school, so I’m sure you can afford to pay your rent.”

      “My, uh, dad pays for that,” I protested, still fingering the thing in my pocket nervously. “We don’t have any extra money.” My fingers closed over the flat object and I pulled it out.

      When I looked down at it, I bit back a gasp. The object was a heavy gold coin, about twice as big as a quarter. It looked really old—there was a face that looked like a Roman emperor carved into it. The features had been worn away by time but you could still see the outline just fine.

      I stared at the coin in surprise. Where had it come from? And where were the cigarette butts which had filled my pockets just a moment before?

      “No money, huh?” Groperson snatched the gold coin out of my hand. Before I could protest, he bit down on it like a grubby pirate in an old movie. “Huh—pure gold,” he remarked and pocketed the coin.

      “Hey—you can’t take that!” I protested. “I just got it!” Though where it had come from and how it had appeared in my pocket, I had no idea.

      “And now I got it,” Groperson sneered at me. “I’ll have this appraised but it ought to cover your rent. For this month, anyway.”

      “But—” I started to protest, but he was already turning away.

      “Tell your mom I said she better pay her rent on time next month or you’re both out on your asses,” he snapped. Then he stepped into the apartment he kept for himself and slammed the door shut behind him.
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      “Emma, are you all right?” Bran came out of my mom’s apartment with Lachlan right behind him. “Who was that man?” he asked, frowning.

      “And what did he want? Was he menacing you?” Lachlan asked, with a glare at the door of Groperson’s apartment.

      I opened my mouth to tell them everything that had just happened…and closed it again. Clearly the thing with the cigarette butts disappearing and being replaced by an ancient gold coin was some kind of magic. And I didn’t want any more magic for a while—especially if it was magic I might have accidentally done myself somehow.

      Although honestly, I didn’t see how that was possible. I hadn’t worked a spell or said a charm or an incantation or anything like that. I had only said I “wished” I had some money. Surely that wasn’t enough to make anything happen—right?

      I didn’t know for sure, but I did know I wasn’t ready to face the idea that I might have done magic again—especially without meaning to, by accident. So I just shrugged at the guys and said,

      “He just wanted to talk about the rent—that’s all.”

      Which was pretty much the truth, although I knew I was leaving a lot out.

      “If he ever bothers you, be sure to let us know,” Bran said, still frowning.

      “I will,” I said lightly. “Excuse me, boys—I need to help my mom put the groceries away.”

      “We already saw to that,” Lachlan said. “Your mother appears to be busy tapping away at a strange instrument with a lighted screen.”

      “Oh, you mean her computer?” I stifled a smile.

      “Is that what it’s called?” Lachlan asked.

      “Yup. I’m guessing they don’t have any computers in the Realm?” I asked.

      “Technology doesn’t work in the Realm,” Bran explained. “We have magic instead, so we have no use for it there. Don’t worry,” he said to Lachlan. “You’ll get used to it. It took me a little while, too.”

      “I guess I’ll have to if I’m going to go stay here with the two of you,” Lachlan remarked. “Speaking of which, it might be better for me to get my enrollment taken care of today, rather than waiting.”

      “Sure,” I said eagerly. I was dying to get back to Nocturne and see my coven-mates. “Just let me give my mom a kiss and we’ll get going.”

      “I wonder who her real mother is?” I heard Lachlan say to Bran in a low voice, as I went back into the apartment. “It could be any one of the High Sidhe.”

      I couldn’t help myself—I paused in the shadows to hear the reply. Hiding behind the door, I put my eye to the peephole so I could watch them talk.

      “But all of the High Sidhe nobles have light hair,” Bran protested. “And Emma’s hair is as dark as yours, Lachlan.”

      “Surely you don’t think she has the blood of the Winter Court in her veins,” Lachlan objected.

      “I don’t know,” Bran replied thoughtfully. “But what about her eyes? There is certainly something remarkable about her.”

      “You’re understating the issue there, old friend,” Lachlan remarked. “And it’s not just her beauty I’m talking about—I sense great power in her, the likes of which I’ve never felt before.”

      “Well, you would know,” Bran remarked. “You’ve always been sensitive to the magic of others, considering that you have such strong magic of your own.”

      “Yes but this is something new—something different. Emma is…most unusual.”

      “She certainly is,” Bran murmured and there was something in his voice that made my ears prick up.

      Lachlan must have heard it too because he said, “You’re in love with her, aren’t you?”

      My heart started pounding as I waited for the reply.

      Bran ran a hand through his thick, blond hair, looking uncomfortable.

      “I’m sworn to protect her. I’m her knight.”

      “Don’t lie to yourself or to me,” Lachlan said dryly. “I’ve known you long enough to see how you’re feeling, even if you won’t admit it yourself.”

      “What does it matter?” Bran demanded.

      “Well, if it doesn’t matter, maybe you won’t mind if I fall in love with her myself.” Lachlan gave his friend a mocking grin.

      “I brought you here to help get the spell off her,” Bran snapped. “Not to—” He broke off abruptly.

      “Not to move into your territory?” Lachlan asked lightly. “Too late, Bran. I’m already here, about to attend school with you and the rest of the High Sidhe scions. Or maybe you’d rather I just slink back to the Dark Lands where I belong because of my tainted blood.”

      I expected Bran to shout at him or maybe even punch him. Instead, his voice dropped so low I could hardly hear him through the wooden door.

      “Don’t do that—don’t make me out to be like my father,” he said to Lachlan. “You know I don’t feel that way about you—I never have.”

      “I know,” Lachlan said grudgingly. “You’ve always treated me like a real person—not a half-breed, like the others do.”

      “Are you sure you want to come to Nocturne?” Bran asked. “As you say, all the Fae there are highborn. You might not have an easy time of it.”

      My heart jumped into my throat, as Lachlan appeared to mull this over. I hadn’t known him long but somehow I couldn’t bear the thought of the dark Fae leaving. Just as I couldn’t bear the thought of Bran leaving. I needed both of them, I thought, feeling panicky. I knew it didn’t make any sense but I couldn’t help it—I wanted them both with me—wanted it badly.

      But Lachlan’s next words made me breathe a sigh of relief.

      “I’m sworn to protect her too,” he said, looking at Bran. “And it’s not like I can’t take whatever those inbred, snot-nosed, noble brats can throw at me. I’ve been dealing with it all my life.”

      “That you have,” Bran acknowledged ruefully.

      “And…I know you were here first,” Lachlan went on, somewhat more awkwardly. “I might not be able to keep myself from falling in love with her, but I can, at least, promise not to act on those feelings. If that’s what you prefer.”

      Bran took a deep breath and raked his hand through his hair again.

      “I think that when the time comes, that should be Emma’s choice. She might want either or neither of us.”

      “Or both of us,” Lachlan pointed out, his green eyes flashing.

      “Both?” Bran shook his head. “She can’t get blood-bonded to two males at once.”

      “What about the legend of Elianna, the first Queen of the Realm? She who healed the breech and brought the Realms together?” Lachlan demanded.

      “That’s an old legend.” Bran frowned. “And even if it’s not, it happened over two thousand years ago, long before our time. Look…” He blew out a breath. “For now, let’s just swear to protect her and keep her safe. Agreed?” He raised his eyebrows at Lachlan.

      “Agreed.” The dark Fae held out a hand and Bran shook it.

      My heart still thumping in my chest, I stole away from the door and went to tell my mom we were going to school. I didn’t know what to think of the conversation I’d heard between Lachlan and Bran—I only knew it made me feel funny inside to think that two such incredibly handsome guys both wanted me.

      I asked myself which one of them I would choose, if I really could…and I couldn’t find the answer.

      I wanted them both.
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      “Oh my Goddess, Emmers—what happened to you?” Avery’s shocked expression was echoed by everyone in the common room of the Norm Dorm.

      “Wow, Emma—what happened?” Megan’s green eyes were wide.

      “You look so different—but I can still tell it’s you,” Kaitlyn said.

      “Oh, Emma, you’re beautiful!” Jalli exclaimed, clasping her hands to her chest as Jelly Belly, Sweet Tooth, and Spike all whizzed around her head in excited circles.

      Ari, Saint, and Griffin, who were sitting on one of the couches, murmured with surprise too.

      I was glad, in a way, that everyone was here to see me at once so I could get the big reveal over with. But I wished I could have some time with just my original coven-mates—Kaitlyn, Avery, and Megan.

      “Well, it’s kind of a long story,” I began.

      “I removed the geas she’d been under all her life,” Lachlan said, stepping forward. He and Bran had been standing back in the shadows under the spiral stairway, waiting for me to get around to introducing them.

      “And who are you two?” Avery demanded, giving the two tall Fae a skeptical once-over.

      “The blond one is Bran,” Griffin remarked coolly. “I can tell by his scent. As for the other…I don’t know.” He frowned at Lachlan. “Who are you?”

      “This is Lachlan,” I said quickly. “He’s going to be attending Nocturne with us. And he’s right—he removed the magic spell—the geas—I’d been under since I was a baby.”

      “I called him from the Realm to help,” Bran said, stepping up to stand beside the dark Fae. “And I can vouch for him—Lachlan is my oldest friend. He can be trusted.”

      “Well, welcome to the Norm Dorm.” Megan smiled at them both brightly and held out a hand. “I’m Megan and this is Kaitlyn and Avery and…”

      After she’d made all the introductions and the guys were talking, I turned to Avery who was still staring at me.

      “Emma,” he said, “You look like a Goddess. No, scratch that—you look like a Fae.”

      “I know I do,” I said uncomfortably. “I, uh, can’t help it.”

      “Well, you might not be able to help your pretty new face but you can certainly help those clothes.” He frowned at my baggy old T-shirt. “Did you go diving in the rag bag for that outfit or what?”

      “None of my old clothes fit me anymore since I, uh, changed,”

      I told him desperately. “Avery, I really need your help.”

      “Yes, you do,” he agreed briskly. “Come on, let’s go into your wardrobe and make some alterations.

      “Thank you!” I smiled in relief. Avery was a whiz at sewing and domestic magic, though he also had formidable powers. But I was certain he could help me with my problem by using what he called his “magic needle” which was the first spell he’d ever done as a kid when his powers manifested.

      Sure enough, the minute Kaitlyn and Megan and Avery and I all got into the room where we girls slept, Avery opened my wardrobe and got to work. He called his magic needle into existence and it began to alter my clothes at once to fit me.

      But doing what was really elementary magic for him, didn’t take much of Avery’s concentration. He had more than enough attention left over to grill me about my “new look.”

      “Okay, spill it, Emmers,” he demanded as his magic needle moved on its own, hovering in mid-air behind him as it altered one of my uniform blouses. “What exactly happened to you and how did Bran O’Connor turn into such a hottie?”

      “It’s a long story,” I began.

      “We’ve got time,” Megan came to sit on the bed beside me and Kaitlyn sat on the other side.

      “Well,” I began. “It all started when I was at work last night and Bran and his family came in for supper…”

      

      “And now here I am.” I spread my arms to indicate my new appearance as I finished my long, strange tale. “It turns out I’m adopted and my mom doesn’t know who my real parents are—or were—and I don’t feel like myself at all and none of my clothes fit!”

      “Not true,” Avery said briskly, as his magic needle finished work on my last skirt. “At least not about the clothes. They should work now—try them on.”

      “Thanks, Avery!” I went into the bathroom and slipped into a uniform, relieved to see that everything fit me to a T now—although the blouse still seemed tighter across the front. But I guessed that any blouse I wore was going to seem tight now. Ugh.

      I came out and all three of them embarrassed me by clapping and cheering. Avery even gave me a wolf whistle.

      “I just can’t get over it, Emma,” Megan said. “You’re so different.”

      “I feel different,” I said with a sigh.

      “You don’t sound happy about it,” Avery said, frowning. “Even though you’re absolutely gorgeous.”

      “I’m not really happy,” I admitted. “I’m so used to fading into the background and now I feel like everyone is staring at me all the time.”

      “They’ll get used to it and so will you,” Kaitlyn said, smiling as she gave my hand a squeeze. “Transformations take getting used to.”

      “Well you would know, little Miss ‘I’m-a-Drake now,’” Avery remarked, raising a sardonic eyebrow at her.

      Kaitlyn made a face at him and they both laughed. I couldn’t help thinking of how shy and introverted she’d been back when she’d been scarred by the fire—before her own transformation—and contrasting it with how self-assured and confident she was now.

      I wished my own transformation had made me feel more confident too, but I still just felt weird.

      “You’ll be okay, Emmers,” Avery said, clearly seeing the unhappy look on my face. “And in time, you’ll realize that those of us who are extra beautiful get special treatment.” He mimed tossing long, invisible hair and we all laughed at him.

      Trust Avery to crack me up even when I was feeling down.

      I smiled at all of them gratefully.

      “Thanks for being so understanding and not being shocked, you guys,” I said to my coven-mates. “And thanks for fixing my clothes, Avery.”

      “Any time.” He made a shooing gesture. “Would you like me to fix all your other clothes too? I don’t mind.”

      “Well, I do have some uniforms for work at home and some casual clothes that don’t fit anymore,” I said. “Maybe I could go back and get them sometime tomorrow and you could fix them then?”

      “Sure.” Avery nodded. “Now tell us more about your new friend, Lachlan.” He waggled his eyebrows at me. “Any chance he walks on the other side of the fence?”

      “I don’t think so,” I said awkwardly. “I, uh, kind of heard him and Bran talking about me right after I had a run-in with our landlord and he seems to be into, um, girls not guys.”

      “You mean he’s into you,” Megan said shrewdly. “And if I’m not mistaken, so is Bran.”

      “Of course he is! Why else would he offer to take that awful skink you had in your ear?” Kaitlyn remarked with a shudder. “But what do you mean you had a run-in with your landlord?”

      So then I had to tell them all about Mr. Groperson demanding the rent a week early. And, because they were my coven and we were all so close, I also told them about the disappearing cigarette butts and the gold coin I had somehow found in my pocket, too.

      When I finished, they were all gaping at me.

      “But don’t tell Bran or Lachlan about it,” I said quickly. “Because they already have some kind of crazy idea that I have magic and I really don’t think I do.”

      “Let me get this straight,” Avery said. “First of all, you get transformed into a gorgeous Fae, but iron nails don’t hurt you, and also you tamed a kelpie, and then you made a handful of cigarette butts disappear and a gold coin appear in their place but you still don’t think you have any kind of magic?”

      “I don’t!” I protested. “Nothing I did felt magical. I mean, I didn’t have any kind of pain or tingling sensation and I didn’t have to work any spells or prick my finger to draw blood or any of that. Those things all just…happened.”

      “Maybe you’re so magical you don’t even have to think about it—your magic just comes out,” Megan suggested.

      “Can that happen?” Kaitlyn asked, frowning.

      “I don’t know.” Avery looked thoughtful. “I wish I knew more about how Fae magic operates. But most everybody from the Realm keeps their power a big secret—they don’t practice it out in the open like the Sisters do.”

      “I wonder how powerful it can actually be,” Megan murmured.

      “Powerful enough to conjure a gold coin when her creep of a landlord was asking for the rent, anyway,” Kaitlyn pointed out. “It’s a good thing, too—he sounds awful!”

      “He is.” I grimaced. “He’s raised our rent four times because he knows we can’t go anywhere else.”

      “Why not?” Avery asked. “Why not move to Shady Pines?” Which was the other apartment complex in Frostproof.

      “Or my Aunt Deli has been looking for someone to rent out one of the rooms in her house,” Megan offered. “You know how huge her house is and since I’m at school almost all the time, she wants someone to share the place. I bet your mom would get along great with her.”

      “I don’t know,” I said doubtfully. “See, the reason we can’t move is that my mom’s a chain-smoker. Seriously—one cigarette after another after another after another.” I mimed puffing on an imaginary cigarette. “Shady Pines is a non-smoking complex.”

      “Oh…” Megan’s face fell. “So is my Aunt Deli’s house, I’m afraid. She’s kind of a health nut. Everything organic and all natural—that kind of thing. She hates smoke.”

      “So does just about everybody else,” I said, sighing. “Which is why we’re stuck at Groperson’s place.”

      “Well, now that you have magic, maybe you can do something about him,” Kaitlyn suggested.

      Avery frowned at her.

      “You know what would happen if Headmistress Nightworthy found out—she doesn’t like anyone using magic outside of school grounds. Especially on Norms who aren’t supposed to know about magic in the first place.”

      “Guys, I don’t have any magic,” I protested. “I swear I don’t. I don’t know what happened today with the coin but it was just…weird. That’s all. And it’s certainly nothing I did.”

      “Not on purpose, anyway.” Avery still looked skeptical. “But if you don’t want to talk about it, we don’t have to, Emmers.” He leaned closer and grinned at me. “We can talk about what you overheard Bran and Lachlan saying about you instead. So come on—spill it.”

      

      Later, Avery made everyone in the Norm Dorm supper and it was decided that Bran and Lachlan could take the other boys bedroom, beside the one Avery and Saint shared.

      Nocturne Castle seemed to have anticipated this somehow because when we opened the door to what had previously been a bare room, we saw two new beds and two wardrobes inside. Which seemed to answer any questions we might have about if Lachlan would be admitted or not.

      After everyone had eaten, we all settled down in front of the fire and spent the rest of the evening getting to know each other. The rest of my coven seemed to take to Bran—who they already pretty much knew—and Lachlan, right away. It wasn’t like we had invited two strangers into our group—it was like the two Fae guys were old friends, finally coming home.

      It was the same way I had felt when Megan had entered our group, back when it was just me and Kaitlyn and Avery—Bran and Lachlan just clicked into place. It felt right to have both of them there and I caught myself looking over at the two of them—the golden head and the raven one—more than once, as they spoke to the other members of my extended coven.

      The Castle seemed to understand what had happened as well. Just as it had provided a place for both guys to sleep, it had also subtly enlarged our common room. There were more worn, overstuffed chairs to sit on now and the ratty but comfortable old couches now held twice as many people as they had before. Despite the fact that the whole gang was there—Avery, Kaitlyn, Megan, Griffin, Ari, Saint, Jalli, and myself, including Bran and Lachlan, it didn’t feel a bit crowded.

      They belong here, I found myself thinking more than once, as I watched the easy way Bran interacted with my Coven-mates and the droll way Lachlan made them laugh with his dry, sarcastic humor.

      But what I was really thinking was, they belong with me.

      Though I didn’t dare to admit it, even to myself.
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      Sunday I was up bright and early to go back to our apartment and gather all the clothes I wanted Avery to alter for me. I didn’t bother to wake up anyone else—not even Bran and Lachlan. After all the craziness of the day before, I wanted a little time to myself. Besides, I thought the ride back and forth to the apartment might clear my head.

      I got on my bike and was there in no time—Frostproof is pretty small, after all, and there was absolutely no traffic that early on a Sunday morning. The First Baptist Church—which is the main church in town—didn’t even start services until nine and it was barely seven when I pedaled into the parking lot of our rundown apartments.

      I expected to be able to slip in, grab my clothes, and slip out again with no problem. I only stopped for a moment to check on my mom. Your adopted mom, a little voice in my head reminded me, but I pushed it away.

      I had no idea who my real parents were and she had taken me in and raised me. She was still my mom, I told myself defiantly as I quietly opened her door to check on her.

      She was still asleep, with a cigarette smoldering in the ashtray beside her bed. I grimaced as I tiptoed in and smashed it out. I had begged her not to smoke in bed—what if she fell asleep with a lit cigarette and set the whole apartment complex on fire? But she was so addicted, she couldn’t even seem to stop that particular dangerous habit.

      “Oh, Mom,” I said softly, as I bent down to kiss her sleeping cheek. “I wish so much that you could stop smoking! I’d give just about anything to make you stop!”

      My mom stirred in her sleep and mumbled something I didn’t catch. Then she rolled over and started snoring softly.

      With a sigh, I closed her door as quietly as I had opened it and went to gather my clothes.

      I didn’t have a lot—it wasn’t like there was much money to throw around on my wardrobe. But there was enough to fill one large trash bag, which should hopefully fit in the basket of my bike as I rode back to school.

      I gnawed my thumbnail nervously as I wondered if I ought to try and find a piece of string or rope to tie the bag down. I didn’t usually bite my nails—back when I was a plain-Jane, my hands had been the prettiest part of me and I liked to keep my nails smooth and neat. But now my thumbnail seemed to find my teeth or maybe my teeth found my thumbnail. Either way, I had almost chewed off the whole nail before I noticed what I was doing.

      “Damn it!” I muttered, when I looked down and saw the damage I had done to my formerly neat nail. Now why had I done that? The clothes should be fine with just a little careful balancing. I was being silly.

      Hefting the bag in both arms, I let myself out of the apartment and was just heading for my bike, which was parked out front, when a large shape stepped in front of me, blocking my forward progress.

      It was our landlord, Carl Groperson again, and the look on his face was not happy.

      “Oh, uh, hello, Mr. Groperson,” I said uneasily. I was glad I had the big bag of clothes to cover my front with this time, but I wished very much that I had woken up Bran and Lachlan and asked them to come with me. Both of them were big enough and strong enough to intimidate a creep like Groperson. But as it was, I was entirely on my own because there was no one else up at the complex that early in the morning.

      “You have a lot of explaining to do, Missy,” Groperson snapped, glaring at me with his piggy little eyes.

      “Uh, what?” I had no idea what he was talking about. “What do you mean, Mr. Groperson?”

      “I mean this.” He stuck one grubby hand in the pocket of his sagging shorts and pulled out a handful of cigarette butts. With a sinking heart, I recognized the pink smears of lipstick that marked them as my mom’s. Still, I couldn’t let on that I knew something was wrong.

      “I don’t understand,” I said, making my face as blank as possible.

      “Yes, you damn well do, Missy!” he snarled. “I took that coin you gave me over to be appraised yesterday. But when I reached in my pocket to get it, I came up with these.” He shoved the handful of cigarette butts in my face, wafting the scent of stale smoke at me, which made my nose wrinkle.

      “I don’t know anything about that,” I protested—which was honestly the truth. I had no idea how the butts had turned into a golden coin in the first place or how they had changed back again either. It had just…happened.

      “Don’t lie to me!” Groperson barked. He glared at me menacingly. “You gave me some kind of trick coin or something to make a fool of me!”

      I felt my fear and worry turning into something else—anger.

      “First of all, I didn’t give you anything,” I snapped back. “You took that coin right out of my hand without my permission! And secondly, it’s not my fault if you lost it and somehow got a, uh, handful of cigarette butts instead. You can’t blame me for what you did.”

      Groperson narrowed his piggy little eyes and fixed me with a malevolent glare.

      “Oh yes I can blame you, girly. I’m the Goddamned landlord around here, or did you forget it?”

      “Like you’d let us forget!” I snapped back. “If you’d waited for the rent at the time it was due, maybe you wouldn’t have ended up looking like a fool at the pawn shop, or wherever you went!”

      I knew the moment I spoke the words that I had gone too far. But after years of Groperson raising our rent and being nasty to my mom, something in me just snapped and I couldn’t take it anymore.

      “Speaking of the rent, girly, it’s overdue now that your little fake coin trick flopped,” the nasty landlord snarled at me. “And I’m charging you double to make up for it.”

      “What?” I demanded, thinking I must have heard him wrong. “But you can’t do that! My mom and I barely make enough to pay the rent as it is, since the last time you raised it!”

      “Too bad,” Groperson sneered. “I better have double the rent in my hand by this time Saturday morning or you and your lazy, chain-smoking mother are out on your asses! Do I make myself clear?”

      “My mom is not lazy!” I exclaimed (I couldn’t exactly refute the chain-smoking part.) “And you can’t do this! We…we’ll sue you or something!” I added, not sure how I would do this but thinking that there must be laws against a landlord suddenly doubling the rent like he was threatening to do.

      “Oh yeah?” Groperson smirked at me. “And how you gonna pay the legal fees, girly? You know most lawyers want at least five hundred bucks to even walk in the front door, right? How you gonna come up with that and get me into court in time before I kick you and your mom out?”

      I didn’t have an answer to that. And to be honest, I didn’t even know any lawyers. Come to think of it, I didn’t think there were any kind of legal services in Frostproof at any price—let alone five hundred dollars.

      The landlord could tell by my silence that I had no way to refute his claims and he gave me a nasty, yellow-toothed grin.

      “Double the rent,” he said, jabbing a pudgy finger at me. “By this time Saturday or you’re both out.”

      And with a final nasty smirk, he moved past me and swaggered back into his apartment.
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      I didn’t know who to tell.

      I didn’t like to tell Bran and Lachlan, because I was afraid they might want to go beat Groperson up, which would only land us all in hot water and get my mom kicked out immediately. And I hated to tell the rest of the coven because I was sure they would all want to chip in and try to pay the rent. Which was nice, but I had my pride—mom and I had always been able to make it on our own without charity from anyone so far. I didn’t want to start asking for handouts now—especially not from friends.

      I didn’t want to tell my mom either—she didn’t need any more to worry about on her plate at the moment and besides, this was my fault. Not completely, because Groperson had snatched the magical coin I had somehow conjured up out of a handful of cigarette butts. But still, it was my magic, I had to reluctantly admit—though it was really weird to think of myself as having magic—that had started the whole debacle in the first place. So that made it my fault and I was going to have to fix it.

      I worried all day and somehow managed to gnaw several more nails into a ragged mess as I worked the problem in my mind. By this time my manicure was a lost cause but I was so upset—and trying so hard not to show it—that I barely even cared.

      In the end, I went back to the I Scream diner that evening and asked Joey if I could work every night that week. I knew how much my mom had saved towards the rent and how much she had in savings—she never kept things like that from me—and I reasoned that if I made really good tips, I might be able to make up the rest. Of course, it would completely clean out our meager bank account and take all of the tiny emergency fund we’d managed to save over the years, but I didn’t see any other choice.

      I just had to work as hard as I could and hope for the best.

      Joey looked stunned when he saw me, his eyes opening wide as he took me in.

      “Emma?” he asked, his voice slightly hoarse. “Is that really you?”

      “Of course it’s me—I just dyed my hair and got contacts!” I put a hand to my flowing raven hair self-consciously.

      The worst thing about my new, dazzling beauty, was how it affected the people who had already known me, I thought. The old plain-Jane Emma was gone for good but now they treated me differently, just because I was pretty.

      It made me feel super awkward and uncomfortable.

      I explained that I needed extra shifts but after a moment, I realized Joey wasn’t listening.

      “Joey?” I snapped my fingers in front of his face. “Hello?”

      “Oh, uh, sorry Emma.” He shook his head. “Just…can’t get over how you grew up all of a sudden. The new look is really working for you.”

      “Uh, thanks.” I felt intensely uncomfortable. Joey had always treated me like a kid before—a competent kid who was capable of waitressing—but a kid just the same. Now he was looking at me like I was some movie star who had descended on his humble diner and decided to grace him with their presence.

      “So…what do you need again?” he asked me, blinking.

      “I asked if I can pick up some extra shifts,” I said. “Like maybe every night this week? I’m really sorry but we need the money.”

      “Sure, Emma.” He nodded eagerly, though in the past he would have asked questions about how it would affect my schoolwork. “Whatever you need.”

      “Well…thanks.” I began edging my way out the door, uncomfortably aware that his eyes were still glued to my new hair and body. “I guess I’ll see you, uh, tomorrow night?”

      “Yeah, that’ll be just fine.” He nodded again. There was a weird, almost hypnotized look in his eyes that made me wish desperately that I still looked like my old self.

      But there was no help for it—the old Emma Plunkett was gone and the new girl was here to stay, I reminded myself unhappily, as I finally let myself out of the diner’s swinging glass door.

      “What’s wrong, Emma? You look upset,” Bran remarked when he caught a look at my face.

      “Yes, little one—what happened?” Lachlan frowned protectively. “Did the owner give you problems?”

      I sighed deeply, debating on how much to tell them. The two of them had insisted on coming with me to the diner—they didn’t like the idea of me going alone, even though I had been going back and forth from Nocturne Academy, to my house, to the I Scream for years. It was kind of like having two over-protective intensely gorgeous bodyguards everywhere I went and I might have gotten annoyed except I really did like having them both near me.

      “No, he didn’t bother me that way,” I told Lachlan, blushing uncomfortably at the implication. “But he just…couldn’t stop staring at me. It was almost like he was hypnotized or something.” I shook my head. “I hate looking so different!”

      “Hypnotized?” Bran frowned but Lachlan was nodding, as though my boss’s reaction to my new look wasn’t surprising at all.

      “It may be that you have the power to fascinate,” he said. “It’s very rare but not completely unheard of in a High Sidhe female.”

      “The power to fascinate? What’s that?” I asked, frowning.

      “Basically it means your beauty is such that it will mesmerize some people,” Bran said. “They will have difficulty looking away from you and they may be willing to do what you ask or give you what you want for no reason other than your beauty.” He looked at Lachlan. “But I thought only the royals had that power?”

      “I don’t know about that,” Lachlan said. “But it is rare. You don’t hear about it often except in old legends. They say that Elianna, the first Queen of the Realm had it. It was one way she was able to bring the Winter Court and the Summer Court together—so many Fae warriors were fascinated by her they refused to fight each other because she told them not to.”

      “Of course, it doesn’t work on everyone,” Bran said. “Mostly the weak-minded. No offense to your boss,” he added apologetically.

      I wished it would work on everyone. If it did, I could have just told Mr. Groperson to let us be—or even had him lower the rent to a fair price. But even though he was mean and nasty, our landlord was at least fairly sharp, I had to admit to myself. He’d managed to make a small fortune on his little apartment complex and I’d heard him bragging to one of the other tenants about how he never paid the full amount on his taxes because he fooled the IRS every year with his “creative accounting.” Clearly I wasn’t going to be able to fascinate him.

      Which meant I was just going to have to suck it up and work like crazy, I told myself. I could do this— I could earn enough money to pay the double rent by next Saturday.

      I had to do it. If I didn’t, my mom was going to be homeless by this time next week and it would be all my fault.
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      By the next morning, though, the fear of homelessness was the last thing on my mind. The minute I walked into second period, AP Biology, all eyes were on me.

      I had managed to get out of first period by giving an excuse to my teacher, Mrs. Canody, that I was taking a new student—Lachlan—to get registered. She had done a double-take when she saw me, but I gave my now-standard explanation of hair dye and contacts, which she seemed to accept. She told me to get the notes from someone else and she would see me tomorrow.

      But I had left Lachlan in the main office and I had no excuse to get out of second period. The time I had been dreading ever since my dramatic transformation had arrived—I was going to have to let classmates outside my coven see me for the first time.

      I walked in with my head down, hoping just to get to my seat without anyone noticing me. And at first, I thought I was going to make it. Morganna was sitting in the middle of her “court” (as I thought of all the pretty, popular students who always danced attendance on her,) being the center of attention as always.

      However, for once, she wasn’t saying anything. And maybe that was why Elian Darkwing looked away from her and stared straight at me instead.

      Immediately, a curious look came over his handsome face and he got up and came over to my lab table.

      “Hello, beautiful one,” he murmured smoothly. “And who might you be?”

      “Uh, it’s just me, Elian—Emma Plunkett,” I said, feeling extremely uncomfortable.

      I wished desperately that Bran was there to back me up, but he was apparently running late for second period, so I was all alone at my table.

      Which Elian seemed to take as an invitation to lean on the table and talk to me.

      “Emma?” he said, looking briefly surprised. “I didn’t recognize you. You look amazing.”

      “Er…thank you.” I nodded miserably.

      This used to be my fantasy—my handsome Nocturne crush noticing me at last and thinking I was the most gorgeous girl he’d ever seen. But now that it was really happening, I only wished with all my heart that it wasn’t and that I could go back to being my normal, plain, invisible self.

      But there was worse to come. Other boys were abandoning Morganna’s court to come and pay tribute to me. Cedric O’Dea, a Fae guy with golden brownish-blond hair done in carelessly sexy short ringlets, was suddenly right beside Elian Darkwing, elbowing for position. And right after him came Francisco Gomez, a Drake with broad shoulders and warm chocolate brown eyes.

      All of them wanted to talk to me and none of them was paying a bit of attention to Morganna anymore.

      Naturally, Morganna noticed the defections from her court. I caught a glimpse of her face, white with rage, as she sat on the other side of the room. Her lips were pinched shut into an angry line and her big blue eyes were shooting hate at me as hard as she could. Surprisingly, though, she didn’t say anything—she just looked more and more pissed off.

      Meanwhile, I was doing the best I could to fend off my new admirers but none of them seemed to want to take “no” for an answer.

      “Tonight you will come with me to view the moon,” Elian Darkwing said in that dark, sexy voice I used to find so appealing. “We’ll watch it rise together as we drink chilled champagne.”

      “Uh, no thanks,” I said quickly. “I have to work tonight—sorry.”

      But Elian wasn’t listening to my reply, he was too busy glaring at Francisco who was saying,

      “Come with me tonight, chica. I’ll take you flying on my Drake.”

      “I don’t think so,” Cedric cut in. “She’s obviously Fae—High Sidhe if not royal, I mean, just look at her eyes—so the Edict prevents her from going out with either one of you losers. I, on the other hand, am also Fae which means that this lovely little fairy belongs with me.” He ran a hand through his carelessly tousled golden-brown curls as he spoke, grinning at me in what he doubtless thought was an extremely appealing way.

      I’ve never been the kind of girl who wants boys to fight over her—it’s just not in my nature. Even back when I used to fantasize about boys paying attention to me instead of overlooking me or pretending I wasn’t there, I had never fantasized about this.

      And now things were getting rough.

      “I saw her first,” Elian hissed at Cedric.

      “Back off—she’s Fae which makes her mine,” he snapped back.

      “Both of you are too weak to claim her,” Francisco snarled. “I will take her as my own!”

      They started a shoving-match right there at my lab table and it looked like it was really going to come to blows. I backed away from them, as much as I could, feeling miserable and unhappy as the cause of the impending violence.

      This fight over insignificant little me seemed to finally be the straw that broke the camel’s back for Morganna. She got up from her seat and sashayed over, her hands on her hips and the nostrils of her perfect nose flaring.

      “Why fighting, are you?” she demanded, shouting at the boys to be heard over their trash-talk. “Not so great is she!”

      Huh? I looked at her in confusion. Why was she talking like Yoda all of a sudden?

      “To me you should all listen!” Morganna insisted, when the boys ignored her, just like they used to ignore me. “Nothing but an ugly little Norm she is! Not worth your time she is!”

      Suddenly I understood. The skink! It must have come back to her and gotten into her ear after all and she hadn’t figured out a way to remove it yet.

      I felt a moment of twisted happiness—it was, after all, no more than she deserved—but my revenge glow was quickly shattered when Cedric pushed Francisco into my lab table, nearly knocking it over, while Elian snarled at the two of them, showing extremely sharp-looking fangs.

      “Gentlemen, gentlemen! What’s going on here—stop this right now!”

      I thought I had never been so happy to hear my dour biology teacher’s voice in my life. Mr. Barron came striding down the aisle, glaring at the three boys who by now were pushing and shoving each other and just about an inch from throwing punches.

      He took them roughly by the shoulders and pulled them apart—no easy feat since both the Nocturne and the Drake had supernatural strength on their side. As for Cedric, I didn’t know. Were Fae stronger than normal humans? Was I stronger now that my true Fae self had come out and been revealed?

      I made a mental note to check on that later. Right now, Mr. Barron was glaring at all three boys and demanding to know what the fight was about.

      Of course, before anyone could answer, Morganna pointed a perfectly manicured finger at me.

      “Her fault it is!” she declared, glaring at me. “Put them under a spell, she has!”

      Mr. Barron blinked at her strange diction but turned his attention to me, nevertheless.

      “Is this true Miss…er, is that you, Miss Plunkett?” he asked, frowning uncertainly.

      “Yes, it’s me, Mr. Barron,” I said in a small voice, feeling even more miserable—if that was even possible. “But I didn’t put anybody under any kind of spell, I promise! They just came over and started talking to me and…and fighting over me.”

      It sounded so ludicrous I could barely get the words out. Three of the most handsome, popular boys in school fighting over plain little Emma Plunkett? Who would believe it?

      But it was true and I didn’t know what else to say.

      “Fighting over you, hmm?” Mr. Barron frowned at me.

      He looked at me so long I was afraid I might have fascinated him as well. Knowing that this strange power I had only seemed to affect males with “weak and simple minds” as Lachlan put it, made me see my old crush—and the other popular boys—in a whole other light. I really hoped that my Biology teacher—who I had always respected—wasn’t going to fall into their category.

      Thank goodness, though, Mr. Barron shook his head—like a man shaking off a slight dizzy spell—and frowned at me.

      “Miss Plunkett, I’m not sure what to say but considering where we are, I’m inclined to think there is some kind of magic at work here.”

      “Magic there definitely is!” Morganna put in, glaring at me. “Worked some kind of glamour spell on herself, the nasty little human has! Made herself look Fae, she has!”

      “No, Morganna—Emma was always Fae.” It was Bran’s voice, coming from behind me—he must have come in the back door of the classroom. I turned to see him coming towards me and saw that Lachlan was with him.

      The dark Fae looked remarkably good in the Nocturne Academy uniform of a black blazer with blood-red piping and dark slacks. It emphasized his coloring and his shock of blue-black hair and made his emerald eyes stand out.

      I felt a wave of relief as my guys came to flank me on either side. Without thinking about it, I reached for both of them. When they took my offered hands, I felt a wave of strength flowing into me and I was able to hold up my head. How I looked wasn’t my fault, I told myself. And it also wasn’t my fault that the three weak-minded popular idiots had started fighting over me.

      “Well—and who is this?” Mr. Barron asked, frowning at Lachlan.

      “Lachlan O’Rourke, Sir. I’m a new student in your class,” Lachlan said firmly.

      Behind his back, some of the other Fae students began to whisper.

      “Look at his hair—he’s UnSeelie!”

      “I can’t believe they let some filthy peon from the Winter Court into Nocturne!”

      Of course, I also had raven black hair now, but I noticed nobody was saying anything about me. Maybe because of my triple-ringed purple eyes or the fact that I had the power to fascinate. But they were definitely giving Lachlan what my mom would have called “the stink eye.”

      “All right, Mr. Lachlan, you can have a seat…” Mr. Barron frowned, looking for an empty lab table but there was none—and no one for Lachlan to have as a lab partner either. “Well, we seem to be short on seating,” he said, frowning.

      “It’s all right, Mr. Barron,” I said quickly. “Lachlan can share a table with Bran and me for right now—just until you can find him a partner,” I added, knowing that wasn’t going to happen.

      “All right, that’s kind of you, Miss Plunkett, but I’m still trying to figure out what’s going on here.” Mr. Barron nodded at Cedric, Elian, and Francisco, who were all still glaring at each other menacingly.

      “Told you, I did. Under a spell, she put them!” Morganna insisted, putting a hand on her hip.

      “Miss Starchild, is there a problem with your speech today?” Mr. Barron inquired, frowning at her. “You sound very much like you’re trying to imitate a popular character from the Star Wars saga.”

      “Yeah, you sound like Yoda,” one of the other students called out, which caused the entire class to snicker.

      If there was one thing Morganna Starchild was not used to, it was a laugh at her own expense. Her face grew even redder and she flounced off to her seat, little white dents of fury forming on the sides of her flaring nostrils. The expression of rage contorted her perfect features and almost made her look ugly.

      “But to go back to what I was saying before,” Mr. Barron said, frowning at me. “There does seem to be some kind of magic at work here. Miss Plunkett, whatever, er, spell you used on yourself to change your appearance, may I suggest that you remove it as soon as possible to avoid causing any further ruckus?”

      “I…I can’t, Mr. Barron. I’m sorry,” I said humbly.

      “Emma is Fae—she has always been Fae,” Lachlan explained for me.

      “She was under a geas and Lachlan removed it,” Bran said, picking up the tale. “What you are seeing now is Emma’s true self—this is how she looks without the spell that has been on her all her life.”

      “She can no more go back to her original, unremarkable appearance than you can regrow your balding hair,” Lachlan added with a straight face.

      Mr. Barron went red in the face and frowned.

      “Is that right? Well then, how can we avoid this kind of fiasco in the future?”

      “I, uh, don’t know,” I admitted. “I didn’t mean to do it—they just came up to me, Mr. Barron—honestly.”

      “We will find a solution, Sir,” Bran promised smoothly. “And in the meantime, Lachlan and I will keep Emma safe from any kind of unwanted attention.”

      As he spoke, he seemed to grow larger and his storm-blue eyes blazed at the popular boys. On my other side, Lachlan was also glaring at them. I felt perfectly protected and safe between the two of them and I squeezed their hands, sending a silent thank-you.

      Mr. Barron frowned at Bran.

      “Well, all right but…come to think of it, Mr. O’Connor, you look different yourself. Were you also under a spell?”

      “Yes,” Bran said simply. “But how I look doesn’t matter. What matters is that I have sworn my service to Emma and I will protect her from harm.” He glared at the three popular boys pointedly again, and they stared back in sullen silence.

      “I, too, have pledged myself to Emma’s service,” Lachlan said. “I swear to you now, Mr. Barron, no harm will come to her and no more problems will arise because of her beauty.”

      “Well…” For once Mr. Barron seemed to be at a loss for words. “Carry on, then,” he said at last, waving to us with one hand. “Everyone take a seat and turn to chapter twenty-seven in your text books.”

      With some angry muttering, Cedric, Francisco, and Elian took their seats around the still-furious Morganna. And Bran and Lachlan sat on either side of me, making me feel happy for the first time since I’d walked into the room. They were both just so big and strong and I felt so perfectly right sitting between them—not to mention safe.

      I know it sounds girly and not very feminist to want a guy’s protection—or in this case, two guys. But when you have three other jerks fighting over you and you don’t know what to do, having a couple of friendly males on either side of you can really calm your nerves.

      Or maybe more than friendly, whispered a little voice in my head, but I pushed it away. After all, we were all just friends and even if we wanted to be more, how could I choose between them?

      What if you didn’t have to choose? suggested that same little voice—it was persistent, I would give it that much. I pushed it away again. It wasn’t like I could have both Bran and Lachlan—that’s not how things work, right?

      I was so busy thinking of my newly complicated love life that I was caught by surprise when I turned my head and happened to catch a look at Morganna.

      The Fae girl was staring at me with so much hatred in her eyes I felt taken aback. I mean, she had disliked me for a long time—I knew that well enough. But I had never seen such pure malice in her big blue eyes before. She actually looked like she wished she could pull out a gun and shoot me—or whatever the Fae equivalent of that is.

      I kept my face blank and turned back to my textbook, trying to ignore the malevolence beaming at me from across the room.

      I had the uneasy feeling that I would need much more than Bran and Lachlan on either side of me to keep me safe from what the nasty Fae girl was doubtless dreaming up.
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      The rest of the day went on pretty much the same way. In every class, I seemed to fascinate some weak-minded male by accident and then they came up to me and started acting like idiots, trying to ask me out. Luckily, either Bran or Lachlan was always in class with me—(I found out later that they had worked it out that way on purpose and Lachlan had signed up for every class I had that Bran didn’t—) so they were able to stop the trouble before it started.

      But honestly, by lunchtime, I was so tired of the whole mess, I was about ready to become a teenage dropout.

      The three of us met up after fourth period and made our way to the Dining Hall, my guys on either side of me to keep me safe from would-be admirers. Even so, a few thick-headed boys came up and tried to talk to me, despite the fact that I was flanked by two very large and protective Fae. It made me lose respect for so many of my classmates, I was losing count.

      “Ugh, what is wrong with them?” I demanded, as we finally entered the cafeteria line and grabbed green plastic trays to wait our turn. “I’m so sick of this I could scream!”

      “Don’t scream, little one,” Lachlan said dryly. “That would only bring people running—and chances are, most of them would be males attracted to your beauty like bees to a flower.”

      “Well, this ‘flower’ is getting sick of swatting at ‘bees’,” I said grumpily. “I haven’t even been Fae three days and I already wish I was just a Norm again!”

      Just then we reached the head of the food line where Nancy and her cohorts were serving with sour looks on their faces. I looked automatically at the ubiquitous tub of “Norm slop” as Avery sometimes called it, with its layer of crayon-orange melted cheese.

      I could already smell it and I realized, with a sinking heart, that the lunch ladies had mixed some kind of fish with some kind of fruit again. Plus, broccoli and brussel spouts—at least, judging from the smell and the specks of green sticking up from under the thick, greasy blanket of cheese.

      Guess I’m just having iced tea again for lunch, I thought dolefully. And then Bran, who was ahead of me, pointed at the Fae entrée, which was some kind of aromatic baked chicken dish with lots of spices and herbs accompanied by a delicately spiced rice pilaf and fresh, crispy green beans. Watching him order, it dawned on me suddenly that I could have the same thing.

      I never had to eat the awful Norm food the cafeteria served ever again!

      Well score one for being Fae.

      When it was my turn to be served, I also asked for the Fae entrée. Nancy did a double take when she saw me, as though she wasn’t sure if I really was who she thought I was.

      “Hey—you’re a Norm,” she accused me after squinting at me for a minute. “You can’t have this food—you must have had that little asshole Avery put a spell on you to look Fae.”

      “Actually, she has just come out from under a spell,” Lachlan said, his emerald eyes flashing. “And she is very much Fae. So I suggest you serve my lady what she asks for before you offend her—and me.”

      Nancy looked like she wanted to argue but just then one of the lunch ladies came over and demanded to know what was holding up the line. Compressing her thick lips into a thin white line, Nancy served me what I had asked for.

      I walked out of the cafeteria line with a tray full of food that was actually edible for the first time since I’d started at Nocturne Academy. I won’t lie, I was feeling triumphant and thinking that being Fae maybe wasn’t so bad after all.

      Until someone said, “Excuse me? Emma?”

      I turned around and saw that Allison Rose, a pretty blonde Fae girl from my gym class, was talking to me. As Fae go, Allison wasn’t too bad. She didn’t hang around with Morganna, at least, and she had never made fun of me or picked on me when I looked like a Norm.

      But then again, she’d never gone out of her way to talk to me, either. I had been invisible to her—and all the other beautiful people at Nocturne. So I wondered what she wanted now.

      “Um, yes?” I asked politely.

      “A bunch of us were just wondering if you’d like to come sit at the Fae table today,” Allison said, smiling sweetly. She nodded at the table under the long purple banner and several other Fae students waved and smiled as well.

      “Oh, uh…” I didn’t know what to say.

      “And you can bring Bran O’Connor with you,” Allison continued. She smiled over my shoulder at Bran. “It’s clear you two belong with us now.”

      “Well, that’s very nice of you—” I began, but Allison clearly wasn’t done yet.

      “I heard a rumor you were both under some kind of spell or curse and it was finally lifted—which explains why you’re not so homely anymore,” she went on. “You poor thing, being mistaken for a nasty little Norm all this time! You’ll have to tell us all about it.”

      “That’s very kind of you, Allison,” Bran said, when she would let us get a word in edgewise. “But—”

      “But I only see two seats open,” I said, thinking I could find a way to turn her down without being rude. “Bran and I can’t have lunch without Lachlan, here.” I nodded over my other shoulder, where the black-haired Fae was standing.

      Allison’s expression turned into a kind of cold sneer.

      “I’m sorry, but UnSeelie trash isn’t welcome at our table,” she snapped. “You can tell by the color of his hair that he’s from the Winter Court.”

      “But I have black hair, too,” I said, angry at the way she was talking about Lachlan. “How do you know I’m not from the, uh, Winter Court?”

      “Why, all anyone has to do to know that is to look at your eyes!” Allison fluttered. “I mean—the rare triple-ringed iris with golden darts? It’s obvious.” She leaned closer to me and murmured, “Tell the truth, are you a Royal? We’ve all heard the rumors that King Tyr had a lovechild with one of Queen Mab’s ladies in waiting from the Winter Court. You can tell me if you’re one of his Majesty’s by-blows—I swear your secret is safe with me! It would certainly explain your hair and eyes.”

      Her words freaked me out precisely because I had no idea who I really was in relation to the Fae world. What if I was the Fae King’s bastard with some woman from the wrong side of the Fae tracks?

      But she was also making me angry.

      “Why is okay if half my parentage is from the Winter Court and not okay for Lachlan?” I demanded.

      “Because he’s clearly of common birth. One of his parents might be Sidhe—maybe even High Sidhe—but the other one is clearly just trash.” She sniffed. “He’s probably part troll or something!”

      I cast a glance at Lachlan and saw that his face had gone white with rage. He didn’t say anything but the grip he had on his lunch tray made me think he was about two seconds from losing it. Clearly we needed to get away from here.

      “Sorry, but I have no interest in sitting with snobs who say nasty things about my friends,” I told Allison Rose. “Lachlan and Bran and I stick together—we’re a package deal.”

      “You can’t be serious!” She raised her eyebrows. “But it’s clear that Bran is High Sidhe too! The two of you don’t need to be saddled with UnSeelie garbage!” She sniffed again. “I don’t even know why Headmistress Nightworthy let him into Nocturne to begin with.”

      Lachlan still said nothing but Bran spoke up.

      “If you were male, I would call you out for talking that way about my friend,” he said in a low, angry voice. “Lachlan has as much right to be here as you or any of the others at the Fae table.”

      “How dare you?” She glared at him and then at me. “You two are making a big mistake. It’s social suicide being seen with someone from the Winter Court. None of the other Fae will be caught dead anywhere near you.”

      “I’ve been at Nocturne since my sophomore year and I’ve managed to get along without Fae companionship just fine,” I pointed out evenly. “I think I’ll live if I don’t sit at your table.”

      “Well!” Allison huffed. “I was just trying to be nice.”

      “No—you were trying to curry favor in case Emma is a Royal,” Bran said coolly. “But as you can see, our lady isn’t interested.” He and Lachlan exchanged a look and a nod between them.

      “They’re right,” I said. “So I think we’ll go sit at our regular table.” I started to go and then turned back. “Oh and if I am a Royal, you’ll be in big trouble when I finally get to the Summer Court.”

      I left Allison gasping as I turned and sauntered away, tossing my hair back and letting my hips sway in a way I never had before. It was what Avery would have called a “Fuck you walk” and I worked it for all I was worth.

      If the other Fae were going to hate me, fine—let them hate me. I knew who my true friends were and where my loyalties lay.

      Even if I had no idea who I really was or who my Fae parents—royal or otherwise—were either.
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      “What’s wrong, Emmers—you look upset,” Avery asked as I sat down at the lunch table on Friday afternoon. “And what’s going on with your fingers?” He picked up one of my hands to examine it. “Your nails used to be so nice and now half of them are gnawed down to the quick!”

      “It’s nothing,” I said, snatching my hand away. “It’s just…been a rough week.”

      A rough week would be an understatement. All week long at school I had been dealing with fascinated boys who wouldn’t leave me alone. And then I had been working at the diner every single night while trying to juggle homework and studying for tests as well.

      The shifts at the diner were tough. Joey kept getting fascinated by me and doing stupid things. Just the night before he had started staring at me and forgotten all about the fries he was making. They had burned to a crisp but he had served them anyway because he was too befuddled to think of making another batch. The customers who had gotten them had not been pleased. They had left muttering about how they were never coming back—and they were regulars who’d been coming for twenty years!

      I felt terrible that my boss was one of the “simple-minded males” who couldn’t resist my stupid new ability to fascinate, that I somehow didn’t seem able to turn off. I had always respected Joey before—he was a genuinely nice man who always lectured me about how important school was and never tried anything weird or cringy. And he didn’t try anything now, to give him credit, but he just couldn’t seem to stop staring at me while we were working together. It was awful.

      But the worst thing was, despite all the shifts I was pulling at the diner, I was still short—way short—on money. I had thought by working hard enough I could make up the other half of the double rent Mom and I owed. But I hadn’t counted on it being an exceptionally slow week. Joey had closed up early twice because there weren’t enough customers coming in.

      Today was Friday so tonight was my last chance but I just couldn’t see being able to earn almost five hundred dollars in tips in one shift.

      Tomorrow my mom is going to be homeless and it’s all my fault, I thought, but didn’t say. I couldn’t tell Avery and the rest of my coven or even my guys about what was going on. I was too proud to admit how poor we were. I mean, I knew that they already probably had an idea, but I couldn’t let them know we were about to be homeless. Well, not me—I could still live at the school. But what was Mom going to do?

      “A rough week, hmm?” Avery said, lifting an eyebrow at me and cutting into my dark and depressing thoughts. “Are you sure that’s all, Emmers? I smell a secret.”

      Kaitlyn and Megan leaned forward, both giving me anxious looks.

      “You can tell us if something’s bothering you, Emma,” Megan said.

      “You can tell us anything,” Kaitlyn added. She put a hand on mine and squeezed reassuringly, then looked down at my fingers. “And your nails really are a mess. What have you been doing to them?”

      “Nothing, honestly.” I sighed and crossed my arms, tucking my fingers in so nobody else could comment on my ragged nails. It was true, they had become my favorite chew-toys lately but that was just because I was so stressed out, I told myself.

      “I think maybe Emma is just tired of being the center of attention after years of being nearly invisible,” Bran said, sitting down beside me.

      “Well, I didn’t know her in the past, but she’s certainly not invisible now,” Lachlan said dryly, sitting down on my other side. “It is a full-time job protecting our lady from all the louts and idiots at this place. It’s a good thing I came—I don’t think you could have handled it all on your own,” he said to Bran.

      “I’m glad you’re here,” Bran said, nodding.

      If there was any tension between the two of them because of their different social standings—at least according to Fae standards—you couldn’t tell it at all. They took turns watching my back in different classes and worked together seamlessly when all three of us were together. I felt better between them—safer—though it still felt weird to have not one but two gorgeous guys wanting to be with me every minute.

      “If all the unwanted male attention—which some of us can only dream of—is really bothering you, Emma, why don’t you have one of them Mark you?” Avery said.

      “Mark me?” I squeaked, staring at Avery.

      “Sure, why not?” He shrugged, as though it was no big deal to Mark someone. “Stop staring at me like that, Emmers—it’s not like I suggested you get Blood Bonded to one of them! The Mark of a Fae male on your forehead would be like a ‘keep off the grass’ sign to other guys.” He frowned. “Or maybe a ‘taken’ sign, is a nicer metaphor.”

      “Thanks, Avery,” I said dryly. “Because it’s so much nicer to think of myself as a helpless female who has to be owned in order to be safe, rather than a piece of property to be marked with a warning. What’s next—should I wear a ‘no trespassing’ sign around my neck?”

      “Actually, Avery is right,” Lachlan said, surprising me. He looked at Bran. “If one of us Marked her with our blood, it would repel other males—even mortals, though they wouldn’t be quite sure why they were backing off.”

      “Yes,” Bran said quietly. “But which of us should be the one to Mark her?”

      They looked at each other and for the first time I saw storm blue eyes clashing with emerald. The implication was clear—they both wanted me. And I had no idea which of them would win in a fight.

      Up until that moment, the saving grace in my awful week had been that the three of us had been sticking together. Bran and Lachlan had been working as a team to protect me and there had been no acrimony between them. After having so many idiots hit on me and fight over me all week, I didn’t think I could stand it if my guys started in too.

      “Why can’t you both Mark me?” I asked quickly, hoping to defuse the situation.

      “What?” Bran asked, looking shocked and Lachlan barked laughter.

      “Little one, you cannot be Marked by two males at the same time,” he said.

      “Why not?” I demanded. “Why can’t you both Mark me?”

      “Well…” Bran cleared his throat, as though trying to think how to discuss a delicate and difficult subject. “Marking, as sexist as it sounds, is a sign of possession—of ownership. You cannot be owned by two males at the same time.”

      “Why not?” I asked again, frowning. “Why can’t the three of us, uh, own each other?”

      “Because it’s never been done before,” Bran said, frowning.

      “Not true,” Lachlan said, shaking his head. “The old legend says that Elianna, the first Queen of the Realm who brought the Summer and Winter Courts together, had two escorts—one from the Winter Court and one from the Summer Court. It was the way she united the two Courts—something which had never been done before or since,” he added.

      “Those are just old legends,” Bran objected. “In reality, it would be scandalous for a girl to be Marked by two males at once.”

      “Scandalous according to whose standards?” Lachlan asked sarcastically, arching an eyebrow at his friend. “Are you really still so worried about what the other Fae at Nocturne Academy think? You wouldn’t be hanging around with me if you were, since I am, after all, UnSeelie trash.”

      It was the first time he had mentioned out loud some of the nasty things I’d heard the other Fae muttering about him and I could see the hurt in his emerald eyes when he said it.

      “Of course I don’t care what they think,” Bran said, frowning. “I just…worry about Emma’s reputation if she ever goes to Court—that’s all.”

      “Well, I can certainly see I opened a can of worms here,” Avery remarked. He and Megan and Kaitlyn had been watching the conversation between my two guys with wide eyes and silent interest. “Sorry about that, Emmers.”

      “It’s all right,” I said, shaking my head. “Anyway, nobody’s Marking anybody. I’m too busy for any of that—I have to get through the last of my classes, so I can hurry up and get down to the diner for my shift tonight.”

      “You’re working again tonight?” Kaitlyn sounded dismayed.

      “You haven’t had Second Supper with us once this whole week,” Megan added. “We miss you, Emma.”

      “I miss you guys, too,” I assured them. “And I’m sorry—it’s just been a hectic week and Joey has been short-handed, so he asked me to help out.”

      I could see Bran and Lachlan exchanging glances. Since they insisted on walking me to and from work every night, they knew very well how slow business had been and that I was telling a lie. But to their credit, neither one of them contradicted me.

      “Things will be different after tonight,” I promised my coven-mates.

      Which was absolutely true—if I couldn’t somehow earn enough in tips to pay the double rent Groperson had demanded, everything was going to be different. And not in a good way.

      “So you promise you’ll spend more time with us?” Kaitlyn asked. “Megan is right, Emma, we really do miss you.” Mr. Seahorse, who was sitting on her shoulder, let out a mournful chime of agreement.

      “I promise,” I said, hoping I wasn’t telling another big fat lie. “But I can’t until after my shift tonight. Joey is counting on me.”

      And I was hoping I could earn five hundred dollars. But there was slim to no chance of that—not unless the diner was suddenly overrun by customers who were feeling extra generous with their tips.
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      You know that saying “be careful what you wish for?” We’ve all heard it, of course, but that Friday night at the I Scream diner, I was actually living it.

      I had been hoping all the way there that there would be lots of customers willing to leave me some big tips. At first, it seemed like my hopes would be dashed and we would be in for another slow night. But just as Joey was beginning to talk about closing early, a roaring, blatting sound split the twilight air.

      I looked out the plate-glass front windows of the diner and saw a whole long line of motorcycles headed towards the I Scream. Not nice quiet little Vespas, either. These were Harley Davidsons—Hogs. And every one of them was being ridden by a rough-looking biker.

      The leader of the gang lifted his hand and pointed right at the diner. He made a waving motion as he pulled into the mostly empty parking lot. At his wave, the rest of the long line of motorcycles pulled in too. Soon the entire lot was filled with rows and rows of the big black bikes, their silver chrome sparkling in the light of the setting sun.

      “Well, we’re in for it now,” Joey muttered. He’d been leaning on the counter staring at me—which was deeply creepy and also his usual MO when we worked together now. But the sight of the bikers seemed to break the fascination spell and get him moving.

      I was glad my boss was no longer staring at me like I was the most amazing creature he’d ever seen—his new habit was making it really hard to come to work, even though I desperately needed the money. But the sight of a bunch of big, burly bikers coming through the front door of the diner was also deeply unsettling.

      I was the only waitress there that night since we had been so slow, and Joey was doubling as the cook again. I wished that I hadn’t sent Lachlan and Bran away, but I hadn’t wanted them hanging around watching me fill salt and pepper shakers and wiping down ketchup bottles all evening. So I had shooed them off, promising to call as soon as I was ready to go, so they could walk me back to the Academy.

      I thought of taking a quick minute to call them now, but there was no time. The bikers were pouring in and roaring for menus and seats. I had to leap into action and hope everything would be all right.

      Of course, if I had been my old, plain self, I probably wouldn’t have worried. I mean, a packed house with no other help would have been hard, but I could have managed it. But now I had to worry about fascinating someone by accident and who knew what might happen then?

      I kept my head down, trying to hide my face as much as possible, as I sat the burly men in our red vinyl booths and handed out menus as fast as I could. Then I ran around taking orders, always keeping my gaze firmly on my order pad, and never making eye-contact with anyone, hoping that would help.

      For a time, everything seemed to be all right. The bikers were loud and rowdy but they seemed to be in a good mood and since Joey was too busy fixing the orders I passed him to stare at me, he was doing a pretty good job with the cooking too. It helped that the I Scream diner didn’t exactly have a very lengthy menu. If you didn’t want a burger, fries, chili, a milkshake, or “the World’s Best Cuban Sandwich” as our menu proudly bragged, you were out of luck.

      Luckily, none of the bikers turned out to be vegetarian (big surprise) and nobody tried to make any special orders. So for about an hour it was just solid work and the tips weren’t bad either. I mean, they weren’t as good as I needed them to be, but in my mind, I was wondering if I could somehow bargain with Groperson. I could tell him I could get him that last two or three hundred dollars by the next week—surely he’d be willing to wait and not kick my mom out—right?

      I was really hoping so.

      But then things started going downhill—and they went fast.

      It started when I was giving a big biker back his change and instead of taking the bills I was handing him, he grabbed my wrist instead.

      “Well, aren’t you a pretty little thing?” he said. He had a heavy black beard and two full sleeve tattoos on his muscular, bare arms. But it wasn’t how he looked that bothered me—it was the fact that he was currently holding me hostage in the middle of the diner.

      “Please let me go, Sir,” I said, keeping my voice low and my eyes down. I didn’t need this right now, I was thinking. I so didn’t need this right now! Things had been going so well—why couldn’t people just leave me alone?

      The biker ignored my request. Instead, he lifted my chin with his other hand—the one that wasn’t currently grabbing my wrist and keeping me from getting away from his table—so he could stare right into my face.

      “Not just pretty—she’s fuckin’ gorgeous,” the man across from him said crudely. He was also staring at my face. “Hell, a girl like that don’t belong in no hole in the wall diner like this—she belongs on the back of my bike!”

      “Back off, Grimes,” the first man—who still had me firmly by the wrist—growled. “I saw her first, didn’t I? It’s my bike she’ll be riding on.”

      “I’m not riding on anyone’s bike!” I said, trying to speak up for myself. “I’m not even eighteen yet so leave me alone!”

      I yanked hard against the first man’s grip but he was a big guy and until he let go of me, I wasn’t going anywhere.

      Still, I tried. I felt like I was in a nightmare—all week long this kind of thing had been happening to me at school but at least there, Bran or Lachlan was always there to back me up. Now I was out in the real world and there was nobody to stop these huge bikers from fighting over me—or to stop the winner of the altercation from abducting me.

      I was so screwed.

      I thought about doing some kind of magic but I still didn’t know how. Despite Lachlan and Bran’s claim that I had awesome magical powers, I still had no idea how Fae magic worked or how to do it. The one spell I had apparently inadvertently worked—changing the cigarette butts into a gold coin—had backfired on me. And besides, I didn’t think even a shiny gold magical coin could distract the bikers who were fighting over me like a couple of stray mongrels fighting over an especially juicy steak bone.

      “Let me go!” I said again, tugging on my imprisoned arm.

      “Yes, let the lady go,” a cool voice said in my ear.

      I turned and saw—with vast relief—that Bran and Lachlan were standing right behind me. Bran was glaring at the bikers with murder in his storm-blue eyes and his hands were curled into fists at his sides. It was Lachlan who was speaking and were his emerald eyes glowing a little bit? I wasn’t sure, but it seemed like they were.

      “Why should we?” one of the bikers demanded, speaking to Lachlan but still staring at me.

      “Because if you want to fight for her, you must go outside and beat each other up,” Lachlan said, in that same cool, powerful voice.

      “Hey, yeah!” the first man said, finally letting go of my arm. “We’ve gotta fight for her, Grimes!”

      “Fuckin’ A,” the other man snarled. “I’ll beat your ass, Stevens!”

      They both got up and I got out of the way fast—I didn’t want to be in the middle if they decided to start pounding each other before they got to the parking lot.

      “But before you go,” Lachlan continued. “You will both give Emma every bit of money you have in your pockets and wallets.”

      “What?” I turned to stared at him with wide eyes. Lachlan only winked at me, one corner of his mouth turning up in his familiar sarcastic grin.

      “You heard me,” he said to the bikers, who seemed to be hesitating. “You want to give your waitress all your money. Think of it as a tip to pay for your rudeness.”

      “Yeah. Yeah, we gotta give her everything,” the first man muttered.

      “You’re right—and then go beat each other up,” the second man agreed.

      I watched with wide eyes as the two of them emptied their wallets and pockets, leaving a pile of bills and change on the table in front of me.

      Then they went out into the parking lot and began pounding each other, landing heavy blows that could be heard even through the plate-glass windows.

      Naturally, this fight got the other bikers out of the I Scream and onto the pavement. Some of them screamed for more, while others tried to separate the two combatants. Either way, everyone was finally out, leaving nothing but dirty dishes in their wake.

      “Oh, thank God you guys came when you did!” I threw my arms around both Lachlan and Bran at once, pulling them into a three-way hug.

      They hugged me back and for a moment I let myself feel safe between them.

      “Are you all right, Emma?” Bran asked gently. “We had the feeling something wasn’t right, so we came before you called.”

      “I’m so glad you did!” I pulled back and looked up at Lachlan. “How did you do that?”

      “They were already fascinated with you,” he replied, shrugging. “All I had to do was work a bit of suggestion into the spell you’d already laid.” He nodded at the pile of money on the abandoned table. “Take that—I’m pretty sure you earned it.”

      I picked up the wad of cash—debated giving it back—and thought better of it. Lachlan was right—I had earned it. Those guys had been creeps—grabbing me like that! As far as I was concerned, they both deserved to lose their money.

      I put the wad in the front of my apron without counting it just as Joey came out from the back where he had been flipping burgers and making fries all night.

      “Hey, what’s going on? Where did everybody go?” he asked, frowning.

      “Joey, maybe we’d better shut down now,” I said as my boss squinted through the window to see the fight. “They’re getting kind of out of control out there.”

      “Think maybe you’re right,” Joey nodded. “Did most everybody pay?”

      “Uh, yeah.” I thought of the wad of cash in my apron pocket and felt kind of guilty again. Some of them had definitely paid more than others. But then I looked down at the red finger marks that still hadn’t faded from my wrist and felt less guilty. What exactly might those two have done to me if Bran and Lachlan hadn’t come along when they did? I might have been in real trouble!

      For the first time, I began to understand that being Fae-level gorgeous in the human world wasn’t exactly safe.

      “Okay, we’re closing down,” Joey said, interrupting my thoughts as he locked the door and turned the sign in the front window around to “Closed.”

      “You want me to stay and help with the dishes?” I asked, looking at the tables still stacked with dirty plates and silverware.

      “Nah, I got it.” Joey shrugged. “You go have fun with your friends. I’ll see you later.”

      “Thanks.” I wasn’t sure if he was letting me go because he was fascinated with me or if he was just being nice but either way, I was taking it. The I Scream diner used to feel like a safe space to me but at the moment, I felt like I might literally start screaming if I had to stay there one minute more.

      Giving a hand to each of my guys, I nodded at Joey and we left, going out the back to avoid the knock-down-drag-out that was still going on between the two bikers and their shouting, jeering friends.
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      “That could have been bad, you guys. Really bad,” I said, as we sat on one of the overstuffed couches of the Norm Dorm later.

      It was late and everyone else had gone to bed. But after taking a warm shower to calm me down and putting on my “jammy-britch” as Kaitlyn and Megan and I called our long, soft nightgowns, I found I still couldn’t sleep. I had put on my warm pink fuzzy robe and slippers and come back out into the common room, intending to make some tea or hot chocolate.

      There I had found Lachlan and Bran sitting on one of the faded blue sofas in front of the fire and talking in low voices. They had both looked up and seen me at the same time. Without speaking, they had moved apart, making room for me between them.

      I had taken their silent invitation to sit and then, somehow, the words came pouring out.

      “I mean, those guys were talking about…about taking me away with them,” I said, feeling sick. “And who knows what they…” I swallowed, having a hard time forcing the words out. “What they would have done to me after they got me out of the diner? I mean, it’s not like Joey could have stopped them and nobody else would have either. If you two hadn’t come along when you did…”

      “Hey, Emma, it’s all right,” Bran soothed. He reached out to cup my face and brushed something away from my cheek—which made me realize I was crying.

      “I…I’m sorry,” I told them both, sniffing. “I’m just so…so tired of this! It used to be my dream, being noticed by guys and having everyone think I was pretty. But now it’s turned into some kind of a nightmare. I wish I could just go back to being plain old Emma who was invisible to everyone!”

      “You can never go back, little one,” Lachlan said gently. “I’m sorry—but once the geas was stripped away, it took every bit of your anonymity with it. You shine—even amongst the Fae—and people cannot help noticing it.”

      “Can’t you put it back somehow?” I begged him. “Can’t you make me look dull and uninteresting again?”

      He shook his head.

      “It’s hard to explain but since you’ve had such a powerful spell removed, another spell in the same category won’t stick to you anymore. I’m afraid I can’t hide your beauty, Emma.”

      “But this is dangerous!” I protested, pointing at my face. “It could get me killed!”

      “Not as long as Lachlan and I are around,” Bran growled with a menacing frown. “I would have killed both those mortals tonight just for touching you but Lachlan stopped me.”

      “I thought it might be better to try magic before violence—though the two do sometimes coincide,” Lachlan said dryly.

      “But that’s the thing—I don’t want to have to depend on the two of you always being around,” I said. “Not that I don’t want to have you near me—actually I do—I really, really do.” I cleared me throat, feeling my cheeks get red with the admission. “But it’s just not always going to be possible. I mean, not out in the regular world—the human world—anyway.”

      The truth of what I was saying—and the awful things I had barely avoided—hit me all over again and I felt like I was going to really start crying in a minute. Not just a few tears but ugly crying, where you sob your heart out and look like crap while you’re doing it.

      But I didn’t want to cry—crying wouldn’t help. What I wanted was to find a solution to this problem once and for all. Suddenly I remembered what Avery had said at lunch earlier that day.

      “I want you to Mark me,” I said to Bran and Lachlan. “It’s the only way to keep all those idiots away.”

      “You do?” Bran frowned. “But which of us do you want to Mark you?”

      “Yes, which one?” Lachlan asked, frowning as well.

      Bran looked at Lachlan.

      “I don’t like to say that I was here first, but I was here first, old friend.”

      “And I was the one who lifted the geas from her and paid the price of pain to do it,” Lachlan pointed out, glaring at Bran.

      “You wouldn’t have come if I hadn’t have called you,” Bran growled, narrowing his eyes.

      “And you would be lost if I hadn’t!” Lachlan snapped back. “You never could have removed Emma’s geas without me! You—”

      “Stop!” I put a hand on each of them, gripping Lachlan’s left knee and Bran’s right. “Don’t ever fight over me,” I said in a low, intense voice I hardly recognized as my own. “The three of us need to be together—I need you both.”

      At that moment, I felt…something run through me. A low, electrical tingle I’d never felt before.

      Bran and Lachlan seemed to feel it too because Bran let out a low, shaky breath and Lachlan shook his head, a look of respect in his emerald eyes.

      “Your power, little one,” he said hoarsely. “It is…immense.”

      “I feel it too,” Bran murmured. “It is unlike any Fae power I have ever felt before.”

      They both looked at me.

      “We won’t fight,” Lachlan said simply and Bran said,

      “The two of us will share you, Emma—for now.”

      “Yes, for now,” Lachlan echoed.

      “The three of us will share each other,” I corrected him. I bit my lip. “I know it can’t be forever but I just can’t…can’t take anymore fighting right now. Okay?”

      “All right,” Bran said and they both nodded.

      “Wait…” I frowned. “The two of you aren’t just agreeing because I put some kind of spell on you, are you?”

      “In part,” Lachlan said honestly. “What you just did to Bran and me—to all three of us really—is called a binding.”

      “A binding?” I asked, frowning. “Explain that, please.”

      “It’s when you bring two parties who have previously been opposed into alignment,” Bran told me. “It’s a very powerful and difficult kind of magic to perform—not many can do it.”

      “Certainly no one less than a High Sidhe. But honestly, you used much more power on myself and Bran than you needed to,” Lachlan said. “We’ve been friends since childhood—we don’t really want to fight. It would be much harder if you were bringing two people or two factions together who really hated each other. I don’t hate Bran,” he added. “I never could.”

      “I could never hate you, either,” Bran murmured. “We’ve been through a lot together, old friend. I suppose Marking Emma together will be all right as well.”

      The guys exchanged a look of respect and affection and I felt warm all over.

      “So…you’re not upset I, uh, bound you two together?” I asked. I still had no idea how I had done it.

      They both shook their heads.

      “But be careful how you use your magic, little one,” Lachlan said. “That much power in the hands of one person can be dangerous if you don’t know what you’re doing.”

      “But I don’t know what I’m doing,” I pointed out. “You keep saying I have amazing magic but everything I’ve done—from healing Spike to taming the kelpie to binding the two of you together has been purely by accident.”

      (I didn’t mention conjuring the magic golden coin out of cigarette butts because then I would have to also explain about how Mr. Groperson was threatening to kick mom and me out of our apartment and I really wanted to keep that to myself.)

      “Hmmm…” Bran frowned. “I think we’re forgetting that Emma has been raised as a Norm all her life,” he said to Lachlan. “And her powers are only just now beginning to manifest.”

      Lachlan nodded.

      “You need some lessons and possibly something to focus your magic, little one. Let me think on it and I promise to get back to you. For now…” He looked at me intently. “I think you asked that we Mark you.”

      “Oh, um…yes,” I said, feeling suddenly breathless. “Yes I want you to—both of you. At the same time.”

      “Very well.” Lachlan got up and went to the dorm room he was sharing with Bran for a moment. When he came back, he held a long, silver dagger in one hand. It had a needle-sharp point which gleamed in the firelight.

      I swallowed. “Um, what’s that for?”

      “Lachlan and I both have to draw blood in order to Mark you,” Bran said. “Come on, let’s all stand in front of the fire as we do this.”

      “Good idea.” Lachlan took my right hand and Bran took my left and we all walked closer to the large fireplace at the far end of the Common Room. The flames had mostly died down to red-hot coals, but I could still feel the heat of it warming my entire, chilled body as I stood there with them on either side of me.

      “I don’t think a regular Marking ceremony will quite do,” Bran said, sounding serious.

      “I agree.” Lachlan nodded. “We want something that will definitely Mark Emma as ours and warn other males—both human and Other—to leave her alone.”

      “Yes,” I said fervently. “Please—I’m so tired of this!”

      Bran nodded.

      “I don’t blame you. You shouldn’t have to feel that you’re always in danger or put up with constant harassment.”

      “I can add some magic to the Marking,” Lachlan said thoughtfully. “It will deter the weak-minded—the ones you keep fascinating, Emma. To borrow Avery’s metaphor, it will be like a ‘no trespassing’ sign. But if someone is determined to harass you, it won’t stop them.”

      “In other words, it’s a sign, not an electric fence around me,” I said, extending the metaphor a bit.

      “Exactly.” Lachlan nodded. “Although I do like the idea of an electric fence to ward the idiots off.” He looked thoughtful.

      “It’s still much better than nothing,” I said. “And…” I felt my cheeks getting hot. “I, um, like the idea of wearing your Marks.”

      “We like it too, Emma,” Bran said softly and Lachlan nodded.

      “It will bind the three of us more tightly together—though of course, it still isn’t a Blood Bond.”

      I opened my mouth to say we should get Blood-Bonded, but then I closed it again. Blood-Bonding was serious and permanent and we were all still in our teens. I hadn’t known either of the guys very long, even though it felt like we had been together forever. So for now, it was probably best just to have them Mark me—especially since Lachlan was going to make it a special, extra-magical Marking.

      Lachlan pricked the pad of his thumb so that a drop of ruby blood welled up and then handed the dagger to Bran, who did the same. Then he began to chant.

      “Marked by blood

      Bound as Three

      Tied together

      Yet still free.

      You are ours

      And we are thine

      Those who touch you

      Pay the fine.”

      Then he and Bran both pressed their thumbs to my forehead.

      A cool, tingling sensation rushed over me. I felt as though I was suddenly naked in the middle of a snowstorm and tiny, cold snowflakes were caressing my skin.

      Then it was over and I was back in the Common Room, looking up at my guys.

      They’re mine and I’m theirs, I thought, and a sense of complete rightness washed over me. I knew it couldn’t last forever, that eventually I would have to choose between them, but right now that time seemed very far in the future—something I didn’t have to worry about yet.

      “I want to Mark the two of you, too,” I said.

      But Lachlan shook his head.

      “It’s better if you don’t, little one. Our Mark on you will be subtle enough that not everyone can see it unless they’re looking.”

      “It should be more something that other males feel when they have the urge to come up to you,” Bran added.

      “If you Marked us as well, it would be blatantly obvious,” Lachlan said.

      “All right,” I said reluctantly. “I’ll wait—for now. But I reserve the right to Mark you two in the future.”

      “Agreed,” Lachlan said and both of them smiled.

      “What did that line mean—‘those who touch you pay the fine?’” I asked Lachlan.

      He gave me his one-sided sarcastic grin.

      “Let’s just say that I borrowed a bit from your fence metaphor. But it will only affect those with evil intent.”

      I wasn’t quite sure what he meant but I knew that his eyes were very green in the firelight and Bran’s were very blue. I could still feel the faint tingle of their Marks on me and it drew me to them—made me want to be between them, holding them both.

      I couldn’t resist then—I pulled them both into a three-way hug and they hugged me back. I loved the feeling of their arms wrapped around me and each other. For a while we stayed close just like that, the three of us warm and safe and bound together.

      I don’t want to choose, I thought as I breathed in Bran’s cedar and ocean scent and Lachlan’s warm, forest and spice fragrance. I never want to choose. I want both of them—always.

      “A-hem.” Someone cleared their throat.

      I pulled out of the hug and saw that Avery was standing there in his retro-looking maroon smoking jacket with its wide black lapels. He looked at my face and then frowned as his eyes fastened on my forehead.

      “Will you excuse us?” I said to Bran and Lachlan. “I, uh, think I should talk to Avery alone.”

      “Of course, little one.” Lachlan kissed my right temple and Bran kissed my left, murmuring,

      “Good night, Emma.”

      The two of them went into the dorm room they were sharing and I turned back to Avery. The way he was looking at me, I knew the magic of the Marking had been immediately apparent to him—maybe because he knew me so well.

      “Both of them, Emmers?” he asked, arching one blond eyebrow at me. “I mean don’t get me wrong—they’re both gorgeous guys and you’re living the dream. But I guess you don’t care if people talk.”

      “Let them talk,” I said defiantly. “I don’t care what anyone thinks—especially not the other Fae. They’re all stuck-up, bubble-headed snobs—I never liked them anyway.”

      “But what if you go to the Realm?” Avery asked. “There are going to be a lot of questions if you show up at the Summer Court with the marks of two different males on you.”

      “I’m never going there,” I said, frowning. “Why would I? I’ve lived all my life in the human world—I’m perfectly happy to stay here.”

      “Are you?” He shook his head. “I suppose it’s all you know and of course I can’t talk about the Realm. No one but the Fae can pass through the Obsidian Portal to get there. But what if you want to find your true parents? Your father might still be there, at least—we know that he’s paying for your schooling so he must be somewhere.”

      “We don’t know for sure that he’s the one paying,” I pointed out. “And we don’t know where either of my real parents are.” I lifted my chin defiantly. “And even if I did know where they were, I’m not sure I’d want to meet them. I mean, they abandoned me! The woman who raised me is still my mom, even if we’re not related by blood.”

      Avery smiled.

      “You always were fiercely loyal to the people you love. It’s one of the things that makes you such a good friend.”

      I smiled back.

      “Thanks, Avery. Everything is so weird now that I’ve changed. But it’s good to know our coven is still the same.”

      “I think the only change is that it’s grown by two,” he said, referring to Bran and Lachlan. He gave me a serious look. “You know eventually you’ll have to choose one of them, don’t you?”

      “I know.” I hung my head. “But I just can’t right now! I know Bran came first and he’s wonderful—he offered to take that awful skink for me. But Lachlan is amazing too! You don’t know the awful agony he paid to remove the geas I was under!” I sighed. “They’re both exactly who I need, in their own ways.”

      “Well, you’ll know who to pick when the time comes,” Avery said comfortingly. “But for right now, are you sure you’re okay, Emmers? I know things have been rough for you lately.”

      “I’ll be fine now,” I said firmly.

      And I would be—I was sure. I had counted the money the two bikers had given me and I was only fifty dollars short on the rent now. I was certain that Mr. Groperson wouldn’t kick my mom out over a lousy fifty dollars, so that should be all right.

      Also, now that I bore Bran and Lachlan’s Marks, the weak-minded boys and men who had been bothering me constantly ought to back off. It wouldn’t be as good as going back to my previous near-invisibility to the opposite sex, but it would be a big improvement if guys stopped coming up and harassing me all the time.

      “I still feel like you’re hiding something,” Avery said. He was looking down at my nails, which had all been bitten to the quick by now.

      Hastily, I shoved my hands in my pockets.

      “But I won’t bother you about it—for now,” he continued, looking up to my face. “You’ll tell me and the rest of the coven when you’re ready. Night, Emmers.”

      He gave me a smile and a kiss on the cheek and wandered back to bed.

      Feeling a little uneasy—and a lot tired—I went to bed myself. I could always explain to my coven—and to my guys—what had been going on with Mr. Groperson and the double rent after I had the situation taken care of. That way, nobody would feel obligated to loan me any money which was what I absolutely did not want.

      That way, I could keep my pride.

      I had no idea how badly keeping my little secret would blow up in my face, but I was about to find out.
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      Saturday dawned and despite staying up late the night before, I was awake bright and early.

      “Ugh, how can you be such a morning person?” Megan groaned, her eyelids barely cracking opening as she watched me grab clothes out of my wardrobe and dress.

      “Got things to do and places to be,” I told her. Actually, I just wanted to get over to Mr. Groperson’s apartment and give him the extra rent before he could decide I was late and kick my mom out.

      “Be careful out there. Are Lachlan and Bran going with you?” she asked, frowning sleepily.

      I shook my head.

      “Just have to run a quick errand—I’ll be back before either of them is up.”

      She groaned again and pulled the pillow over her head, which I took to mean that she just wanted to get back to sleep.

      I finished dressing, stuffed the wad of cash into the pocket of my jeans, and went to get my bike. I really did intend to be back before anyone else woke up—honestly, I did.

      Now, I know I had felt really uncomfortable during my last encounter with Groperson and had decided I didn’t want to be alone with him again. But I felt safer now that Bran and Lachlan had Marked me. And besides, I was certain this wasn’t going to take any time at all. I would give the nasty landlord his money, explain that I would have to give him the last fifty in a day or so, and then go check on my mom before I went back to school. That’s it—easy-peasy, right?

      Wrong.

      Although, it seemed like things were going according to plan when I parked my bike and went to knock on the door of the apartment Groperson kept for himself. It was early but I could hear him moving around inside—obviously he was a morning person too. Not that I cared—I just wanted to pay the rent and get away from there.

      “Coming, coming,” I heard him mutter as I knocked again. Finally, he opened the door wearing nothing but an old stained, sleeveless t-shirt—the kind with thin shoulder straps that showed his slab-like arms—and sagging boxer shorts.

      I tried not to notice that the slit in his shorts was gaping open and kept my eyes firmly on his ugly, lumpy face instead.

      “Hello, Mr. Groperson,” I said rapidly, reciting the speech I had rehearsed in my head on the way over. “I’m here to give you the extra rent you asked for.” (I had thought about saying “the extra rent you unfairly demanded,” but I was trying not to be confrontational here. Especially since I didn’t have the whole amount.)

      “Oh, yeah?” He frowned at me, yawned, and scratched his hairy belly, which was hanging out under the frayed hem of the wife-beater. “You got it all?”

      “All but fifty dollars,” I said quickly, holding up the wad of cash. “And I can get you that by early next week—I just need to work one more shift at the diner. So this, along with what my mom is going to pay you, should be exactly double the rent.”

      I started to hand it to him, but he narrowed his piggy little eyes at me.

      “No, not exactly, girly,” he drawled. “You said you’re short fifty.”

      “Yes, but I can get that to you!” I said quickly. “Honestly, I can, Mr. Groperson!”

      “How’d you earn all that, anyway?” he nodded at the money in my hand. “You started stripping with that hot new body of yours, girly? Am I gonna find a bunch of ones in there?”

      “What? No!” I exclaimed, immediately offended. “I…I would never—besides, I’m underage! How can you even think that?”

      “Oh, I think a man can think a whole lot of things when he sees a tight little ass like yours,” he sneered. He reached out to touch my cheek and cursed as he yanked his hand away. “Goddamn static electricity,” I heard him mutter as he shook his fingers like he’d just gotten a shock.

      I felt an instant of gratification. This must be what Lachlan had meant when he said he’d used a little of my “electric fence metaphor,” when he and Bran had Marked me the night before.

      But before I could start feeling too smug, Groperson reached for me again—this time he grabbed me by the wrist. I saw him wince as the warning shock went through him, but he didn’t let go.

      “You know, you get prettier every time I see you. Come in here for a minute, girly,” he said, leering at me. “I think I know a way you can make up that extra fifty dollars you owe on the rent.”

      “What? No!” I gasped, yanking against his grip on my arm. I felt like I was right back at the diner again with the huge biker grabbing my arm, only this time there was no way Lachlan and Bran would show up to save me. They were both still sleeping and nobody even knew where I was!

      Oh, why had I come by myself again? Why was I so stupid? I kept thinking I could handle things on my own and then getting into trouble—when would I ever learn?

      “Let me go!” I exclaimed, leaning back and putting all my body weight into trying to break his grip. “Don’t touch me!”

      Groperson got an ugly, lecherous look on his doughy face.

      “Oh, I’ll touch you all right, girly,” he muttered hoarsely. “I’ll do more than touch you. You’ll pay every bit of your rent before I’m through with you!”

      Then he yanked me into his apartment.

      Fear and horror flooded through me as my feet crossed the threshold.

      Inside, I thought frantically. I’m inside now and if he slams the door and locks it, who’s ever going to hear me scream?

      Mom had always said the only saving grace about our crappy little apartment was the thick, cinder-block walls. They really cut down on noise from the neighbors—now I was beginning to wish they were paper thin.

      What can I do? What can I do? I asked myself frantically. I should work some kind of magic on him!

      I remembered Lachlan saying that my power was immense but I had no idea how to summon it or use it or control it. I might as well be an ordinary teenaged girl with no special powers at all if I couldn’t access my magic when I needed it.

      “You come in here and take off your clothes,” Groperson was saying. He had his free hand down his boxer shorts, touching himself as he leered at me. “We can make this quick—nobody has to know,” he added. “And then I’ll consider your rent all paid.” He licked his lips, grinning as though he was doing me some kind of favor.

      The idea of what he was suggesting made my stomach roll with disgust. I was a virgin—completely inexperienced—and I wanted nothing to do with Carl Groperson and his saggy, hairy belly and dirty fingernails and wet cigar breath. Not to mention what he had in his boxer shorts. I most certainly didn’t want anything to do with that.

      “You make me sick!” I shouted at him, still fighting with all my might. “You’re a disgusting, pervy old creep!”

      “What did you just say?” He frowned at me but still didn’t let go of my arm.

      “You heard me!” I snapped, glaring at him. “You’re old and nasty and you smell.”

      “That’s it, girly,” he snarled at me, baring his yellowed teeth. “I was gonna make it nice for you but now you’re gonna be sorry!”

      He yanked on my arm, pulling me forward and I saw we were heading for an open door that showed a messy, unmade bed.

      Oh God, oh no! I thought desperately. Where was my magic when I needed it? What could I do? I felt hopeless, but I wasn’t about to give up without a fight.

      “Let me go!” I shouted again, yanking on his arm. “You’re horrible! I just wish people could see how awful you are on the inside by looking at your outside!”

      At that point, I wasn’t really sure what I was saying, I was just shouting whatever came to mind—mostly because I was hoping that someone might somehow hear me through the still-cracked front door.

      “I wish…I wish how awful you are was as clear as the nose on your face!” I shouted.

      And then, finally, something happened.
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      At first I didn’t notice—though Mr. Groperson sure did.

      He frowned and started groping frantically in his boxer shorts.

      “Hey!” he shouted at me. “Hey, what did you do? Where is it?”

      “Where’s what?” I yelled back, still tugging at my trapped wrist.

      He pulled down his shorts, looking frantically between his legs. I looked too—I sort of couldn’t help it—but all I saw was a short, stubby nub that looked kind of like someone’s nose in a place that a nose really shouldn’t be.

      No, not just a nose, I realized—Mr. Groperson’s nose! But if his nose was between his legs, then where was the thing that was supposed to be there?

      And then I got a good look at his face.

      Remember that thing I said I didn’t want anything to do with? The thing in his boxer shorts? Well it was there on his face—right where his nose should have been.

      To be honest, I wasn’t sure to start with what I was seeing. Like I said, I was as virgin, so I hadn’t exactly had much experience with male equipment.

      What it reminded me of was this old book I had when I was a kid—The Elephant’s Child, by Rudyard Kipling. It tells the story of how the elephant got its trunk. But to start with, the little elephant child doesn’t have a trunk—he just has this kind of squidgy, saggy, lumpy thing where his trunk ought to be.

      That was what Mr. Groperson looked like to me—he had this saggy little sad looking thing dangling down where his nose should be. Honestly, it didn’t even touch his top lip.

      “Where is it? What did you do?” he bellowed, still groping frantically between his legs.

      “Your…your nose.” I pointed to where his nose should have been.

      At last, he dropped my wrist and started feeling around his face with the hand he’d been holding me with, while his other hand was still groping between his legs.

      I should have gotten out at once, but I felt frozen to the spot—glued to the action as I watched the nasty landlord fondle his own face.

      “Oh my God!” he howled, when he finally understood what was going on. It can’t be! It can’t be!”

      But it was. And the way he was stroking and pulling on the dangling limp thing on his face seemed to have an effect because it suddenly began to get longer—though still not much bigger.

      Now he no longer looked like the Elephant’s Child—instead, he reminded me of an obscene Pinocchio.

      Mr. Groperson ran to the bathroom. It was set up like ours, so there was a full-length mirror on the outside of the door. He stood there looking at himself, fumbling between his thighs and staring at his nose with a look of horror and disbelief on his pudgy face.

      “What did you do?” he howled, whirling around to glare at me. “What did you do to me, you little bitch?”

      My paralysis broke and the frozen feeling melted all at once. I turned and ran out of his apartment as fast as I could.

      I didn’t even try to get to my mom’s apartment—I didn’t want to take the time to use the key and I knew she wasn’t up yet to let me in. Instead, I jammed the cash back in my pocket and hopped on my bike.

      I felt his fingers grab for the back of my t-shirt but by then I was pedaling for all I was worth and I got away, the gravel squirting out from under my bike tires as I made my escape.

      I had finally gotten my magic to work—but look what I had done!

      What in the world was I going to do now?
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      “Emma! Emma, what’s wrong?” Bran asked, catching me as I stumbled into the Norm Dorm.

      “We felt that something was happening to you but we didn’t know where you were,” Lachlan said.

      “Which is why I’m up—doing a location spell on you,” Avery added from the fireplace, where he was making magical patterns in the ashes with a long stick.

      “Are you all right? Bran and Lachlan thought something was the matter!” Megan exclaimed.

      “Emma, we were so worried about you!” Kaitlyn added.

      In fact, the whole Norm Dorm was up and buzzing—everyone in our coven was worried about me because Lachlan and Bran had woken them up when they felt something bad was happening to me.

      “Oh, guys,” I said, talking mostly to Lachlan and Bran, who both had their arms around me, but also to everyone in the Common Room at large. “I…I did some magic by accident and I…I made such a mess of everything!”

      Then I burst into tears.
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      “Okay, let’s go over this again,” Avery said, after I had finally calmed down. I had gotten out some of the awful story but it was pretty garbled because I was crying so hard when I told it.

      He and Megan and Kaitlyn had made everyone hot chocolate and we were sitting on the couches and overstuffed chairs as we spoke. Though everyone was there—even Griffin and Ari who had come over when they felt the worry of Megan and Kaitlyn through their respective Blood Bonds—there were plenty of seats for everyone.

      “So you went to pay your Mom’s landlord the double rent that he demanded which you didn’t tell us about,” Avery said, frowning at me. “And then what?”

      I swiped at my eyes and sniffed. Bran and Lachlan were on either side of me, Bran with an arm around my shoulders and Lachlan with an arm around my waist. Having them there was very comforting, although I knew they were upset with me for the same reasons Avery was. I had been keeping secrets from everyone—all because of my pride.

      “What exactly did he do to you, Emma?” Bran’s voice was low and angry. I thought I had never seen him so enraged before—he was usually so mild-mannered and kind but now he looked like a Fae warrior, ready to go out and cut off Mr. Groperson’s head if I asked him to.

      “He…he dragged me into his apartment and tried to…to attack me,” I said in a low voice.

      My coven-mates gasped and Griffin and Ari and Avery looked extremely angry. I was like a little sister to all of them and I knew they would avenge me if I asked. That was if Bran and Lachlan didn’t kill Groperson first.

      “He didn’t succeed, did he?” Lachlan asked earnestly, looking at me in concern. “I mean, Bran and I would have felt it if he had, but please, little one—I need to hear it from your lips.”

      “No, he didn’t,” I said, sniffing and wiping at my eyes again. “Because I…I did some magic. Only I don’t know how I did it or how to undo it either! And everything is such a mess!”

      I wanted to cry but instead I took a sip of my steaming mug of hot cocoa instead, grateful for the hot mug that warmed my cold hands.

      “Okay,” Avery said carefully. “And what magic did you do, Emmers? Tell us everything—word-for-word.”

      “Avery is right—the words you spoke when your magic manifested are important,” Lachlan agreed. “That much is true for both Fae and Sister magic.”

      I closed my eyes, trying to think.

      “He…he was dragging me towards his…towards his bedroom…” I swallowed hard, hearing a dry click in my throat.

      Bran’s arm tightened almost painfully around my shoulders and Lachlan scowled fiercely. Somehow, I went on.

      “He was dragging me and I just started shouting at him,” I told them. “I shouted that he was old and gross and I didn’t want anything to do with him. And then I shouted…” I frowned, trying to remember. “I shouted something like—‘I wish everyone could see how ugly you are—I wish it was as plain as the nose on your face.’ Which I know is kind of weird but I was panicking.” I shrugged.

      “That’s understandable,” Avery said evenly. “And then what happened?”

      “Then he started groping around in his boxer shorts and shouting, ‘Where is it? Where is it?’” I told them. “And he pulled down his shorts and I saw his…” I cleared my throat. “I saw his nose between his legs.”

      “Uh, you mean where his boy parts should have been?” Jalli asked, wide-eyed.

      “Exactly.” I nodded.

      “Well, then, to borrow Jalli’s term, where did his ‘boy parts’ end up?” Avery asked, raising an eyebrow.

      “Where…where his nose used to be,” I told them.

      “Oh my Goddess!” Avery’s eyes got wide and he stared at me in disbelief. “You mean to tell us you switched them?”

      “I…I guess so.” I shrugged again. “Like I said, I don’t know how I did it but it’s done now and I don’t know how to undo it.”

      “Why should you undo it?” Bran demanded fiercely. He got up and started pacing, running his hands through his dark blond hair. “He deserves what you did to him and worse, Emma!”

      “I agree with you, completely,” Lachlan’s voice was low and measured but I could see the rage dancing far back in his emerald eyes. “But we have to consider how this is going to affect Emma’s mother’s living arrangement.”

      “That’s true! Groperson will probably kick my mom out on the street.” I almost started crying again. “And it’s all my fault! I started it all with the stupid magic coin I made out of cigarette butts.”

      “You what?” Lachlan frowned at me.

      “You did more magic you didn’t tell us about?” Bran asked.

      So then I had to admit to the other magic I had done by accident—which I had only told Avery and Kaitlyn and Megan about.

      “And that’s what started it all and the reason Groperson demanded double rent in the first place,” I finished. “So like I said, this is all my fault.”

      “The only thing you’re at fault for is not telling us, little one,” Lachlan said, frowning. “How can we help you with your magic if you don’t tell us when you do it?”

      “And why didn’t you tell us you needed rent money?” Avery demanded. “We could have scraped something together—I’m sure we could.”

      “I didn’t want to tell you because I was embarrassed,” I told him, feeling my cheeks heat with a shameful blush. “I didn’t want to have to ask anyone for money! I wanted to earn it on my own.”

      “No wonder you were working so hard this week,” Kaitlyn murmured.

      “You should have told us, Emma.” Megan looked at me reproachfully.

      “Well now you know everything,” I pointed out. “And I’m sorry I was keeping secrets. I just…it’s hard being poor, you know?”

      “Believe me, we know,” Kaitlyn and Megan said together. Neither of them had much money either. Avery was a different story. His family was downright wealthy but he never talked about it much or flaunted it, except when he drove us around in the new Tesla his dad had bought for him.

      “Keeping secrets invites trouble,” Lachlan said, frowning. “But I think Emma knows that now.”

      “Tell us next time you need something,” Avery told me.

      “And tell Lachlan and me before you go someplace dangerous,” Bran added, frowning.

      “I will. I promise.” I sighed and looked around the room. “So…can we put Groperson back the way he was?”

      “I don’t think he deserves to be fixed,” Megan stated, frowning angrily. “He’s a horrible person and he got exactly what was coming to him!”

      “Yes, but again, we must think of Emma’s mother,” Griffin reminded her.

      “Can you fix him, Lachlan?” I asked, turning to him. “Do you think you can undo my magic?”

      He frowned.

      “Honestly, it depends on how much power you put into it and how focused—or unfocused—it was. What I felt from you last night when you worked the binding was extremely focused, but you weren’t in fear for your life at that time.”

      “Will you try though?” I begged. “For my mom?”

      He sighed and nodded reluctantly.

      “I’ll try, but I must have you there beside me to help because it was your magic that worked the switch in the first place.”

      “If Emma is going, I’m coming to make sure that bastard doesn’t try anything else,” growled Bran.

      “We’re coming to support Emma,” Megan said, and Kaitlyn and Avery nodded.

      “Well, I am coming with you because I really can’t wait to see the effects of Emma’s nose-switching magic,” Griffin said dryly. “It should be a unique sight, to say the least.”

      “I wouldn’t mind seeing that myself,” Ari said, grinning. He and Griffin shared a fist bump.

      “I want to see, too!” Jalli exclaimed.

      “No, I don’t think so.” Ari frowned at his little sister. “You’re staying here, Jalli. “There are some things you’re too young to see.”

      “I’m fourteen!” she protested. “I don’t want to stay here all by myself!”

      “You won’t be.” Saint frowned at her. “I will be staying as well. I do not trust my Drake around this human male. He sounds very likely to rouse my other half to anger. Unless…” He frowned and looked at Avery. “Will there be any danger to you, roommate?”

      Avery frowned.

      “I don’t see how there could be.” He grinned. “Unless I somehow get on Emmers’ bad side and she pastes my ‘boy parts’ to my forehead or something.”

      “Ha-ha—very funny, Avery,” I said, but I couldn’t help smiling, just a little.

      “Very well—I will stay with Jalli then.” Saint nodded. “Please let us know if you need us.”

      “We will,” Avery nodded. “And uh, thanks for being concerned for me, roomie,” he added, a bit awkwardly.

      “Oh, I am not concerned myself,” Saint said evenly. “It is my Drake—he is very concerned for your safety.”

      At this, Ari and Kaitlyn exchanged a look and I couldn’t help thinking how Kaitlyn had told us that Ari’s Drake had singled her out as his future mate before Ari had even noticed her. Of course, later he came to love her as much as his Drake did, but in his culture, it was the Drake who chose the mate and the human who shared a body with him naturally followed.

      But at the moment, I had other things to worry about. Like if Lachlan was going to be able to switch Mr. Groperson’s nose and “boy parts” back to their correct places and if he was going to throw my mom out on the street.

      “Come on, everybody,” I said. “Let’s go get this over with.”
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      “Mr. Groperson?” I knocked on his apartment door for the third time. “Hello, Mr. Groperson?”

      “Go away, you little bitch!” He sounded like he was stuffed up, like you sound when you’ve got a bad cold and you can’t breathe through your nose.

      Which made sense, I guessed, since what was on his face now wasn’t exactly meant for breathing.

      “Mr. Groperson?” I tried again. “I, uh, think I might be able to…to switch you back to the way you were before,” I said, trying to be tactful about it.

      He yanked open the door.

      “You’ve done enough damage! Who are they?” He nodded at my Coven-mates, assembled behind me.

      “We’re Emma’s friends,” Avery said pertly. “We came to see what a massive dickhead you are. And look—you really are.” He smirked at the limp thing dangling where the landlord’s nose should have been.

      “Avery!” I said warningly.

      “Sorry, Emmers.” He sighed. “What I meant to say is that we’re Emma’s friends and we’ve come to help. Although even if we can change you back, I don’t think it’ll do much for your appearance.” He made a face as he took in Groperson’s stained t-shirt and saggy boxer shorts.

      “You didn’t come to help—you brought all your little friends to laugh at me!” Mr. Groperson’s face turned dark red with fury.

      “No, honestly!” I protested. “I think I can help!” Or Lachlan could—hopefully.

      “Then why’d you bring all these kids with you?” he demanded.

      “Maybe because last time she came alone, you tried to rape her.” Bran’s eyes flashed fire as he glared at the landlord. “If you ever come near Emma again—”

      “Easy, Bran.” I put a hand on his arm as he glowered at Groperson. I looked up at the landlord. “Let me try to help,” I said, though I really didn’t want to. Just being near him again made me feel sick and shaky when I remembered what he’d almost done to me. Thank goodness I had back-up with me this time!

      “What are you gonna do?” Groperson snarled at me.

      “I don’t know,” I said honestly, looking at Lachlan. “What can we do?”

      “It’s your magic, little one,” he murmured. “You must be the one to undo it. Here—take my hand and visualize switching the two body parts back to their proper places.”

      I took his hand and closed my eyes, trying to imagine Mr. Groperson’s nose going back to his face and his, uh, other appendage returning to its rightful place as well.

      Go back, I thought. Everything back where it belongs. Everything in the right place.

      I concentrated so hard I gave myself a headache. But when I opened my eyes, there was no effect—Mr. Groperson’s face looked just as it had before.

      Or no—wait—there was a change. Something else had appeared right under his new “nose”—it was a hairy, dangling sack-like thing that looked like those stupid “truck nuts” you see redneck guys put on the back of their trucks sometimes.

      “Hey!” Mr. Groperson’s voice was muffled because this new addition was blocking his mouth. He reached up to feel it and screamed in fury. “No! What did you do to me now?”

      “Oh my God, Emmers!” Avery’s eyes were dancing with suppressed laughter. “I, uh, think you made it worse.”

      “I wouldn’t have thought that was possible, but I think Avery is right,” Griffin remarked.

      Ari was laughing so hard he couldn’t say a thing and Emma and Kaitlyn were just watching Mr. Groperson with wide eyes.

      Meanwhile, the magically altered landlord was groping for a mirror that he must have been using to examine his face before we’d come to his door. When he looked at his reflection, his eyes widened in rage and disbelief.

      “Off—get them off! Put them back where they go!” he shouted. Grabbing the hairy sack dangling over his mouth, he yanked, as though he intended to pull it off and shove it back between his legs.

      But this turned out to be a mistake. With a scream of agony, he sank to his knees. I saw all the boys in our group wince as the implications became clear. I didn’t know much about male anatomy myself but obviously this wasn’t something you ought to go yanking on.

      “Get out!” Mr. Groperson was rolling on the floor in agony, his face cupped in his hands. His voice was muffled, but still understandable. “You and your mother get out! Right now, today—you’re out of my complex!”

      “But…but that’s not fair!” I protested. “Please, Mr. Groperson—let me try again!”

      “Uh, Emmers, I don’t know if that’s a good idea,” Avery murmured. Next time you might switch his ass and his eyes or something.”

      “And then he’d be a literal butthead,” Megan murmured, her hand over her mouth to hide her smile.

      “Avery is right,” Lachlan said seriously. “Your magic is too unfocused, Emma. You’d better not try again right now.”

      “But my mom!” I wailed. “Where will she live?”

      “I don’t care where she lives but she’s not living here! Get out now, all of you, or I’m calling the cops!” Mr. Groperson growled. Fumbling for the door of his apartment, he slapped it shut in our faces. The last thing I heard from him was an emphatic, Get out!”

      And that was that.
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      “I…I guess I better go talk to my mom,” I said in a low, stricken voice.

      “We’ll come with you,” Lachlan and Bran both said.

      “Us too!” Megan chimed in, nodding at Kaitlyn and Avery, who nodded back, showing their support.

      “Actually, I think Emma’s mother might be overwhelmed if we all descend on her at once,” Griffin said, frowning. “Maybe Ari and I should stay and make certain Groperson doesn’t come out and try anything.”

      Ari nodded. “Good idea. Dios—he’s a fucking mess!”

      “Thanks, guys,” I said to all of them. “I appreciate your support, but I think maybe I should talk to my mom alone to start with. She…” I took a deep breath. “She’s going to be pretty upset when I tell her she has to pack up everything and move out right now.”

      “Then we’ll stay out here and wait for you,” Avery said comfortingly.

      “I’ll call and see if there’s an opening at Shady Pines,” Kaitlyn said practically, talking about the only other apartment complex in town. “Maybe they won’t notice if your mom smokes.”

      “Thanks, but I really kind of doubt it,” I said dolefully. “Considering she smokes like a chimney.”

      “I’ll call my Aunt Deli and see if she’ll budge on the no-smoking thing at all,” Megan said. “Maybe if your mom promises to stay right by an open window or something…” She didn’t sound too hopeful, but it was nice to know my friends were trying to help.

      “Bran and I will be here if you need us,” Lachlan told me. “We need to talk about a way to focus your magic, little one.”

      “I’m afraid Lachlan is right—it’s out of control right now—not that I blame you,” Bran said fiercely, glancing at Groperson’s shut door. “He got exactly what he deserved—the bastard.”

      “Thanks guys.” I took a deep breath and lifted my chin. “I better go tell my mom what’s going on now.”

      Then, feeling like the weight of the world was on my shoulders, I went to my mom’s apartment—correction, ex-apartment—to tell her she had to move out.

      Immediately.
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      Mom was already at the door when I went to knock. She must have heard all the shouting because she had a worried look on her face.

      “Emma, honey—what’s going on out there?” she asked, enfolding me in a hug.

      I tilted my head away by force of habit—I didn’t want my hair to catch on fire from the lit cigarette she always had in one hand. But then I realized something strange—for once, she wasn’t smoking.

      Well, she’ll want to light up for sure when I tell her the news, I thought sadly.

      Any kind of stress always made my mom want to smoke even more than she usually did. Which meant she’d probably be smoking two or three cigarettes at a time when I explained how I’d gotten her kicked out of her apartment and she was about to be homeless.

      “Mom,” I started, pulling away from her. “I’m so sorry, but I did something really awful with my new magic.”

      “What?” She looked at me, full of concern. “Oh honey, you didn’t hurt anybody, did you?”

      I thought of Mr. Groperson and how his “boy parts” were now apparently permanently plastered to his face and his nose was between his legs. Considering how dirty he always looked, I was betting that he wasn’t exactly experiencing very nice smells right now—though that was probably the least of his worries.

      “Well, kind of,” I said slowly. “But not how you think. The point is, what I did made Mr. Groperson really angry and now he says we have to move out of the complex right away.”

      I said all this in a rush, feeling like I had to get it out.

      “I’m so sorry, Mom,” I went on, tears filling my eyes. “I know you can’t go to Shady Pines because of your smoking so I don’t know what we’re going to do! And I just feel so horrible because it’s all my fault!”

      “Oh, honey…” She shook her head, looking down at her hands, as though trying to digest the information. Then she looked up at me and—to my surprise—she smiled. “Good,” she said firmly. “I need to get out of here.”

      “What?” I asked, not sure that I’d heard her. “But Mom, where will you go?”

      “Maybe I will go to Shady Pines,” she said lightly. “Emma, I have news for you—I quit smoking!”

      “What?” I frowned at her skeptically. “That’s really nice, Mom, but for how long?”

      In the past when she had “quit” her nasty habit, she’d been back, puffing away, before the day was out.

      But my mom was grinning at me from ear to ear.

      “I figured you’d say that and I don’t blame you, honey,” she said calmly. “I know I’ve tried to quit before but this time I didn’t even have to try. It just happened.”

      “Really?” I still couldn’t believe what she was saying. “Okay, but when did it happen?”

      “Last Sunday morning I woke up and reached for a cigarette,” she said. “Like I always do—or did—the minute I get up. But I took one puff and it made me sick as a dog! I barely made it to the bathroom before I puked—and all from one puff.”

      “Really?” I asked again. “So how long has it been since you’ve had a smoke?”

      “Not a single puff all week,” she said proudly. “Just the smell of them makes me sick now. I was just thinking before you came that I needed to move to someplace that doesn’t reek of old cigarette smoke. I’ve been trying to air out the apartment all week but it’s still just awful.”

      Now that I thought of it, though the apartment did still smell of stale smoke, there was no fresh smoke in the air—no blue haze hovered over my mom’s head. And she didn’t have smoke on her breath either.

      “But how…” I began, shaking my head. “I don’t understand how you could just quit cold turkey like that?”

      “I don’t either. You know how many times I’ve tried,” she said. “I tried the nicotine patches and the gum. I even paid that guy a hundred bucks that one time to hypnotize me out of it—remember that? But nothing helped. Then all of a sudden, last Sunday morning, I just wake up and the urge is gone. Poof!” She snapped her fingers. “Like magic.”

      Magic? Her words echoed in my head and suddenly I remembered leaning over her to kiss her cheek while she was sleeping the previous Sunday. Remembered whispering, “I wish you could quit smoking, Mom. I’d do anything if you could!”

      I looked at my mom with wide eyes. Was the end of her habit due to me? Had I worked magic on her without knowing it? And if so, how long would it last? Would it melt away, like the gold coin I had somehow conjured? Or would it stick, the way Spike had stayed healthy after I had healed him with my tears?

      “Mom,” I said to her. “I think it’s wonderful that you stopped smoking. Will you excuse me for a minute? I need to go talk to my friends.”

      “Oh, are your friends here?” she asked, frowning. “Why didn’t you bring them in?”

      “Because I wanted to tell you what was going on with just the two of us,” I said. “I still feel so bad—I don’t know where you’re going to live now!”

      “I’ll spend a few nights in my car, if I have to,” she said calmly. “Don’t worry, Emma—I’ll survive. You go talk to your friends and then bring them in if you want to.” She smiled. “You know they’re always welcome here.”

      “Thanks, Mom.” I kissed her cheek, marveling again that her breath smelled sweet instead of sour and smoky, and went out to talk to Lachlan.

      Hopefully he would know if the magic I had somehow worked on my mom would last.
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      “How did she take it?” Avery asked, a look of concern on his face.

      “Is she really upset?” Kaitlyn asked, biting her lip. “I’m waiting for a call-back from Shady Pines to see if they have an opening,” she added.

      “Well…” I sighed and shook my head. “Actually, she’s surprisingly okay with it.”

      “She is?” Megan’s eye widened in shock.

      “Yes, she said she wanted to move out anyway,” I told them. “And now it looks like she can because, well, she’s apparently stopped smoking.”

      “She has?” Avery’s eyes widened. “But she’s been a chain-smoker ever since we’ve known you, Emmers!”

      “I know,” I said. “But now she says she hasn’t had a cigarette since last Sunday.”

      “That’s almost a whole week,” Kaitlyn said. “Is she climbing the walls?”

      “No—she’s actually really calm and happy,” I said. “But…I’m not sure if it will last.”

      “Really? You’re afraid she’ll relapse?” Bran frowned.

      “What makes you think that, little one?” Lachlan asked me.

      “Well…” I hesitated, hating to tell them what I had done. “Because I’m not sure the magic will last.”

      “Magic—what magic?” Avery demanded.

      I twisted my fingers together and bit my lower lip.

      “The magic I accidentally worked on her last Sunday when I came to see her,” I admitted. I cast a glance at Bran and Lachlan, who were both frowning. “I didn’t mean to do it—honestly!” I said quickly. “She was sleeping and I bent over to kiss her and said something about how I wished she could stop smoking. That’s all I did and I didn’t know I was doing magic—really I didn’t!”

      “Oh, little one…” Lachlan sighed and shook his head. “What are we going to do with you?”

      Bran reached out to stroke my hair.

      “We believe you, Emma,” he said simply.

      “Thanks. But now I need to know if it will last,” I told them. “I mean, is this change permanent? Will she stay better like Spike did when I cried on him and healed him, or will her, uh, non-addiction disappear like the gold coin I accidentally conjured?”

      “Wait—you healed Spike?” Avery asked.

      “This was before her transformation,” Bran said, jumping to defend me. “Morganna Starchild nearly killed him and Emma got very upset. But when she cried on Spike, her tears seemed to heal him.”

      “Well, you are just full of secrets, Emma,” Avery said, frowning.

      “Why didn’t you tell us?” Kaitlyn wanted to know.

      “I convinced myself it was nothing,” I admitted. “It’s weird to suddenly have magic when you never did before.”

      “Well, I can certainly understand that.” Megan nodded sympathetically.

      “But you still should have told us,” Avery added.

      “I promise no more secrets.” I turned to Lachlan appealingly. “Please tell me it will last! I’ve been wanting my mom to quit smoking for years.”

      “It depends,” Lachlan said slowly. “Certain types of magic require a price. In a way, when you un-addicted your mother, for lack of a better term, you were lifting a kind of curse. That requires a payment—unless you can deflect it, and I don’t think you’re sophisticated enough magically to do that yet.”

      “Payment? I didn’t make any kind of payment!” I exclaimed.

      “Are you sure about that?” Avery took one of my hands and nodded down to my severely bitten nails. “You never used to bite your nails,” he pointed out. “But this past week it’s like you haven’t been able to stop.”

      “Maybe you got rid of your mom’s bad habit by picking up one of your own?” Megan suggested.

      “Maybe so,” Lachlan agreed. He shook his head. “We have got to find a way to focus your magic, little one. Starting tomorrow, you and I are going to begin lessons.”

      “Will you teach me?” I asked, feeling immensely grateful. I looked at Bran. “Both of you?”

      “I think Lachlan is better suited,” Bran said graciously. “He’s extremely talented magically—much more than I am.”

      “Well, you always were more of a warrior than a wizard.” Lachlan shot Bran his one-sided grin. “I wouldn’t want to come against you if the weapon of choice was swords.”

      “True.” Bran nodded and smiled back. “Just teach her quickly, all right? I hate to say it, but neither of us wants to end up like Groperson.”

      “I would never do that to either of you!” I exclaimed.

      “Of course not—not on purpose,” Lachlan remarked. “But it seems to me that your magic comes out in a very haphazard way when you feel strongly about something, Emma. I’ll try to teach you everything you need to know to avoid doing accidental magic from now on.”

      “That would be wonderful,” I said seriously. “So…you think my mom is really cured?”

      Lachlan took one of my hands in his very gently and looked at my ragged nails—which caused me to blush in shame.

      “I think so,” he said, nodding at last. “It seems to me that Megan is right—you paid for curing your mother’s bad habit by taking on one of your own.”

      “Fae magic is so strange.” Megan shook her head. “I guess you don’t get your power from the Goddess?”

      “Not directly,” Lachlan told her as I took back my hand and shoved my fingers in my jeans pockets to hide them. “We draw our power from Nature, which is a force in itself. But Nature demands balance above all things, which is why most Fae magic is very transactional.”

      “That’s fascinating!” Megan exclaimed, but just then her phone rang. “Oh, hold on—that might be Aunt Deli.”

      Kaitlyn’s phone rang a moment after and she looked at the screen. “Oh, Shady Pines is calling me back!”

      She spoke into the phone for a moment and then hung up, a sad look on her face.

      “I’m so sorry, Emma, but they don’t have any openings.”

      “But Aunt Deli does!” Megan exclaimed triumphantly, as she hung up her own phone. “She says your mom can move in anytime—providing that she really has quit smoking.”

      “She has,” I said firmly, feeling a sense of relief.

      Megan frowned.

      “But will you have to keep chewing up your nails forever in order to keep her smoke free?”

      “I don’t know,” I said honestly. “But if I do, it’s a small price to pay. I’ll take a ruined manicure any day over my mom getting lung cancer!” Then I remembered that Megan’s mom had died of cancer. “Oh, sorry, Megan. I shouldn’t have said that.”

      “No, don’t worry about it.” She shook her head seriously. “You’re right, Emma. If I could have made some kind of bargain or payment to keep my mom from getting sick, you bet I would have. You’re really lucky.”

      “We’ll work on your payment for the magic you did for your mother later,” Lachlan promised me. “For now, maybe your mother would like some help packing?”

      “Oh, yes!” Megan exclaimed. “I bet she would—and moving, too.”

      “I have my car,” Avery offered. “I bet between us we can get everything packed up and moved over to Megan’s aunt’s house in no time.”

      “Thank you, guys.” I gave them all a look of gratitude. I was so lucky, having such wonderful Coven-mates to support me!

      “Come on,” Kaitlyn said, grinning at me. “There’s no time to lose—let’s get packing!”
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      It took the rest of the day, but we got my mom completely moved out of our old apartment by the time the sun was setting. Which was a good thing, since Mr. Groperson had started growling through his locked door that he was going to call the police if we weren’t off his premises by sundown.

      “He’s bluffing,” Avery sneered. “I mean, what is he going to say—that you magicked his junk onto his face and that’s why he wants you out?”

      “They’ll believe him if they see him,” Megan pointed out. “Are there any Others on the police force?” she asked him.

      He frowned.

      “You know, I’m not sure. But you’re right, Princess Latimer—it’s probably better if we keep Emma’s new powers on the down-low for as long as we can.”

      Luckily, Megan’s Aunt Deli and my mom hit it off right away. Aunt Deli was a hippie-type of woman who loved nature and holistic healing. She was a Null—someone who comes from a magical family but has no magic of her own—but she was really sweet and kind. When she heard why my mom had to move out so suddenly, she laughed until she was bright red in the face.

      “That Carl Groperson is a nasty piece of work,” she said, when she finally stopped laughing and was wiping tears of mirth from her eyes. “He got what was coming to him—Emma isn’t the first woman he’s harassed.”

      That made me feel a little better about what I had accidentally done to the nasty landlord with my magic. Although I was still worried there might be consequences down the line.

      But at least for now, my mom was happily settled in a spacious room at the top of the house which had a big, comfy bed and a nice little desk where she could do her transcription work. By the time we were leaving to head back to Nocturne Academy, she had promised to attend Aunt Deli’s yoga class and the two of them were talking about making a big pot of veggie soup and some homemade bread for dinner. I got the feeling that both of them had been lonely living all by themselves, and had the sense that this was going to be a good match.

      So I pushed my fears about the future to the side as well as I could and decided to go to bed early. I was exhausted from the crazy day of emotional ups and downs, not to mention all the physical work of packing and moving my mom’s stuff out of the old apartment and into the new place.

      But before I went to my room, Lachlan caught my hand.

      “Tomorrow is your first lesson, little one,” he told me, his emerald eyes blazing into mine. “Be ready—we’re going to need to work hard to focus that magic of yours.”

      “I’m ready,” I promised and yawned. “But right now, I’m just so tired.”

      “Of course you are,” Bran murmured. He and Lachlan put out their arms to me and I went to them, feeling comforted and protected as they enfolded me in a warm, three-way hug.

      “Thank you,” I said to both of them. “For sticking by me.”

      “Always,” Bran murmured and Lachlan said,

      “We will never leave your side, little one.” He pulled back and looked at me intently. “Just be ready to work tomorrow. Mastering your magic is not going to be easy or pain free, I’m afraid. You’re simply too powerful for your own good.”

      I bit my lip, wondering what he meant by that.

      All too soon, I found out.
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      “The first thing we need is a talisman—something you can use to focus your magic,” Lachlan said as we sat on one of the Norm Dorm’s ratty old couches together the next day. Bran was on the other side of me, which surprised me a bit. I’d thought that Lachlan was going to teach me alone. But since I loved being between my guys, I wasn’t complaining.

      “Where do I get one of those?” I asked. I had a sudden thought and added, apprehensively, “I don’t have to go to the Realm to get one—do I?”

      “No.” Bran shook his head. “Lachlan is going to make you one.”

      “From something that is important to us both,” Lachlan said. Reaching up, he unfastened the glittering emerald stud he always wore in his left ear and cupped it in his palm.

      “But…that must have cost a fortune!” I protested. The emerald was large and clear and gorgeously cut.

      “It did,” Lachlan said calmly. “I bought it with my first earnings when I moved away from my mother’s house. Bran?” he asked, raising his eyebrows.

      Wordlessly, Bran took off the small silver ring he’d been wearing on his pinky.

      “Oh, Bran—no!” I exclaimed. “Your mother left you that—it’s a family heirloom.”

      “And we are family now,” he said gently. “The three of us are bound together, Emma. I can’t think of a better use for the ring.”

      “I feel the same way,” Lachlan said firmly. He took the ring and cupped it with the emerald stud in one hand. He covered it with his other hand and closed his eyes, his face tight with concentration.

      I supposed he must be doing some kind of a spell or at least calling on his magic. His left leg was touching my right and I thought I could feel a faint tingling running through him. For a long, breathless moment, he looked like someone who was concentrating fiercely with a single-minded purpose on a very difficult task. Then he opened his hands and showed me what was in them.

      The silver ring had been changed into a flat crescent moon about the size of a silver dollar. It had a faint bluish patina that reminded me of Bran’s eyes. From its top tip, on a golden chain, hung the emerald like a pendant or a star.

      “Oh…” I whispered, not daring to touch it. “It’s beautiful!”

      “Do you have a chain you can wear it on?” Lachlan asked me. “It will work better if you keep it close to your skin.”

      “I do! Wait a minute.” I jumped up and ran to my bedroom. I had a simple gold chain my mom had gotten me for my sixteenth birthday. She hadn’t said anything about how much it cost, but I knew she must have saved for months to get it. I brought it back out to the Common Room and Lachlan carefully slipped the crescent moon with its emerald star pendant onto the chain. I lifted my hair and Bran fastened it around my neck.

      It settled right in the hollow of my throat and felt as light as a feather.

      “Thank you.” I took both their hands in mine and squeezed them. “Thank you both, so much!”

      “This is a gift freely given,” Lachlan said, sounding like he was reciting some kind of formal vow. “There is no debt incurred between us.”

      “Um, okay. Is that something you always have to say when you give something to someone in the Realm?” I asked.

      “Yes.” Bran nodded. “As Lachlan told you yesterday, Fae magic is largely transactional. Unless you state otherwise, if you give something to someone or do some service for them, you’re expecting to be paid for it.”

      “Like the life-debt that was between the two of you,” I said, remembering. “You guys never did tell me that story.”

      Lachlan frowned, looking uncomfortable, I thought but Bran only shrugged.

      “The last time I saw Lachlan in the Realm, before my family went into hiding, he was being attacked by an ogre. I drew my sword and fought it before it could kill him.”

      “What, an actual ogre?” I exclaimed. “What do they even look like?”

      “Pray you never find out,” Lachlan said darkly. “They are denizens of the Winter Court and one reason the High Sidhe of the Summer Court despise those of us from the Dark Lands.”

      “Ogres aren’t going to win any beauty contests,” Bran said frankly. “But at least this one only had two heads.”

      “Wait—only two?” I asked. “How many can they have?”

      Bran shrugged. “Up to twenty, I believe, in the larger varieties. There’s a legend about an especially huge ogre with twenty heads who captured twenty human princesses and forced them each to rub one of his heads every night before he fell asleep.”

      “Ugh!” I made a face. “Poor princesses!”

      “Any female captured by an ogre is to be pitied,” Lachlan said in a low voice. For some reason he was looking down at his hands as he spoke. “They are creatures of darkness—unrelentingly evil and abusive.”

      I didn’t know why, but what he said touched me—it almost sounded like he was speaking from personal experience. Had someone he loved been captured that way?

      “Well, this one certainly shouldn’t be bothering anyone ever again. I wounded it badly—hopefully it died after it crawled off.” Bran frowned at his friend. “I still don’t understand why you didn’t kill that ogre yourself, you know. Your magic is certainly powerful enough. Did it catch you off guard?”

      “Something like that.” Lachlan was still looking at his hands. “I was…embarrassed that it bested me so easily,” he said. “Which was one reason I left before you could declare saving my life a gift.”

      “I wouldn’t have done that anyway,” Bran said calmly. “I knew that with a life-debt between us, I could call you to me. I was hoping when I did, our friendship could be healed.”

      “And so it was.” Lachlan looked up at last, the familiar mocking half-smile on his face. “I suppose you could say that our lady healed it and brought us back together.” He nodded at me.

      “Yes, she did.” Bran smiled at me and I smiled back at both of them.

      “I’m glad I was able to.”

      I took both their hands and squeezed again—but I had a feeling that there was more to Lachlan’s story. Something he didn’t want to tell either me or Bran. As Avery would have said, I smell a secret. But since Lachlan clearly didn’t want to talk about it, I decided to wait and let him tell us in his own time.

      “How will the pendant you made out of your emerald and Bran’s ring help me focus my power?” I asked, changing the subject.

      “It’s going to help you feel your power instead of just doing things by accident. Have you ever felt anything when you did magic in the past?” Lachlan asked.

      I frowned, trying to remember.

      “Once or twice I thought I felt a kind of tingling,” I admitted. “Could that have been it?”

      Lachlan nodded.

      “Yes. That’s your connection to the Realm that you’re feeling—because you’re drawing your power from there. If you ever went through the Obsidian Portal and entered the Realm, you’d feel it much more. But here, in the human world, it’s distant and somewhat diffused.”

      “Would my power be greater than it is here if I went to the Realm?” I asked him. “Not that I want to go—I really don’t—I’m just curious.”

      “Greater than it already is?” Bran raised his eyebrows. “Nature save us!”

      But Lachlan nodded thoughtfully.

      “In all probability, yes. But let’s worry about controlling what you have first before we think about increasing it tenfold. Now, as I told you before, the nature of Fae magic is transactional. Which means, you have to pay for what you take—which is White Magic—or else pass the payment off into the natural world.”

      “Which is Grey Magic,” Bran said. He frowned. “It’s what most of the High Sidhe at Court do—and it’s also what Morganna and her friends do.”

      “I don’t understand the difference,” I said. “How do you ‘pay’ for your magic?”

      “With pain,” Lachlan said simply. “Or if you don’t want to take the pain, you can allow the magic to drain your powers, leaving you in a weakened state for the next hour or day or however long it takes to recoup your losses, which will be proportional to how big the spell you cast was.” He frowned. “Though you’re not really casting spells like the Sisters do with symbols and charms—it’s more like you’re drawing on a supply of magic and pushing it out into the world, making it do what you want.”

      “Like healing Spike or turning cigarette butts into a coin or lifting the curse of addiction from my mom?” I asked.

      Lachlan nodded.

      “Exactly. And you have to pay every time. Unless you want to do Grey Magic and push the cost off onto the Natural World.”

      “What does that mean, though?” I frowned.

      “The Natural World means the forest and trees and animals that are wild around us,” Bran explained. “So if you work a spell and don’t pay the cost yourself, something in the Natural World will pay it for you.”

      “Somewhere a flower will wilt or a squirrel or some other small creature may lose its life,” Lachlan explained. “Or, if you use a great deal of power, you might kill something bigger. An ancient oak tree that’s been alive for centuries might wither and die.”

      “But that’s awful!” I exclaimed. “That’s no better than Morganna and the other Fae girls using live butterflies as hair ornaments!”

      “They were probably using the butterflies’ own life force in the spell that fixed them in place,” Bran said, nodding. “Another example of Grey Magic—they didn’t have to feel the pain of the small death they were causing to feed their vanity.”

      “That’s horrible,” I said. “How can anyone do that?” Now that I knew how Fae magic worked, I disliked Morganna and her crew even more. “Does everyone in the Realm do that?”

      “My family never did,” Bran said. “The High Sidhe of the Summer Court aren’t supposed to—Queen Elia has forbidden anything but White Magic in her court.”

      “They aren’t supposed to,” Lachlan said. “But they still do. One way I earned my gold in the Realm was to heal the natural things the High Sidhe had harmed with their careless Grey Magic. Healing doesn’t cost as much as other forms of magic, but it’s time consuming and painful,” he added.

      “How did I pay for healing Spike?” I asked, frowning. “I don’t remember feeling any pain.”

      “Not all pain is physical,” Bran pointed out. “You healed him with your emotional pain, I believe. You were very upset, as I recall.”

      “Oh…” I nodded, remembering how I had cried my heart out over the little chimeling. “That makes sense.” I looked at Lachlan. “So White Magic is when you pay for your magic and Grey Magic is when you make someone or something else pay. Is there such a thing as Black Magic?”

      Lachlan looked serious.

      “Of course there is—it’s when you call power meaning to harm someone with it. In that case, your victim takes both the harm you are sending and also pays the cost of your spell.”

      “It’s the worst form of magic—it corrodes your soul,” Bran said, frowning. “Queen Elia has outlawed it in the Summer Court. Although I have heard it said that Queen Mab of the Winter Court actively encourages it.”

      “She does,” Lachlan said soberly. “It’s why so many dark creatures live there. Once your soul is completely corroded, your outer form will begin to match your inner evil, because Nature demands a balance.”

      “I see,” I said. “And…what kind of magic do both of you do?”

      “I was raised only to do White Magic,” Bran said.

      Lachlan lifted his chin proudly.

      “And even though I was born in the Winter Court, I have never done anything but White Magic—I pay for everything I take,” he added grimly. “Everything.”

      “Oh,” I said in a small voice. “Did…did I do Black Magic on Mr. Groperson, then?”

      Bran saw my worried expression and covered my hand with his.

      “No, Emma,” he said gently. “What you did was Defensive Magic. Battle Magic.” He laughed. “Though I have to say, I’ve never seen anyone defend themselves quite like you did.”

      “Defensive Magic is the only time you can do magic that harms others without corroding your soul,” Lachlan explained. “Nature understands that everyone has to live—you must be allowed to defend yourself against an attack. You’ll still pay for it, though, in one way or another. Remember the emotional agony and guilt you felt when you thought your mother was going to be without a home because of you?”

      “Yes,” I said. “It was awful. So…is the payment always some kind of emotion?”

      “Not always,” Bran said. “Sometimes it’s an actual physical pain—like what Lachlan experienced when he took the geas off you.”

      Since I had felt that same pain, I understood how much the dark Fae had paid to free me.

      “Thank you,” I said to Lachlan again. “Seriously, I don’t understand why you paid so much pain for me when you just met me.”

      He smiled at me.

      “I knew you must be special if Bran was so enamored of you, little one. And believe me, I don’t regret one bit of the pain I paid to free you from that spell.” He frowned. “I just wish we knew who put it on you in the first place.”

      “We may never find out,” Bran said practically. “But for now, hadn’t you better teach Emma how to use her own magic?”

      “Yes, I should—I think we got a little sidetracked.” Lachlan nodded. “All right, little one—hold your pendant and close your eyes. We’re going to start with having you feel the flow of power…”
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      Lachlan worked with me all day and by Sunday night I could feel the power flowing from the Realm like a thin, golden ribbon running through the air around me. All I had to do was imagine myself reaching for that ribbon and threading it through my pendant. Once I did that, I found I had a firmer grasp on it and I could make things happen by just thinking about them and then shoving the power I had gained from the golden ribbon outward.

      We worked on simple things first—especially turning an ordinary object into a gold coin, since I had already done that, albeit by accident.

      “But why won’t it stay gold?” I asked, when the gum wrapper I was using turned from a heavy disk of gold back into a little, crumpled, silver paper.

      “You’d have to use a lot more power than you’re pulling now to change its true form for good,” Lachlan explained. “A lot more power. And you’d pay for it with a lot more pain.”

      Since I wasn’t worried or anxious while we were working, as I had been when I had first turned the cigarette butts into a coin by accident, I was paying for my magic with physical pain instead of emotional pain. Turning the gum wrapper into a gold coin for a little while didn’t really hurt much—it was a little like someone had pinched or poked me. After a while I got used to it and didn’t even jump at the small pain.

      Lachlan assured me that bigger spells would be more painful to perform and I was soon to find out he was right.

      “Now before we turn in for the night, let’s try something bigger,” he said, at the end of the day. Bran had gone to bed and it was just the two of us sitting in the Common Room in front of the fire.

      “Not as big as taking the geas off me, right?” I asked nervously. I didn’t know if I could stand the feeling of being skinned alive again—it had been horrible.

      “No, not quite that bad,” Lachlan assured me. “But we will be removing a curse and healing something that is hurt.”

      “What curse?” I asked anxiously.

      “This one.” He took my hands in his and looked down at my ragged nails. They had all been bitten down to the quick by now and some were actually bloody around the edges. I’m sorry if that sounds gross—I didn’t mean to hurt myself. I just couldn’t seem to help it.

      “Oh, please don’t!” I tried to pull my hands away but Lachlan held them firmly in his own.

      “No, Emma,” he said gently. “I need to see the problem in order to heal it.”

      “It’s just so gross and awful,” I muttered, feeling my cheeks get hot with mortification. “I’m so ashamed of it but I can’t seem to stop doing it!”

      “Your nail-biting habit is proportional to the smoking habit you lifted off your mother,” he explained calmly. “And if what you told me was true, she was intensely addicted.”

      “That’s an understatement,” I said with feeling. “She literally couldn’t stop smoking from the minute she got up, to when she fell asleep at night.” I looked at Lachlan anxiously. “But I don’t want to cure my nail-biting habit if it means my mom’s urge to smoke will come back! I’d rather bite my nails the rest of my life than see her smoking again.”

      “I know you feel that way—you’re loyal and true to the ones you love,” he murmured, smiling at me as he looked into my eyes. “But please don’t worry, little one—we won’t be pushing the burden of addiction back onto your mother—we will be lifting it completely.”

      I felt myself blushing even harder and dropped my gaze to look back at my hands. I was getting used to him and Bran now—getting used to being always flanked by two supernaturally good-looking guys. But looking into Lachlan’s emerald eyes still made my heart pound and my cheeks get hot.

      Of course, I felt the same way around Bran. I was glad all over again that I had bound the three of us together—even if I had done it unintentionally. I hoped I would never have to choose between them.

      “How…how am I going to break my habit?” I asked. “And how much will it hurt?”

      “It’s a very strong addiction but we are going to share the pain,” Lachlan promised me. “Now close your eyes and picture yourself gathering power.”

      I did as he said, holding the blue moon and emerald star pendant firmly in one hand while Lachlan continued to hold my other hand. I saw myself reaching for the golden thread and pulling it through the pendant in my hand. Once it was focused, it was mine to do what I wanted with. Only what did I want to do?

      “Now what?” I asked Lachlan, frowning.

      “Now see the addiction,” he murmured. “Picture it in your mind, however you think it should look.”

      I concentrated for a moment and then I saw it—it was like a thick iron cuff around my wrist, attached to a heavy ball and chain. It might have been kind of a cartoonish metaphor, but that was how it felt to me—like a massive weight was attached to me and I couldn’t get away from it.

      “Do you see it?” Bran asked me.

      I nodded, my eyes still tightly closed.

      “Good. Now I’m going to give you some of my power as well—not that you need it, but it will help me share the consequences of breaking the addiction with you,” he said. “We’re going to break it together. Now concentrate, little one—this will hurt but it will be worth it when we’re done.”

      “All right,” I said grimly. “What do I do?”

      “Simply use your magic to free yourself from the addiction,” he told me. “Picture yourself lifting the curse—visualization is important.”

      “I can do that,” I said, nodding.

      Eyes still tightly closed, I pictured myself using the golden light I had gathered and the light that Lachlan was pushing my way, as a kind of saw or file to hack at the iron manacle around my wrist.

      As Lachlan had predicted, it hurt. This was no light, temporary spell like the one I’d used to turn the gum wrapper into a coin. This felt like I was cutting into my own flesh in order to free myself from the heavy iron manacle that was weighing me down.

      “It hurts!” I gasped as I sawed deeper with the light.

      “I know.” Lachlan’s voice was tight but controlled and his grip on my hand was firm. “Don’t give up, little one. If you don’t free yourself now, the addiction will only grow stronger.”

      Well, I couldn’t have that. Gritting my teeth, I gripped his hand harder and concentrated on sawing through the iron. The heavy cuff had the weight of years of my mom’s smoking habit—it had been reinforced every day over and over—no wonder it was so hard to break!

      The pain got even worse—it felt like I was sawing through the bones of my own arm. I felt a scream rising to my lips and tried to swallow it back—I didn’t want to wake anybody up, but it hurt so much!

      “Don’t give up,” Lachlan told me again. “You’re almost through—keep going, Emma! Don’t let it beat you!”

      Biting back the shriek of agony that rose in my throat, I gave one final push with the golden light. At last, the manacle cracked—the golden light of my power combined with Lachlan’s running through it, in a zigzag of gold in the metal. I felt it come apart and fall away, freeing me at last from the terrible addiction.

      A sob of relief rose in my throat and then Lachlan was pulling me into his arms and I was weeping against his shoulder.

      “It’s all right, little one,” he murmured, stroking my back. “It’s all right—I know the pain was intense but you bore it beautifully.”

      I huddled close to him, breathing in his warm, spicy scent, feeling comforted by the strength of his arms around me.

      “That was awful,” I whispered. “Not as bad as the geas but it was pretty bad.”

      “It was also very advanced magic,” Lachlan told me. “I’m impressed—you’re learning very quickly.”

      “Thanks.” I drew back from him and swiped at my eyes. Then I looked down at my hands and breathed, “Ohhhh…”

      My nails were healed. They were no longer ragged and bloody and gnawed down to the quick. Instead, I saw the neat, pretty manicured nails I had always had before I’d taken my mother’s addiction on myself.

      I looked up at Lachlan, so grateful I didn’t know what to say.

      “You…you healed me!” I exclaimed.

      He smiled and nodded.

      “While you were working on breaking the addiction, I was concentrating on the healing aspect.”

      “Thank you!” I threw my arms around his neck. “Thank you so much, Lachlan! I didn’t like to admit it, but it really bothered me having ugly nails. Back before I looked like…like I do now, my nails and hands were the only really pretty part of me. So…they’re important to me.”

      In a way, with my new appearance, my hands were the only part of me that still seemed to be me, if that makes any sense.

      “Little one, you’re beautiful inside and out,” he murmured, stroking my hair. “But I’m glad you’re happy with the healing.”

      “Thank you.” I was blushing as I pulled away from our hug. “And thank you for helping me bear the pain. I don’t think I could have done it otherwise—I couldn’t have stood it.”

      “It was a heavy addiction to break—I knew it would hurt,” he said, nodding. “But you did well—you didn’t try to push the pain away, even when it got really bad.”

      “I wouldn’t want anyone or anything else to have to take the consequences for me,” I said, frowning. “That was really painful. It might have killed an oak tree or a bunny rabbit or something.”

      “Try a whole warren of rabbits,” Lachlan said grimly. “Or a much larger creature—a horse or stag. It took a lot of power to break the chain that held your mother to her smoking—which you unwittingly took on yourself when you freed her. The price would have been heavy for the natural world if you had pushed the pain away from yourself.”

      “I can see why people are tempted to do it, though,” I said seriously. “Tempted to do Grey Magic, I mean. Nobody wants to endure that kind of agony.”

      “No, they don’t,” Lachlan said seriously. “But sometimes it’s necessary.” He took my newly healed hands in his and looked at me earnestly. “It’s important never to compromise, Emma—never give in and take the easy route. Always pay for what you take. Because once you start doing Grey Magic, it’s a slippery slope downwards.”

      “Is that why you never do it?” I asked. “Because you’re afraid it will lead to Black Magic that will, uh, corrode your soul?”

      “I come from the Dark Lands—from the Winter Court,” Lachlan said. “Half of my soul is already corrupted because of who my parents are and where I come from. I don’t dare do anything but White Magic or the corruption could spread.”

      “Really?” I looked at him, wide-eyed. “But…that doesn’t seem fair. How could your soul already be half-corrupted just because of who your parents are?”

      He shrugged.

      “It’s just the way things are. I was conceived in violence and born into hate and fear.” He shook his head. “Thank Nature I also had love to balance it out, or I would be wholly a creature of the darkness.”

      “I…don’t understand.” I shook my head. “Who were your parents exactly? I mean, if you don’t mind me asking,” I added quickly.

      Lachlan looked down at his hands for a long time before he answered. At last he spoke in a low voice.

      “Remember the ogre that Bran saved me from, the last time we saw each other in the Realm? The one that caused the life-debt between us?”

      “Yes,” I murmured. “What about it?”

      “The ogre was…” He cleared his throat and looked up at me. “That was my father.”

      “What?” I couldn’t believe it. “But…but you don’t look evil or ugly and you only have one head!” I pointed out, remembering how Bran had said that ogres could have up to twenty heads sometimes.

      “Nevertheless, I am half my father,” he said. “It’s the reason I never dare to do anything but White Magic. Not that I want to take the easy way out, the way those spoiled High Sidhe of the Summer Court do,” he added scornfully. “It’s cowardly not to take the pain along with the power you call.”

      “But…the ogre,” I said, going back to the startling revelation he’d told me. “Is that the reason you couldn’t fight him or kill him? Because he was your father?”

      Lachlan’s face twisted bitterly.

      “Essentially, yes. He is high among the guardsmen of the Winter Court—he guards Queen Mab herself. I knew she would make things hard for my mother if I wounded or killed him. Also, patricide is a heavy sin—it would certainly have corrupted my soul even more than it already is.”

      “Well…do you think Bran killed him?” I asked hesitantly.

      Lachlan shook his head.

      “I don’t know,” he said darkly. “If he had, Queen Mab couldn’t hold him accountable since he is from the other Court. And it would finally give my poor mother some peace. She was a Sidhe maiden of the Summer Court,” he added. “Before my father stole her away and made her pregnant with me.”

      I bit my lip as I understood his meaning. When he’d said he was a product of violence, this was what he meant. His father had abducted his mother and… I didn’t like to think about it.

      It also made me remember how white Lachlan’s face had gotten when that nasty Allison Rose had said he was “probably half troll.” No wonder he had gotten upset—because he literally was half ogre—which was probably about the same thing. Though to be honest, I didn’t know the difference between an ogre and a troll and I hoped I never had to find out.

      “I’m sorry, Lachlan,” I said, squeezing his hand. “But you shouldn’t have to feel responsible for how you were born and who you were born to—that’s not your fault!”

      “That is always what my mother says, too.” He gave me his one-sided smile, which looked sad this time, I thought. “She loved me despite the way I was conceived. I have her to thank for the unstained half of my soul.”

      “Bran doesn’t know, does he?” I asked softly.

      Lachlan shook his head.

      “I’ve never told him who my father really is and he hasn’t asked.”

      “Are you afraid it would make him feel differently about you?” I asked.

      “No.” He shook his head again. “Bran is unfailingly loyal—it’s one of the things I value about him the most. I didn’t tell him for the same reason you didn’t want to tell anyone you needed money to pay your mother’s rent.”

      “You were embarrassed,” I guessed.

      He nodded. “It’s a shameful thing to have a dark creature as one of your parents—to know that your lineage and your soul are stained before you even enter the world.”

      “You know, I might have the same kind of parentage,” I said, frowning. “I mean, I have black hair, like you and I have no idea who my real parents are.”

      “You also have the triple-ringed, gold-flecked eyes,” he pointed out. “Though you doubtless have some darkness in your heritage, it comes from a higher place than my own bloodlines.”

      “You really think I’m some kind of, uh, bastard of the King or something?” I asked, remembering Allison’s words.

      Lachlan shrugged.

      “I don’t know—it’s possible, I suppose. You’ll probably never know unless you decide to pass through the Obsidian Portal and go to Court to try and find more information about your past.”

      “No thank you!” I shivered and shook my head. “I was raised in the human world and it’s good enough for me. I have absolutely no desire to pass through the Obsidian Portal and I’m never going to the Fae Court—either the Summer one or the Winter one.”

      I had no idea how soon I would break the promise I had made to myself. But when I did, it wasn’t my fault.

      It was all because of Morganna Starchild and her nasty temper. Although I swear I didn’t mean to do what I did to her…
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      After getting Marked by my guys, which held off the weak-minded idiots who had been bothering me, and learning to control my magic—(well, mostly,)—as well as breaking my mom’s addiction to cigarettes, my own addiction to nail-biting, and finding my mom a nice clean safe place to live, you’d probably think the next week at school was all roses and sunshine.

      Well, you’d be wrong. And it was all because of Morganna.

      I guess the week before she’d been distracted by the skink, which had taken up residence in her ear when Saint had ordered it out of mine. But she had apparently found a way to get rid of it because when I walked into second period, AP Biology on Monday morning, she was holding court as usual.

      Bran and Lachlan were on either side of me, protecting me from unwanted advances, but I was still deeply relieved when none of the popular idiots, who had been bothering me all of last week, jumped out of their chairs and approached me. Elian Darkwing gave me a longing glance and Francisco and Cedric both stared as I took my seat, but none of them got up and came over.

      Good, I thought with relief. The Marking must be working.

      I wondered if anyone in the class could actually see Lachlan and Bran’s Marks on me. According to Avery, wearing a one-way Marking was a little bit like having on a flesh-colored Band-Aid. You could see it, if you were looking for it and you knew where to look, but it wasn’t super obvious.

      Nobody said anything—other than the usual nasty whispers about the three of us—and I was used to ignoring them.

      Morganna, however, was not used to being ignored.

      “Look at the pretty little threesome,” she said, much louder than a whisper. “Did you hear that Plunkett thinks she’s a Royal?” She laughed nastily, clearly wanting the rest of the popular group to join in.

      There was some laughter, but it was scattered and uneasy.

      “But, Morganna,” I heard one of the other girls whisper. “She really might be a Royal! Look at her eyes—she has a triple ringed iris and golden darts in her irises—just like King Tyr and Queen Elia! What if she really is a by-blow of His Majesty?”

      “Well, then she’s only an illegitimate bastard,” Morganna snapped. “That doesn’t make her a Royal!”

      “Yes, it does! Her blood makes her a Royal,” another Fae boy pointed out. “Which means she could get you into a lot of trouble at Court if you don’t leave her alone.”

      “Ha!” Morganna tossed her long, honey-blonde hair in a silky wave over her shoulder. “That nasty little troll will never be admitted to Court. And if she did, she wouldn’t know how to act when she got there! She’s been raised like a Norm all her life and if you ask me, that’s what she really is. She’s just put a spell on herself to make it look like she’s Fae.”

      “Then why hasn’t Headmistress Nightworthy made her take it off?” Elian asked, frowning. “You know she doesn’t allow one kind of Other to mimic another kind. It’s against the Academy rules.”

      I don’t know if Morganna would have had an answer for that or not, but at that moment Mr. Barron came in with his coffee and a paper. He also had a stack of fresh copies under his arm, which caused all of us to groan. We all knew what they meant.

      “Pop quiz, people,” he announced, holding them up in one hand. “I know how excited you all must be, so if someone will volunteer to hand these out for me—”

      “I will!” Morganna’s hand shot up in the air. “I’ll hand them out, Mr. Barron!”

      Mr. Barron blinked in surprise but then he shrugged. Maybe he thought Morganna was trying to make up for her reprehensible behavior in the past. I, however, didn’t believe that for a moment.

      “Here you go then, Miss Starchild,” he said, handing her the stack of sheets, which she had already pranced up to his desk to get. He looked at the class. “All right, people—don’t start until everyone gets one and you have thirty minutes to complete them.”

      Then he settled at his desk with his coffee and immersed himself in his paper.

      Morganna sashayed down the rows of lab tables, handing out tests to everyone, as though she was the teacher’s pet instead of a spoiled brat who could hardly be bothered to do her class work.

      When she got to me, she put the test face down in front of me and gave me an insincere smile.

      “Good luck, Emma,” she whispered, tapping the paper twice. Then she continued down the row, handing out the pop quiz to everyone else in the classroom.

      I waited for her to finish, apprehension filling me to the brim. I had a very bad feeling about this.

      Finally, everyone had gotten a quiz and Morganna had returned to her seat. Mr. Barron looked up from his paper briefly, took a slurp of his coffee and said, “Begin,” and went back to his paper again.

      Feeling certain that Morganna had meddled with my test somehow, I turned the paper over and found out that—sure enough—I was right.

      Somehow she had changed the language from English to…well, I don’t know if what was on my pop quiz was an actual language or not. It was laid out like a quiz with numbered questions, but the letters had all been turned into weird symbols. Question number one looked like this:

      
        
        1. ♒♏♓⬥ ⬧⧫◆♏■ ♐♓■♌ ⬥●♍❖ ⬥♓♏♒ ?

      

      

      Question number two was just as impenetrable.

      
        
        2. ♓⍓ ■♐● ♍&⬥◆♑♋ ⬥❑♌♌◆⍓ ❑♑♑♑⬥⌨?

      

      

      Scanning down the paper, I saw that the entire test was like that. For a moment, I got really mad. My first impulse was to raise my hand and speak to Mr. Barron.

      But then I thought about it. Mr. Barron was notoriously grumpy before he’d finished his coffee. Also, why should I bother him when I could probably fix this myself?

      Putting my hand up to my neck, I stroked the Moon and Star focus charm Lachlan had made for me. Closing my eyes, I imagined myself drawing power from the thin golden ribbon that came from the natural world.

      At first I thought about taking the charm off my paper and putting it onto Morganna’s instead. But there were problems with that idea. One, since she had worked the charm in the first place, she would presumably know how to remove it. And two, she could raise her hand and point the finger at me, claiming I was trying to mess with her test and cheat somehow.

      Though I itched for revenge, I decided—reluctantly—that it was probably better to just take the charm off my own paper and get on with taking the quiz.

      Squeezing my eyes shut, I envisioned the charm like a thin sheet of plastic over my test. It was sitting on top of the paper, obscuring the true meaning of the words—I had to peel it off.

      I imagined myself separating the thin plastic film from a corner of my paper and then just peeling it off and tossing it aside. The pain that came with the magic was very slight—barely more than a poke.

      I didn’t even jump when I felt it and when I opened my eyes, I saw that my test was back to normal. Also, it wasn’t even that hard. I filled in the answers and then spent a few more minutes on the essay question at the end. After double checking my work, I walked up and put the paper face-down on Mr. Barron’s desk.

      As I came back to my lab table, I saw Morganna shooting me a puzzled and angry look. Clearly she was wondering how I had managed to circumvent her malicious magic. I permitted myself to give her a small, triumphant smile—which she returned with a glare—and then went back to my place and read a book until time was up.

      “All right, all right—let’s see how we did,” Mr. Barron said, putting down his paper as the last student brought his test forward. He pulled out his answer key and started going through the tests rapidly, nodding and frowning in turn. Finally, he finished and got up to hand out the results.

      “A-plus, Miss Plunkett,” he said, smiling approvingly as he handed me my quiz. “It’s clear you’ve been paying attention.”

      When he got to Morganna, he shook his head as he handed back her quiz.

      “Not so good, I’m afraid, Miss Starchild. You’ll have to do better than this if you want to pass my class.”

      Morganna stared at her test and then turned to shoot me a hateful look, as if I was somehow to blame for her bad grade on the pop quiz. I looked innocently back, as though I had no idea what was going on. When she turned back around, I couldn’t help breaking into a smile, though. I was really glad I hadn’t turned the magic back on her. This way she had no clue what had happened and it was clear not knowing was driving her crazy.

      “Well, you look like the cat that got the cream,” Bran said to me after the bell rang and we were gathering our books to get to our next class.

      “Yes, what happened, little one?” Lachlan asked, raising an eyebrow at me. “Was it something to do with the popping quiz the instructor gave?”

      “The pop quiz,” I corrected him, smiling. I explained to them what had happened—how my quiz had been written in some kind of weird symbols—and how I had used my power to turn it back to normal so I could take it.

      Bran laughed when I finished and Lachlan gave me a proud smile.

      “Look at you—fending for yourself magically!” He put an arm around my shoulders and Bran encircled my waist with his.

      “We’re so proud of you, Emma!” he murmured.

      I basked in the glow of their praise.

      “Thanks guys but it wasn’t hard at all. She must have been throwing softball magic at me because she thinks I don’t have much power.”

      “Actually, language alteration is a fairly advanced spell,” Lachlan said thoughtfully. “Morganna comes from an ancient and powerful High Sidhe bloodline—she’s probably wondering how in the world you managed to remove her spell.”

      “Let her wonder,” I said, lifting my chin. Morganna Starchild was never going to bully me again! At least not magically.

      That was what I thought, anyway. But that was when my trouble really began.
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      I couldn’t wait for lunch that day—now that I got to eat from the Fae selections instead of the awful Norm food, I found that I had a much better appetite. Today’s entrée was lamb chops with smashed baby potatoes and green peas and it smelled divine.

      But I had to walk past the Fae table in order to get out of the cafeteria door and back to the Norm table—where absolutely nobody was a Norm anymore—at the back of the Dining Hall.

      As I walked, I saw Morganna looking at me and muttering something under her breath. When I got to our table and looked down at my tray, I saw that my delicious lunch was all covered in black mold!

      “What in the world?” I demanded, staring angrily down at my tray.

      “What did she do now?” Lachlan asked, sitting down beside me.

      “What’s wrong, Emma?” Bran asked.

      “Just look!” I pointed at my tray. “My lunch looks like it’s about a thousand years old! It’s all rotting and moldy and it was not like that before I passed by Morganna’s table.”

      “Oh, is she being a bitch again?” Avery asked, frowning. “I swear it’s never-ending in this place. The minute you take care of one bully like Nasty Nancy, another one pops up in her place. They’re like toadstools!”

      “Looks like she used a rapid aging spell on your food,” Lachlan said, frowning thoughtfully. “That’s fairly advanced magic. Do you want to remove it or should I?”

      “I will,” I said, lifting my chin. “But this time I want to turn it back around on Morganna. Would that be considered defensive magic?”

      “More like revenge magic, unfortunately—you’ll still have to pay for it,” Lachlan warned.

      “I don’t care,” I said, angrily. “She has to know she can’t keep messing with me like this!”

      “Do it then,” Bran said. “Maybe it’s time she realized she can’t hurt other people without it coming back to bite her.”

      “Oh, but wait, though!” Avery had gotten a sly gleam in his blue eyes—it was the same look he got when he forced Nancy to eat the Norm food, I thought.

      “Wait for what?” I asked.

      “Until she’s just about to take a bite of her own food, of course!” he exclaimed. “Let her actually have a taste of her own medicine.”

      I tried to repress a giggle and couldn’t.

      “Avery, you are so bad!”

      “But so good at revenge,” he returned, grinning. “Wait for it now, Emmers—get ready and I’ll tell you when to do it.”

      Closing my eyes, I reached for the golden ribbon and threaded it through my focus charm. Doing magic was becoming second nature to me now—Lachlan had said I was learning with remarkable speed and I thought he was right. After years of watching everyone around me do magic, I was suddenly coming into my own.

      I peeled the spell off my food—it looked like a big nasty slab of black, furry mold—and got ready to send it over to Morganna.

      “Wait for it,” Avery said again. “She’s getting a bite…she’s about to put it in her mouth—now, Emma!”

      I sent the nasty charm whizzing across the room to land with an invisible splat on Morganna’s food. Then I opened my eyes, to see the effect.

      She was just bringing a bite of what might have been smashed potatoes to her mouth. Only now it looked like a fuzzy chunk of black mold. Morganna didn’t notice—she was too busy talking at someone else at her table. She put the moldy bite in her mouth and began to chew.

      Suddenly, a horrified expression came over her face. She spat the bite out into her hand and grimaced when she saw the chunk of half-chewed black fuzz in her palm. Looking down at her plate, she saw that the rest of her food had been magically aged as well and gave a little scream of fury.

      Swiveling around in her seat so she could face me fully, she shot me a look of pure, unalloyed rage. In the past, such a look from a powerful, popular girl might have made me shrink in my seat—but not anymore.

      I’m as powerful as she is, I thought, lifting my chin. She can’t hurt me anymore!

      Innocently, I lifted a bite of lamb chop—which was fresh and delicious again, after removing the aging spell—and put it in my mouth. I chewed and swallowed and then shot her a smile.

      “Mmm—delicious!” I mouthed at Morganna, who continued to glare at me. Then I went back to my lunch as though nothing had happened.

      “Look at the way she’s still staring,” Megan, who had been watching silently, said.

      “She looks really angry,” Kaitlyn put in.

      “Wow, Emmers, if looks could kill you’d be toast,” Avery murmured. He sounded a little uneasy, but I wasn’t scared. Why should I be? My power was as great as Morganna’s—I wasn’t afraid of the nasty Fae girl anymore.

      “Let her stare,” I said, cutting another bite of lamb chop. “I’m a Fae and I have my own magic now. She doesn’t get to push me around anymore.”

      “Good for you, Emma!” Megan said fiercely. “Don’t let her bully you!”

      “I won’t,” I said.

      But it was only Monday—the week was just getting started…and so was Morganna.
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      Tuesday morning I found a fly in my oatmeal at breakfast.

      It was big one—a horsefly, I thought, as I stared down at it in dismay. The worst thing was, I hadn’t found it until I was almost done with the bowl.

      Feeling sick, I wondered if there had been anything else in the oatmeal and if so, had I eaten it?

      I looked over at Morganna automatically, but she was eating and talking, paying me no attention at all. I shrugged to myself. Well, maybe a fly just happened to get in there by accident. Things do happen—especially in a huge industrial kitchen where you’re cooking for hundreds of people at a time.

      Still, I had lost my appetite. I took my tray to the slot in the wall and pushed it through before coming back to the table to join the rest of my coven.

      “What’s wrong, Emmers—not hungry this morning?” Avery asked, sipping his over-sugared and creamed coffee. Since none of us had to eat Norm food now, he didn’t make Second Supper quite as often but he still preferred to live on coffee during the day.

      “No, not so much. I—” Suddenly, I felt an itchy, crawling sensation on my leg.

      Jumping up, I lifted my uniform skirt above my knee and saw that two huge ants were crawling up my thigh.

      “Ugh!” I swiped at them quickly but missed. It was Bran who leaned down and flicked both of them off me with quick, economical moves.

      “Thanks!” I exclaimed, sitting down again. “I don’t know where those came from!”

      “Just ants.” He shrugged. “They probability came looking for food.”

      “Well, I am not on the menu!” I said and shivered again. I really hate insects and creepy crawly things. I know it’s girly of me but that’s too bad—I am just never going to be an entomologist.

      Again I looked at Morganna, wondering if she had anything to do with this, but she was still talking and laughing with the cool kids at the Fae table. I decided I was being paranoid and began gathering my books. It was almost time for first period.

      Sure enough, the bell rang. But as we all got to our feet, I heard a buzzing near my ear. No, actually, I realized—the buzzing was all around my head.

      “Oh my goodness, how did they get in here?” I heard Jalli exclaim.

      “What? What is it?” I looked wildly around and saw that a wasp was hovering near my ear. I ducked away but nearly ran into two more of them. A fourth dive-bombed me, making me duck for cover under the table.

      “Get them boys!” I heard Jalli shouting. “Go Spike! Go Sweet Tooth and Jelly Belly!”

      “Yes, go, Mr. Seahorse!” Kaitlyn added.

      Peeking out from under the table, I saw the four chimelings whizzing around after the wasps. They shot out tiny spouts of fire that fried the stinging insects in midair and then gobbled them up, chiming like a group of excited doorbells as they did.

      “Are they all gone?” I asked Bran and Lachlan, who were standing guard on either side of me.

      “I think so.” Lachlan frowned. “I think there were only four of them and all of the chimelings got one.”

      “Hey, are you okay, Emma?” Jalli leaned down to look at me with wide, anxious eyes. Her three little pets had all resumed their places—Sweet Tooth and Jelly Belly on either one of her shoulders and Spike on top of her head.

      “I’m fine,” I said, scrambling out from under the table. “Tell your little guys I said thanks!”

      “Oh, it was a treat for them—they love wasps,” she said. “I just wonder how they got in here? I thought the Dining Hall was spelled against insects. But then, I don’t know much about magic.” She shrugged. “Guess I’ll see you at lunch!” And she hobbled off to her first class.

      “Do you think it was some kind of magical attack?” I asked Bran and Lachlan.

      “I don’t know.” Lachlan frowned, looking thoughtful. “I suppose we’ll have to wait and see if anything else happens.”

      “I certainly hope not!” I exclaimed. “Especially if it has anything to do with insects.”

      I didn’t see any more creepy-crawlies for the rest of the day, however, and by evening, I had mostly forgotten about the insect-related weirdness of the morning.

      I was yawning as I took a shower in one of the stalls in the Norm Dorm when I saw a dark shape crawling on the pink shower curtain.

      Now, as a native Floridian, I knew by the size and shape of that shadow exactly what it had to be. Down here we have these huge, flying roaches called Palmetto Bugs. They’re bigger than your thumb and let me emphasize again that they can fly.

      Which means if you don’t kill them quick, they could end up chasing you around and possibly getting stuck in your hair—ugh!

      Grabbing the mostly full shampoo bottle, I got ready to swing.

      That was when I noticed another shadow on the pink shower curtain.

      And another. And another. And another, and another, and another.

      In the end I counted eight Palmetto bugs crawling towards me, which is really unusual. For the most part, the lumbering bugs are solo artists. You have to get pretty unlucky to see more than one or two of them at a time—eight was unheard of.

      It was also disgusting. Especially if you hate bugs the way I do.

      I looked down at my shampoo bottle. I might be able to kill one or two before the rest got to me, but there was no way I was fast enough to get all eight.

      My first impulse was to shriek and try to run. But again, the huge roaches were on the shower curtain, pretty much blocking my exit. I had to do something fast, though—like the wasps earlier that day, they seemed intent on getting to me.

      Luckily, I hadn’t taken off my necklace to take a shower—I wanted to wear it always and Lachlan had assured me that water wouldn’t hurt it. I gripped it and closed my eyes, reaching for the golden thread of power, even as the first of the enormous roaches started crawling over the top of the shower curtain. If it launched itself at me—

      But no, I couldn’t think like that. Couldn’t lose my focus.

      I didn’t want to touch the Palmetto Bugs—not even magically. I envisioned the shower curtain wrapping itself up in a package, trapping the roaches inside. Then I pushed power at it, taking the pricking sensation of pain as I made the magic work.

      Well, it worked all right. The shower curtain ripped itself neatly off its rings with a musical jangling sound and began wrapping itself up into a neat little present. By the time the other girls rushed in to see what was going on—they had heard the shower curtain coming down—it was nothing but a neatly folded pink plastic square on the floor at my feet.

      “What’s going on?” Megan demanded, staring first at my magically improvised roach motel and then at me—I was still naked and shivering in the shower. “What happened to the shower curtain?”

      “Could you hand me my towel, please?” I asked, shutting off the water. “And I’ll tell you.”

      Kaitlyn and Jalli were right behind her, so I had to explain what had happened as I wrapped up and toweled off my hair.

      “Ugh—eight of them?” Kaitlyn stared in horrified fascination down at the neatly wrapped, pink plastic shower curtain. There were dark shapes squirming inside it and faint scratching sounds could be heard.

      “Eight,” I said firmly, taking a step away from the thing. “And they were all heading right for me—I swear it!” I looked down at the shower curtain and shivered. “We have to get rid of that before they get out!”

      “Don’t look at me!” Megan shuddered. “I hate bugs.”

      “They’re not my favorite either,” Kaitlyn admitted.

      “I’ll take it,” Jalli piped up. She grinned at our surprised expressions. “I’ll open it outside and my boys can have a midnight snack.” She nodded at her three chimelings which were staring at the shower curtain with hungry interest.

      “Well in that case, you can bring Mr. Seahorse along too,” Kaitlyn said.

      “Perfect!” Jalli exclaimed. “That way they each get two and my boys won’t fight.”

      She picked up the shower curtain cube with perfect unconcern and left the bathroom with her own three chimelings riding on her head and shoulders and Mr. Seahorse whizzing along after them.

      “Whew…” Megan shook her head. “Never a dull moment around here.”

      “Do you think someone sent those roaches after you on purpose?” Kaitlyn asked, frowning.

      “I don’t know.” I shrugged. “I know Morganna has it out for me, but I don’t know what kind of Fae magic would make insects come after you. Then again, I don’t really know much about Fae magic at all,” I added. “Since I’m still a beginner.”

      “I’d say you did great for a beginner,” Megan said approvingly. “I mean, you used your magic to fold up that shower curtain, right? I felt it from the other room.”

      I nodded. “It was all I could think to do.”

      “Well, I would have been screaming,” Kaitlyn said. “So I agree with Megan—you did great.”

      “Thanks guys.” I smiled shakily at them. “I just hope this is the end of it.”

      “Do you think you ought to ask Lachlan or Bran about it?” Megan said, frowning.

      I shook my head.

      “They’re asleep. And they were already up late because Bran was tutoring Lachlan in Trigonometry. He’s really smart but he didn’t exactly have a formal education, coming from the Winter Court—which is kind of like the wrong side of the tracks in the Fae Realm, as far as I can understand,” I added. “So I hate to wake them up.”

      “Okay, suit yourself.” Megan shrugged.

      “But I definitely think we ought to shake out your covers and sheets before you go to bed,” Kaitlyn said. She made a face. “You know…just in case?”

      “Good idea,” I said fervently.

      The three of us went back into the bedroom and shook out the covers and sheets on my bed thoroughly. Megan and Kaitlyn even helped me lift the mattress so we could look underneath it. But it was all clear.

      I breathed a sigh of relief and got changed into my long white nightgown, which Castle Nocturne provides for all the female students.

      Jalli was back by that time with the empty shower curtain. She told us how she had unwrapped the curtain and the Palmetto Bugs had gone scurrying everywhere but the chimelings had pounced, burning them to a crisp and gulping the still-wriggling roaches down their tiny gullets.

      “Ugh!” I put a hand to my stomach. “Please—no more, Jalli! I’m begging you.”

      “Emma is right—we really don’t need to know the dirty details.” Megan looked pale, I thought and Kaitlyn didn’t look much better.

      “Okay.” Jalli shrugged cheerfully and climbed into bed. Her three chimelings settled on her headboard and began a chorus of soft, squeaky snores.

      I checked my bed one more time, just to be sure, and then climbed in. I didn’t want to risk anything else crawling on me in the night.

      Tomorrow morning, I promised myself, I was going to ask Lachlan if there was magic involved somehow. But I didn’t want to wake him up. So for now, I would just try to sleep.

      But I didn’t make it through the night before it happened again.
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      I woke up in the middle of the night with a strange, crawling sensation all over my legs and body.

      At first, I thought it must be some kind of weird dream. I had been deep asleep and my waking was slow and gradual. I shifted under the covers and that was when something bit me.

      I woke up in a hurry.

      “Ouch!” I sat up and switched on the lamp on my nightstand. Throwing back the covers, I stared in horror at what was crawling up my body.

      Spiders. So many spiders.

      I started screaming then, I couldn’t help myself.

      I’m not fond of insects, as I said before, and I absolutely loathe roaches—especially the big ones. But I am scared to death of spiders and the fact that I had woken up covered in them was more than I could stand.

      Megan, Kaitlyn, and Jalli were up at once.

      “What? What is it?” Kaitlyn gasped, instantly alert.

      “What’s wrong?” Megan demanded, blinking sleepily.

      “Oh no—what happened?” Jalli exclaimed.

      Then the door flew open and the boys came running in.

      Avery was there first, followed by Bran and Lachlan and then Saint, who took care to stay well away from the chimelings which were whizzing around sounding like a chorus of doorbells gone crazy.

      Avery took one look at my legs and body and made a throwing motion at me while shouting a word I didn’t understand.

      At once the spiders, which had been skittering up my body and towards my face, froze in place.

      “Oh God! Oh God, oh God, oh God!” I gasped, trying to get out of bed and away from the eight-legged army. “Get them off me! Get them off!”

      Yeah. You could say I was a little bit hysterical. But wouldn’t you be in the same situation?

      “Come on—let’s get you out of there.” Lachlan and Bran were suddenly on either side of me. They took me by the arms and lifted me bodily out of the bed and onto the floor.

      “Get rid of them!” I begged, still brushing at my arms and legs, feeling like the spiders were still on me, even though Avery had frozen them all in place. “Get rid of them!”

      “No, wait!” Avery barked, when Bran would have gathered the bed sheets together to trap all the spiders. “We need to know what kind they are,” he explained, when everyone froze in place.

      I was still shivering with disgust and fright. Lachlan put his arm around me and pulled me close. I buried my face in his chest as Bran came to stroke my hair gently.

      “It’s all right, Emma,” he soothed. “Everything is going to be all right.”

      “I don’t know about that.” Avery sounded grim. “Look.”

      I looked up and saw that he was pointing to one of the frozen spiders. It had a plump black body with a red hourglass on its abdomen.

      “That’s a black widow!” Kaitlyn’s voice sounded shaky. “No, Mr. Seahorse—don’t,” she added, when her little pet would have dived down to eat it. “That’s poison—I don’t think it would be good for you!”

      “And this one is a brown recluse,” Megan said, staring down at the bed with an expression that was half disgust-half fascination. “Oh my God, they’re all poisonous!”

      “All right, strip her,” Avery ordered, pointing at me.

      “Hey!” I protested, crossing my arms over my chest protectively. “Avery!”

      “Sorry, Emmers, but we have to know if you got bitten,” he said gently. Turning to the guys he said, “Okay, everyone with a Y chromosome, out of the girl’s dorm so Emma can have some privacy.”

      Bran and Lachlan didn’t want to leave, but Avery promised they could come back in after Kaitlyn and Megan had inspected me. By that time, Ari and Griffin had arrived as well, brought from their respective dorms by the intense concern they felt coming from their Blood-Bonded mates. Avery herded everyone out into the Common room, including Jalli and all four of the upset chimelings—to make sure they didn’t eat any of the poisonous spiders.

      Before he left, Lachlan said, “Count them.”

      “Count what?” I asked, still feeling itchy all over and thoroughly freaked out.

      “The spiders. Count how many there are,” he told me. “I have a theory.”

      And then Avery pushed him out the door and closed it behind him.

      As soon as it was just the three of us, I whipped off my nightgown and Megan and Kaitlyn turned on their lamps so we could have maximum light to see by.

      “I don’t see anything on the front,” Kaitlyn said, her mismatched eyes scanning me anxiously.

      “And I don’t see anything in the back,” Megan said. She moved my long black hair to see the back of my neck. “I don’t think—uh-oh.”

      “What? What is it?” I twisted my head, but of course I couldn’t see my own neck.

      “You’d better come in the bathroom so you can look in the mirror,” Megan told me.

      I started to take a step and stumbled. Suddenly it seemed like my legs didn’t want to work right.

      “Whoa!” Kaitlyn got an arm around me just in time. “What’s wrong, Emma?”

      “I…I don’t know!” I shook my head and realized that the motion hurt—especially on the right side of my neck, where Megan had been looking. I reached up and felt a tender, swelled spot that was hot to touch. “Ouch!” I pulled my fingers away quickly—just barely brushing it was extremely painful.

      “Is that what you were talking about?” Kaitlyn asked anxiously, looking at the spot I’d just touched.

      “Yes—see the two little dots there? I think they’re fang marks.” Megan looked up at me. “I think we’d better get her to the Healer. Help me put back on her nightgown.”

      They dressed me again, just in time to hear a knock on the door.

      “Girls?” Avery called. “Is everybody decent?”

      “Come in,” Kaitlyn called back. “Or we’re about to come out—Emma has a bite and we need to get her to the Healer.”

      The door opened and Avery, Bran, and Lachlan came in.

      “A Healer of the Sisters won’t help if there’s Fae magic involved,” Lachlan said, frowning.

      “And I don’t think we have time to get her to the Healer, anyway.” Avery was giving me an extremely anxious look. “You okay, Emmers?” he asked gently, though I clearly wasn’t.

      By that time, everything was starting to get blurry and I couldn’t stand on my own.

      “Quickly, bring her out into the Common Room,” Lachlan said.

      He and Bran took me from Kaitlyn and Megan and carried me over to one of the long, overstuffed couches.

      “Did anyone count the spiders?” Lachlan asked, as they got settled with my head in his lap and my legs over Bran’s.

      “Let me see!” Kaitlyn ran back into the room, though I knew she didn’t like spiders either, and began counting. After a moment, she ran out and said, “Sixteen! Exactly sixteen.”

      “Damn.” Lachlan frowned. “I thought I knew what was going on but the count is off. “First there was one fly in Emma’s oatmeal, then two ants on her leg. After that four wasps—but now we’ve skipped up to sixteen.” He shook his head. “It doesn’t make sense.”

      “There were eight roaches in the bathroom,” Megan volunteered. “When Emma was taking a shower earlier,” she explained. “Eight of those big Palmetto Bugs came crawling up on the shower curtain—you guys were already in bed and she didn’t want to wake you up,” she added.

      “Damn.” Lachlan’s face looked grim—grim and blurry, I thought. “I was hoping I was wrong.”

      “What? What are you thinking?” Avery demanded.

      “A doubling spell,” Bran murmured and Lachlan nodded.

      “Someone—and I think we know who—has placed doubling magic on Emma. Every time the threat doubles, and every threat has double the danger.”

      “But she had the wasps first and then the roaches. Wasps are more threatening than roaches, surely,” Griffin protested, frowning. He had been standing by with an arm around Megan, who was giving me a worried look.

      “Not to us girls, they’re not!” Megan shivered. “I know they’re technically more dangerous, but wasps don’t freak me out nearly as much as roaches—especially those huge, awful, hairy ones that fly!”

      I had to agree with her but I still didn’t understand quite what was going on or what we were going to do about it.

      “Can you…help me?” I asked Lachlan dizzily. “Don’t…feel so good.”

      “I think she was bitten by one of the black widows,” Avery said, frowning anxiously. “Their venom has an immediate effect. It takes a while with the brown recluse.”

      “I can’t heal you completely, but Bran and I can help you share the pain and the venom,” Lachlan said and Bran nodded. “But…” He frowned.

      “But what?” I asked faintly. I was honestly feeling worse and worse.

      “But you’ll have to Mark us as well. Only through a complete connection can we share your pain and help with your healing, little one.”

      He looked disturbed at the thought, but I didn’t hesitate a bit.

      “Yes, okay.” I looked at Megan, knowing she would have something I could use to prick my thumb. She did Blood Magic, after all, so she always had something handy.

      Wordlessly, she handed me an old-fashion silver hairpin with a teardrop shaped red pearl at one end of it and a needle-sharp point on the other.

      “Are you sure about this, Emmers?” Avery asked anxiously. “If you Mark the two of them after they’ve both Marked you, everyone’s going to know it.”

      “Don’t…care.” I was already stabbing the sharp hairpin into the pad of my thumb. The little pain hardly registered with me—I was fading fast and I needed to get this done. I beckoned for Bran, who was still holding my legs.

      The tall blond Fae leaned forward, giving me his forehead.

      “Bran,” I whispered. “You’re mine and I’m yours.” Then I pressed my bleeding thumb to the spot between his eyes.

      The feeling of being in the middle of a snowstorm made my whole body shiver and I saw a glimmering light—like a tiny star—appear on Bran’s forehead when I pulled my hand away.

      I felt my connection to the blond Fae strengthen at once but I wasn’t done yet.

      Pricking my thumb with the hairpin again, I beckoned to Lachlan. The dark Fae leaned over me, but kept just out of reach.

      “Are you sure, little one?” he asked hoarsely. “Bran is a High Sidhe of the Summer Court. You will bring no shame on yourself by Marking him. I, on the other hand…”

      “You are mine too. And I’m yours,” I said firmly, if a bit dizzily. “Come here, Lachlan. Hurry!”

      I was feeling worse and worse and in fact, it was starting to get difficult to breathe.

      Lachlan seemed to sense my pain because he leaned forward quickly and let me press my thumb to his forehead, right between his eyes.

      The snowstorm feeling came over me again but this time, both of my guys were there with me—the three of us naked in the storm, as snowflakes kissed our bare skin and we held each other tight…

      Then we were back in the Common Room and I could see a softly glowing star on Lachlan’s forehead.

      “Now we three are one,” he said, looking at me and then at Bran. “We can help our lady to bear this pain and diffuse the poison of the bite.”

      He took one of my hands and Bran took the other and both of them closed their eyes.

      At once it became easier to breathe and the throbbing pain on the side of my neck, which had been growing and growing, eased considerably. I heard a muffled grunt of pain from Lachlan and Bran clenched his jaw.

      “I’m going to heal you now—heal all three of us,” Lachlan told me. “No, don’t try to help, little one—let Bran and I share the cost.”

      Bran nodded at him. “Do it.”

      I felt Lachlan pulling on the golden thread of power that was always there, for anyone with Fae blood who knew how to reach it. I also felt Bran, bolstering him from the other side of me, helping him bear the cost of this healing—which must have been pretty intense.

      I wanted to help them, but I was too dizzy—too weak. I was starting to fade…and then I felt a healing warmth flowing through me—through all three of us. The best way I can describe it is being submerged in a tub full of cool water and then you turn on the hot water tap and feel that wave of warm water running through the coolness and warming you to your bones. It was like that—comforting and gentle and strong.

      I began to come back to myself. Opening my eyes more fully, I looked up and saw blue eyes and green eyes staring anxiously down at me. I couldn’t remember feeling so secure before—so loved and protected and surrounded as I did then, with the two of them supporting me and healing me.

      In that moment, while I was touching both Lachlan and Bran, I felt a strange tingle run between the three of us. A feeling of rightness—of oneness—I could neither explain nor deny.

      I couldn’t help frowning at the strange sensation—I had never felt anything like it, except when I was with my coven—my original coven, I mean, with Megan and Avery and Kaitlyn. It was a feeling of being knit together by an invisible hand—of knowing that I would forever be connected to these people and we would always be in each other’s lives from now on.

      “Bran,” I murmured, reaching for him. He leaned down and placed a gentle kiss on my lips. Moaning softly, I kissed him back.

      Then I turned to Lachlan. He kissed me too.

      “Little one,” he murmured. “Your lips are so sweet.”

      I might have gone on like that, kissing each of them in turn, if Avery hadn’t cleared his throat, reminding me that there were other people in the room.

      “Well…” He and the rest of my Coven-mates had been standing back by the fireplace, watching anxiously as Lachlan and Bran healed me. “That was some magic, Emmers,” he said to me.

      “And we can definitely tell the three of you have Marked each other,” Megan added.

      “How do you feel?” Kaitlyn asked.

      “Yes, how do you feel, little one?” Lachlan asked, raising an eyebrow at me.

      “Better.” I sat up slowly and he and Bran helped me do it. I put a hand to the side of my neck—it didn’t hurt anymore.

      “The bite is gone,” Megan said, coming forward to look under my hair. “Like it never happened!”

      “It shouldn’t have happened,” Avery said, frowning angrily. “What does Morganna Starchild think she’s doing, sending poisonous spiders into Emma’s bed?”

      “She’s gone way too far,” Megan agreed. “She has to be stopped!” She drew out another hairpin she had hidden somewhere and prepared to prick her own finger. “Maybe it’s time to let Morganna have a little taste of Blood Magic!”

      “And get yourself kicked out of the Academy? No!” I exclaimed, shaking my head. (Thankfully, I could do this now without making myself horribly dizzy.)

      “Emma is right, my Witch Queen,” Griffin murmured. “There is no faster path to expulsion than to use your Blood Magic to start a war between the Others—because you know the other Fae would spring to Morganna’s side.”

      “And then we would be on Emma’s side and if our drakes got out…” Kaitlyn shook her head as she and Ari exchanged a look. “What a mess.”

      “We have to do something, though!” Megan exclaimed.

      “I already have—I have removed the doubling spell while we were healing Emma,” Lachlan said calmly. “So no more crawling or flying creatures will come after her.”

      “Thank the Goddess for that!” Avery muttered. “But Princess Latimer is right—we can’t let Morganna get away with this.” He frowned thoughtfully. “Maybe you should send that nasty spell back to her, the way you did in the cafeteria the other day, when she fast-aged your food and made it grow black mold,” he suggested.

      But Lachlan shook his head.

      “Revenge magic can turn dark pretty quickly,” he said to me. “You don’t want to escalate things if you can help it, little one.”

      I knew he was thinking about how half of his soul was already corrupted, because of his parentage. And possibly, half of mine was, too. We didn’t know who my real parents were, after all—all we knew was that one of them was presumably from the Winter Court, because of my hair color.

      “I’ll talk to her,” I said, lifting my chin. “I’ll let her know that it ends here. If she tries anything else, I’m going to take it to Headmistress Nightworthy—we know she won’t tolerate this kind of thing at Nocturne.”

      It seemed like a weak response—threatening to tell the teacher, basically. But I could understand Lachlan’s concern about my magic turning dark and I also agreed that starting a magical war with all of us in the Norm Dorm on one side and the rest of the Fae on the other, was probably a really bad idea. So this seemed like the best—and most adult—way to handle things.

      But I hadn’t counted on Morganna’s pure, vindictive pleasure in being a bully.
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      “Oh hello, Emma—how did you sleep last night?” There was a malicious glint in Morganna’s pretty blue eyes as she looked at me.

      I had chosen to confront her in the hallway outside the Biology class, right before the bell rang. Mostly because the Dining Hall was too crowded and I didn’t want to make a scene. Bran and Lachlan were standing behind me, waiting to back me up if they needed to—but I didn’t think they would. I planned to tell Morganna to back off in no uncertain terms and once I threw Mistress Nightworthy’s name into the conversation, I didn’t anticipate a problem.

      “You crossed a line last night,” I told her. “One of the spiders you sent bit me—I could have died.”

      If I’d had any hope that the serious circumstances her malicious magic had caused would make her sorry, it died when she smiled at me—a vindictive, vengeful smile that said she wouldn’t have been sorry a bit if the spider bite had killed me.

      “Is that right?” she asked, raising an eyebrow at me. “And what a shame that would have been.”

      I looked at her blankly.

      “You’re not even denying it was your spell that sent the spiders?”

      “Why should I?” she shrugged. “It’s just too bad you somehow removed it before the next doubling happened.” She pursed her lips and got a mock-thoughtful look on her face. “I think the next step was scorpions. Or was it murder hornets? The creeping creatures of the human world are so hard to keep straight…”

      “This is Black Magic you’re doing, Morganna,” Lachlan said from behind me. His voice was low and angry. “Is it really worth corroding your soul just because you dislike Emma so much?”

      “You don’t get to talk about anybody else’s soul, you Winter Court half-breed,” she snapped, glaring at him. Then she stared at him more closely—then Bran, then me. “Oh my Goddess!” she exclaimed, narrowing her eyes at me. “Did you let both of them mark you? You little slut!”

      “Watch how you speak to our lady!” Bran’s voice was a low, menacing growl.

      “Ugh—I can’t believe you’re sharing her with a half-breed!” Morganna looked at him in disbelief. “Wasn’t your father the Councilor to the Queen? What do you think he would say about you tying yourself to two half-breeds like this, O’Connor?”

      “My father’s good opinion or the lack of it doesn’t bother me,” Bran growled. “And neither does yours, Morganna.”

      “The point is, this stops now,” I said, trying to turn the conversation back to the relevant topic. “You don’t try to put spells on me and I won’t try to put spells on you. Otherwise, we’re going to have to get Headmistress Nightworthy involved.”

      There—I had said it. I had made the ultimate threat. Everyone knew that the Nocturne Headmistress didn’t tolerate any kind of bullying. If she caught wind of what Morganna had been doing, the Fae girl would be expelled for sure.

      But Morganna didn’t even bat an eye.

      “Oh, yes—by all means, let’s involve the Headmistress,” she said sweetly. “And while we’re at it, let’s tell her how you physically altered a human male with your magic outside school grounds!”

      “I…what?” At first I didn’t know what she was talking about—then I remembered Mr. Groperson and the state I had left him in. Not that he didn’t deserve it, but still…

      “Oh, now she understands,” Morganna cooed, seeing the look of recognition on my face. “That’s right, you nasty little wanna-be Fae—you breathe a word of anything I’ve done—or that I’m going to do for that matter—to Headmistress Nightworthy, and I’ll let her know what you’ve been up to off campus.” She grinned nastily at me. “Then we’ll see who gets expelled!”

      And with a nasty smirk, she turned and flounced back into the Biology room, her long, perfect, honey-blonde hair waving behind her.

      I exchanged a look with Bran and Lachlan.

      “What are we going to do?” I asked them. “What I did to Mr. Groperson will get me expelled for sure if she tells Headmistress Nightworthy!”

      “We can’t let her hold that over your head, Emma,” Bran said, frowning. “Sending poisonous spiders into someone’s bed at night must be an expulsion offense too!”

      “Yes, but all that means is that both of them could get the other expelled,” Lachlan pointed out. And I don’t think Morganna would care if she got kicked out—she’d probably be happy to get back to the Summer Court.”

      “Whereas if I get expelled, I’ll have to leave you guys and my Coven-mates and go back to Frostproof High,” I said dully. Frostproof High was the other high school in town—the human high school—and it wasn’t exactly a pinnacle of academic achievement.

      “If that happened, Lachlan and I would come with you,” Bran said loyally.

      “Yes, we would,” Lachlan promised.

      I sighed. “Thanks, guys, but I don’t think any of us would be happy there. Plus, I don’t want to leave the rest of my coven! Megan and Avery and Kaitlyn are like my family. I just can’t leave them!” Not to mention Griffin and Ari and Jalli, all of whom I was also extremely fond of.

      “If Morganna feels that you have more to lose than she does, she will become merciless,” Lachlan said darkly. “We can’t let her think that.”

      “Then what do we do?” I asked. “She’s clearly not going to stop.”

      “We fight fire with fire—or in this case, magic with magic,” Lachlan said, looking grim.

      “But I thought you didn’t want to start a war with her?” I asked, frowning.

      “Retaliating isn’t starting a war,” he said. “Whatever magic she sends our way, we will send it right back.”

      “Just like we sent the skink back,” Bran said, nodding.

      “She has to feel it isn’t worth her while to torment you, little one,” Lachlan said, frowning. “After dealing with her own nasty spells after a while, she’ll get the message.”

      “Yes, but how long will that take?” I asked, frowning.

      Lachlan shrugged. “As long as it takes. Get ready, Emma—I have a feeling you’ll be practicing those new magic skills I taught you a lot.”
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      Lachlan was right. That very night, the Norm Dorm experienced an infestation of mice. We had never seen a single rodent before—which was pretty remarkable, considering we lived in a centuries old castle—but now suddenly they were everywhere, squeaking and sniffing and scratching and poking their little grey noses into whatever food they could find.

      “They’ve ransacked my Second Supper Snack cupboard!” Avery complained, after opening the secret cupboard only to find a rodent infestation where he kept his cooking ingredients.

      “I’m sorry, Avery! I—oh!” I gasped, jumping up from my spot on the couch as a mouse ran over the toe of my slipper.

      “This is ridiculous!” Megan complained. “I mean, they’re not as bad as roaches or spiders but I still don’t want mice running across my pillow tonight!”

      “Emma will take care of it,” Lachlan promised. He turned to me. “We know this spell is aimed at you, little one. Turn it back around on Morganna.”

      I frowned thoughtfully.

      “Actually, I think I have a better idea…”

      We got rid of the mice—humanely, I might add, by sending them into the fields and grounds surrounding the castle. But I wanted to wait before I sent the spell back. I spent some time modifying it and the next day at breakfast, we were able to see the results.

      Morganna was sitting at the Fae table eating her breakfast, when a big, orange-striped tabby cat came curling around her legs.

      “Eww! Whose is that?” she demanded, trying to kick the cat away. The cat, undeterred, dodged her dainty shoe and came back to curl around her other side instead.

      Morganna kicked at it again, succeeding in driving it a little distance away from her. But just then two more cats came purring around her ankles. And then four more and then eight more after that.

      “Very nice, Emma,” Bran remarked, as we watched the show from our table near the end of the Dining Hall. “I see you’ve upped the stakes, somewhat.”

      “And you’ve implemented Morganna’s own doubling spell.” Lachlan nodded proudly. “Well done, little one.”

      “Why did you choose cats instead of rats?” Megan asked. “Cats are so nice and sweet and purry—I would think rats would be worse.”

      “Ah-choo! Ah-choo!” Morganna sneezed. She jumped up from the table, scratching at her perfect porcelain skin which was now covered with red blotches. “Get away from me! Get away, you awful things!” Her nose looked like a swollen tomato and her eyes were little slits in her no-longer gorgeous face.

      “That’s why,” I said, as she fled the Dining Hall, being purrrsued (sorry, had to do it) by no less than thirty-two mewing cats intent on shedding all over her. “I heard Morganna tell another Fae girl once that she hated human animals—especially cats—because they made her itch and sneeze.”

      “Maybe she’ll think twice about sending animals after you, now,” Bran remarked, grinning.

      But he was wrong.
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      The very next day after school, Megan and I walked down to her aunt’s house to visit my mom and her aunt. Mom and Aunt Deli had been getting along like a house on fire—as the Southern expression goes—and really enjoying each other’s company.

      We had a great visit, including some delicious organic veggie stew made by Aunt Deli and—to my surprise—some homemade biscuits made by my mom. Apparently, she’d been quite a baker when she was younger—before she started smoking all the time. Now that she was cured of her addiction, her sense of taste and smell were coming back to normal and, encouraged by Megan’s aunt, she had started baking again.

      “Oh, biscuits aren’t hard,” she exclaimed, blushing, when Megan and I praised the light, fluffy biscuits extravagantly.

      “Hard or not, these are wonderful,” Megan exclaimed. (They really did taste amazing, especially with Aunt Deli’s homemade strawberry jam on them.)

      “I love them too, Mom,” I said, smiling at her. “Maybe you could show me how to make them?”

      “I’d love to, sweetie.” She smiled at me. “As soon as I teach Deli, here—she has first dibs.”

      “I’m going to teach your mom to cook, and she’s going to teach me to bake,” Aunt Deli said, smiling broadly. “You know I’m hopeless at everything but cookies and cornbread,” she added to Megan. “And apparently your mom is quite the bread-maker,” she told me.

      “Wow, Mom—it’s so great to see you doing more than sitting in a dark room typing all day,” I said to her.

      “Typing and smoking, I’m sure you mean.” She smiled at me. “Ever since I broke that nasty habit, I feel so free and so happy! And Deli has me doing all kinds of crazy things.”

      “She’s taking my yoga class,” Deli said, smiling again. “And we’re going to take a pottery class together.”

      “Don’t forget the stargazing and the hula dancing,” my mom added, laughing. “I don’t know when I’ve had so much fun!”

      Megan and I exchanged a look and couldn’t help laughing ourselves. I knew she’d told me that her Aunt Deli had been lonely, but I had never guessed how lonely my own mom had been as well. It was so nice to see her happy and healthy—she looked ten years younger already—with a new best friend to spend time with. It did my heart good to see them together.

      We waved goodbye just before twilight, because Mom didn’t want us walking home after dark, and headed back to school.

      “Well, those two are thick as thieves,” Megan remarked, smiling as we headed down the street that led towards Nocturne Academy.

      “I know! I never knew my mom needed a friend until she and your aunt got together,” I confessed. “For as long as I can remember, she spent most of her time holed up in the dark, doing transcription and smoking. I didn’t realize it, but I think she must have been depressed.”

      “I think Aunt Deli is just delighted to have someone to hang around with that doesn’t think she’s weird,” Megan said, shaking her head. “She is kind of eccentric, you know,” she added. “It’s nice that your mom doesn’t seem to mind.”

      “I think she’s getting Mom out of her shell,” I said. “Can you imagine the two of them hula dancing together?”

      We broke into peals of laughter at the mental image but our laughter was cut short by a loud growling that came from behind us.

      “What in the world?” Megan and I both turned our heads.

      There, on the sidewalk behind us, was a little, fluffy Pomeranian. It would have been adorable if its ears hadn’t been laid back and its tiny white teeth hadn’t been bared.

      “Hey, where did you come from, buddy?” Megan started to approach it but it barked and snapped at her outstretched fingers viciously. “Okay, never mind then,” she said, drawing her hand away quickly. “I guess you don’t want to be friends after all.”

      “Uh, Megan?” I said apprehensively. “I don’t think those guys want to be friends either.

      Coming up behind the Pomeranian were a couple of pugs—they were also snarling. Behind them were four beagles who didn’t look any happier to see us than the Pomeranian or the pugs.

      “Uh-oh…” Megan took a careful step backwards. “Emma, this doesn’t look good.”

      “No, it doesn’t,” I had to agree. I was pretty sure this was the doubling spell again, considering the numbers and kinds of dogs we were seeing. At least so far most of the dogs were small, I thought.

      But that didn’t last.

      “Look!” Megan gasped.

      She pointed down the road and I was horrified to see eight huge Rottweilers bounding along the sidewalk towards us. And far in the distance behind them, I saw a whole bunch of Pit Bulls. I didn’t have to count to know there had to be exactly sixteen of them.

      “It’s a whole pack!” I exclaimed. “Run!”

      Of course, there was no outrunning the dogs—we were fast but neither Megan or I were track and field stars. Luckily, there was a big old oak tree at the end of the block, with branches low enough to reach.

      We got up into it just in time and the dogs gathered around below it, barking and growling.

      Panting, I pulled myself to a higher branch to keep my feet away from a particularly vicious-looking Doberman that was bounding up and snapping its long, sharp teeth at me like it had springs in its back legs. Drool flew from its open mouth as it snarled angrily.

      “This is awful!” Megan exclaimed, pulling herself up beside me. “Every dog in Frostproof must be here!”

      “Who knew there were so many,” I remarked dismally. Some of them seemed to be strays, but lots of the animals wore collars and some were dragging leashes—clearly they had given their owners the slip to come attack me at Morganna’s request.

      “I wish Griffin was here!” Megan said, worriedly. “I’m not supposed to do magic outside of school but he could make them all go home and leave us alone.”

      “Maybe I can, too,” I said. “I just need to concentrate.”

      Closing my eyes, I held tight to my focus charm and reached for the golden ribbon. I found it at last and began to gather power. When I felt like I had enough, I examined the dogs through my ‘Magic Eye,’ which was a kind of sixth sense Lachlan had been teaching me how to use.

      What I saw made my heart sink.

      “Oh, no,” I groaned, opening my eyes again.

      “What? What is it?” Megan looked at me anxiously. “Can’t you call them off?”

      “I can, but it’s going to take some time,” I said. “And it’s going to hurt.”

      There was a blanket spell over all the dogs covering them like—well, like a blanket. That was the doubling charm. I took it off, folded it up, and “threw it away” magically. That, at least, stopped more dogs from joining the pack baying under our oak tree.

      But under the doubling charm, every single dog had also been put under a spell of aggression. This spell looked like little red, magical burrs that were knotted into their fur. The burrs were hurting them—and making them angry, while giving them the idea that I was the one to blame for their pain.

      I explained what I was seeing to Megan, who looked at me in dismay.

      “But that’s awful! What are you saying, Emma? That you’ll have to de-spell every single dog?”

      “Yes, which is going to be time-consuming,” I told her. “Because I’ll have to magically pick all the burrs out of every dog’s coat. If I leave even one, they’ll keep being angry and aggressive even after we get away.”

      I didn’t want that—I actually like dogs. The only reason we didn’t have one was that Mr. Groperson had a no pets policy at his apartment complex. I didn’t want to send any of these guys home to bite and snap at their owners because I had missed getting a magical burr out of their fur.

      Sighing, I got to work, starting with the little Pomeranian.

      Every dog had no less than fifteen “anger burrs” in its coat and every one hurt to take out. It was the same feeling you get when you’re trying to remove a real burr from your clothes or hair. The kind that have the long spikes and prick your fingertips when you pull them out.

      The task was both painful and time consuming and I felt every burr I removed like a painful pricking in my fingertips. Plus, it didn’t help that the dogs kept running around, moving when I was trying to get to them. It was like trying to play that game Operation—where you remove the different organs on the little patient guy without touching the sides and making the buzzer go off—if the patient guy was running all around. I kept grabbing for burrs and feeling them slip through my magical fingers, as the dog I was trying to help jumped or ran or slipped away as I was helping it.

      “This is ridiculous!” Megan exclaimed, after we had been tree’d for almost an hour. “We’re going to be here all night!”

      “I’m really sorry, I’m going as fast as I can,” I muttered. “If only they would stop moving…”

      “Megan? Are you all right? I felt your fear through our bond.”

      We both turned and saw Griffin coming towards us. Bran and Lachlan were with him and all three of them looked concerned.

      “Oh, Griffin!” Megan looked immensely relieved. “Thank goodness you’re here! Morganna’s latest spell is awful!”

      “I can see that.” The tall Nocturne’s face was like a thundercloud. “I will send all these beasts away so you can come down, sweetheart.”

      “No, wait!” I said. I explained to him how all the dogs were infested with the “anger burrs” and how I didn’t want to send them home so angry. “But it would help if you could make them hold still,” I said.

      “And Bran and I can help you pick out the burrs, as well,” Lachlan added.

      It wasn’t difficult magic—just time consuming. But it went a lot faster with the guys helping. Thanks to Griffin’s gift of being able to control animals, Megan and I were able to come down from the tree where Lachlan, Bran, and I were able to de-burr them.

      It took another hour, but finally all the little red magical anger burrs were untangled and removed from the dogs’ coats and Griffin was able to send them all home.

      “Whew!” I swiped at my forehead, feeling utterly spent. The magic had taken a lot out of me and it had hurt a lot too. Not like the awful agony of having the geas removed or the severe pain of breaking my mom’s addiction, but you try getting your fingers pricked over and over and over again for hours and see how you feel afterwards.

      It also wasn’t lost on me that the spell probably hadn’t cost Morganna anything. She had pushed the pain away from herself, no doubt, while casting the spell and I had to bear the painful cost of removing it.

      “This is beyond the pale,” Griffin said angrily, as he sent the last dog on its way. It stopped to lick my hands before it went—it wasn’t a bad dog, it had just been driven crazy by Morganna’s magic. “What if this tree hadn’t been close enough for the two of you to climb?” he went on. “You could have been seriously injured or even killed!”

      “I doubt Morganna cares about that,” I said wearily. I was getting really tired of this magical war I was locked into with the Fae girl, just because she didn’t like me.

      “No, I think she does care—she meant for harm to come to you,” Lachlan said, frowning. “This is like the spiders—it is not just a retaliatory spell—there was actual intent to cause harm here. This is more Black Magic.”

      “What will happen to her if she keeps it up?” I asked, as we started back towards the Academy. “I mean, will her soul get corrupted and she’ll turn ugly or something?”

      “Eventually,” Lachlan said, shaking his head. “Though it will take some time.”

      “I just don’t understand why she hates you so much!” Megan said, shaking her head. “She’s awful.”

      “She hates Emma because now that her geas is lifted, Morganna is no longer the most beautiful girl in school,” Bran said simply. “Just like Mab, the queen of the Winter Court, she wants to be the fairest of them all and she no longer is, since Emma went through her transformation.”

      I sighed deeply. I still wished I could go back to the way I used to look. I had even had Lachlan try to make me less conspicuous. But, as he had warned earlier, the spell just wouldn’t stick to me. It slid right off, like I had some kind of magical Teflon coating.

      I was stuck being prettier than Morganna, which she could never forgive me for, which meant I was stuck in this stupid magical war with her.

      And it didn’t look like she intended to back down anytime soon.
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      We might have gone on like that forever—casting spells on each other and escalating every day. But Friday things came to a head when Morganna raised her hand in Biology class and said,

      “Mr. Barron—I think Emma has something on her shoe.”

      “I don’t—” I began.

      And then I smelled it.

      Looking down, I saw that my right foot, clad in the school-issued Mary Jane shoe—was directly in the middle of the biggest dog turd I had ever seen. Seriously, it must have been made by a dog as big as a horse or something—it was that big.

      And the smell was every bit as bad as you might imagine.

      “It smells really bad back here,” Morganna went on, pinching her perfect nose delicately between her fingers and thumb. “It’s so nasty I think I might puke!”

      Her dramatic words brought giggles as the class all turned to look at me and I could feel an embarrassed blush creeping into my cheeks—just as though the whole thing was my fault, when clearly Morganna had magicked the puddle of dog crap onto my shoe just to be malicious. Now I would have to get up and go try to scrape the nasty stuff off and get some paper towels to clean up the mess…

      Wait a minute—no! Why should I clean up Morganna’s mess? I’d been cleaning up her messes all week!

      I thought of the hours I’d spent picking the magical rage burrs out of the dogs’ coats and how much it had hurt, pricking myself over and over again as I paid to remove her spell from the innocent animals. And I thought about the mice infestation in the Norm Dorm and the disgusting Palmetto Bugs crawling on my shower curtain and let’s not forget the freaking poisonous spiders she sent to bite me!

      Suddenly, I saw red! I was so angry, I could barely think.

      “Er, Miss Plunkett, maybe you’d better go to the restroom and take care of that,” Mr. Barron said, frowning at me.

      “Oh, I’ll take care of it, all right,” I snarled. Closing my eyes, I held my focus charm between my fingers and reached for the golden ribbon of power, which was becoming easier and easier for me to use and draw from. Using all my rage, I picked up the dog crap with my magic and threw it—every last bit of it—right in Morganna’s pretty face and hair.
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      I have to admit, it was extremely satisfying. Especially when I saw that a good amount of the stinking brown ooze had gotten into Morganna’s mouth when she opened it to scream. It was also smeared all over her face and stuck in her perfect honey-blonde hair like brown glue.

      Like I said—extremely satisfying.

      But the next minute, Mr. Barron was glaring at me like a thundercloud.

      “Miss Plunkett!” he roared. “This is unacceptable behavior! What has gotten into you?”

      Morganna, meanwhile, was screaming like I’d set her on fire—while also spitting to try and clear her mouth. A large space had cleared around her—nobody wanted to get the nasty brown dog crap on them.

      “Look what she did to me, Mr. Barron!” She wailed, pointing a trembling finger in my direction. “Just look! My face…my clothes…” She reached up to the top of her head and gasped. “It’s even in my hair!”

      “Miss Plunkett,” Mr. Barron growled at me. “I do not pretend to know how magic works but you had better remove that substance from Miss Starchild’s hair at once!”

      “Fine.” I was still really angry because I could see that I was going to get the blame for this, even though Morganna had started it. She had started everything, damn it! She’d been picking on me from the beginning of the semester and I was sick and tired of it.

      Closing my eyes, I grabbed power again and, reckless with anger, threw it at Morganna’s head, muttering, “Off—take it all off!”

      The resulting gasp from the rest of the class made me open my eyes again.

      What I saw managed to quell my anger like a bucket of cold water being dumped over live coals. Yes, the dog crap was gone from Morganna’s hair—but so was her hair itself.

      She was completely bald and it was my fault.
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      “Now then, one at a time. One at a time!”

      Headmistress Nightworthy hammered on her antique desk to cut through the shouting.

      The still-bald Morganna was on one side of the office and I was on the other. Mr. Barron had marched us both to the Headmistress’s office and told us not to come back to class until we “straightened this mess out.” So now, here we were, and I was dreadfully afraid I was about to get expelled because Morganna very much looked like the victim in this case.

      How could she not? She was bald as an egg, as my mom would say.

      The Nocturne Headmistress was dressed impeccably, as always, in a black sheathe dress that clung to her tall, slender frame and high black heels. She was staring at both of us with fire in her piercing blue eyes.

      “What,” she said slowly, “exactly happened here? Miss Starchild, you may speak first.”

      “I don’t know what’s wrong with her, Headmistress—she must be crazy!” Morganna exclaimed. “All I did was raise my hand to tell Mr. Barron that Emma had something on her shoe and she went berserk with her magic! First she threw the dog poo she stepped in at my face and hair and then, when Mr. Barron told her to take it off, she…she…” Her blue eyes filled with tears as she clutched at her bald head. “She took off my hair!”

      With her newly bald head and her eyes full of tears, she looked like a pitiful patient with a terminal disease. I felt my stomach drop to my feet. There was no way Headmistress Nightworthy was going to listen to my side of the story! I was so expelled—I just knew it.

      And I fully expected the Nocturne Headmistress to tell me as much any minute. So I was actually surprised when she turned to me and said,

      “All right, Miss Plunkett, let’s hear your side.”

      “What side? How can she have a side when she did this to me?” Morganna wailed. “She’s crazy! You ought to kick her out right now, Headmistress! She deserves to be expelled!”

      “I will decide matters of expulsion here, Miss Starchild,” Headmistress Nightworthy snapped. “Now kindly be quiet and allow Miss Plunkett to speak, as she was quiet while you were talking.”

      Morganna got a sulky look on her face and crossed her arms over her chest but she shut up for a minute, at least, so that was something.

      “Miss Plunkett?” the Headmistress said, frowning at me. “I’m waiting. Please explain to me how this happened?”

      “First of all, I didn’t step in the, uh, dog stuff,” I said, lifting my chin. “Morganna magicked it onto the floor under my shoe, just so she could raise her hand and make fun of me in class. And then I got mad because she’s been messing with me all semester and I…” I cleared my throat. “I threw it in her face. But I didn’t mean to snatch her bald,” I added quickly. “I was just really upset and I’m still learning to control my magic and it just…happened.”

      “Why, you little liar!” Morganna seethed. “You did this on purpose! You planned it!”

      “How could I plan for you to put a huge puddle of dog crap under my foot?” I demanded, getting angry again myself. “If you’d ever just leave me alone, this would never have happened! Why can’t you just stop messing with me?”

      “I was messing with you? Why, you were the one that sent all those awful cats after me in the Dining Hall the other day, when you know I’m allergic to them!”

      Morganna put a hand on her chest, her eyes widening in a wounded expression. Really, she ought to get an award for this performance, I thought.

      “And you were the one who sent a whole pack of vicious dogs after me and Megan,” I said, glaring at her. “And put a bunch of poisonous spiders in my bed! One of which bit me!”

      “You little liar!” Morganna gasped. “Headmistress Nightworthy, she’s only lying about me because she knows that I know what she did to her mother’s landlord! And she was performing magic outside of school grounds!”

      “I didn’t mean to! I didn’t even know I had magic at first!” I protested, feeling put on the defensive.

      “She’s lying again,” Morganna exclaimed. “She knew exactly what she was doing when she made his nose and his penis change places—just like she knew what she was doing when she made me bald! All she ever does is lie and lie and lie! She—”

      “Enough!” Headmistress Nightworthy’s voice crackled like lightning and we both shut up.

      At that moment, there was a light tapping on her office door. Striding over, the Headmistress threw it open and breathed a sigh of relief.

      “Ah, Ms. Yasmeen! Exactly who I needed to see!”

      “Mr. Barron stopped by my office just a moment ago,” the Elementary Casting teacher said, stepping through the doorway. Her bright orange hair was accented by the tight pink dress she was wearing. “He said I might be needed.”

      “He was right, may the Goddess bless him,” the Headmistress said. She nodded at me and Morganna. “I’m afraid we have a “she-said—she-said” situation here and I need to know who’s telling the truth.”

      “Well, higher and more complicated Sister magic doesn’t always work well on Faes,” Ms. Yasmeen said, frowning. “But a simple truth spell ought to be effective on any Other.” Pointing to Morganna and then to me, she said, “Veritas! You will both speak the absolute truth!”

      I felt a strange tingling come over me and hoped that Morganna was feeling the same. Though once the whole truth came out, I was afraid I was still going to get expelled.

      “All right, Miss Plunkett first, this time,” Headmistress Nightworthy directed, pointing at me. “Tell me everything that’s been going on between you and Miss Starchild.”

      So I told her everything—I had no choice. I started at the beginning of the semester, back before my transformation, when Morganna liked to say nasty things about me to get the popular kids to laugh at me. Then I told about how I had made Morganna give back Spike, when she’d been using him as a living hair ornament and the skink she’d sent to live in my ear as retribution. I told about how it made me talk in rhymes until I could get rid of it by sending it back.

      “The skink was bad, but things got a lot worse after I had the magical geas lifted off me and it revealed my true form and the fact that I’m a Fae,” I went on with my story. I could see Morganna glaring at me, but she didn’t dare to say anything yet because Headmistress Nightworthy hadn’t called on her to speak. “After that, Morganna just wouldn’t leave me alone. It was like she had a vendetta against me.

      “I see. And what did she do?” the Headmistress asked.

      “First she put a doubling spell on me,” I said and explained about how every time the threat doubled, the danger did too. “It started with a fly in my bowl of oatmeal and ended with sixteen black widow and brown recluse spiders in my bed in the middle of the night,” I went on. “One of them bit me. After that, I went to Morganna and told her to leave me alone, but she refused and sent a whole infestation of mice to the Norm Dorm—I mean, the basement dormitory,” I went on.

      I told about sending the cats after Morganna, in retaliation, and then her sending the pack of dogs after me and Megan.

      “And then, this morning, she pulled that prank with the dog crap and I just lost my temper,” I said honestly. “I did mean to throw it in her face—which I know is wrong. But I didn’t mean to make her go bald. And that’s all I have to say.”

      I shut up then, because what else could I do?

      “All right, Miss Starchild.” Headmistress Nightworthy turned to Morganna. “What do you have to say for yourself? Is everything as Miss Plunkett says?”

      I saw Morganna’s mouth working, as though she desperately wanted to call me a liar. But Ms. Yasmeen’s truth spell was still on her, so she couldn’t do it.

      “Yes,” she said and added quickly, “But that nasty little wanna-be Fae deserved everything I did to her!”

      “Is that right?” Headmistress Nightworthy arched one silvery eyebrow at her. “And why is that?”

      “Because she’s prettier than me now!” Morganna’s mouth twisted, as though she hated the words she was saying but couldn’t help herself. “And all the boys who ought to pay attention to me, have been paying attention to her instead!”

      I was willing to bet she’d get plenty of attention now that she was bald, but I was smart enough not to say so.

      “Also,” Morganna went on, “She’s a slut! She let two different boys Mark her and she Marked them, too! She’s nothing but a whore!”

      “That will be enough of that kind of language, Miss Starchild,” Headmistress Nightworthy rapped out, glaring at her. She turned to me. “Miss Plunkett, now that I look closely at you, I see that you have exchanged Markings with two different males.”

      “I had to!” I protested quickly. “I took Bran and Lachlan’s Marks in order to keep the boys from bothering me after I came out as a Fae. And I Marked them as well, so they could help heal me and diffuse the poison from the black widow bite from the spiders Morganna sent into my bed!”

      “Well…” Headmistress Nightworthy frowned at me as though she didn’t know whether to believe me or not. But then she apparently remembered that I was still under the truth spell, so she nodded. “All right, I believe that you believed the Markings were necessary, though we do not encourage such things at Nocturne Academy.” She shook her head. “I’m afraid you’ve set yourself up for a difficult decision in the future. You can’t bond with two males at once, you know.”

      “I know,” I said, looking down at my feet. I really didn’t want to think about how someday I’d have to choose between Bran and Lachlan. It was like choosing which hand I wanted to cut off—I just didn’t see how I could do it.

      “Getting Marked by two boys isn’t the only thing she’s done!” Morganna exclaimed. “Why don’t you ask her about what she did to her mother’s landlord?”

      “Ah yes, you did mention something about that.” The Headmistress frowned at me. “What exactly did you do, Miss Plunkett? I believe that Miss Starchild said you caused his nose and his, er, penis to switch places?”

      I felt my stomach drop to my shoes all over again. I still didn’t know how Morganna had found out about what I had accidentally done to Mr. Groperson. Probably she’d been spying on me in some way. But now the fact that I had been doing magic outside of school grounds was going to come out and I knew that was an expulsion offense.

      “Yes, I did,” I said, lifting my chin. “I didn’t mean to, though. He dragged me into his apartment and he was…was trying to attack me and I got freaked out and lost control of my magic.” I swallowed hard. “I didn’t do it on purpose and I’m really sorry. But Megan’s Aunt Deli says that Mr. Groperson has bothered other women in the past,” I added defiantly. “So maybe he got what he deserved.”

      “That’s not for you to say, Miss Plunkett,” Headmistress Nightworthy said sternly. “And it is not for us to punish with the magic the Goddess has given us—those of us she has given it to. However,” she went on, when I opened my mouth to defend myself. “I believe you when you say you didn’t do what you did on purpose and I can certainly understand how an attempted attack would make you lose control of your magic. So for this once, we will overlook that particular offense.” She looked at me seriously. “It was only an attempted attack? This Groperson didn’t actually succeed in hurting you?”

      “No, he didn’t,” I said quickly. “I, uh, switched his parts before he could do anything.”

      “It’s a good thing you did, or I might have to pay him a visit myself.”

      The Headmistress bared teeth that were very long and sharp looking and I remembered all over again that she was a Nocturne and a formidable predator. I shivered—I was glad that look wasn’t directed at me!

      “All right, I think I’ve heard enough,” she said, clasping her hands together. She fixed Morganna and me with a stern frown. “This private little war you two girls have been conducting stops now. No more magic on either side, or teasing, or pranks, or anything at all. Do I make myself clear?”

      “Yes, Headmistress,” I said quickly. That was all I had wanted in the first place—just an end to the endless bullying and general nastiness coming from Morganna.

      “Well?” Headmistress Nightworthy lifted an eyebrow at Morganna. “Miss Starchild? Do you promise to end this conflict here and now and leave Miss Plunkett alone?”

      Morganna glared at me.

      “I don’t see why I should! She’s a nasty little wanna-be and look what she did to my hair!”

      She pointed at her bald head again.

      “Ah, yes—the hair.” The Headmistress nodded at me. “Miss Plunkett, have the goodness to use your magic to restore Miss Starchild’s hair.”

      “I…don’t know if I can,” I said hesitantly. I was thinking of how I’d tried to switch Mr. Groperson’s parts back and had only succeeded in making matters worse.

      “What? But you’re the one who did it! That means you’re the only one who can undo it!” Morganna shrieked at me. “Give me back my hair right now you little bitch!”

      “Miss Starchild—language!” Headmistress Nightworthy snapped. She turned to me. “Try, Miss Plunkett.”

      “All right,” I said doubtfully. “I’ll try.”

      Closing my eyes, I reached for the golden ribbon of power and tried to focus on restoring Morganna’s hair. Taking a deep breath, I shoved the power out towards the nasty Fae girl.

      A gasp from both the Headmistress and Ms. Yasmeen, who was still standing quietly to one side, keeping the truth spell up, made me look. I had not succeeded in restoring Morganna’s long, lustrous golden hair.

      What I had done was make her eyebrows and eyelashes disappear too.

      There was an antique mirror hanging on the far wall of Headmistress Nightworthy’s office. Staring into it with a look of horror, Morganna felt her face, as though she just couldn’t believe what I had done to her.

      “What did you do? What did you do to me, you bitch?” she screeched. Turning, she launched herself at me, her fingers hooked into claws, but Headmistress Nightworthy caught her around the waist before she could reach me.

      She might have silver hair, but the Nocturne Headmistress was strong. She held Morganna effortlessly as the Fae girl screamed in fury and tried her best to wriggle loose and claw at me with her perfectly manicured fingernails.

      “I’m sorry!” I exclaimed, backing hastily away. “I didn’t mean to—honestly I didn’t!” I looked at the Headmistress pleadingly. “I was afraid something bad might happen! My magic is still really unreliable!”

      “She’s telling the truth,” Ms. Yasmeen said blandly. “You probably shouldn’t have asked her to restore Morganna’s hair, Headmistress.”

      Headmistress Nightworthy sighed.

      “Yes, well, hindsight is 20/20 as the humans say. Ms. Yasmeen, have the goodness to put a calming spell on Miss Starchild, here. She’s becoming quite a burden.”

      “Of course.” Ms. Yasmeen pointed at Morganna and made a motion with her finger.

      Sister magic might not work very well on Faes, but this seemed to help—at least a little. Morganna stopped screaming and fighting to get at me and stood quietly instead. But the look she shot me was still pure hatred.

      “You’re in trouble, you nasty little wanna-be,” she said, glaring at me. “So much trouble. My mother is on the Queen’s Court and once she finds out what you’ve done to me, she’ll have the Court Magistrate call a High Tribunal!”

      “That’s enough, Miss Starchild,” Headmistress Nightworthy said, but she shot me a worried glance. “You may go now,” she said to Morganna.

      Morganna went to the door of her office, but turned back to face me at the last minute.

      “Expect a summons,” she snarled. “You’re going to be sorry you were ever born, Plunkett.”

      Then she left, slamming the door behind her.
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      “What does she mean about a Tribunal?” I asked uneasily, as the door banged shut behind Morganna. “Is that some kind of a trial?”

      “I’m afraid so.” Headmistress Nightworthy looked troubled.

      “But I don’t have to go, do I?” I asked. “I mean, they can summon me all they want, but they can’t make me go to their trial. You heard what’s been going on, Headmistress—you know I didn’t mean to take away all Morganna’s hair!”

      “I’m afraid what I know is irrelevant, Miss Plunkett,” the Headmistress said heavily. “And you wouldn’t have to go—if you were actually the human you appeared to be when you first entered Nocturne Academy. But now that you have been revealed as a Fae, I’m afraid you fall under the authority of the King and Queen of the Summer Court, as all creatures of the Fae Realm do.”

      “But…but I’ve never been there in my life!” I protested. “And it’s not my fault I turned out to be Fae! I wish I wasn’t. I’ve had nothing but trouble since the geas was lifted off me. Men and boys won’t leave me alone and Morganna’s got it in for me and I found out I was adopted and my mom isn’t my real mom and…and…” My voice hitched in my throat as I tried not to cry. “I just…just want to go back to the way I was,” I whispered, barely getting the words out. “I just want to be normal again.”

      “Oh, my dear…” To my surprise, a look of compassion came over the stern Headmistress’s face. “I know it cannot be easy, to be raised as a human and then to suddenly realize you are an Other instead. But we cannot turn back the clock. You are what you are.”

      “It’s clear you have formidable power,” Ms. Yasmeen put in. “You just need to learn to harness it.” She frowned. “We really ought to have some Fae magic classes, Headmistress.”

      “I had thought of it before but most of our Fae students master their powers very young and come to us after they already know how to use their magic,” Headmistress Nightworthy said, sighing.

      “I do have a teacher,” I offered. “Lachlan. He’s…one of the boys who Marked me,” I added, blushing. “He’s also the one who took the geas off me in the first place.”

      “Well, tell him to focus more on your control,” the Headmistress said, frowning. “With that much power, you need to be very careful, Miss Plunkett.”

      “I’m trying,” I said earnestly. “I already know the difference between White, Grey, and Black magic and I’m committed to doing only White magic. Although…” I bit my lip. “I’m not exactly sure what kind of magic I used on Morganna,” I admitted.

      I hoped it was what Lachlan had called “battle” or “defense magic” but I wasn’t sure. I had been so angry at Morganna when I took her hair away, the magic had just gotten away from me and I wasn’t quite sure what had happened.

      “It seems to me you need to practice in a safe, controlled setting,” Ms. Yasmeen said. “Especially if you are to be called to trial in the Realm.”

      “I…I really have to go if they call me?” I asked again—I still couldn’t believe it.

      “I am afraid so,” the Headmistress said, shaking her head. “I wish there was someone you could call upon to advocate for you, Miss Plunkett.”

      “What about my father?” I demanded. “Do you know where he is? He’s the one who’s paying my tuition here, isn’t he?”

      The Headmistress sighed deeply and rubbed her temples with her long, white fingers, as though she was getting a headache. It was a very human gesture, I thought.

      “Your father was the one who set up the trust which pays your scholarship,” she admitted. “And he charged me never to tell you the details, but things have changed considerably. You have changed, Miss Plunkett.”

      “Where is he?” I asked. “Please tell me, Headmistress. And my mother—my real mother—where is she? Who is she? Do you know?”

      She leaned back against her desk, as though a heavy burden was resting on her shoulders.

      “Miss Plunkett, I should not be the one to tell you this,” she said slowly. “But I very much fear that both your natural parents…are dead.”
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      “Dead?” I stared at her blankly. “But…but you just got finished admitting to me that you knew my father—that he set up my scholarship! How can he be dead?”

      “When he came to me, your father was already dying,” the Headmistress said. “He told me he had been fatally poisoned and that your mother had already succumbed to the same poison. He knew he didn’t have long to live, but he wanted to provide for his baby daughter—for you—before his inevitable death.”

      “So they’re dead. Both dead.” I had only known that I was adopted a few short weeks, but already I had begun to wonder about my birth parents. I had even fantasized about meeting them and finding out why they had given me up.

      That was never going to happen now.

      “I’m so sorry, Emma,” Headmistress Nightworthy said gently, surprising me by using my first name. “I know this can’t be easy for you to hear.”

      “Can you at least tell me who they were? My parents?” I asked numbly.

      I wasn’t even surprised when she shook her head.

      “I’m afraid your father declined to give me any information other than your name when he set up your trust. He seemed to think that knowing who he and your mother were would put you in danger.”

      “I don’t see how being ignorant of who I really am is any less dangerous than not knowing,” I said bitterly. “I might be half troll for all I know.”

      “Your father did not strike me as the type who would be attracted to a troll,” the Headmistress said dryly. “He was a strikingly handsome man—even for a Fae—with golden hair and eyes very like your own.”

      “He must have come from the Summer Court,” I muttered. “But who was my mother and where did she come from?”

      “Alas, I was not given that information.” Headmistress Nightworthy shook her head. “I wish I could tell you anything at all besides what I already have, but you now know as much as I do.” She spread her hands.

      “What should I do now, then?” I asked, feeling bewildered and dejected.

      “I’m afraid you must prepare yourself to enter the Realm,” the Headmistress said soberly. “I do not think Miss Starchild was making an idle threat and her mother, Lady Starchild, truly is high in the Fae Summer Court.”

      I felt like I was going to be sick.

      “But what will they do to me?”

      “They will judge you,” the Headmistress said. “You must tell the truth, just as you have told me. If the trial is just and fair, they will see that you are not to blame.”

      “But what if they’re not just and fair?” I demanded. “What then?”

      “I have heard that the Queen of the Summer Court is bound by her own law to see both sides of every case,” the Headmistress said firmly. “As long as she is acting as your judge, your trial should be fair.”

      And with that, I had to be satisfied. I could see that the Nocturne Headmistress didn’t have anything else to tell me. So I asked permission to be excused and went back to class—which was almost over by that time.

      I was hoping against hope that Morganna’s threat was an idle one, or that I would at least have some time to prepare myself before the summons to the Fae Realm came. But neither one of my hopes came true.

      I got the summons in the middle of the Dining Hall at lunch that very day.
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      “Wow, you really have had a shitty morning, Emmers,” Avery said sympathetically, when I finished telling everyone at our table exactly what had happened. “And I mean that literally as well as figuratively.”

      “You’re not kidding,” I said glumly. “First I get into it with Morganna, then I find out that my real parents are both dead—though I still don’t know who they were—and now I have to worry about getting a summons to appear at a trial in the Fae Realm.”

      “It really sucks,” Megan agreed, nodding. “But maybe you’ll have a little time to prepare before the trial.”

      “Guess again,” Griffin murmured and nodded his head at something behind me.

      Turning, I saw four miniature fairies all dressed in what appeared to be flower petals—which reminded me of Tinker Bell, my favorite fairy from when I was a kid—flying towards me. Each of them was supporting a corner of a large parchment scroll that looked like a movie prop from a film about the Middle Ages.

      Beside me, Bran gripped my knee under the table.

      “Nixies,” he muttered. “Be very, very still, Emma.”

      “He’s right—no sudden movements,” Lachlan agreed from my other side.

      I frowned. None of the tiny fairies was taller than my hand—what were they so afraid of?

      Then a fifth fairy—this one dressed in the royal purple petals of an Iris—flew right up to me.

      “Are you the Fae who styles herself as ‘Emma Plunkett’?” she asked me. (Or was it a he? It was kind of hard to tell because the little fairies were so androgynously beautiful.

      “Um, yes,” I said nervously, my voice going high and uncertain. “Who are you?”

      “I am Chrisanther, head of Her Majesty’s Messengers. I have been sent to deliver a message to you, Emma Plunkett.”

      “What…what message?” I faltered.

      “Ahem…” The tiny Chrisanther flew back to the scroll and gestured to the other messenger fairies. They unrolled the scroll, hovering in place with it, their tiny diaphanous wings fluttering so quickly I could only see blurs where they were. Then Chrisanther began to read in a high, piping voice.

      “Emma Plunkett: whereas you have caused grievous bodily harm and wanton destruction to a member in good standing of Queen Elia’s Court and whereas you are completely unrepentant of your sins and crimes, you are hereby summoned to the Summer Court immediately to be tried, convicted, and punished for your acts of barbaric evil. At once.”

      “What?” Megan exclaimed. “But Emma didn’t do anything wrong!”

      “She was just defending herself from that bitch, Morganna!” Avery put in. He glared at the head Nixie. “And it sounds to me like you’re not even offering her a fair trial!”

      The tiny fairy flew right up and got in Avery’s face.

      “She will come with us now by order of Her Majesty Elia, Queen of the Summer Court!” he (or she) declared.

      Then the Nixie bared an amazing array of tiny, needle sharp teeth, and bit Avery on the cheek.

      “Ow!” Avery gasped, jerking away and swatting at the tiny fairy. Chrisanther flew away, but he took a hunk of flesh with him.

      I looked at Avery’s face in dismay—there was a tiny perfect bite mark about the size and shape of a nickel on his right cheekbone, just under his eye. Crimson blood was already streaming down his face.

      The bite reminded me of a type of shark I’d done a report on in elementary school, called a Cookie Cutter shark. It earned its name because the perfect, tiny little bites it takes out of its prey, which are so neat and uniform they look like they were carved out by a cookie cutter.

      But I wasn’t the only one upset at Avery’s injury. Saint, who was sitting right beside his roommate, roared in anger.

      “You dare!” His voice was deeper than normal and his eyes were suddenly burning coals. He was about to lunge forward when Avery put a hand on his arm.

      “No, roomie—it’s all right!”

      “That creature hurt you!” Saint’s voice had gotten a lot deeper—there was a menacing echo of a growl in his tone that let me know it wasn’t just him speaking.

      “Watch him!” Kaitlyn said uneasily. “If his Drake comes out…”

      “It must not come out,” Ari said in a low tone. “It could kill everyone in the Dining Hall in a matter of minutes!”

      “That creature hurt Avery,” Saint growled, his eyes glowing in a way that scared the crap out of me. His irises and pupils had completely disappeared and red and gold flames were dancing in their place. The smell of burning filled the air.

      But the Nixies seemed undeterred.

      “You will come with us, Emma Plunkett,” Chrisanther announced. “Or we will make you and your friends regret your choice!”

      The little fairy hovered in the air, as if it intended to dive bomb Avery again. A low growl rumbled in Saint’s broad chest and the smell of burning got stronger.

      I could see exactly what was about to happen. Saint’s Drake would come out and lay waste to the entire student body, including all my friends. Probably only the Nixies would escape because they were small and maneuverable enough to get away. But everyone else would be roasted to a crisp unless I acted now.

      “Stop, stop—don’t bite anybody else!” I exclaimed. “I’ll go with you!”

      “We’d better hurry,” Lachlan murmured, gripping my hand under the table. The beast that lives inside Santiago is cursed—I can feel its dark magic from here!”

      “Yes, let’s go,” Bran said, taking my other hand.

      “You’re coming with me?” I asked, as the three of us rose slowly from the table, taking care not to make any sudden moves.

      “Of course we are, little one,” Lachlan said, squeezing my hand.

      “We would never let you go to the Summer Court on your own,” Bran added.

      “Be careful, Emma!” Megan exclaimed, a worried look on her face. She pointed at Bran and Lachlan. “You two take care of her!”

      “Yes, watch out for her,” Kaitlyn added.

      Avery was dabbing at his bleeding cheek with a napkin but he managed to look worried on my behalf anyway.

      “Take care of yourself, Emmers,” he said, looking up at me. “Remember, you’re stronger than you think!”

      I felt like crying as I left the table filled with my Coven-mates. I was going to the Realm—a place I had never had any desire to visit—and I wasn’t exactly going under the best circumstances. I was going to stand trial and it sounded like I had already been found guilty.

      I wondered if I would see Nocturne Academy—or my friends—ever again.
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      The Obsidian Portal that led to the Realm, was located in a sub basement of the castle, under the East tower of Nocturne Academy. I had never known where it was before, but why would I? I hadn’t even known I was a Fae myself two weeks ago.

      We went through the door that led to the Fae’s tower but instead of climbing up to where the dorms were located, we started down a long, winding, spiral stone staircase. It was cool and damp and the way was lit with magical blue flames that sprouted from the stone walls at intervals like fire flowers. The mystical blue light cast an eerie glow over everything and our footsteps echoed as we descended into the darkness.

      I kept expecting us to get to the bottom and come out into a larger space, like the Norm Dorm but that wasn’t the case. The spiral steps led only to a massive archway made of shiny black glass stones, each one bigger than my head. I looked to see what was through the archway and saw only inky darkness.

      “Um, are we going through that?” I asked Lachlan nervously, nodding at the archway.

      “Not until we activate it,” the dark Fae replied.

      “The Portal will only activate for one with Fae blood,” Bran explained. “Go on—try it.”

      “You want me to activate it?” I asked, frowning.

      Lachlan shrugged.

      “Why not? There is no better test of your Fae blood than to see if you can activate the Obsidian Portal.”

      “You may activate it for yourselves in a moment,” Chrisanther, who had been flying along in front of us informed me. “First, I must send my messengers through to let the Court know you are coming.”

      He nodded at the other four Nixies, who were still carrying the scroll that held my arrest warrant on it, and the four of them dived into the inky darkness.

      It swallowed them like a pool of blackness but each one of them left a tiny ripple of purple light as they passed through. The ripples spread outward and were swallowed by the darkness until only the impenetrable black was left once more.

      “Very well,” Chrisanther said in his high, piping voice. “You may now proceed, prisoner.”

      I didn’t like being called “prisoner” but I supposed that was sort of what I was. Hesitantly, I put my hand forward to touch the darkness contained within the archway. I didn’t feel anything at first but then my seeking fingers encountered something that felt a little bit like Jell-O—it was cool and jiggly against my hand.

      The minute my skin made contact with the stuff inside the archway, the Portal blazed to life. Ripples of light spread outward from my palm as royal purple with zigzags of golden lightning bolts exploded outward.

      It was blinding and so unexpected I nearly screamed. I yanked my hand away from the weird Jell-O stuff so fast I overbalanced. I would have fallen back on the steps if Lachlan and Bran hadn’t been there to catch me.

      “But this is amazing!” Chrisanther piped. The little Nixie was zooming around our heads in agitation. “I have never seen the Obsidian Portal respond to any Fae in such a manner!” he exclaimed.

      “What does that mean? Why did it do that?” I kept my hands firmly by my sides, afraid to touch the weird portal again.

      “It means you are certainly some kind of royalty,” Bran murmured in my ear.

      “As I suspected all along,” Lachlan added.

      “I must go and report this to the Court!” Chrisanther was still buzzing around our heads like a hummingbird on meth. He hovered for a moment, right in front of my face. “Come, we must go through, so I can make my report!”

      “I…I’m almost afraid to touch it again,” I faltered. The ripples of purple and zigzags of gold had almost faded now, but the aftereffects of the brilliant lights still flashed in my vision.

      “It’s all right, Emma—we’ll be with you all the way,” Bran promised me.

      “The three of us will step through together,” Lachlan added.

      Feeling a little better, I gripped both their hands in mine, probably squeezing a little too hard.

      “On the count of three,” Bran said. “One…two…three.”

      And then we stepped forward together. As the Obsidian Portal lit up again, the three of us passed through the black glass archway, leaving the human world behind and entering the Realm of the Fae.

      I wondered if I would ever get home again.
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      Have you ever seen Disney’s Sleeping Beauty?

      It was one of my favorite movies when I was a kid and I always thought the best part was where Princess Aurora was dancing in the forest with the handsome prince as they sang, “I know you, I danced with you once upon a dream…”

      I mention that because the Realm—at least the part of it we stepped into—looked like the forest in Sleeping Beauty. Towering trees spread their branches over a smooth carpet of perfectly green grass, that would have been the envy of any golf course back home. The whole place looked landscaped—almost manicured—so that not a single branch or leaf or blade of grass was out of place.

      There was no underbrush and no dead leaves beneath the trees—it really was as though someone had brought that ideal cartoon forest to life. I half expected to see sentient woodland creatures come out to greet me and then maybe break into a song and dance.

      “Wow,” I murmured, looking around. “This is amazing. And the colors here are so intense.” Which was true. The sky, which I could see peeking at me through the high tree branches, was a brilliant azure blue and the leaves and grass were a startling emerald. Even the bark of the trees was a rich, chocolate brown that looked almost edible.

      “Everything in the Realm is more intense than the human world,” Bran murmured. “Next to the realm, the human world seems washed out and grey.” He shrugged. “But you get used to it, after a time.”

      “Some say that the human world is only a pale reflection of the Realm,” Lachlan added. He frowned as he looked around. “We seem to have come out near our old meeting place, Bran.”

      “So we have.” Bran nodded as he looked around. “Tell me, are our weapons still intact?”

      “Unless someone has disturbed them while I’ve been gone,” Lachlan answered. “But I doubt it. I put quite a strong ‘ignore me’ spell on the entrance after you and your family left, so I wouldn’t have visitors. Why? Do you want to get them now?”

      “I think we should.” Bran nodded.

      Lachlan frowned. “But to go into the Summer Court armed…it’s a sign of aggression.”

      “It’s also a sign that we won’t allow our lady to be hurt,” Bran said fiercely. “They ought to know we mean business.” He turned to Chrisanther, who was still whizzing around our heads in agitation. “We wish to get ready to be introduced to the Summer Court. Can you spare us a moment?”

      “A moment only,” the Nixie replied. “For we must get to Court soon, so I can make my report and deliver the prisoner for sentencing!”

      “It will only take a moment,” Bran promised. “Come on,” he said to me and Lachlan.

      The three of us trooped further into the forest, followed by Chrisanther, flying above us, until we came to a huge tree, as big as a redwood, growing in a clearing it had entirely to itself.

      I wanted to examine the tree—which was big enough to drive a car through—but somehow my eyes kept sliding off of it and I found myself staring someplace else. It was the same effect the Suva had had on Bran’s face, back when he was taking it, I realized. It was extremely strong magic that was, in effect, saying, “Nothing to see here. Move along, move along.”

      Must be the “ignore me” spell Lachlan said he put on it, I thought.

      Determined not to let the spell stop me, I walked right up to the tree and put my hand on its massive trunk. When I touched it, a doorway suddenly appeared in the bark and I found I could look at it directly.

      “So much for your ‘ignore me’ spell, friend,” Bran said to Lachlan, laughing. “Emma seems to have broken it with a single touch.”

      “She shouldn’t have even been able to get near it!” Lachlan frowned.

      “Sorry.” I shrugged uneasily. “Was it supposed to have a force field or something around it? Because I didn’t feel anything.”

      “Not exactly—you just shouldn’t have been able to approach the tree,” he explained. “The minute you looked at it, your gaze should have slid away and your attention should have focused elsewhere.”

      “The same way the Suva makes you want to look away from the person who’s taking it, right?” I asked. When Lachlan nodded, I said, “I figured it was something like that, which is why I went right up and touched it. And now I can see the door.” I nodded at the rounded door cut into the rough bark of the tree. “Can you open it so we can go in?”

      “I want to see if you can open it.” Lachlan looked at me intently. “Go on, little one—try.”

      Shrugging, I pushed on the bark door—which had no knob, so I assumed it opened inward. I felt some resistance, as though the door was sticking on something, so I pushed harder.

      With a little more effort on my part, the door finally creaked open, revealing a surprisingly spacious room inside.

      “Well, well,” I heard Bran said from behind me. “Did you spell the door as well, Lachlan?”

      “I did.” Lachlan sounded grim. “No one but another mage—one with considerable power—should have been able to open it.”

      “Are you sure?” I asked, turning to look at him. “Because it, uh, wasn’t that hard to open. It felt a little like the door was sticking for a minute but…”

      I trailed off, because he was looking at me and shaking his head.

      “I think your powers have grown since we entered the Realm, little one,” he murmured. “Possibly because we’re in the Natural World of the Realm, where the power we all draw on comes from, in the first place.”

      “Really?” To test his theory, I closed my eyes and held my focus pendant. I reached for the ribbon of gold, which I always saw with my magical eye when I looked for it.

      But there was no ribbon this time. Instead, I saw a rushing river of shimmering golden sparks—something so vast I feared I would get lost in it if I got too close. What if I got sucked in?

      I dropped my pendant and opened my eyes.

      “What did you see?” Bran asked me.

      “It’s so big here!” I held my arms wide apart, as though to illustrate that the river of golden power had been much larger than I could reach. “It’s just a tiny, thin ribbon in the human world but here…” I shook my head.

      “It’s as I thought,” Lachlan murmured. “Emma, you’re going to have to be very, very careful how you use your magic here. In fact, it might be better if you don’t use it unless you absolutely have to.”

      “I’ll keep that in mind,” I promised. I still felt a little bit shaky, thinking of that vast river of power rushing just in front of my face when I looked for it. It was too big—too much. Nobody had to tell me twice to leave it alone.

      “Come inside,” Bran invited me. “This was where Lachlan and I used to meet to play when we were younger.”

      “And this is where I moved when I left my parents’ dwelling,” Lachlan added. “I guess you could say that it’s my home in the Realm, as much as anywhere else.”

      We all stepped through the door in the massive tree’s trunk and found ourselves inside a room carved out of the living wood. It was about the size of one of those small apartments in big cities and it had the feel of a hobbit hole, with low ceilings and hardly any windows.

      Despite the lack of natural light, it didn’t seem stuffy or depressing. The smooth walls made of living wood were illuminated by sconces which held magical glowing golden spheres. They grew brighter when we stepped inside, as though they were welcoming us home.

      The little tree house was neat, with a bed in one rounded corner and a couch with a fireplace in the other. There was a kitchen area in the third corner and a small door which probably led to a bathroom in the fourth.

      I wondered how they managed to have both a fire and running water in the middle of a living tree and then decided that magic was probably the answer. Things that would be impossible in the human world were clearly ordinary here.

      “Well? Where are they?” Bran asked.

      “Here.” Lachlan went over to the neatly made-up bed—it had a patchwork coverlet that seemed to be made of many different kinds of animal fur—and pulled a long, flat chest out from under it. He spoke a few words in what sounded like Celtic and the lid of the trunk flew open.

      Reaching inside, the dark Fae pulled out a sword in leather scabbard. He lifted it with both hands, as though it was heavy.

      “Come take back your own, friend,” he said to Bran, who took the sword from him, a delighted expression on his face.

      “I never thought I’d see this again!” he exclaimed. Pulling the sword from its scabbard with one hand, he admired the long, silver blade which ended in a sharp point.

      “Is it a magic sword?” I asked, studying the blade. It had curving marks etched on its gleaming surface that might have been some other language.

      “It’s a family sword,” Bran said. “My grandfather’s blade—my father gave it to me when I came of age.” He looked suddenly sad. “He probably regrets it now, since he has taken the family name from me.”

      “It doesn’t matter about the name—the sword will still work for you,” Lachlan told him. “Your father can’t change the blood in your veins and the sword will feel your lineage.”

      So it was some kind of magic sword, I thought, looking at the long, silver blade which Bran held with ease in one hand. Maybe only someone of his bloodline could wield it.

      “How heavy is that?” I asked, looking at it with interest.

      “You want to try holding it?” Bran grinned at me. “Here.” He held the sword out in one hand.

      “But I’m not of your, uh, bloodline,” I protested. “It won’t bite me or anything, will it?”

      “Of course not.” Bran laughed. “Go on—just hold it.”

      I stepped up and put a hand on the pommel of the sword, just above where he was gripping it. It reminded me of one of those great swords you see in movies about the Middle Ages—the kind that are so long, the knight who uses one has to strap it across his back, because the sword is too long to be strapped to his side.

      “Have you got it?” Bran asked. When I nodded, he let go and I gasped.

      It felt like he had suddenly handed me a dumbbell—a really heavy one—which I hadn’t expected. He’d been handling it with such ease, I had thought maybe it was made of some lightweight metal like aluminum, but that was clearly not the case.

      I grabbed it with both hands and tried to hold it up, but there was no way. The tip of the sword swung down and imbedded itself in the wooden floor with a chunk.

      “Oh, I’m so sorry!” I exclaimed. “I didn’t mean to do that to the floor—and I really hope I didn’t hurt your sword, Bran!”

      “It’s all right, don’t worry about it.”

      He reached to take the sword from me but when his hand touched mine where I was gripping the pommel, I felt a sudden tingling. A ray of light—like a silver lightning bolt, ran down the length of the blade making us both gasp.

      “What…what was that?” I exclaimed, wide-eyed.

      “The sword acknowledged you, little one,” Lachlan answered, since Bran seemed as shocked as I was. He looked at Bran. “That usually only happens when you are pledging to be a lady’s knight.”

      “I do so pledge.” To my surprise, Bran took the sword from me and then knelt in front of me. He held the sword up between us and kissed its blade solemnly. “My blade is yours, my Lady Emma,” he murmured, looking steadily at me. “It shall shed the blood of your enemies and shield you from harm as long as I draw breath. May I die if I break my vow.”

      “Well…thank you, Bran.” I didn’t know what else to say as he knelt before me, his golden hair gleaming in the muted glow of the magical wall sconces. He really did remind me of a knight kneeling before his queen and vowing his undying loyalty. I felt my heart beating faster as I looked at him.

      “I would pledge to you too, little one,” Lachlan said. “With this.”

      Reaching into the chest again, he drew out a long wooden staff. At the end of it, the wood had been carved into an intricate swirl of thin branches. Between them, I could see a clear crystal.

      The dark Fae also knelt in front of me, right beside Bran, and extended the wooden staff to me.

      “Touch it please, my Lady,” he murmured. “It should also acknowledge you, just as Bran’s sword did.”

      Hesitantly, I put out a finger and touched the tip of the wooden staff. At once, the clear crystal beamed into life, emitting a rich purple and gold light that reminded me of the Obsidian Portal.

      “My Lady Emma…” Lachlan kissed the staff and bowed his head. “My magic shall be used only to protect you. May it serve you well and keep harm from you, as long as I breathe. May I die if my words prove false.”

      My heart beat even harder. I had been a little frightened at first, but now I felt touched at the sight of my two guys, kneeling there and vowing to protect me.

      It made me feel like I was some kind of princess in a movie and once again I felt a tug of sadness when I remembered that at some point I would have to choose between them.

      I need them both! I thought, my heart fisting in my chest. I can’t do without either one of them!

      But I wasn’t being asked to choose yet. So I only smiled at both of them and said, “Thank you, Lachlan. Thank you, Bran. This really means a lot to me.”

      “You’re welcome, my Lady,” Bran said formally. Rising, he put the sword back in the scabbard and strapped it across his back.

      Lachlan rose as well, the wooden staff in one hand. The crystal was clear again, now that I was no longer touching it.

      “Will you hurry?” The high, piping voice was coming from outside the tree. “We cannot delay any longer—we must get to Court!” It was Chrisanther and the little Nixies sounded extremely impatient.

      “I guess we’d better get going to the Summer Court—we can’t put it off forever,” Bran murmured.

      “What do you think is going to happen to me there?” My stomach was suddenly one massive knot of apprehension.

      “Nothing that doesn’t happen to us as well,” Bran said firmly. “We are sworn to your service now, Emma. To punish you, they have to get through Lachlan and me first.”

      “Bran is right—they’ll have to kill us if they want to hurt you.” Lachlan’s emerald eyes blazed fiercely. “But we must go.”

      We all trooped out of the tree house—(or was it more of a tree studio apartment?)—and Lachlan murmured some words of Gaelic or Celtic and waved his staff at the door as he shut it. Then he nodded at Chrisanther, who was buzzing around our heads.

      “All right—lead the way.”

      “We will go by portal,” the Nixie proclaimed.

      “What—another portal?” I frowned.

      “They’re a common way to travel in the Realm,” Lachlan told me. “It saves time. But before we go, I think we’d better change clothes.”

      I had to admit, the three of us looked out of place, wearing our Nocturne Academy uniforms but what else could we wear?

      “I didn’t bring a change with me,” I protested. “Did you guys?” I thought maybe they had some extra clothes in their tree house that we would have to go back and get.

      “No, but Lachlan can work a transformation spell on our clothing,” Bran told me. He nodded at Lachlan. “Go on—do it.”

      “Just hold still—this will only take a moment.” Lachlan closed his eyes and the clear crystal on his staff began to glow a soft gold. I stared at it, wondering when something was going to happen? Would a bolt of light shoot out from it and zap my uniform to make it change into something else?

      I didn’t feel anything but when the crystal stopped glowing, I looked at Bran and saw that he was wearing a kind of long, white tunic which fell to mid thigh and loose white linen trousers. A white cloak, a wide leather belt, and tall black boots completed the outfit.

      The new clothing appeared deceptively simple. But when I looked closer, I saw that it was embroidered all over with silver thread in intricate patterns that shimmered when Bran moved.

      Looking at Lachlan, I saw that he was dressed in a similar fashion except his clothing was black, with a pattern of ruby threads that winked like fire when he turned to face me.

      “Oh—you two look amazing!” I exclaimed. I stepped towards them and was surprised to hear a rustling sound.

      Looking down, I saw that my pleated school uniform skirt had been transformed into a long, flowing gown of deep purple. Like the guys’ clothing, my new dress was also embroidered with threads that caught the light—golden thread that glimmered richly with my every movement.

      “You dressed her in the royal purple?” Bran sounded wary. “Are you sure that’s wise?”

      “She’s royalty—the Obsidian Portal wouldn’t have lit up for her the way it did otherwise,” Lachlan said. “She deserves to wear the royal purple.”

      “Well—” Bran began but Chrisanther’s high voice interrupted him.

      “Enough lollygagging!” he piped sternly. “I am opening the portal to the Summer Court now!”

      As he spoke, he whizzed in a circle—or actually, it was more of a large oval—in front of us. A line of light seemed to follow his path and an opening in the air was outlined in silver.

      “Take hands again,” Bran advised, reaching for me. I took his right hand and Lachlan’s left. “We must enter the Summer Court together and let everyone know that Emma is protected.”

      I squeezed their hands tightly as apprehension filled me like murky water. What was I going to see in the Summer Court? What would happen to me there?

      Nothing, if Bran and Lachlan can prevent it, a little voice whispered in my head. I felt very slightly better as I drew comfort from the fact that both of them had promised to stand by me. They wouldn’t leave me, no matter what happened. And I promised myself I wouldn’t leave them either.

      We were going to stick together, no matter what.

      Taking a deep breath, I stepped through the silver portal and into the Summer Court.
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      We came out in front of a tree that made the one that housed Bran and Lachlan’s tree house look like a sapling. It was enormous—as big as one of those giant skyscrapers that takes up an entire city block—and its bark was snow-white.

      There was an entrance in the front of it—an elaborately curled golden gate that looked big enough for several big SUVs to drive through, side by side. And inside, past the gates, I caught glimpses of a vast interior.

      Forget carving a studio apartment into a tree—this tree had an entire palace carved into it! And yet, just like Bran and Lachlan’s hideout, it was still alive and flourishing. When I looked up, I saw people walking along its massive branches as though they were normal roads. There were whole houses carved into the larger branches and other branches, that were slightly smaller—though still massive—had houses hanging from them.

      At first, they looked like bird houses you might see in a regular tree in the human realm. But then I saw people going about their business in the windows and realized they only looked small because they were so high up.

      “Wow—this is…” I shook my head, at a loss for words. “I can’t even describe it!”

      “The first time you see the Summer Court, it takes your breath away,” Bran remarked.

      “It really does,” I breathed. “It’s beautiful!”

      “You will not think the dungeons so beautiful, I think, prisoner,” Chrisanther piped, whizzing around my head.

      “You talk like I’m already convicted,” I protested. “I have to at least have a trial, don’t I?”

      “You will indeed, be brought to trial—by Lady Starchild herself!” he announced in his tiny voice.

      “What? But what about the Queen?” I demanded. I still remembered what Headmistress Nightworthy had said about the Queen of the Summer Court being bound to listen to all sides of an issue and give a fair ruling.

      But Chrisanther shook his tiny head.

      “The Queen’s councilors will not allow her to be bothered in the sentencing of a lower Fae such as yourself, prisoner.”

      “Mind your tongue, Nixie!” Lachlan said sharply. “You saw yourself how the Obsidian Portal reacted to my Lady Emma’s touch. You’d best be careful who you call a ‘lower Fae.’”

      “True…true,” Chrisanther buzzed. “I shall put it all in my report,” he said decidedly. “But for now, we must go.”

      “I don’t know that I want to go, if I’m not going to be given a fair trial!” I said.

      But at that moment the golden gates at the front of the massive tree swung open and ten tall guards with golden brown hair marched out. They were all armed to the teeth and they surrounded me and Bran and Lachlan, who both refused to be parted from my side.

      “You are the Fae by the name of Emma Plunkett,” one of the guards said to me—it wasn’t a question. “We are to take you to the Sentencing Hall at once.”

      And then there was nothing I could do but go with them.
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      The Summer Court palace was lavish—all the structures inside seemed to be carved of the snow-white tree trunk, which kind of made me feel like I was inside an ultra expensive home where the owners could afford to have white carpets and drapes and furniture because they had a full-time, live-in maid to keep them all spotless.

      Only the palace was on a much bigger scale.

      We passed by impossibly tall staircases carved of the white wood which led up in infinite spirals towards the top of the tree, and vast halls filled with chatting Fae. Though we were much too deep inside the tree for any kind of windows, there was no lack of light. Magical glowing spheres—some as big as houses—hovered high in the air everywhere we went, shedding golden radiance across everything like a shimmering blanket.

      As we passed, heads turned and the Fae nobles murmured in surprise. They all had light hair in varying degrees of gold or blonde, I noticed, and I saw more than one sneer when they noticed that Lachlan and I had black hair.

      At last we came to a smaller hall which held only a handful of people. There were seats in the back and a raised dais in the front, with a tall podium at its center. Of course, all of it was snow-white, since it was carved out of the enormous tree’s trunk.

      Sitting at the raised podium was a woman who looked exactly like Morganna but older—and with hair, of course. Morganna herself was standing in the corner. Her head was covered with a white shawl and there was an angry scowl on her lashless, browless face. Both she and the older woman—who must be Lady Starchild, her mother—were dressed in silver dresses with golden embroidery.

      “Ah—I see the prisoner has arrived!” Lady Starchild said, eyeing me. “But only see how she’s dressed! In the royal purple!” She glared at me and pointed one long, slender, manicured finger. “How dare you come into the palace of the Summer Court wearing such attire? The impudence!”

      “I, um…” I wasn’t sure what to say, but Bran and Lachlan both spoke up for me.

      “You have only to look at her eyes to see that Emma deserves to wear the royal purple,” Lachlan said. And Bran said,

      “She’s only here because you forced her to come, Lady Starchild.”

      “This is insufferable! Guards, bring her forward and Bailiff, read the charges!” Lady Starchild demanded.

      The Bailiff—a tall Fae dressed in somber dark blue—stepped forward. He brought out a scroll, which looked very much like the one the Nixies had carried to summon me, unrolled it, and began to read.

      “Whereas the prisoner, Emma Plunkett, has maliciously attacked the innocent Morganna Starchild and has grievously wounded her, she shall be sentenced to—”

      “Wait a minute!” I exclaimed. “Don’t I get any kind of a trial with witnesses and a lawyer and a real judge and jury?”

      “I am your judge and your jury, prisoner!” Lady Starchild glared at me.

      “But you’re biased!” I protested. “Because you’re Morganna’s mother!”

      “What difference does that make?” she demanded.

      “It makes a big difference!” I exclaimed. “Because you’re naturally going to rule in her favor. Where is the Queen? I want her to judge me!”

      “You think we would bother Queen Elia with half-breed filth like you?” Lady Starchild exclaimed. “Her Majesty has better things to do than judge a lowly little Winter Court brat like yourself.”

      “Perhaps you should look at Emma’s eyes before you decide to make that judgment,” Lachlan said, frowning at her. “She has eyes very like King Tyr’s, as you can see.”

      “What would you know of His Majesty’s eyes?” Lady Starchild spat at him. “You’re clearly a half-breed yourself, boy!”

      “I am no half-breed, though,” Bran said, stepping forward. “My father was the Queen’s closest Councilor. And I say you’d better listen to Lachlan when he tells you to look at Emma’s eyes before you pass judgment on her.”

      “Silence, boy!” Lady Starchild snapped. “Your name might have carried weight once, but Her Majesty dismissed your father for treason! He is nothing but a wanted criminal and you have no standing here! Now then…” She took a breath and appeared to be trying to calm herself. “Bailiff, continue reading the charges and the punishment,” she said. “Start at the beginning,” she added.

      The bailiff cleared his throat and began again.

      “Whereas the prisoner, Emma Plunkett, has maliciously attacked the innocent Morganna Starchild and has grievously wounded her, she shall be sentenced to the wearing of two iron rings and two iron bracelets for a year and a day during which time she shall be kept in the dungeons and fed only on bread and water,” he announced.

      “Moldy bread and dirty water, mother!” Morganna called, from her corner, her blue eyes flashing maliciously at me. She gave me a nasty sneer. “After this is over, the queen’s own physician is going to regrow all my hair but you’ll be stuck in the dungeon forever!”

      “Yes, yes, my sweet—of course,” Lady Starchild cooed to her daughter. “I shall have a word to the head guard of the dungeons myself and make certain there is filth in her food every day. But now for the first part of the punishment!” She rubbed her long, white hands together as though in anticipation. “Bailiff—bring forth the iron rings and bracelets!” she exclaimed.

      Bran and Lachlan and I all exchanged glances. None of us said anything, but I was sure we were all thinking of how the rusty iron nails I had touched, on the night Bran had called Lachlan into the human world, hadn’t affected me. I was hoping these iron rings and bracelets they were about to put on me would be similarly inert when they touched my skin, but I didn’t know for sure.

      One thing I did know was that not all the Fae approved of my punishment. While I had been having my “trial,” a group of observers had gathered at the back of the Sentencing Hall. Now I heard them whispering as the bailiff brought out a locked leather box and proceeded to unlock it.

      “Did you hear that? Iron bracelets and rings for a year and a day? What did the girl do to deserve such a stiff sentence?” one Fae woman murmured.

      “It’s cruelty, plain and simple!” another hissed.

      She was dressed simply in a white, homespun dress—maybe she was some kind of a domestic servant here in the palace?

      “To make such a young one touch iron—and not only touch it but wear it for so long!” she exclaimed, shaking her head in a scandalized way.

      “You’re Her Majesty’s maid, aren’t you, Luella?” another woman asked her. “Has she been informed of this extreme punishment?”

      “No—she knows naught about it.” The maid shook her head again, frowning.

      “Well, maybe you ought to tell her,” the woman said. “I can’t believe she would sanction such a punishment.”

      “The pain will drive her mad,” one male Fae said, sounding sure of himself. “No one could endure iron against their skin for such a length of time.”

      “Aye, mayhap it will,” the maid agreed, staring at me.

      All of this talk was making me feel distinctly uncomfortable. What if the iron they were about to put on me was different from the iron I’d touched in the nails back in the human world. What if it really hurt me? What if—?

      And then the bailiff was opening the brass-bound leather case to reveal a set of two iron bracelets, about two inches wide, and two thick iron rings as well.

      “Now then, girl—come here!” the bailiff demanded, nodding at me to approach him. “It is time for the first part of your sentence to be carried out!”

      He set the heavy case—which was lined in black velvet—on the chair beside him. Then he pulled on a pair of heavy gloves, as though he was preparing to handle something extremely hot, and picked up the first iron bracelet.

      “Approach and hold out your left wrist, prisoner!” he demanded.

      With a tingle of apprehension, I did as he said. Stepping forward, I held out my left hand and let him slide the heavy iron bracelet over my arm.

      To my vast relief, the iron was cold, but not unreasonably so. I could feel it warming a bit against my skin, but it didn’t feel like it was burning me. Mainly, it just felt heavy.

      The fact that I had withstood the first bracelet so calmly seemed to win me a lot of brownie points with the ever-growing crowd of observers in the back of the hall.

      “Hark at the child—see how she doesn’t flinch a bit!” one woman murmured.

      “And see how the iron leaves no mark upon her skin!” whispered another.

      “Not a single tear,” marveled the man, who had been certain the pain would drive me mad.

      My reaction—or lack of it—wasn’t lost on Lady Starchild either.

      “Hardened girl!” she exclaimed, glaring down at me from her podium. “Have you no shame? How can you display no pain or remorse even when you are punished? Bailiff—the other bracelet—and the rings!” she demanded, not giving me a chance to answer.

      Still wearing the thick leather gloves, the bailiff put the other iron bracelet on my right hand. But he had difficulty picking up the rings with the clumsy gloves on.

      “Here,” I said. “I’ll help you.”

      Leaning forward, I plucked the first iron ring from the velvet-lined box. It was heavy and cold as a lump of ice in my palm but at least it—like the bracelets—was smooth to the touch, so the iron wouldn’t scratch my skin.

      My easy movements as I slid the iron rings on my fingers—one on the left ring finger and one on the right—didn’t escape the watching crowd.

      “Look at her—see her touch the rings as though they were nothing!” one woman exclaimed.

      “The iron doesn’t burn her at all” another cried. “How can it be?”

      Apparently, Lady Starchild wanted to know the same thing.

      “Bailiff!” she snapped, “Are you certain you’ve gotten the right bracelets and rings? The iron ones?”

      “Yes, m’lady.” The bailiff nodded and frowned. “I daren’t touch them myself—they’re red hot. I can feel it even though my gloves.” He held up the thick, clumsy leather gloves to show her.

      “Then how is it that the iron does not burn her?” Lady Starchild demanded.

      “I don’t know, m’ lady.” He shook his head, looking baffled.

      “Never mind!” Lady Starchild snapped. “Just take her away to the dungeons!”

      “But Mother, she hasn’t been properly punished!” Morganna whined, glaring at me. “At least flog her! If the iron won’t burn her, she must bleed for what she did to me!”

      “Very true, my sweet.” Lady Starchild nodded, her perfect golden hair waving with the motion. “Very well—Bailiff,” she called. “I have changed my mind—since the iron has no effect on the girl, she must be beaten instead!”

      Beaten? Flogged? My heart was suddenly in my chest as I watched the bailiff put away the box the iron bracelets and rings had come out of, and pull out a long, evil-looking black whip instead. It was tipped with a bunch of sharp little metal barbs that looked like fishhooks and I could just imagine what they would do to my skin.

      Then Bran and Lachlan were stepping forward and pushing me behind them protectively.

      “You will not touch our lady with that whip,” Bran growled, drawing his long sword and holding it up so that it gleamed menacingly.

      “You’ll have to get through us first,” Lachlan added and the crystal at the end of his staff began to glow a deep red, like a warning sign, I thought.

      “You dare to circumvent the will of this Court?” Lady Starchild exclaimed. “I’ll have all three of you whipped within an inch of your lives! You’ll be wearing iron collars in the dungeons and eating nothing but dust and ashes until you starve to death! You’ll—”

      “What is the meaning of this?” an angry voice called from the back of the hall.

      A sudden hush fell over the room and then I heard the whispers starting.

      “The Queen!”

      “Queen Elia!”

      “Bow down—make way for her!”

      The crowd parted, making a path down the middle of the hall and then I saw her for the first time—Queen Elia of the Summer Court.
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      She was a little old lady with silver hair, who might have been my grandmother’s age—if I had a grandmother, that was. But despite her tiny stature—or maybe because of it—she was imposing. She carried herself with a stately air, head up and back ramrod straight. Her flashing eyes had a triple ringed iris just like mine, although hers were blue—cobalt blue on the outside, sky blue in the middle, and pale, arctic blue right around the pupil—that made her stare even more imposing.

      Scurrying along behind her was the woman I’d thought looked like a domestic servant—the one the other Fae had said was the Queen’s maid. Had she asked Queen Elia to interfere on my behalf? If so, I was determined to find her later and thank her.

      But there was no telling if the Queen was coming to rescue me or not. She gave me a quick, but comprehensive look, before turning to Lady Starchild, who had an uncertain expression on her haughty, pretty face.

      “Now then, Lady Starchild,” she said, frowning at the other woman. “What’s this I hear about you holding a trial without me and sentencing a young girl to a year and a day in irons?”

      “Your Highness!” Lady Starchild faltered. “I…I did not want to bother you with such a trivial matter. The girl is nothing but a half-breed—see her hair color?”

      “Yes, I see.” The Fae queen gave me another piercing look. I lifted my chin and gave it back to her. I was not in the wrong here, I thought, and I refused to let myself look guilty. “But her blood is not a sufficient cause for such a steep sentence—why a year and a day wearing iron is something only the gravest offender would merit. Grown men would weep at the idea, and this girl is only a child!”

      “She deserves it, Your Majesty!” Morganna exclaimed, stepping forward, though her mother was making frantic motions at her to get back in the corner. “Look what she did to me!” And she whipped the white cloth off her head dramatically, showing her perfectly bald head to the queen.

      The rest of the gathered crowd—because the hall was packed by now—gasped at the sight. But Queen Elia only gave Morganna a steady, unimpressed look.

      “Morganna, isn’t it?” she said, frowning. “As I recall, you were sent away from the Summer Court to the human world because of some nasty business you got up to with a couple of the Outer Court guardsmen. Isn’t that right?” She lifted a silver eyebrow at Morganna, who flushed angrily—which was really easy to see, since she was so completely bald. Even her scalp got pink with embarrassment, but she still refused to back down.

      “I went to the human world, yes, Your Majesty,” she said. “And that is where I met this nasty little wanna-be Fae!” She pointed at me. “She didn’t look like anything but an ugly little Norm up until a few weeks ago, when that other half-breed took some kind of spell off her.” She pointed at Lachlan, who was still standing with Bran, between me and the bailiff and his whip.

      “Is that right?” The Queen looked at me again, and this time I thought I saw interest in her triple-ringed eyes. She looked at Lachlan too. “What kind of spell did you take off the girl?”

      “A geas, Your Majesty—the strongest I have ever encountered.” Lachlan spoke firmly but respectfully. “It made Emma look like a human. Only when I finally got it off, was her true form revealed.”

      “And who would put you under a geas, my dear?” the Queen asked me, frowning.

      “I…I don’t know, Your Majesty,” I said, trying to meet her eyes without dropping my own. “I thought I was human up until two weeks ago. I don’t know who my real parents were—only that they were Fae.”

      “You wear the royal purple, I see,” she said, frowning at me. “Rather presumptuous for your first visit to the Summer Court, don’t you think? Especially for an orphan who does not know her own parentage?”

      “Look at Emma’s eyes, Your Highness,” Bran murmured. “Lachlan dressed her in royal purple for a reason.”

      The Queen stepped closer to me—she was shorter than I was—and reached up to cup my cheek. I tilted my chin down obligingly and let her look at me, though it was difficult to do without fidgeting.

      “Those eyes,” she murmured, looking at me closely. “Royal purple with the golden darts. So like Tyr’s…so like Talen’s. But surely not… Not after all these years… And yet, the prophecy said…”

      At that moment there was a ringing neigh and the sound of hooves galloping on a wooden floor. The noise startled me and I turned my head, breaking the staring contest with Queen Elia, to see what was going on.

      The crowd had parted respectfully for the Queen and then flowed together again, as the people tried to see what was going on. Now it parted again, but this time it was a mad scramble—people throwing themselves to either side to try to avoid what was coming.

      And what was coming was a pure white horse with a silky white mane and tale, both waving like flags as he threw himself towards me.
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      I turned from the Queen—who had prudently taken a step back—and opened my arms to the horse. He neighed loudly and, as before, his voice registered in my mind rather than in my ears.

      “Mistress! Why did you not call me when you came into the Realm?”

      “Airgead!” I said aloud, throwing my arms around him—though being careful not to touch him with the iron rings and bracelets I still wore. “How did you know I was here?” I asked as he nuzzled my hair and neck, snorting his sweet breath in excitement.

      “I picked up your scent not long ago, near the exit to the Obsidian Portal. I have been waiting in the area for some time, hoping you would arrive. And then you did not call me,” he added reproachfully. “Though I waited for you so patiently and faithfully.”

      “I’m sorry,” I said gently. “I didn’t think you’d want to come with me to Court—I’m being tried and sentenced for something that isn’t my fault. Well—it’s mostly not my fault,” I added, trying to be truthful. “And I didn’t think this was any place for a magical horse.”

      “My place is by your side, Mistress—always!” Airgead bumped his head against my chest affectionately.

      “My dear…” The Queen’s voice cut into my reunion and I remembered that I was still technically on trial. “Am I right in thinking that is a kelpie? A brook horse?”

      “Er, yes, Your Majesty,” I said uneasily. “I’m sorry—I didn’t know he would follow me here. This is Airgead,” I added, thinking that I ought to introduce them. “And Airgead, this is Queen Elia of the Summer Court,” I told him and added, “Be respectful.”

      The silvery-white brook horse seemed to take my words to heart. He bent both his front legs and made an extremely graceful bow—for a horse, anyway—dipping his head low so that his long, silky mane brushed the floor.

      “Your Majesty,” I heard him say in my mind. “I am your humble servant.”

      “He, er, says he’s your humble servant,” I translated for the Queen, in case she couldn’t hear him.

      She looked at me, her eyes wide.

      “Is this creature tamed to your hand, child?”

      “Um, I suppose so.” I shrugged uneasily. “He came from the Realm to the human world when Bran called Lachlan to release me from the geas,” I added, nodding at my two guys. “And we just sort of…took a liking to each other.” I shrugged. “That’s all.”

      The queen’s eyes narrowed.

      “The prophecy,” she murmured, as though talking to herself. “Can it really be?” She took my hands in hers and then hissed and jerked back. “What in the name of Nature?”

      “Oh, I’m so sorry, Your Majesty!” I said, taking a quick step back. “Did the iron burn you?”

      The queen looked more closely at my hands, still adorned with the iron bracelets and rings and her eyes widened in shock.

      “Yes of course it burns—take it off at once! But child, are you telling me that the iron does not burn you? I didn’t realize you were already wearing it!”

      “No, your Majesty—iron doesn’t bother me,” I said humbly as I quickly stripped off the iron rings and bracelets and laid them on a nearby chair. “Um, it never has. Maybe because I was raised in the human world,” I added, trying to be helpful.

      Morganna chose this moment to put herself forward again.

      “Iron doesn’t burn her, so Mother’s going to have her flogged!” she told the queen, tossing her head. (I have to say, this gesture wasn’t nearly as effective without her long, glossy hair.)

      “What?” Suddenly Queen Elia’s stern but calm face twisted with anger. She rounded on Lady Starchild who was hissing at Morganna to be quiet. “You put this girl in irons and now you propose to flog her?” she demanded. “How dare you? As one of my Ladies in Waiting, you should know better!”

      “Your Majesty, please! I didn’t know!” Lady Starchild was nearly crying and wringing her hands in agitation. “I only knew what she did to my sweet Morganna! I was even going to beg your Majesty to have your physician regrow her hair, which this girl has taken from her so maliciously!”

      “That brat of yours deserves what she gets!” the Queen snapped. “Let her stay as she is. And I daresay you’ll thank me later,” she added, nodding at Morganna’s bald head. “She’s much less likely to get into trouble with the guardsmen this way.” Then she turned to me. “Come, child—I have an inkling of who you are, but I must be certain. You must come with me to be tested.”

      “Yes, Your Majesty,” I murmured.

      What else could I say?
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      We left the courtroom with Bran, Lachlan, and Airgead all trailing behind the queen and me. I could feel everyone looking at me, but this time there was awe on their faces instead of scorn. I was in the presence of royalty and people bowed everywhere we went.

      Queen Elia swept along, her royal purple gown glimmering in the magical light of the golden spheres overhead. She kept her chin up and her eyes straight ahead. I tried to do the same. I didn’t know if I was really royalty or not but I was determined to act with dignity, no matter what happened.

      She led me through the palace until we came to a golden gate, much like the larger one out front of the massive, skyscraper-sized tree, but on a smaller scale.

      “This is the entrance to my private quarters,” she said to me and looked pointedly at Bran and Lachlan and the brook horse. “I am afraid I cannot let everyone come in.”

      “We are sworn to Emma’s service, Your Majesty,” Lachlan said, frowning. “We have vowed not to leave her side!”

      “But we know she will be safe with you, if you give your word not to hurt her,” Bran added smoothly. “As everyone knows, your royal word is your bond and you may not break it.”

      “Smartly said, young man. I know you, don’t I?” The queen peered at him. “Yes—you’re my advisor’s son.”

      “No longer, Your Majesty.” Bran lifted his chin. “My father stripped me of the family name when I chose to stay with Emma and Lachlan rather than go with my family. So I do not know where they are,” he added.

      “Which means you cannot tell me their whereabouts. Clever indeed, just like your father,” the queen murmured. “It is possible I dismissed him too hastily. I could use his wisdom now.”

      Bran only bowed his head—clearly he had said all he meant to say. But Lachlan obviously didn’t trust the Queen of the Summer Court quite as much as his friend. He stared fiercely at her and demanded,

      “Give us your word that Emma is safe with you, Your Majesty. We will not leave her side for anything less.”

      “Hmm, you’re a bold one, aren’t you?” The queen raised one silver eyebrow at him. “A half-breed, are you?”

      “I am neutral—I do not claim to belong to either the Summer or the Winter Court,” Lachlan said. “But my mother was Lady Isella—she was once one of your Ladies in Waiting, many years ago.”

      A look of sorrow passed over the queen’s face.

      “Ah, poor Isella! What happened to her was such a tragedy!”

      “Yes,” Lachlan said evenly. “And I am the result of it.”

      I remembered how he’d told me that his father—who was a two-headed ogre—had kidnapped his mother and made her pregnant with him. Why hadn’t anyone from the Summer Court come to save her? Why was she just discounted as a person and as a member of the Court after her abduction and attack?

      I didn’t ask these questions, though I wanted to. The queen was still looking at Lachlan and I sensed she wasn’t done with him yet.

      “I can feel your power, young man,” she said to him. “You’ve become quite a mage in your own right, haven’t you? Lady Isella always did have power and to spare—I suppose she must have passed it down to you.”

      “My mother gave me many gifts,” Lachlan said, his eyes flashing. “Though she was unable to gift me a place in the Summer Court, of course.”

      “That would be quite impossible, given your parentage,” the queen said stiffly. “However, I see that you are quite devoted to Emma, here.”

      My heart jumped when she said my name, so casually like that. As though we’d known each other for years.

      “I am and so is Bran—we are both sworn to her service,” Lachlan said.

      “And you’ve both Marked her and you both wear her Mark as well.” The queen peered at all three of our foreheads, frowning. “That is…most unusual. Unheard of, even.”

      “We haven’t…done anything,” I said quickly, feeling my cheeks get red with a blush. “Bran and Lachlan Marked me to protect me and I Marked them back so they could heal me from a spider bite. But we haven’t…they didn’t…I mean…I…I’m a virgin,” I blurted out and then felt incredibly embarrassed and stupid. Talk about TMI! Why had I said something like that to the Queen of the Summer Court?

      Queen Elia put a finger under my chin and looked into my face. Her eyes flickered over me and I had the feeling of being read in some way—as though she had a way of knowing if I was telling the truth or not.

      “I believe you,” she said at last. “Good. And you are safe with me, my dear—no matter what your parentage turns out to be. I give you my royal word,” she added, looking at Bran and Lachlan. “So please have the goodness to wait here for us.”

      Bran nodded and, after a tense moment, Lachlan did as well.

      “Thank you, Your Majesty,” Bran said and both of them bowed low.

      Airgead, who had been standing behind them, stamping restlessly, whinnied and did his horse-bow as well.

      “Be safe, my Mistress,” I heard him say.

      “I’ll be fine,” I said, speaking to all three of them. “I’ll see you in a little while.”

      Then I followed the Queen of the Summer Court through the golden gates and into her inner sanctum, not having any idea what was going to happen to me next.
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      The queen’s private quarters were plush, yet practical. There appeared to be a place for everything and everything was in its place.

      I saw a sitting room with a white chaise lounge and a white fur rug in front of a fire and a music room with a pure white piano and a harp with golden strings.

      The floor was carpeted in white too and at first I was afraid my shoes—still my school-issued Mary Janes, since Lachlan hadn’t changed them into anything else when he changed my uniform into a gown—would stain it. But it didn’t seem to be stainable. The dense, spongy carpet, which had the same consistency as memory foam, barely held a footprint before it bounced back into place and didn’t show any kind of marks from my scuffed school shoes at all.

      “Now then, my dear, come in here.”

      The queen ushered me into a small room with only one piece of furniture—if you could call it that. It looked like one of those stone birdbaths people have in their front yard sometimes—just a wide bowl on a pedestal. Only this one was made of pure silver with golden markings etched all over it.

      “This is my scrying room,” Queen Elia explained. “It’s going to help us get to the bottom of all this.”

      “The bottom of all what?” I asked. “You mean it will help you find out my identity? My parentage?”

      “That is what I hope,” the queen said evenly. “Of course, it might be something I would rather not know, but now that you’re here, it cannot be helped—I must find out.”

      “Why would you rather not know it, Your Majesty?” I asked, frowning.

      She sighed and ran a hand over her silver hair.

      “Ah, my dear—you are so innocent. My husband and royal consort, King Tyr has…shall we say a wandering eye. Several times he has been unfaithful to me and you have his eyes. Exactly his eyes—the triple ringed purple iris which only a descendent of one of the Summer Court with royal blood may have.”

      Oh crap. I remembered now, how several of the Fae girls back at Nocturne had asked if I was the king’s bastard or love child or whatever. Of course it wouldn’t be pleasant for the queen if she found out that I was the living proof that her husband had cheated on her!

      “But I am hoping for a different outcome,” she said to me, breaking into my worried thoughts. “Because there is also a prophecy…well, I will not speak of it now.” She shook her head. “It was given to me a long, long time ago—so long that I have despaired of it coming true.” She sighed and made a motion to the silver birdbath thing. “Well, shall we?”

      “Shall we what?” I asked uncertainly, stepping up to the wide silver bowl.

      “Find out your parentage, of course,” Queen Elia said to me. “My scrying bowl can tell us.”

      I looked into the silver bowl again and saw my own reflection wavering there. After two weeks, it still gave me a start to see myself looking so different. I tried to concentrate instead on the bowl itself. It was filled to the brim with clear water—I mean, so filled it looked like it ought to spill over at any minute—but somehow it didn’t.

      Surface tension, I thought, remembering the words from a long-ago science class. I wondered uneasily if I would ever take another science class. Would I get to go back to the human world to Nocturne Academy and finish taking AP Biology or was this it for me?

      “How does it work? I don’t see anything,” I said, trying to push my fear away.

      “Of course not—we’ve not given the scrying bowl anything to work with yet,” the queen said reasonably. “Come, my dear, we must each give it a drop of blood.”

      Reaching into the bun of silver hair at the back of her neck, she drew out a long golden pin with a real diamond at the end of it. The diamond’s many facets winked and threw rainbows in the dim room. She pricked her pointer finger and let a single drop of crimson fall into the silver basin. Then she offered the diamond pin to me.

      “Thank you,” I said politely. “But if you don’t mind, I have my own.”

      I drew the hairpin with the red pearl at the end of it, out of the back of my collar, glad that it hadn’t transformed into something else when Lachlan had changed my uniform to a dress. It was the same one Megan had loaned me when I had Marked Bran and Lachlan as mine, what felt like a million years ago. When I had tried to give it back, she’d refused to take it.

      “Keep it,” she’d said, winking at me. “For when you choose which of your guys you want to Blood Bond to you.”

      I had thanked her and kept the hairpin in my clothes ever since—though I had to be honest—just thinking of choosing Bran over Lachlan or Lachlan over Bran, made me feel sick to my stomach.

      But I didn’t have to choose right now—I just had to prick my finger. Which I did and then I let a single drop fall into the silver basin, like Queen Elia had.

      For a moment, our two drops of blood just sat there on the surface of the water. It was odd that they didn’t diffuse into the water, I thought, frowning as I watched them.

      But just as I was about to ask the Queen what was supposed to be happening, things started to change.

      First, the two droplets merged together, like two balls of Mercury running together and sticking when you break an old-fashioned thermometer. Then they began to sink to the bottom of the bowl like a rock—or more like a small, round, red pebble, I supposed.

      “Ah…good!” I heard the Queen murmur. “Not a by-blow then.”

      “Uh, does that mean I’m not a, uh, bastard of the King?” I asked, wanting to be sure I was getting it right and hoping I wasn’t offending her.

      “That is exactly what it means, my dear.” Queen Elia smiled at me. “If you and I were not blood related in some way, the droplets would have avoided each other rather than running together. So you are related to me. The question is, how?”

      She waved her hand over the broad silver bowl and murmured some words in Gaelic or Celtic. A flash of purple light lit the bowl from within and then the blood droplets, which had merged into one, began to change.

      First, they put out tendrils of blood, diffusing into the clear water—which was what I would have expected to start with. As the tendrils drifted upwards, they began to form patterns and then faces.

      I saw the queen’s face and then an older Fae man I assumed must be King Tyr. He had golden hair and purple eyes, just like mine.

      “Ohhh,” I breathed. “Amazing!”

      But the blood droplets weren’t done yet. Another tendril rose into the water and another face formed—this face was a young, handsome man with golden hair and eyes like mine and the king’s.

      I stared at him, amazed. Was this man my father? Was the silver scrying bowl showing us some kind of family tree, drawn in blood?

      “Ah, my son.” Queen Elia sounded sad. “My sweet Tarren—how I miss him!”

      But the blood wasn’t done yet. It formed another face which was connected to the young man but unconnected to Queen Elia or King Tyr. I stared at it as it took the shape of a young, beautiful woman with long, black hair who didn’t look so different from me, except that she had pure gold eyes.

      Was she my mother? And if so, who was she? I noticed that Queen Elia didn’t say anything about her, but she didn’t look surprised at all as the woman’s face formed in the scrying bowl.

      Another tendril of blood reached out from the young man’s image and met one which was reaching from the young woman. Between them, a new image began to take shape. After a moment, I recognized the face it was forming as my own.

      “Those are my parents,” I whispered, understanding what the bowl was showing me. “Which means that you…you’re…” I looked up at the Queen. “You’re my grandmother! Is that what the bowl is saying?”

      She looked up from the bowl and there were tears in her blue ringed eyes—tears of joy, I realized.

      “Yes, my dear!” She took in a sobbing breath and reached for me, hugging me tight. “After so many years I had given up hope! But yes, you are my granddaughter and the rightful heir to The Summer Court!”

      I hugged her back, barely able to take it all in.

      “I…I’m a fairy princess?” I asked at last. How strange the words sounded, spoken out loud! It was the kind of thing you dream of as a little girl but who would ever believe that such a dream could come true?

      “You are, my dear. You are a princess of the Fae.” My grandmother, the Queen, pulled back and held me at arm’s length, looking me over from head to toe. “And so lovely, too! Oh, I’m so happy to have found you! At last I have an heir!”

      “I’m really happy too—to know who I really am. And to finally meet my family,” I said, smiling at her. “So your son was my father?”

      “Yes.” She sighed sadly. “He ran away from the Court and his responsibilities many years ago, I fear, and has never been seen since.” She hung her head. “I fear that he is dead.”

      I bit my lip, uncertain how to tell her what Headmistress Nightworthy had told me.

      “Um…you could be right,” I said hesitantly, not sure how she would take the news.

      “How do you mean, my dear?” The queen looked at me sharply. “Please—tell me what you know.”

      Slowly, I told her what the Nocturne Headmistress had told me about how my father had said he had been poisoned and that my mother had already died of the same poison.

      “He also said I would be in danger if anyone knew who I was,” I added. “I think he must have been the one to put the geas on me that hid my true identity.”

      “Oh, my poor boy!” Tears filled the queen’s triple-ringed eyes and ran down her cheeks. “I feel terrible that he didn’t feel safe enough to come to me and hand you over to be raised properly!”

      “Well my mom—my human mother, I mean—did a pretty good job,” I said, a touch defensively. “I mean, she did the best she could. We’ve never had much money but she loves me and she’s always been there for me.”

      “I shall see that she is royally compensated for her trouble,” the queen said grandly. “She shall want for nothing!”

      “Well, she’s actually all right now, though we did have some trouble with our landlord recently,” I said, blushing as I remembered the “trouble” with Mr. Groperson and how I had made it worse. “But that’s over now and she’s in a good place,” I added quickly. “So she really doesn’t need anything.”

      “Nonsense!” the queen exclaimed. “She must and shall have a royal reward for raising and protecting my granddaughter and royal heir all these years.”

      “Okay, well thanks. I mean, thank you very much,” I said politely. “Er…” I cleared my throat. “I have a question, though. I know who everyone is but this.” I pointed to the lovely young woman with dark hair and gold eyes still visible in the scrying bowl. “Who was my mother?” I asked the queen. “Did you know her?”

      “Her? Oh, probably just a wood nymph from the Winter Court.” She waved a hand dismissively over the bowl and suddenly all the faces disappeared.

      “So…you didn’t know her?” I asked.

      “I am afraid not, my dear,” the queen said briskly, but somehow her eyes wouldn’t meet mine. “My son told me he had fallen in love with a girl from the Dark Lands and I’m afraid I was very angry with him. We do not allow their kind in the Summer Court, you know.”

      “Their kind?” I frowned. That sounded pretty racist to me—if one kind of Fae could be racist against another kind. Which I supposed was possible.

      “Yes. I sent him away in a fit of rage.” Her eyes filled with tears again. “You cannot imagine how much I regret that! Maybe he would be alive today if I hadn’t refused to let him wed the one he loved.” She stifled a sob and I felt sorry for her.

      “You can’t saw sawdust,” I offered, which was something Mom always says when I’m kicking myself for something stupid I did or said.

      “Excuse me?” The queen raised an eyebrow at me uncertainly.

      “Oh—it’s a, uh, human expression,” I said. “It means, you can’t change the past, so it’s better to move on and just try to learn from it and do better in the future.”

      “Well…” She sniffed and smiled at me. “That’s quite a wise saying, which surprises me since humans are usually so dull and stupid.”

      “Um…” I didn’t know what to say to that.

      There she went, being racist again. Maybe the Fae of the Summer Court just really detested anyone at all outside their own people.

      “I was raised to think I was human until about two weeks ago,” I offered at last.

      “But how foolish! Of course you could never be one of those awful creatures!” my grandmother exclaimed.

      “Um,” I began, not sure what to say to that. But she was already onto another topic.

      “Now, we must get you to my personal seamstress so we can get you a gown that’s suitable for tonight’s event!” she said briskly.

      “Tonight’s event?” I asked, frowning.

      “Why yes—when I proclaim you as my heir, my dear! And then, I suppose, we’ll announce the O’Connor boy as your consort,” she went on busily. “I’ll have to recall his father and family from exile, of course—which is quite all right, I have missed my head Councilor sadly since he went away. But once he returns, his son will be quite an acceptable match for you. So—”

      “What about Lachlan?” I interrupted.

      “Excuse me? Who?” She frowned at me.

      “Lachlan—the other Fae boy I’ve been Marked by,” I said patiently. “I’m with him as much as I am with Bran.”

      “I’m afraid, that’s unacceptable,” my dear,” the queen said firmly. “A queen cannot have two consorts, you know! And obviously, between the two of them, you’ll want to choose the O’Connor boy. He comes from a good family—a Summer Court family—which makes him the best match for you.”

      “Well, I did meet him first,” I said. “But Lachlan—”

      “Well, there you go then—the O’Connor boy was there first and he’s clearly the better match for you. It couldn’t be easier!” She patted my hand and smiled brightly. “Now come—we have a feast and a proclamation to prepare for!”

      And she swept out of the room, motioning for me to follow behind her.
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      “Are you all right, little one?” Lachlan asked, when I finally managed to get away from the seamstress and the tailor and the shoemaker and the make-up artist, and all the other people the queen had brought in to make me look my best for the banquet that evening.

      “Yes, you look tired,” Bran added, looking at me anxiously. He and Lachlan were camped out in front of the golden gates, both having refused to budge until they saw me again.

      Airgead, they told me, was in the queen’s private paddock—a magical indoor field where only the greenest and most delectable grass grew.

      “I think Her Highness was afraid he might make a mess in front of her gate,” Lachlan said, giving me his one-sided grin. “So he’s galloping around the paddock. We promised we’d bring you to see him as soon as you got free.”

      “Got free is right.” I sighed and ran a hand through my hair. “Wish I could! Let’s go see him now, can we?”

      “This way,” Bran said, nodding. “You look like you’ve been run over by a charging bull.”

      “I sort of feel like that too,” I admitted. “The queen is wonderful but, well…she’s a lot—you know?”

      He nodded.

      “You have the same look my father used to have after spending time with Her Majesty. She’s a force of Nature.”

      “I’ve heard people use that expression before but it’s never been so applicable before,” I said.

      “Bran is speaking literally, though, not metaphorically,” Lachlan said. “Queen Elia is closer to the Natural World—and therefore the Goddess—than almost any other Fae. It is why her power is so strong.” He nodded at me. “And yours as well. I take it you are related to her, little one?”

      “She’s my grandmother,” I admitted.

      We had reached the paddock by now and it really did look like we were outside. The magical globe overhead had been positioned and sized to look just like the sun and the “sky” around it was a clear, cloudless blue. The paddock itself was actually a vast meadow filled with lush green grass and dotted with wildflowers. Airgead was galloping through it, his mane and tail flying like silken banners in the wind.

      I waved at him and when the brook horse saw me, he came tearing over, clearly enjoying himself.

      “Never have I tasted such sweet grass, my Mistress!” he announced in his mental voice that only I seemed able to hear. “You should try some!”

      “Thanks, Airgead, but I don’t want to fill up on grass before the banquet the queen is holding tonight,” I said dryly as Bran and Lachlan tried not to laugh.

      “Suit yourself, my Mistress. I shall be here if you need me.” He nuzzled me briefly and blew his sweet-smelling breath in my face before galloping off again, his tail held high in enjoyment.

      “Well, it’s good to see someone enjoying themselves,” I murmured, watching him go.

      “Why little one? Are you finding it onerous to be royalty?” Lachlan raised one dark eyebrow at me.

      “It’s…unexpected,” I said, frowning. “And the queen seems to have a lot of ideas for me,” I added, thinking of her Majesty’s constant stream of chatter while I was being fitted for my banquet dress.

      “Such as?” Bran asked, frowning.

      “Well…” I hesitated, not sure how to put it. “She’s already decided that I ought to stay here in the Summer Court for the rest of my education, instead of returning to the human world.”

      “I take it you object to that?” Lachlan asked.

      “Of course, I object!” I exclaimed. “I mean, don’t get me wrong, the Summer Court is beautiful and it’s amazing to find out I’m a fairy princess for real but my coven is back at Nocturne Academy! I don’t want to leave Kaitlyn and Megan and Avery! And I don’t want to leave my mom, either—my human mom, I mean.” I sighed.

      “That does sound like a problem.” Bran frowned. “But I’d be careful how you broach the subject. Her Majesty is known to have a hot temper—it’s one reason she blew up at my father.”

      “Oh, speaking of your father, the queen has decided to call him and your mom and sister back from exile,” I told him. “Because she’s decided that…” I bit my lip. “That you’re the one I should choose as my, uh, consort.”

      Bran and Lachlan gave each other an unsurprised look.

      “I thought it would come to this,” the dark Fae said heavily. “It’s all right, Emma—I always knew you would choose Bran.”

      “I haven’t chosen either of you yet!” I said hotly. “I don’t feel ready to choose—it’s the queen—she’s choosing for me and I don’t like it!”

      “Well, that’s another touchy subject,” Bran murmured. “Remember, she banished her own son—your father—for deciding to love against her wishes.” He frowned. “By the way, did you find out the identity of your real mother?”

      I shrugged. “The queen said it was probably a wood nymph from the Winter Court.”

      “Hmm…so not the lost princess, then,” Lachlan murmured, frowning. “I guess the rumors that Prince Tarren fell in love with her must have been wrong.”

      “All I know is that she looked almost exactly like me,” I said, remembering the image of my real mother the blood droplets had formed in the water. “But Queen Elia doesn’t seem to think who she was is important.”

      “Of course not,” Lachlan said, a touch of bitterness in his voice. “She was from the Dark Lands—the Winter Court. None of our kind is important here.”

      “Lachlan, you know I don’t feel that way!” I protested. “You’re both important to me.” I put a hand on each of them, squeezing Bran’s broad shoulder and Lachlan’s arm. “I don’t want to choose! I feel like I need you both.”

      “Well, you can have us both, little one,” Lachlan said, his face twisting into a frown. “For a few more hours anyway—until the royal proclamation is made. Then I will have to leave your side and Bran will remain.”

      He turned away. As I watched him go, I felt as though my heart was breaking in two…but there didn’t seem to be anything I could do about it.
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      I’ll give Queen Elia one thing—she certainly knows how to throw a party. The banquet that night was magnificent—like nothing I had ever seen before. (Well, except on TV shows about royalty.)

      There were too many courses to count—game courses and fish courses and soup courses and salad courses—all with tangy fruit sorbets served in between to “cleanse the palate.”

      There was a bewildering array of silverware too—only it was all made of gold. Four forks, seven spoons, and three knives. Since I was seated at the head table, between the queen, on my right and Bran, on my left, I just watched both of them carefully to know which utensil to use on each course.

      Lachlan was sitting on Bran’s left, because I had refused to be seated at the head table until he was given a seat there as well. The servants had rolled their eyes uneasily but at a curt nod from my grandmother, they had complied and made a place for him. I could see people in the vast banquet hall staring at both of us and whispering behind their hands—speculating, no doubt, as to why the Queen of the Summer Court had not one but two dark-haired Fae at her table.

      Despite the enormous variety of delicious and exotic food, I could barely eat anything. I was feeling desperately unhappy at the announcement that was soon to come. The queen—my grandmother—was basically picking my consort for me and I was just expected to go along with it. But I couldn’t stop feeling like I needed both my guys.

      I wasn’t ready to choose—I might never be ready to choose—but the choice was being taken from me.

      Dessert was a towering cake, seventeen layers high in alternating colors of gold and royal purple, with a full-sized replica of my own head and shoulders in marzipan at the top of it. Seriously, it was huge—it took seven bakers to bring it in and they put it on a special round cake table that would have seated ten, if there were chairs around it.

      Looking at the enormous thing—which towered over all our heads—I wondered how in the world the palace bakers had had time to make it, considering I had just arrived in the Summer Court earlier that day. Maybe more magic? That was the only way I could think that such an enormous task could be completed so quickly.

      The bakers began cutting everyone a slice of the giant cake—which was plenty big enough to feed everyone in the banquet hall with lots left over, I estimated. And as they did, the queen got up to speak. A hush fell over the room and everyone looked at her expectantly.

      “My fellow Fae and denizens of the Summer Court,” she began importantly. “As you know, for years, ever since my dear son Tarren left, I have been without an heir to succeed me to the throne. This has caused me untold sleepless nights and heartache. But now, Tarren’s daughter has been discovered. I have an heir at last!”

      She pointed to me and gestured for me to rise, which I did, feeling extremely awkward. I’ve never liked being the center of attention and having an entire court full of people clap for me—people I was apparently supposed to rule over one day—was really difficult to handle.

      Still, I tried to do a good job. I nodded and waved gracefully—I was trying to be graceful, anyway—like a proper princess should. At last, the queen nodded for me to sit.

      “My granddaughter, Emma, has the power of my bloodline and the strength to rule the Summer Court when she comes of age,” she said. “I know she will rule wisely and well—”

      “In that case, she should also have the power to rule the Winter Court,” a cold, feminine voice rang through the hall.

      Everyone gasped and looked around for the source of the voice. They didn’t have to look far. Right in front of the cake table, a portal was appearing. It wasn’t lit by silvery light like the one Chrisanther had made for us to get to the Summer Court, however.

      The portal appearing now seemed to be made of green and purple smoke and dark shadows. Red streaks of lightning flashed inside it and thunder rumbled ominously, as though some horrible storm was happening on the other side of it.

      And then a woman with long black hair, black eyes, and pale-white skin stepped through the portal. Her lips were a red slash—the only spot of color on her face—and they curved up as she looked at the queen.

      “Hello, Elia dear,” she said, smirking at my grandmother. “How is our granddaughter today? You’ve had your turn with her—I think it’s high time she visited the other court she is heir to.”
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      The queen seemed to be at a loss for words at first. She stared at the woman—whose age was impossible to say—her mouth open in shock. Finally she exclaimed,

      “Mab! How dare you invade the Summer Court in this manner when you know you are not welcome here?”

      “I dare because you have something which belongs to me—or should I say, belongs to both of us. Our granddaughter.”

      Mab, the queen of the Winter Court, turned to stare right at me and I saw something awful about her eyes. It wasn’t just the pupils and irises that were black. It looked as though the blackness had bled outwards, so that it covered even the whites of her eyes. Her entire eye socket was filled with a pool of ebony which just looked…wrong.

      When she looked at me, I felt like a cold wind was blowing through my clothes. Chills ran down my spine and my heart began to pound.

      “Hello, granddaughter,” she said, her perfectly painted red lips curving up into a cruel smile. “Are you ready to come and see the Winter Court?”

      “You cannot take her!” Queen Elia exclaimed, throwing an arm in front of me like she was trying to save me from a traffic accident. “Emma belongs to the Summer Court! She came here first—I have claimed her!”

      “Ah, but you cannot claim her—she must choose,” Mab said, giving me that cruel, slightly mad smile again. “And she cannot choose until she has seen all the delights we of the Winter Court have to offer.”

      “I…I don’t understand,” I said, finding my voice at last—though it came out sounding extremely shaky. “How can I be your granddaughter and Queen Elia’s too?”

      “Why, because my daughter, Princess Lorella, was your mother! Surely your new grandmother told you that?” Mab raised her expertly shaped eyebrows at me in a questioning gesture. They looked like insects crawling on her perfectly white face.

      “No…” I turned to Queen Elia who had a look of agony on her face. “Grandmother, is that true?”

      For a moment, the queen looked like Morganna had looked while she was under the truth spell back at Nocturne Academy—like she wanted to lie but couldn’t. Finally she nodded.

      “It’s true,” she said sadly. “Tarren came to me and said that he had fallen in love with the princess of the Winter Court. I rejected the match and told him he must choose from among the girls of the Summer Court. But his heart was already given and so he…he ran from me.” She stifled a sob. “He ran and I never saw him again!” Turning to me, she gripped my hand tightly. Her eyes were full of tears. “You are all I have left of him now, Emma! You are the only heir to my throne! Please—choose the Summer Court and not the Winter!”

      “She cannot choose until she has seen both courts. The prophecy says as much—she is a child of both Realms with the power to rule either,” Mab said. “Oh yes,” she added, smiling maliciously. “I know about the prophecy! Did you think I did not, my dear Elia?”

      “What prophecy?” I demanded in a voice that was slightly stronger. Queen Elia had mentioned a prophecy in the scrying room, but though everyone was using it as a justification for putting me in this tug-of-war of royal succession, nobody had told me what the damn thing said!

      Slowly, Queen Mab began to chant. The prophecy didn’t rhyme, exactly, but there was a kind of sing-song quality to it and the words seemed to echo and hang in the air long after she had spoken them.

      

      “A Child of Two Realms, though a Citizen of Neither,

      She holds the keys to both kingdoms in her grasp.

      With consorts of both she comes into her power.

      A Dark Mage and a White Knight have both won her favor.

      Her heart is divided between them—her love belongs to both.

      Iron cannot burn her and even the wildest creature will be tame to her hand.

      For the power of both Realms flows in her veins.

      When the time of reckoning comes, she must choose between the Light and the Darkness—the Summer and the Winter—and nothing will be as it was.

      For her decision will change the Realms…forever.”

      

      A sigh swept through the banquet hall as Queen Mab finished reciting and I saw that Queen Elia was crying again. She turned to me, and the worry and despair I saw in her face frightened me more than Mab’s mad smile.

      “She is right—I cannot stop her taking you because you must spend some time in the Winter Kingdom before you choose,” she said in a choked voice. “But you must be careful, my dear! Don’t eat any food that is offered to you—not even a crumb! And don’t drink any wine, either—promise me!”

      This was beginning to remind me of the Greek myth of Persephone and Hades. The way he had stolen her down to Hell and there she had gotten hungry and eaten six pomegranate seeds, which gave him the right to keep her with him six months out of every year for some reason. I remembered Lachlan saying that every fairy tale and myth had a basis in reality—could this be part of what he’d been talking about?

      “I promise,” I said. “But how long do I have to stay there?”

      “A night and a day—starting now, I think.” Mab was suddenly right in front of me, though I hadn’t seen her move. Her dress seemed to be made of the same green and purple smoke the portal was made of. She held out a long white hand to me, tipped in sharp red nails. “Come—let us visit the Winter Court together so that you can sample the delights of the Dark Lands, Granddaughter mine.”

      “She’s not going alone,” Bran growled, rising to stand at my left side.

      “We’re going with her,” Lachlan added, coming to stand on my right.

      Mab raised her eyebrows again but only nodded.

      “I would expect nothing less. Though I daresay your White Knight will feel less at home in my palace than the Dark Mage, my dear,” she said to me. “Come then—let us all go.”

      “Be careful, my dear!” Queen Elia gathered me to her for a brief, fierce hug. “Remember—let nothing pass your lips!” she whispered in my ear before letting me go.

      And then, since I apparently had no choice, I had to go with Queen Mab—my other grandmother—to the Winter Court.

      I could feel my knees shaking as we approached the awful dark portal but Bran grabbed one hand and Lachlan took the other.

      “It’s all right, little one,” the dark Fae murmured. “We’ll be by your side no matter what.”

      “We’ll never leave you,” Bran swore.

      And then the three of us passed through the dark portal into the Winter Court.
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      “What’s going on? Where are we?” I looked around myself in surprise as we passed through the portal. We had left the banquet hall of the Summer Court and somehow ended up back where we’d started—in the banquet hall.

      Only this banquet hall looked different. It was empty, for one thing, except for Mab and Bran and Lachlan and myself. Also, the colors were all wrong. Everything in the Summer Court was white and gold and warm. This banquet hall was like a negative mirror image of the first one. The white walls and floors had been turned to black and the magical globes that hung near the ceiling shed a weak, silvery radiance over the vast room, instead of the golden glow I had gotten used to.

      “We are in the palace of the Winter Court, of course, my dear,” Mab said, smiling her mad smile at me.

      “But…it looks just like the Summer Court,” I protested. “Well, except for the colors, I guess.”

      I looked around, frowning at the subtle wrongness of everything. It wasn’t just the colors and the lighting—there was an aura of evil in the air—the feeling you get when you walk into a haunted house. Not one of those fake, jump-scare kind they set up around Halloween—I’m talking about a house that’s been abandoned a long time—maybe one where murder was committed or somebody died in the bathtub and the body wasn’t found for days. That kind of feeling.

      “Didn’t you know?” Mab asked, her insectile eyebrows climbing up her forehead again. “Both the Summer Court and the Winter Court exist in the same space—though in different realities.”

      “Really?” The idea was mind-blowing. I looked at Lachlan and Bran for confirmation. “They’re in the same spot?”

      Lachlan nodded. “Physically, yes. The palace of both the Winter and the Summer Courts are in approximately the same spot in the Realm. Everything else ripples outward. Most places mirror each other on both sides.”

      “Of course, there are spots where they diverge,” Bran offered. “The place where my childhood home was located is one of them. There was a clear demarcation between the Summer and Winter Realms there.”

      “We may share the space, but I assure you the Winter Court has many more delights, Granddaughter,” Mab said.

      She walked over to the cake table, which was present in this (reality? dimension?) as well, and nodded at the towering cake. The brilliant gold and royal purple icing was grey and black in the Winter Court.

      Mab carved a slice from the enormous confection and put it on a plate. She held it out to me.

      “Would you care to sample those delights, Granddaughter?” she asked, smiling brightly so that her teeth—very white and very sharp, I saw—were clearly visible.

      “Um…no thank you,” I said as politely as I could. I could still hear Queen Elia’s voice telling me that I must not let a crumb or a drop pass my lips while I was in the Winter Kingdom. Honestly, though, I didn’t need much willpower to resist what she was offering me. The cake—which had looked so light and fluffy in the Summer Court—was grey and moldy now that we were in the Winter Court. The change wasn’t exactly appetizing.

      “Ah—such a pity.” She sighed and put the cake down. “Maybe you’ll change your mind later. In the meantime, I’ll have the three of you shown to your rooms.”

      “You can’t divide us,” Bran said, frowning. “Lachlan and I won’t be separated from Emma!”

      “I would expect nothing less,” Mab said coolly. “I shall put the three of you into a suite.”

      She clapped her hands and a tiny, stooped woman with a wrinkled, wizened face came hobbling over.

      “Yes, Milady?” she asked in a cracked voice.

      “Sirella, my dear, please be so kind as to show the princess and her two consorts to one of our finest suites,” Queen Mab said. She smiled at me. “Sweet dreams, dear Granddaughter—I’ll see you tomorrow.”

      Then she glided away, leaving a trail of smoke and shadows behind her.
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      For a moment, I just stood there, watching her go. Then my eyes fell on the enormous cake again. Looking up, I saw that—just like the cake in the Summer Court—this one also featured a bust of me done in marzipan at its top.

      As I looked up at it, the marzipan me moved. It looked down at me and winked and I saw that it had the same mad smile Mab wore.

      “Ugh!” I gave a little jump, feeling like my skin might crawl right off my body. It was like looking in the mirror and seeing your reflection wink at you. Again I got that haunted house feeling and chill bumps broke out all up and down my arms. “Let’s get out of here!” I pleaded.

      “Right away, my lady,” the tiny little hunchbacked woman said to us. She hobbled towards the door of the banquet hall and I followed quickly behind, making sure not to look back at the marzipan me again. It was just too creepy for words!

      Bran and Lachlan followed too and I noticed that Bran had drawn his sword and Lachlan was holding his staff at the ready. Did they expect us to encounter a threat here in the Winter Court palace? I wouldn’t be surprised if we did. The whole place felt dangerous and wrong. I felt like we were actors in a horror movie—the kind of movie that, if I was watching it, I would be thinking how stupid the characters were for going into the haunted house or the old abandoned mental asylum or wherever they shouldn’t be going that they went anyway.

      But we were stuck here now, for a day and a night at least, and there was nothing we could do but try to get to our suite and stay safe until we could get out of here.

      As it turned out, we did meet a threat—though not right away. Our guide, the little old lady Queen Mab had called Sirella, led us through a labyrinth of dimly lit black halls and corridors and we were just rounding a corner when we ran into a tall woman with pale blond hair that gleamed almost silver in the weak light.

      “Oh!” she gasped and took a step back, her hand going to her heart. She was dressed in a simple green gown that picked up the color of her eyes—which were emerald.

      “Mother?” Lachlan stared at her, clearly as shocked as she was. “What…what are you doing here?” he asked.

      “Oh, my darling!” She held out her arms to him and he went to give her a hug. “We were all summoned to the palace by the Queen,” she said, taking a step back. “But who is this? Is he your friend, who you told me about so many times?” she asked, looking at Bran.

      “Yes. Mother, this is Bran.” Lachlan nodded at the golden-haired Fae and Bran took Lachlan’s mother’s offered hand and bowed over it gallantly.

      “Lady Isella,” he said formally. “I have often wished to meet you.”

      “You are a good friend to Lachlan,” she said, smiling sadly. “I wish I could have met you before, but I understood why Lachlan couldn’t bring you to our home.” She looked at me. “But who is this beautiful young lady?”

      “This is Emma,” Lachlan said, nodding at me. “She is the heir to both the Winter Court and the Summer Court.”

      “Her parents were Prince Tarren and Princess Lorella,” Bran supplied.

      “Ah—an heir has been found! No wonder all the nobles of note were summoned to the palace!” Lady Isella exclaimed. She took both my hands in hers and smiled brightly at me. Then she drew me in for a hug.

      “It’s so nice to meet you,” I said, as our cheeks touched. I was expecting some kind of social nicety in return but instead, Lady Isella whispered in my ear,

      “Be careful, my dear! I fear that you are in terrible danger.”

      “What?” I looked at her uncertainly as we drew apart.

      “I think I hear my husband coming, but I would love to get to know you and have more time with my son,” she said, smiling as though she hadn’t just given me a warning. “May I come to your suite tonight so that we can spend more time together?”

      “Oh, of course.” I nodded, still not sure what to make of all this.

      “Father is here?” Lachlan was instantly on the alert. “I thought he was dead!”

      “I’m afraid not.” Lady Isella shook her head. “One of his heads survived the beating that Fae warrior gave him. It’s probably better he doesn’t see you, dear,” she added anxiously.

      But it was too late. At that moment, a huge, shambling shape came around the corner and glared at all three of us.
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      The ogre was ten feet tall and it had rough, warty greenish-brown skin and two heads, just as Lachlan had told me. But one of the heads was clearly dead and rotting.

      It slumped on the ogre’s broad shoulder, its eyes half-open and staring sightlessly at the ceiling. The skin of the dead head had gone greyish and there was a smell like spoiled meat coming from it. A huge gash right down the middle of its face clearly showed how it had died—there were flies buzzing around the massive wound.

      “What’s this?” it growled, glaring down at the three of us. Then its eyes focused on Bran. “Gods of the Deep Dark—it’s the Fae bastard who killed my best head!”

      Bran shot a look at Lachlan.

      “You never told me,” he muttered under his breath, tightening his grip on the long silver sword.

      “I couldn’t. I was ashamed.” Lachlan shook his head, his emerald eyes—so like his mother’s—shadowed with pain.

      It was hard to believe the ogre was his father. They looked absolutely nothing alike. Lachlan had his mother’s eyes but nothing at all from his hideous father—well, except for the dark half of his soul, I supposed.

      “You’ll die for what you did to me,” the ogre growled, glaring down at Bran. “And maybe I’ll kill that worthless whelp of mine into the bargain!” He pointed at Lachlan.

      “No, Grund—please!” Lachlan’s mother, Lady Isella, put herself between her massive husband and her son. “Please, leave Lachlan alone! What happened to your other head isn’t his fault!”

      “The little traitor led that Summer Court bastard right to me!” Lachlan’s father rumbled. He had a spiked club on one massive shoulder which I hadn’t noticed before—probably because I had been staring morbidly at his dead head. Now he swung it down, gripping it in both huge hands. It looked like it was made of an entire tree, but the enormous ogre handled it with ease.

      “Get out of the way, Mother!” Lachlan exclaimed as Bran stepped forward, his sword gleaming in the dim light. Our guide, the little old lady, was cowering against the wall, a frightened look on her wrinkled face.

      “No—leave them alone, Grund!” Lady Isella refused to budge.

      “I don’t want to have to kill you,” Lachlan said to his father. “Patricide is a heavy sin—it will stain my soul. But I can’t let you hurt my friend or the female I love. And you’ve already hurt Mother enough,” he added darkly.

      “I’ll kill you all!” the ogre roared, rage flashing in the squinty eyes of his still-living head. It was lumpish and misshapen and its teeth, when it bared them, were grey and rotten. I could well believe the dead one has been better.

      All this time, I had just been standing there, not sure of what to do. But now I realized that if somebody didn’t do something quickly, we were about to have mortal combat right here in the middle of the hallway and I doubted it would end before somebody died.

      Without thinking about it, I clutched my focus amulet and closed my eyes, reaching for the river of gold sparks that was so close in the Realm. I found that in the Winter Realm, the sparks were silver instead, but I was still able to draw power from the source.

      As the ogre swung his spiked club, I imagined myself throwing a loop of the silver sparks around his slab-like arms. I heard him grunt as the magical rope drew tight, but I didn’t dare open my eyes and break my concentration. Instead, I squeezed them tighter and imagined wrapping the rope made of magic around and around him, tying his arms to his sides and forcing him to drop the spiked club with a loud thunk! to the floor.

      I brought the rope lower, winding it tighter until I got to the ogre’s knees. Then, satisfied at last that he couldn’t move, I opened my eyes to make sure that the reality of the situation was matching what my Magical Eye had shown me.

      The ogre, was indeed, immobilized with what looked like a glowing silver rope. He was staring down at it, with his one good head, in fury and amazement—as though he couldn’t quite understand what was happening to him.

      “Good job, Emma,” Lachlan murmured to me. “Now complete the binding.”

      “Complete it?” I asked, frowning.

      “You can bind people together or bind them apart,” he explained patiently. “I cannot do it myself—my magic won’t work very well against my own blood and even if it would, as I said before, patricide is a heavy sin. But you have the power.”

      “Oh—okay.”

      I nodded and looked up at the furious ogre, who was growling and thrashing but clearly unable to break the magical rope I had put around him. It was a frightening sight—have you heard the expression, “got the tiger by the tail?” That was how it felt—like I had a huge and dangerous predator by the tail and I didn’t dare let it go. I needed to do this right.

      “Ogre,” I began but Bran said,

      “You must call him by name.”

      “All right.” I nodded and addressed the ogre again.

      “Grund,” I said to Lachlan’s father. “I bind you from hurting Bran or Lachlan or me either.”

      “My mother,” Lachlan murmured, his face tight. “Please—keep him off her. Otherwise he’ll take his rage at us, out on her.”

      “And I bind you from bothering Lady Isella too,” I said and then added, “You must stay a thousand meters away from her at all times and never go near her again. From now on, she is free of you forever.”

      There—that ought to do it—it was like a magical restraining order, I thought with some satisfaction.

      Lachlan’s father roared angrily but there was nothing he could do. With my magic in effect, his legs started working—seeming independently of his will—and he started backing away from Lachlan’s mother as fast as he could, though it was clear he didn’t want to.

      He backed around the corner of the long hallway, shouting and growling threats and insults.

      “You’ll pay—all of you will pay! I’ll make you sorry, by the Dark Gods!” I heard his deep, grating voice echoing along the corridors. But it got fainter and fainter and finally it was nothing but the sound of someone yelling a long way away.

      “Oh, my dear!” Lady Isella turned to me with tears in her eyes. “Thank you,” she whispered. “Thank you! I have never seen such power—you have freed me of him! After all these years, oh, thank you!” And she burst out crying.

      “It’s all right, Mother.” Lachlan took her in his arms and comforted her while Bran and I stood by and gave them a moment.

      “That was a good use of your power, Emma,” Bran murmured to me. “To bind an ogre that size is no small thing—I doubt one Fae noble in a hundred from the Summer Court could do it. Do you feel drained at all?”

      Now that he mentioned it, I did feel pretty tired. I had assumed that was because it was getting late and I’d had a more than full day—I mean, I started that morning by making Morganna bald and I had ended by magically binding an ogre. But maybe using that much magic had something to do with it, as well.

      “I would like to go sit down somewhere,” I admitted to Bran. “It’s been a really long day.”

      He gave me a wry smile.

      “You can say that again. Is our guide still here?” He looked around and we saw the tiny little old lady, Sirella, was still cowering against the wall. Now that the danger was over, however, she straightened up—as well as she could anyway—and hobbled over to us.

      “My Lady,” she said in her cracked voice. “I would still be pleased to show you to your suite. If you would follow me?”

      I looked at Lachlan and his mother. Lady Isella had a handkerchief and she was blotting her red eyes with it and Lachlan was still patting her back. I raised my eyebrows at him and he nodded.

      “Mother,” he said, “We have to go now. Emma is tired and we don’t know what Queen Mab has planned for her tomorrow.”

      “You’ll need your rest, of course,” Lady Isella said, sniffing and giving me a slightly watery smile. “Let me come with you and we can visit for a little while before you go to bed.”

      I thought of how she had whispered in my ear that I was in danger and nodded.

      “Of course you can come with us—we’d love to have you,” I said, smiling.

      “Thank you, my dear.” She hooked her arm through mine and gave it a little squeeze. “Come on then—let’s go.”

      I nodded at Sirella and the little old lady nodded back at me and said, “This way, Princess,” before leading us deeper into the Winter Court palace.
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      “The Winter Court wasn’t always a place of evil and darkness,” Lady Isella said, after we were settled in a spacious living area and she had put a ‘silence spell’ on the door so that no one could hear us talking.

      The suite Sirella had led us to was like a luxurious—if gloomy—hotel, I thought. There were two bedrooms—one with two beds that the guys could share—and a bedroom with a single vast bed for me, though I didn’t much like the idea of sleeping alone in the haunted-house palace.

      In the middle of the suite was the living room area where we were all sitting. I was on the plush couch, covered in black velvet, with Bran and Lachlan on either side of me and Lady Isella had drawn up a matching armchair to sit across from us. There was a kind of ebony, glass-topped coffee table between the couch and the chair.

      “It wasn’t?” I asked, leaning forward. “What did it used to be like?”

      “Well, it was simply winter.” Lady Isella shrugged. “It has always been a mirror image of the Summer Court—so if you were to walk outside the tree which houses the palace, you would see that the branches were bare and there was snow on the ground. But winter can be beautiful, you know,” she added, sighing. “I used to visit when I was a girl. And it was lovely here—before Queen Mab went completely mad and perverted it.”

      “What drove her crazy?” I asked, frowning.

      “I believe it was her thirst for youth and beauty,” Lady Isella told me. “She was sane—well, less mad anyway—when I was your age. That was when the Fae used to move back and forth between the Courts with ease.” She sighed. “I was a good friend of your mother, you know. I think it was she who drove your grandmother mad with her beauty.”

      “But that wasn’t her fault!” I objected, frowning.

      “Oh, I never said it was!” Lady Isella looked shocked. “She was a lovely person you know—inside as well as out. We played often together as children but as she grew, so did her beauty. You look very like her, you know,” she added.

      “I, er, saw a picture of her in Queen Elia’s scrying bowl,” I admitted. “I thought the same thing. Except for our eye color being different, I look almost exactly like her.”

      “Which is why you must be so careful, my dear!” Lady Isella leaned forward anxiously. “Your beauty far exceeds that of Queen Mab, just as your mother’s did. I fear that may be why the queen invited you to the Winter Court in the first place.”

      “Well, she didn’t exactly invite me,” I pointed out. “There was some kind of prophecy and I didn’t have a choice. I’m supposed to stay in the Winter Court for a day and a night so I can decide which one I want to rule over when I come of age.”

      I shook my head. I still didn’t quite believe the words coming out of my mouth. I felt like I was talking about somebody else—some other girl with a different life. Inside, I was still just plain Emma Plunkett with nothing special about her who lived in boring little Frostproof, Florida and waitressed at the I Scream Diner for extra cash.

      But Lady Isella’s next words shook me out of my thoughts and made me cold all over.

      “No, my dear—that isn’t why Queen Mab wants you here,” she said, looking at me earnestly. “She wants you so that she can steal your beauty and your youth—which is exactly what she tried to do to your mother before she ran away.”

      “What?” I looked at her uncertainly. “Are you sure?”

      She nodded firmly.

      “Queen Mab will never give up the throne—not as long as she can keep stealing the youth and beauty she covets from others. Did you not see the one who guided us here?”

      “Who—Sirella?” I asked, thinking of the little old lady with her hunched back and grey hair and wrinkles.

      “She is no older than you,” Lady Isella told me. “I know, for she is a wood nymph who lived not far from me. One day Queen Mab summoned her to the palace and she had to go, poor thing, for no one dares to ignore a summons by the queen! Mab sucked away her youth and beauty and left her as you see her now—a dried out husk of her former self.”

      I thought of the tight, white mask of skin stretched over the Queen of the Winter Court’s face. Was it possible she was giving herself the equivalent of a magical face-lift by stealing other women’s beauty?

      “But…that’s horrible!” I exclaimed. I looked at Lachlan. “That’s a big deal, right? It must mean that her soul is completely corrupted, right?”

      “Oh, it is.” He nodded. “But she hides the ugliness the corruption causes with magical means. She’s very powerful—otherwise she wouldn’t be able to manage it. But if you saw her true face…”

      “She is dreadfully hideous beneath her stolen beauty,” Lady Isella whispered, as though she was afraid to speak the truth too loudly. “I have only seen her once and that was by accident. I was coming to her chambers to let her know that she was wanted in the Great Hall and I happened to see her looking in her magic mirror at her true reflection.”

      “Magic mirror on the wall, who’s the fairest of them all?” I murmured, remembering the words from a Disney movie I’d watched when I was younger. I really did have a Disney princess obsession when I was a kid. Now I wondered how much of what I’d watched was based on things that had really happened.

      Lady Isella nodded earnestly.

      “Exactly!” she said. “She asks that of her mirror nightly and it gives her the name of the most beautiful woman in the Winter Realm. Then she summons the poor girl to the palace and steals her youth and beauty. If she doesn’t keep doing it, her mask will slip and her true face and form will be revealed and she could not stand that.”

      “Wow…” I shook my head. “Is that what happened to my mother? To Princess Lorella?” My real mother’s name sounded strange to my ears, but it felt right to say it—to acknowledge her, even though she was gone.

      “She tried,” Lady Isella told me. “But Lorella was quite powerful in her own right. She blocked Queen Mab’s siphoning spell and ran away to the Summer Court—she came to stay with me, in fact, and my family kept her in hiding. It was there that she met Prince Tarren, your father,” she added sadly. “And that was how they began their doomed courtship.”

      “Why was it doomed?” I asked. “Because Queen Elia wouldn’t let him marry her?”

      “That was part of the reason,” Lady Isella told me. “By then, the rivalry between the Summer and the Winter Courts had grown intense. Each believed they were better than the other and word of Queen Mab’s madness had reached Queen Elia. She declared that there should be no more visiting between the courts and banned residents of the Winter Court from coming into the Summer Lands.” She shook her head. “But your parents’ love was doomed from the beginning because by the time Lorella ran away, Queen Mab had already poisoned her.”

      “What?” I sat back, feeling my eyes grow wide with shock. I mean, I guess I shouldn’t have been surprised—Queen Mab totally struck me as the type who would poison a family member. But I had been raised by a mother who loved me—who would have given her life to save me if she had to. It was hard to imagine living with someone who wanted to kill you and steal your beauty instead. “That can’t be right!” I exclaimed.

      “I’m afraid it’s true,” Lady Isella said sadly. “Your mother told me that the queen had tricked her into eating a bite of the Pomme Mechante—the Wicked Apple. It works as a slow poison and there is no known cure.”

      “So she was already dying when my father met her?” I asked, shaking my head. “Didn’t she tell him?”

      “Oh yes—she did!” Lady Isella nodded. “She would never betray someone she loved to death—not Lorella! She told Tarren the truth—that she was slowly dying and so she could not be with him. But Tarren wanted to try anyway. He hoped, you see, that by Blood-Bonding her to him, he could take some of the poison himself and dilute it and save them both.”

      “Just like the two of you did for me,” I said, looking at Bran and Lachlan. “When I was bitten by that black widow!” I looked back at Lady Isella. “Why didn’t it work?”

      She hesitated, biting her lower lip, and I saw that there was something she didn’t want to tell me.

      “What?” I said. “Please…whatever it is, I need to know.”

      “Well, it might have worked if your mother hadn’t become pregnant with you,” she said at last in a low voice. “I am so sorry, my dear, but after that, Lorella diverted all of her power to protecting you and making sure the poison didn’t seep into your tiny body, developing inside her own.”

      I felt sick.

      “You mean I’m the reason my mother and father died?”

      “No, of course not!” Lady Isella reached across the coffee table and took my hands in hers. “There was almost no chance for them, even to start with, my dear. The Wicked Apple is a poison so strong that nothing can cure it—not even true love.” She sat back and ran a hand over her sleek blonde hair. “I mean, maybe if Tarren had met Lorella and Blood-Bonded with her when she was first poisoned—it’s less strong to start with and grows over time, you know. But he didn’t—he fell in love with her weeks and weeks after Mab tricked her into taking that fateful bite…” She shook her head sadly.

      “I wonder if that’s why Queen Elia begged me not to eat or drink anything while I’m here,” I murmured, still feeling shaken.

      “Quite possibly—and it was good advice,” Lady Isella said firmly. “However, if you are hungry or thirsty, I have my flask and cloth with me.”

      “Your what?” I frowned.

      “It’s a kind of magic that imports food and drink directly from the Summer Court or the human world to the Winter Court,” Lachlan explained. “Mother has used it to feed me and herself for years. It’s one reason I look Fae instead of appearing to be what I am—which is half ogre.”

      “I was so glad when you came out looking nothing like Grund,” Lady Isella said fiercely. She looked at me. “I can provide you with safe food and drink if you are hungry and thirsty, my dear. It’s the least I can do after you freed me from a most miserable situation.”

      “Well…” I hesitated. I had been wondering how I could manage to go a whole day and a night without eating or drinking anything. I was certain I could go without food—I was used to going a whole day without eating much of anything due to the awful quality of the Norm food in the Dining Hall. But going without anything to drink for that long was another matter.

      “You can trust my mother, Emma,” Lachlan told me quietly. “She would never betray you.”

      “Oh, I know!” I said quickly. “It’s just that I promised my grandmother—Queen Elia—that I wouldn’t, that’s all.”

      My stomach chose that moment to rumble. It had been a while since the decadent banquet, which I had barely tasted because I was so anxious. I clapped a hand over my stomach in embarrassment.

      “I guess that answers the question if you’re hungry or not.” Lady Isella’s emerald eyes, so like her son’s, danced with laughter. “Here,” she said.

      From some hidden pocket in her gown, she drew out a small blue and gold checked handkerchief and a tiny blue bottle with golden lines etched on it. She placed them on the black coffee table between us, pointed at them and commanded,

      “Grow.”

      The cloth and bottle began to grow until the handkerchief was almost the size of a tablecloth and the bottle was as big as a large milk carton.

      “Now, then—what shall we have for our midnight feast?” Lachlan’s mother asked.

      “Anything but fancy fairy food,” I said with feeling. After the banquet with its many courses and bewildering array of silverware in the Summer Court, I was longing for something familiar.

      “What about food from the I Scream Diner, where Emma works in the human world?” Bran suggested.

      “Agreed—their burgers and shakes are the best!” Lachlan said, nodding eagerly.

      “All right, then—I don’t know what that kind of food is, but I love to try new things,” Lady Isella said. Pointing at the cloth, she commanded, “Fill yourself with delicacies from the human eating establishment called the ‘I am Screaming Diner.’”

      “That’s the I Scream Diner, Mother,” Lachlan corrected her, grinning a little. “It’s a play on words because one of the foods they serve is ice cream—which is like a sweetened, frozen creamy dessert.”

      “Oh, well…all right.” Lady Isella shrugged and addressed the cloth again. “Fill yourself with delicacies from the I Scream Diner at once.”

      The cloth was suddenly filled with everything on the I Scream menu from hot dogs to onion rings to cheeseburgers to the all-important “Best Cuban Sandwich in the World!”

      As the familiar smells drifted to my nose, my stomach rumbled again.

      “Oh my—that smells divine!” Lady Isella sniffed, her delicate nose twitching at the scent of the hot food. “What should I fill the flask with?” she asked us.

      “Strawberry milkshake,” I said at once. “Uh, unless anybody else wants chocolate or vanilla?” I added looking around. “I didn’t mean to be rude, it’s just that strawberry is my favorite, but really, I’ll drink anything but coffee flavor.”

      “Strawberry is delicious,” Lady Isella said firmly. “That is a flavor we have in both Realms as well.” She pointed at the large blue bottle and told it, “Fill yourself with strawberry milkshake at once.”

      Immediately, the blue bottle filled with the pale pink concoction. It even made four straws appear, so we could all share.

      Since it was Lachlan’s mom, I wasn’t worried anymore. All four of us dug in, passing the milkshake bottle around the table, and commenting on how good the food was.

      At last I sat back with a sigh. I had put away a hotdog and a cheeseburger as well as some onion rings and lots of shake. I was full.

      “That was wonderful,” I told Lady Isella. “Thank you so much for feeding us.”

      “I’ll come again tomorrow morning if you like, and give you breakfast,” she offered. “My room is just down the hall from yours and now that Grund must stay one thousand meters away from me forever, I’ll have it all to myself.” She smiled happily.

      “That would be wonderful,” I said, smiling at her. It occurred to me that if I picked Lachlan as my consort, she would be my mother-in-law. Which was a really weird thought—but she was such a nice woman! I really liked her.

      Then again, I had liked Bran’s mother too—though I had only met her once. But she seemed to really care about him and I was sure she’d make a good mother-in-law too.

      Ugh, why am I thinking about whose mom would be the best mother-in-law when I’m not even seventeen yet?

      It was a crazy question—maybe I was only comparing my two guys’ moms because I found it so impossible to pick between them on their own merits.

      Well, we were still together for now, I told myself firmly. So I wasn’t going to think about choosing any more tonight. For now, I just needed to try and get a good night’s sleep to be fresh for whatever Mad Queen Mab threw at me in the morning.

      “What do you think we should expect tomorrow?” I asked, as I saw Lady Isella to the door.

      She frowned speculatively.

      “Not too much during the day, I wouldn’t think,” she said. “But tomorrow she’ll call for a banquet and declare that it’s time for you to choose between the Winter and the Summer Courts. Don’t be fooled though…” She raised a finger at me in warning. “It’s just an excuse to get you near enough to try her siphoning spell on you. You must have your magical guard up and don’t let her take a single drop of your youth or beauty. After the banquet is over, you can safely declare your choice and return to the Summer Court and she won’t be able to stop you.”

      “All right.” I nodded. It sounded easy enough, though I would have to ask Lachlan to help me work up some kind of magical shield to keep myself safe from the siphoning spell. Still, remembering the vast river of power so close by, I was confident I could protect myself.

      “I want you to know, I understand that you’ll have to choose the Summer Court and Bran as your consort, my dear,” Lady Isella added.

      “I haven’t made up my mind yet,” I protested. “I need both Bran and Lachlan right now!

      “I know, but eventually you must choose between them and the two courts and you cannot want to live in a place where there is so much danger.” She looked sad. “I would wish to have you for my boy, but you cannot choose Lachlan without also choosing the Winter Court and Queen Mab will never give over her power. So you must take the Summer Court, where Queen Elia will care for you instead of trying to kill you.”

      I knew it sounded like a straightforward choice but it wasn’t so black and white to me. Despite Mad Queen Mab and her hold over the Winter Court, I couldn’t bring myself to abandon Lachlan.

      “Your son took a geas off me and paid a terrible amount of pain to do it,” I told Lady Isella. “He has stood by me through thick and thin—I don’t love him any less than Bran.”

      “You’re a sweet girl.” She sighed and patted my cheek. “I’ll be sorry never to see you again, when you leave for the Summer Court.”

      “You’ll see me again no matter who I choose,” I said firmly. “You’re out of your bad, er, marriage now.” (Had it been a marriage? More like a years-long abduction, I thought.) “You’re free now,” I went on. “So why shouldn’t you come back to the Summer Court, too? You and Lachlan both?”

      “Oh, I’m afraid we wouldn’t be welcome there, my dear.” Lady Isella shook her head sadly. “I will be looked down on as ‘used goods’ because of what happened with Lachlan’s father and my son would be viewed as inferior because he is only half Fae.”

      I remembered how the Fae of the Summer Court had whispered about me and Lachlan and the way the Fae at Nocturne were so nasty to him, too. She was right—but I didn’t care.

      “I don’t care about that,” I said stubbornly. “You come back to the Summer Court and you’ll sit beside me every single meal and be one of my, uh—does the Princess get ladies in waiting or is that only the queen?”

      She smiled at me.

      “The princess is permitted ladies in waiting, if she so desires.”

      “Good. Right.” I lifted my chin. “So you’ll be one of my ladies in waiting and then we’ll see who dares to say nasty things about you and Lachlan! If they’re rude to you, they’ll be being rude to me too and I will make it very clear that I won’t tolerate that!”

      Lady Isella laughed with delight.

      “Oh, my dear—you remind me so much of your mother! She couldn’t stand injustice either. She was always fighting for those who were weaker than her. Very well…” She smiled. “Either way, I will be happy to take you up on your offer. But for now, you must get some sleep. I fear tomorrow will not be uneventful.”

      I feared the same thing myself. But as I said goodnight to her and went to get ready for bed, I had no idea how crazy things would get before the end of my time in the Winter Court.
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      I had the worst dream that night.

      Part of it was probably sleeping all alone in that big, spooky room in a vast bed that could have held five people with ease. My bed back at Nocturne Academy was a modest twin and I always felt snug as a bug in it, as Avery said. Here, I felt like I was being swallowed up by the enormous bed and its freezing cold sheets that wouldn’t get warm, no matter how long I laid there.

      There was also the little matter of the extremely creepy painting hanging on the bedroom wall, right across from the bed. It was a picture of a door—just a plain, wooden door with a brass knob. There were vines growing around it, which made me think it was an outside door, and blood-red roses were blooming on some of the dark green tendrils.

      That might not sound very creepy, but the painting was one of those hyper-realistic ones, where it almost looks like the picture is real. I could see the faint shine on the doorknob and the shadows of the roses and every single grain of wood on the door.

      It looked so real, I halfway felt like the door might open in the middle of the night and something might come out of it. Which you have to admit, was a horrible, creepy thought. I even touched the door to make sure it wasn’t real, but all I felt was flat canvas and paint.

      I thought about taking the painting off the wall and turning it around, so I couldn’t see it but when I tried, I found I couldn’t so much as budge it. It felt like it was glued to the wall. So, reluctantly, I had to leave it where it was and get into bed.

      I told myself I was being foolish—the painting was just a painting and I was just letting the haunted house feeling of the palace get to me. I couldn’t even see the door painting with the lights out so I should just try to get some sleep.

      I curled up into a tight ball—it was the only way to stay warm in the ice-cold sheets—and turned on my side. Despite the creepiness of sleeping by myself in the weird castle, it had been a full, exhausting day and I finally drifted off to sleep.

      Which was when I had the awful dream.

      In my dream, I was looking at the picture again. As I watched, the doorknob turned and the door slowly creaked open. My heart was pounding and my mouth was dry. I wanted to close the door or run from the room. But since it was a dream, I was frozen in place with no way to hide or get away.

      I had no idea what was coming through that door. A monster? A serial killer? Or something that had been dead for a long, long time—something that still hungered for living flesh? I was so frightened it felt like every one of my heartbeats was shaking my entire body and the blood was rushing in my ears as loudly as a freight train.

      But when the door finally opened, I didn’t see an ogre or a zombie or any kind of scary, evil looking guy with a chainsaw standing there. It was just a little old lady with a kindly, wrinkled face and grey hair in the doorway.

      My heart rate began to slow and I felt a measure of relief. Surely this nice looking little old lady wouldn’t hurt me!

      “Well, hello child.” She smiled at me and I saw that she was missing a few teeth and that a few more of them were rotten. But she seemed really nice and maybe it was hard to get dentures around here. Also, I had been raised to respect my elders, so I smiled back and nodded at her.

      “You look hungry,” she said to me. “Would you like a little snack?”

      “Oh, no thank you,” I said politely and added, “There’s nothing to eat here, anyway.”

      “But of course, there is!” She nodded at the red roses and I saw that they had turned into red apples instead. The old lady picked one and shined it on the sleeve of her homespun brown dress before climbing down out of the picture frame and approaching me.

      “Oh,” I said, when she pressed the apple into my hands. “Thank you, but I don’t think I’m hungry.”

      It seemed to me that someone had told me I mustn’t eat for some reason, but I couldn’t remember why. I only had a strong feeling it was wrong and I needed to avoid it.

      But the old lady refused to be put off.

      “Come, child,” she said, plucking the shiny, blood-red apple from my hands and pressing it to my lips. “Just take a bite and see how sweet and juicy it is! I promise you’ve never tasted anything so sweet and good in your life.”

      I opened my mouth to refuse again but she took the opportunity to push the apple between my teeth. I tried to yank away from her, but she was surprisingly strong and fast—she pushed harder and I felt my teeth sinking into the apple.

      “Just a single bite will do it,” she muttered, as though to herself. “Even some of the juice will be enough…”

      As she spoke, a tiny dribble of juice and a little bit of the apple’s flesh dribbled onto my tongue from the place where my teeth had broken through the fruit’s skin. I swallowed reflexively, though I didn’t want to. The bit of apple tasted bitter and acrid, burning my tongue as it slid down my throat.

      “Hey!” I gasped, pushing the apple away with my hands. “No, I told you I don’t want any!”

      “Too late now, my sweet.” The old lady’s eyes gleamed as she withdrew the apple and looked at the damage my teeth had done. “Too late, for you’ve had some now. You’ve had some and there’s no going back…”

      Suddenly her face changed from that of a kindly old woman to a horrible old crone. Her teeth were blackened stumps and her features sagged. Her eyes, which had been a faded but kindly blue, turned pure black—even the whites—and she began to laugh a terrible laugh that was somehow familiar…

      “Too late!” she screeched in my face. “Too late…too late…too late!”
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      I woke myself up screaming. There was a bitter, burning taste in the back of my throat and I was so frightened tears were streaming from my eyes.

      “Emma? Emma, what’s wrong?”

      “What happened, little one?”

      Suddenly Bran and Lachlan were on either side of me, both of them scanning the dark room for danger.

      “The painting!” I sobbed, my heart racing in terror. “I…I dreamed it came to life! And something…someone came through the door.”

      Now that I was awake, the dream was already fading, as nightmares often do. I couldn’t quite remember all the details—I just knew it was horribly frightening and my heart was still racing like an out-of-control train with no brakes.

      “There’s nothing there,” Lachlan said, after examining the painting thoroughly. Bran finished checking the dark corners and under the bed and then both of them came to sit on either side of me.

      “It’s all right, Emma—it was just a bad dream,” Bran said soothingly. He put an arm around my shoulders and Lachlan slipped an arm around my waist.

      “We probably shouldn’t have left you to sleep by yourself,” he said.

      “But we weren’t sure you’d think it was proper for us to sleep with you,” Bran added. “Even though we would really only be sleeping—nothing more.”

      I thought of what my mom or Queen Elia, my non-crazy grandmother, would say about me spending the night with not one, but two guys in my bed. But as Bran had pointed out, we really would only be sleeping and all of us had on clothes. I had a long black nightgown that had been laid out on the bed for me and both of the guys had been provided with pajamas.

      I needed the comfort of their arms around me tonight, I decided. I didn’t care what anyone thought—this was a crazy, creepy, haunted place and I didn’t want to be alone!

      “Please stay with me for the rest of the night,” I told them. “It’s so cold in here and I’m afraid I’ll have another nightmare.”

      “Of course, Emma,” Bran said gently and Lachlan murmured,

      “We won’t leave your side.”

      Feeling comforted, I settled down between them and breathed a sigh of relief. I knew with my guys on either side of me, nothing bad could get me. They would kill or die to protect me—it was that simple.

      I breathed in the spicy scent of their skin and felt the icy sheets warming at last. It was as though whatever spell had been put on this bed, the three of us together had broken it. The room stopped feeling like a mausoleum and just felt like a big bedroom instead.

      But even as I snuggled between my guys, I seemed to hear a voice in my head chanting, “Too late…too late…” and the bitter taste in the back of my throat refused to go away.
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      I woke up late the next morning and found myself sandwiched between two male bodies, which might have been embarrassing but wasn’t. It felt like I belonged between Bran and Lachlan, like the three of us completed each other somehow.

      Yawning, I stretched luxuriously, feeling warm and comforted and content.

      “Mmm, morning little one,” Lachlan murmured sleepily on my left.

      “Did you sleep well?” Bran asked and yawned.

      “After you guys came in, I did,” I said, smiling at both of them. “Thanks, by the way. That nightmare last night was a bad one.”

      “Do you remember anything about it?” Lachlan asked, propping himself up on one elbow and frowning.

      I frowned, trying to recall what had scared me so badly.

      “It was something about the painting,” I said, nodding at the hyper-realistic door painting hanging on the wall across from the bed. It was visible in the dim glow of the magic silver globe hovering near the ceiling.

      “Yes, you said as much last night.” Lachlan frowned. “I checked it but couldn’t find anything wrong with it.”

      “Do you remember any more?” Bran asked.

      I shook my head in frustration.

      “Just something about the door opening and something bad coming through it. I don’t know—I probably just had it because this is such a creepy place.”

      “My mother says the Winter palace used to be as lovely as the Summer palace, in its way,” Lachlan murmured.

      As he spoke, we heard a rapping on the outside door of the suite.

      “Speaking of my mother, that’s probably her now,” Lachlan remarked. “Come on—I don’t want to have to explain our sleeping arrangements—she might get the wrong idea.”

      “You two go let her in, I’m going to get dressed before I come out,” I told them, as we all got quickly out of bed. “Order something yummy for breakfast.”

      “Pancakes and bacon coming right up,” Bran said, smiling at me. He knew this was one of my favorite breakfasts—now that I was a Fae instead of a Norm I got to have it or something like it every at Nocturne Academy.

      “Sounds delicious!” I smiled. “See you guys in a few minutes.”

      They left me alone, considerately closing the door behind them, so I could get dressed. Since I had nothing else, I put back on the royal purple and gold party dress Queen Elia had given me to wear to the banquet in the Summer Court. I noticed that its colors were beginning to look washed-out, though. The gold had faded almost to silver, and the purple was getting darker and darker—soon it would be black. Was that what happened to everything that came from the Summer Court to the Winter Court?

      I didn’t want to wait around to find out. I hoped that my day in the Winter Realm would pass quickly and I would be able to go back to the Summer Court with no problems.
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      Breakfast with Lady Isella was lovely and after it was over, she made her cloth and flask produce sandwiches for a picnic lunch. She also made lemonade—after I described it to her—which she poured into some little glass bottles sealed with tight-fitting corks.

      She packed everything in a wicker hamper which she then magically shrank to the size of a walnut. She handed it to Lachlan to carry, admonishing him to be careful with it.

      “Just tell it to grow when you’re ready for lunch,” she told me, smiling. “But wait a while before you eat it—the banquet tonight isn’t until ten o’clock and you don’t want to be so hungry you’re tempted by the food.”

      I thought of the moldy cake Mab had offered me the day before and shuddered. I doubted I would be tempted by anything I was offered here, but it was nice of her to warn me.

      “Thank you,” I said, smiling at her. “What do you think we should do today?”

      “Why not take a walk in the woods?” she suggested. “Explore the forest outside the palace. The further you get from Queen Mab, the more you can see and appreciate the natural beauty of the Winter Realm. It’s really quite lovely, you know, away from her influence.”

      That sounded like a wonderful idea. After we finished breakfast, we wandered through the halls of the palace until we reached the front gates—which were silver here instead of gold—and guarded by trolls with green skin and thick rings through their nostrils and upper lips. They looked fearsome, but they were polite enough when they learned who I was, and opened the gate for us to go outside.

      Beyond the palace grounds, it really was winter. The vast forest was filled with naked branches and fluffy white snow lay heaped on the ground.

      “Brrr—it’s chilly!” I exclaimed, stamping my feet. Being a Florida girl, I wasn’t used to any kind of cold temperatures. I especially wasn’t used to snow. In fact, this was only the second time I had even seen it. (The first time was when my mom and I went on a special Christmas trip to visit her friend living in Colorado. We had saved for months for that and after Groperson started raising our rent, there was no way to go again.)

      “It is chilly,” Bran remarked.

      Lachlan laughed at both of us.

      “You’re creatures of the summertime, the both of you,” he remarked. “Well, let me see…”

      He frowned as he scanned the forest around us and I wondered what he was looking for. Finally he bent down and plucked something from the branches of a skeletal bush. Looking at it, I saw that he was holding a small tuft of brownish-red fur pinched between his fingers and thumb.

      “A squirrel probably left it,” he murmured, stroking it gently with his fingertips. “Just wait—we’ll make good use of it.”

      I wanted to ask how he would use it but then I felt a surge of power and saw the tiny tuft of fur began to grow and change. In just a moment, Lachlan had made all three of us warm fur coats from the abandoned squirrel fur.

      I slipped into mine gratefully and so did the guys. After changing our shoes to snow boots, Lachlan was finished and we were all cozy and warm.

      “I wish I was able to do magic like you can without something going wrong,” I told Lachlan as we tramped through the snowy forest.

      “You did all right yesterday, with the ogre,” Bran pointed out. He winced. “Sorry, Lachlan—I know he was your father.”

      “Don’t be sorry,” Lachlan said calmly. “I’m glad Emma bound him away from us and from my mother! You don’t know how he’s tormented her over the years,” he added darkly.

      “You could have told me he was your father, you know,” Bran said. “I wouldn’t have thought any less of you.”

      “I know.” Lachlan looked down at his feet. “I just…I guess I thought less of myself.” He lifted his chin. “But I don’t anymore—none of us can help our parentage.”

      “You’re right about that,” I said and decided to bring things back the original topic. “Do you think I’ll ever learn to control my magic like you do?” I asked the dark Fae.

      “Bran was right—you did excellent yesterday with that binding,” he replied. “You’ll find your control, Emma. It’s just that you have so much power in your blood and access to so much more, it’s difficult for you to contain and focus it.”

      “It’s like a human fireman trying to hold onto a fire hose when it’s spraying at high volume,” Bran suggested. “The force of it is so great, it’s easy to get carried away.”

      “A very good analogy.” Lachlan nodded thoughtfully. “But as you get used to your power, you’ll learn how to deal with it. Have you been practicing the magical shielding spell I taught you last night?”

      I nodded.

      “I’m ready for the banquet tonight. Well, as ready as I can be.”

      “Good.” He nodded approvingly. “If you can block Mab’s siphoning spell, you should be just fine.” He looked sad. “You and Bran should be back in the Summer Court just a little after midnight.”

      I frowned.

      “And you, too. And your mom—I’m taking the two of you with me. And you and I and Bran are all going to stay together, no matter what.”

      “Little one, you cannot have two consorts,” Lachlan said gently. “And it only makes sense for you to choose Bran over me, considering the circumstances.”

      “I don’t want to choose just one of you,” I said stubbornly. “And what about that one Fae ruler I’ve heard the two of you talk about? The one whose name started with an E—didn’t she have two consorts?”

      “You mean Elianna, the first Queen of the Realm?” Bran asked.

      I nodded. “Yes—what about her?”

      “Most scholars believe she was only a legend, little one,” Lachlan said gently. “And even if she wasn’t, the Realms are much more divided than they were in the beginning of our history. It would take immense power to bring them together now—more than even you have, I fear.” He shook his head. “No, tonight you will be forced to choose. And I want you to know, I won’t hate either of you when this is over.”

      “Of course not—we could never hate each other, old friend,” Bran murmured. Reaching out, he put an arm around Lachlan’s shoulder and gave him a quick hug. “We’re friends for life, no matter what.”

      “No matter what,” Lachlan echoed and then the two of them reached for me and the three of us we hugged each other. It made me sad to think that there wouldn’t be anymore three-way hugs with my guys after tonight—so sad I did my best to push the thought out of my mind.

      We stopped for our picnic in a little clearing in the woods. There was an old tree stump which we used as a table and Bran and Lachlan dragged some fallen logs up for benches. The sun came out from behind a cloud, making the snow and ice glitter like diamonds. Looking around, I had to admit that Lachlan’s mother had been right—the Winter Realm could be beautiful.

      The three of us spent as much time outdoors as possible but in the end, it was time to go back to the palace and get ready for the late-night banquet. I was glad for the late lunch we’d had—I still felt full and I was certain that no matter what Queen Mab offered me, I wouldn’t be in the least bit tempted.

      Everything is going to be fine, I told myself, as I dressed in the black and silver banquet dress someone had laid out on my bed. We’ll sail through this banquet and be out of here just after midnight—nothing’s going to go wrong.

      I had no idea how terribly wrong I was.
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      The Winter Court banquet hall was filled with all kinds of creatures as well as dark-haired Fae, which Lachlan told me were natives of the Winter Realm. I saw wood nymphs and water nymphs (these were more properly called dryads and nyads according to Lachlan) as well as centaurs, minotaurs, fauns, satyrs, dwarves, nixies, pixies, and one well-behaved giant who was fifteen feet tall and had to sit on the floor beside one of the tables because there wasn’t a seat big enough to accommodate him.

      There was even a beautiful, jet black unicorn with a pearly white horn rising from his forehead. He bowed his head to me gracefully, when I went to meet him (how could I resist meeting a real-life unicorn?) and said, in perfectly understandable English,

      “You are very welcome in the Winter Court, Princess. But please, be careful.”

      “Thank you,” I said, bowing back to him. I wanted to pet his glossy hide but I wasn’t sure if that was good manners or not. So I contented myself with smiling at him.

      “The Winter Court is certainly more diverse than the Summer Court,” I remarked in a low voice, as we made our way to the head table where—thankfully—the towering cake with the awful marzipan me, was notably absent.

      “Yes, not all the creatures of the Winter Realm are evil,” Lachlan said sadly.

      “Queen Elia gave up a lot when she decreed the door between the Realms should be permanently closed,” Bran remarked as we got seated.

      “Maybe I can get her to change her mind,” I said hopefully. “I mean, the Summer Court Fae are beautiful, but they could really use some diversity. Sorry, Bran,” I added.

      “No, you’re right.” Bran nodded. “I agree—the Summer Court could certainly do with an infusion of fresh blood. But I’m afraid most of the elders who rule and advise Queen Elia, don’t see it that way.” He frowned. “I know my father certainly didn’t.”

      If anyone asked me—which they hadn’t—it sounded like some changes needed to be made—to both courts. I promised myself that if I got a chance, I was going to be an agent of that change. I wanted to bring people together—not put a wall between them and force them apart!

      But just as I was making grand plans for the future of the Realms, Queen Mab appeared in a cloud of smoke.

      “Greetings, Granddaughter,” she said to me, smiling that mad smile that didn’t seem to reach her dead black eyes. “And how have you been enjoying your time exploring the Winter Realm?”

      “Bran and Lachlan and I had a wonderful day,” I said carefully, trying to keep my face and tone neutral. It wasn’t easy, though—when I had first met her, I hadn’t known anything about her. Now I knew she was the one responsible for killing my parents. It was really hard to sit there and be civil to her, knowing she had murdered my family and made me an orphan. Still, I gritted my teeth and tried.

      I only have to get through the next two hours, I told myself. Then I can go back to the Summer Court and never see her again. I just have to avoid a conflict until then—that’s all.

      “The Winter Realm is beautiful,” I said, trying to make polite conversation, though I could have cheerfully strangled her.

      “Ah yes, isn’t it? There’s so much beauty all around us here.”

      Her mad black eyes were trained on one of the lovely young wood nymphs, I saw—a girl with long brown hair that seemed to have leaves in it. She was wearing a gown of matching brown, that looked like bark.

      I wondered dismally if the little nymph was going to be Mab’s next victim and felt a surge of anger rising inside me. Grimly, I pushed it back down. It was a bad idea to mix magic and anger—I ought to know that by now, after what had happened to Mr. Groperson and Morganna.

      “Ah, here comes the first course,” Mab said, as a bevy of servers—all of them older women and possibly Mab’s past victims—brought out huge tureens of bright green soup. “Won’t you have some, my dear?” she said to me.

      I allowed the servers to ladle some soup into the black china bowl in front of me and stirred it around with my spoon, pretending to take a sip now and again. But I was very careful not to let the food actually touch my lips. I did the same with every course after that, from the fish to the game to the dessert, which was an enormous pie.

      When it was cut open, black birds actually flew out of it and went whirling around the ceiling squawking loudly in their hoarse voices. (It didn’t take much willpower to resist that one—I didn’t like the idea of eating anything a bunch of birds had been roosting in.)

      I kept up the polite conversation with Mab but about a third of the way through the banquet, I became aware of something pecking at the magical shield Lachlan had taught me how to make around myself. It felt like a bird’s beak—or maybe a claw—scratching at my shielding, trying to find an opening—a way to get inside.

      I didn’t say anything, just reached for more power and tightened up my defenses some more. Mab didn’t say anything about what she was trying to do either—she acted as though nothing was happening. But though both of us were being so polite, it felt like she was assaulting me in some way and it made me mad.

      I felt almost like I had when Mr. Groperson had grabbed me and dragged me into his apartment. I mean, there was nothing sexual about what she was trying to do, but it was still an attack—an attempt to take what didn’t belong to her— and the fact that Mab had the nerve to try it on me, right there in public—after she’d already tried the same thing on my real mother and then killed her and my father—was making me so angry I was having trouble controlling my temper.

      Almost over, I reminded myself, looking up at the enormous clock face that was etched in silver on the far wall of the banquet hall. Almost over—it’s nearly midnight! Just hang in there, Emma—you can make it!

      “It’s almost midnight, you know, Granddaughter,” Mab said, surprising me by echoing my thoughts. “When the clock strikes twelve, you must declare to everyone your choice of which court you will rule when you come of age.” She smiled at me, her cruel red lips curving upwards. “I do hope we’ve made a good enough impression on you for you to choose the Winter Court.”

      “I…haven’t made up my mind yet,” I said—which was actually true. I knew I didn’t want to stay in the Winter Court with the woman who had murdered my parents and was even now trying to get past my magical defenses to suck me dry, but I couldn’t bear the thought of having to choose one of my guys over the other.

      “I see.” She nodded equably. “Well, I just want you to know that whichever Court you choose, you will be giving me a little gift before you go.”

      “Excuse me?” I raised my eyebrows at her, frowning.

      “You heard what I said and you know what I require, Granddaughter,” she said, still speaking in that perfectly calm voice, as though we were discussing the weather. “Do you know I’ve been watching you for some time in my magic mirror?” she went on. “Well—people call it a mirror, but it’s actually a Seeing Stone. The only one like it in all the Realms. It shows me things, you know. And it showed me you.”

      Mirror, mirror on the wall, I thought, feeling chills creep down my spine. How long had she been watching me in this Seeing Stone of hers? And what had she been thinking?

      “You were quite the ugly duckling while you still had your dear departed father’s geas on you,” Mab went on. “I had no interest in you then. But once it was removed and I saw your beauty, well, then I knew I had to have it for myself. Not even your mother, as lovely as she was, had the power to fascinate, you know,” she went on. “Just think what I could do with such beauty at my disposal! When you hand it and your youth over to me, I shall once again become the fairest in the land and no one shall dare to stand before me—not even the Summer Court.”

      “You must be joking,” I said flatly. “I’m not giving you my youth or my beauty.”

      “Oh, but you will, my dear Granddaughter.” She smirked at me. “And once I have it, I shall invade the Summer Court and take it for my own. I’ll use the power to fascinate to disarm every guard and warrior that fool, Elia, sends against me.” Her smile widened. “With your beauty, I will rule over both Realms! All shall love me and despair.”

      “No,” I said tightly, trying to hold on to my temper. “Stop talking about it—it’s not going to happen.”

      “Oh, but it is.” She turned to her right, where Lady Isella was seated. I had been glad to see Lachlan’s mom at the head table, but a little worried for her too, when I saw where she was sitting. But since Mab had spent the entire banquet talking to me, I figured Lady Isella was probably safe.

      Now, it appeared that I had been wrong.

      “You have gotten quite fond of your dark consort’s mother, have you not, my dear?” Mab asked me. She had Lady Isella by the arm and was pinching her cruelly. I saw that her lovely face was frozen in a mask of fear.

      “Leave her alone,” I said, my anger inching up another notch. “She’s never done anything to you.”

      “Oh, none of them have, my dear. But I take their youth and beauty anyway,” Mab said calmly. “Of course, poor Isella here doesn’t have as much youth as she once did, but she has beauty to spare, don’t you my dear Lady Isella?”

      Her grip tightened on Lady Isella’s arm and Lachlan’s mother let out a hurt cry.

      “Mother!” Lachlan was on his feet at once and Bran was right behind him, but I beat them both to the punch—if you could call what I did a punch.

      What happened was, the simmering pot of anger in the back of my mind finally boiled over. This evil woman had killed my parents! And now she had the nerve to demand that I simply let her take my youth and beauty so she could rule over both Realms and spread her hatred and evil everywhere! Not only that, but she was threatening the lovely lady Isella, who was Lachlan’s mom and who I really liked a lot!

      It all added up to more than I could bear. And though I knew that magic and anger were a bad mixture, I found myself reaching for the river of silver sparks anyway, recklessly grabbing power. And then I threw it at her.

      “You…” I pointed at Mab. “It’s time your secret was revealed. Everyone ought to be able to see how ugly you are on the inside—everyone should see your true face!”

      Mab gasped and let go of Lady Isella as her features began to melt and run like wax. The tight, white mask of beauty disappeared and I saw under it for the first time—and so did everyone in the banquet hall.

      No one dared to comment, but they didn’t have to—Mab’s true face was hideous.

      It wasn’t that she was old or ugly—people can be beautiful even when they are one or both, if they have a lovely spirit that shines through their outer appearance. But Mab was rotten inside—corrupted, as Lachlan had said.

      Her eyes were sunk deep in their sockets and her nose had been eaten away, leaving only a hollow, dark cavity where it should have been. Her cheeks sagged like grey, rotten dough and her lips were covered in cracks and sores—it looked like something with sharp teeth had been gnawing at her flesh. Her long black hair was coming out in clumps, leaving her head patchy and balding, so that her grey, scaly scalp showed through the few wispy strands that were left.

      Also, she stunk.

      The rotten meat smell emanating from her and the awful way she looked reminded me of Grund the ogre’s dead head. Mab was rotting away from the inside-out and had been for a long time, from what I could tell.

      There were gasps all around the banquet hall as people saw the mad queen’s true face at last. Nobody dared to say anything, but they didn’t have to. Their horrified looks were enough to let Mab know what they were seeing—to let her know that her magical beauty had been stripped away so that everyone could see her true face.

      “No!” she gasped, putting fingers that were no longer smooth and white to her sagging features. “No, you can’t! You don’t dare!”

      I probably shouldn’t have dared, but she had made me so angry I couldn’t help myself. Plus, the damage was already done—there was certainly no taking it back now.

      And why should I take it back? I had stripped away her stolen beauty and I knew where it belonged. Grabbing more power, I imagined myself pushing the beauty and youth back to the people it had been taken from in the first place—back to all the women that Mab had robbed to feed her own vanity.

      It wasn’t battle magic or defensive magic, so I had to pay for it. I felt a few pricks and pokes as I pushed the youth and beauty back where they belonged, but it was more than worth the price to see the elderly servers all around us starting to grow young again.

      “Oh! Oh my—what’s happening?” Sirella, who was waiting on the head table exclaimed.

      Her back, which had been hunched with extreme old age, was slowly straightening itself and her wrinkled cheeks were smoothing and plumping out. At the same time, her grey hair turned brown and grew thick and lustrous. In less than a minute, she looked like she was my age.

      “Oh, I’m me again!” Sirella looked at her reflection in the side of the shiny silver soup tureen. “I’m me! I look like myself!” She was nearly dancing with joy, which made me fiercely glad for her.

      All around the banquet hall, the same thing was happening to other women that Mab had robbed. They were all youthening—if that’s the right word—right before everyone’s eyes.

      Including Mab’s.

      The mad queen watched with horror as all the beauty and youth she had stolen was restored to its rightful owners.

      “No!” she screeched in a high, cracked voice. “No, what have you done? Do you know how long it took me to siphon away that much beauty? That much youth? It will take ages to get it back, so that I am my beautiful, young self again!”

      “You’ll never take it back,” I said recklessly. “Mab, I bind you from ever stealing youth or beauty from anyone ever again!”

      And I threw a loop of power over her, just as I had with the ogre yesterday.

      But Mab was much stronger than Grund had been—and even angrier, if that was possible.

      “No!” she shrieked, throwing off the silver rope I had cast over her. “No, you’ll never stop me! Never!”

      And then she began to change.
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      I stumbled backwards in horror as Mab’s body began to thicken and swell. The black dress made of shadows began to bulge outward, becoming bigger and bigger as she grew and grew.

      “Watch out—she’s transforming!” Lachlan shouted in my ear. He and Bran dragged me away from the head table. The dark Fae and creatures that Mab had summoned to be her guests were fleeing from the banquet hall but I knew that we three couldn’t run.

      I had started this battle with Mab, and I would have to see it through to the end. But I have to be honest, it took every ounce of courage I had to stay in the banquet hall when I saw what she had become.

      The mad queen had transformed herself, all right—into a monstrous spider.

      Eight long, hairy legs, each as big as a tree trunk, supported a huge, swollen abdomen. At the end of it was a stinger as long as a sword, which dripped venom. Each drop hissed like acid when it made contact with the black wooden floor.

      But the worst thing about the giant spider—which was as big as a house—was the fact that Mab’s head hadn’t changed along with her body. It was still human—or Fae, I guess—rotten and grey and twisted with malice. It looked somehow even worse perched on the enormous spider’s body than it had before her transformation.

      “Now!” she hissed at us. “Now, the three of you will pay for defying me! No one can defeat Mab, Queen of the Winter Court!”

      The long, wickedly sharp stinger lunged forward with lightning speed and Bran barely dragged me out of the way in time.

      “Be careful, Emma!” he shouted at the same time Lachlan said,

      “We have to kill it!”

      “I can see that, but how?” Bran had his sword in hand and Lachlan had his staff. Both of them were standing in front of me to guard me from spider-Mab, who was bobbing and twitching, as though planning her next attack.

      “It’s going to take all three of us,” Lachlan said. “Emma—you must try to bind it again. Bran, I’m going to use some magical darts to try and wound it.”

      “Wounding it isn’t enough—you’ll only drive it mad with pain,” Bran said grimly. “We need to cut off its head—that’s the only way to kill it.”

      “You can’t get too close!” I protested, even as I drew from the river of silver sparks, drawing as much power into myself as I could. I was going to need a much bigger rope than the one I had used on Grund the ogre!

      “I have to,” Bran said, frowning. “The two of you try to give me some cover—like Lachlan said, it’s going to take all three of us.”

      At that moment, Mab jabbed at us again. This time I felt the wind of the huge stinger as it rushed past, bare inches from my cheek. She’d been trying to stab me in the eye, I thought, which definitely would have been the end of me.

      “Watch out!” Lachlan shouted. The clear crystal at the end of his staff turned a cloudy purple and shot an arrow of emerald light that looked like a laser beam at the huge, hairy body of the Mab-spider.

      She screeched and hissed and I saw that Lachlan’s magical dart had hit the mark—there was a scorched spot on the swollen abdomen that was smoking where it had pierced her thick hide.

      “Good!” Bran shouted. “More like that, Lachlan. And Emma, try to bind it so I can get in there!”

      Gathering all my strength, I threw the magical rope I had woven from the silver sparks around the enormous spider’s body. Mab hissed and screamed and yanked against the binding, trying to break free again. But this time I managed to hold her, though I could feel the immense expenditure of magic draining me. I had never tried magic this big before and I knew I never would again—because if we didn’t win this battle, the three of us would be dead.

      Lachlan shot more magical darts at the Mab’s swollen black abdomen and she skittered from side to side, her enormous body darting and bobbing as the tiny, rotten head screeched at us,

      “You’ll never bind me! Never—never!”

      “Hold her! Hold her steady!” Bran roared.

      “All right—I’m trying!” Taking a deep breath, I yanked hard, tightening the silver rope and pulling the spider down so that the head was closer to the floor.

      “Now, Bran!” Lachlan shouted, shooting another dart.

      Bran rushed forward, his silver sword gleaming and I saw it rise and fall in a short, deadly arc.

      The head fell free of the body in a spray of black ichor. It bounced and rolled over the polished, black wood floor until it ended up right at my feet.

      “Ugh!” I gasped, jumping back, away from it. Because its eyes were still opening and closing. Though the monstrous spider body was slowly collapsing on the other end of the banquet hall, the head was somehow still alive.

      And though it shouldn’t have been possible, it could still talk.

      “You think you’ve won!” the rotten head said to me, its cracked lips curling up into a crazy grin. “You actually think you’ve won!”

      I just stared at it—what could I say? I was at a loss for words—how could it even talk to me, let alone make sense? Was it some kind of black magic that kept Mab going even after she should be dead?

      “You think you’ve won, but you haven’t!” the head said again, and cackled a laugh from its rotten grey lips.

      “I…I don’t know what you mean,” I finally got out. “You’re dead—or you should be dead.”

      “Oh yes, my dear—but then, so are you!” The sunken eyes widened in evil glee. “It’s just going to take you a bit longer to die, that’s all.”

      “What…what are you talking about?” Suddenly I was scared. She was just lying—just saying things to freak me out, I tried to tell myself. But I had a horrible feeling that wasn’t the case.

      “Remember that dream you had last night, my dear?” Mab’s rotten head asked me. “Remember the little old lady and the apple? Remember?”

      My stomach twisted itself into a fist of dread as the nightmare that had woken me the night before came back to me. The old woman coming through the door in the picture and forcing me to take a bite of the bright, blood-red apple. Surely not—surely she couldn’t be telling the truth!

      But there was a burning, bitter taste in the back of my throat that told a different story.

      “You didn’t,” I whispered, staring down at her. “How…why…?”

      “I knew you’d try to fight to keep your beauty,” the head said, still grinning her crazy grin at me. “But if I can’t have it—neither can you! You’ll be dead by the end of the year, sweet Granddaughter! Enjoy ruling whichever court you choose—you won’t have either very long!”

      She started cackling again—a horrible, choking sound completely devoid of mirth. And then Bran’s silver sword came down, slicing clean through and cutting the rotten thing in half, finally shutting Mab up forever.

      But though the mad queen was dead, the damage was done. I could feel the burning in my throat and taste the bitterness of the poison she had made me swallow the night before. Deep down, I knew it was already at work inside me and Mab was right.

      I would be dead by the end of the year, no matter which Realm I chose.
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      “Emma, what is it? What’s wrong?” Lachlan asked anxiously.

      “What did that evil thing say to you?” Bran growled.

      I covered my face with my hands and began to sob.

      “The Apple,” I whispered, barely able to get the words out. “The Wicked Apple—that was what I dreamed about last night. Only it wasn’t a dream. Mab came to me—she came through the door in the picture and she made me take a bite! And now I’m going to die, just like my real parents did! She said I’d die before…” I sobbed. “Before the end of the year.”

      “She was lying!” Bran exclaimed, his face red with anger. “She was trying to scare you, Emma.”

      But Lachlan’s face was pale and drawn. He shook his head slowly.

      “No, I don’t think she was. Emma—do you have a bitter taste in the back of your throat?”

      “Y-yes…” I nodded, my tears overflowing again. “She made me bite it—she forced it in my mouth. I thought it was a d-dream!”

      I dissolved into sobs again. Was this really the end of my short life? I felt like it had barely begun—I wasn’t even out of high school yet! And now all I could do was go home and say goodbye to my coven—say goodbye to Avery and Megan and Kaitlyn—the best friends I had ever had in my life. I would die and leave them and never see them or Bran and Lachlan again.

      And what about Griffin and Ari and Saint and little Jalli? What about my mom? What would it do to her to lose her daughter like this? It was like Mab had given me a terminal illness and there was nothing anyone I loved could do but watch me waste away, just like Lady Isella had been forced to watch my real mother, Lorella, waste away.

      At that moment, the huge clock on the far wall of the banquet hall made a deep bong.

      I looked up, my eyes blurry with tears.

      “The first stroke of twelve,” Bran said numbly. “The time of decision.”

      I shook my head.

      “It doesn’t matter who I choose—in fact, I don’t want to choose either of you. What if choosing you drags you down with me? I can’t do that—I love you both too much.”

      “And we love you, Emma,” Lachlan said as the clock continued to chime. “Which is why you need to choose both of us.”

      “What?” I looked up at him uncertainly. “What are you talking about?”

      “You need to choose both of us,” he repeated. He looked at Bran. “Together, we can help Emma bear this burden—dissipate this poison—the same way we did with the black widow’s poison.”

      “But that won’t work!” I protested. “My father tried to save my mother that way and they both died!”

      “Because there were only two of them!” Lachlan exclaimed. “Don’t you see—they Blood-Bonded too late and there were only the two of them to bear the poison. But you only took a bite of the Wicked Apple last night, little one. The poison hasn’t been in your system very long. The three of us ought to be able to handle it.”

      “What if we can’t? What if it just kills you and Bran too? No…” I shook my head. “I don’t want to do that—I love both of you too much to risk your lives like that.”

      “Have you considered that if you die, Lachlan and I don’t want to go on living?” Bran asked softly. “We love you, Emma—both of us do.” Raising his sword, he found a clean spot on the blade, near the hilt, and sliced the pad of his pointer finger. He held it out to me. “Here—drink.”

      “But…” I started to protest. But before I could, Lachlan had sliced his own finger on the needle-sharp point of the crystal at the end of his staff. He, too, held out his bleeding finger to me.

      “Drink, little one,” he said. “Drink from both of us and then let us drink from you.”

      All this time the clock was still chiming but it seemed as though time had slowed down somehow. It was like Bran and Lachlan and I were locked in a reality of our own.

      I looked at both of them and felt my heart overflowing with love. My Dark Mage and my White Knight—both of them wanted to save me and neither wanted to live if I died. I knew I shouldn’t do this—shouldn’t let them risk themselves for me. But I knew in my heart I would do the same for either of them.

      The three of us belonged together, whether we lived or died, that was just the way it was.

      Carefully, I licked the drop of blood from Bran’s finger and then from Lachlan’s. Then I reached back and pulled the hat pin with the red pearl at one end, from the collar of my dress, where I had put it for safe keeping.

      I pricked my right index finger first and then my left. Then I held them out to my guys.

      Bran and Lachlan took my blood at the same time and then the three of us held hands in a circle.

      “Do we all know what to say?” Lachlan asked, looking at Bran and me.

      We nodded.

      “All together then,” I said. “On the count of three. One…two…three.”

      We took a deep breath and at the same time we all spoke the same words.

      “Blood of my blood and breath of my breath, nothing can part us now except death.”

      As the Blood-Bond took effect, I felt a surge of energy coming from both my guys at once. But even as the bond pulled the three of us together, a terrible pain filled me—even worse than the pain of the geas being lifted or breaking my mom’s addiction.

      “Hold on—don’t let go.” Lachlan’s voice was tight and I knew he was feeling it too. “It’s the poison—it doesn’t want to let go of Emma.”

      “It will have to let go.” Bran’s voice was a low growl. “It can’t have her!”

      “We have to bind it,” Lachlan said. “The three of us together—concentrate—use your Magic Eyes!”

      I closed my physical eyes and opened my Magical one, as he and Bran did the same. When I looked at it the right way, I could see the poison in my body. It was a small grey spot of rottenness and corruption, sitting like a stone in my stomach. It was only the size of a pebble, but it was already sending out roots.

      It was like a terrible secret growing inside me—this evil, magical stone—it wanted to take me over—wanted to eat me up from the inside out and consume my life force the same way Mab had wanted to consume my youth and beauty.

      “You…cannot…have her!” Bran told it.

      “We bind you away from Emma!” Lachlan said. “She is ours—not yours. We bind you and we drive you out!”

      I could feel the poison pebble’s stubborn evil—it had already put down roots—it wanted to stay.

      Well, it can’t! I thought, angrily. I’m not going to let it kill me just because it wants to!

      Reaching for the silver river of sparks, I grabbed some power and shoved it at the poison. The pain inside intensified and I understood that it was because we were pulling it out—pulling out the roots it had already put down inside me.

      It got worse and worse, a gnawing, stabbing agony like someone was using a rusty saw on my insides. I couldn’t have stood it without Bran and Lachlan. But instead of pulling away, both of them leaned into the pain, gripping my hands harder as they helped me bear it.

      “Don’t let up!” Lachlan ground out through gritted teeth. “It’s almost out—if we stop now, it will put down roots too deep to remove!”

      “Not…stopping…until it’s….gone.” Bran’s voice was hoarse with agony but I felt his renewed determination as the three of us pushed through against the pain, binding the poison that was trying to kill me.

      “One more push,” I heard Lachlan say as his grip on my hand tightened even more. “One more and we’ll have it.”

      “One…two…three,” I counted again.

      And then I felt it—we all felt it—the roots of the poison stone inside at last let go of me. I felt the hard little pebble shiver and then it crumbled to harmless dust. At the feeling, a vast relief washed over me.

      I was free. I was going to live and I was free.
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      The bitter taste at the back of my throat began to dissipate and a feeling of wellbeing swept over my body.

      Lachlan looked up, his eyes shining.

      “We did it,” he said.

      “We did it,” Bran echoed hoarsely and then the three of us were hugging and kissing each other and my heart was overflowing and I knew Bran’s and Lachlan’s were too because I could feel it through our new Blood-Bond. We were joined together now—nothing could part us. Nothing but death and we had just overcome that—we were going to be together forever, which was just how it should be.

      And just at that moment, the clock struck its final stroke—BONGGGG… The sound seemed to reverberate through my entire body.

      Both my guys looked at me and Lachlan said,

      “It’s the moment of your choosing, little one.”

      “Will it be the Winter Court or the Summer Court?” Bran asked.

      I lifted my head and smiled at them.

      “I choose…both,” I said.

      “What?” Bran looked at me blankly and Lachlan shook his head.

      “But you can’t have both Courts, little one.”

      “Oh, yes I can,” I said, lifting my chin. “If I can have both of you, I can have both Courts and that’s what I choose to do.”

      As I spoke, I reached for the river of power but now I saw it differently. It wasn’t just silver, as it was in the Winter Court or gold, as it was in the Summer Court. Instead, I saw the silver and gold running side by side and overlapping, just as the Courts did.

      Closing my eyes, I pulled more power than I ever had before, filling myself to the brim. And then I realized even that wasn’t enough. Taking a deep breath, I stepped into the river of power that came from the Natural World.

      “Emma!” I heard Lachlan gasp. “Don’t! No one has ever dared—”

      “I dare,” I said. I held out my arms, making myself a conduit, and let the power gush through me, outward into both the Summer Court and the Winter Court at once.

      The power did two things. First, it swept away the evil and madness of Mab’s long reign. Some of this was obvious—it crumbled the huge spider body and the rotten head, (which Bran had cut in two) into dust, and swept the dust away. It was almost like I had taken a high-powered water hose and was pressure washing the Winter Realm, ridding it of the filth and horror of years.

      But some of the power’s actions were more subtle. With the grime and filth, went the haunted house feeling. The doom and gloom which had hung over the Winter Court were chased away like shadows when the light hits them head-on.

      The second major thing the power did was make the Summer Court visible—at least to me. It felt like I was seeing the Courts overlap—one on top of the other. In both realities, (or dimensions) the three of us were standing in the banquet hall. But in the Winter Court, it was just Bran and Lachlan and me. In the Summer Court, I could see all the citizens of the Summer Court as well as my grandmother, Queen Elia, staring at me with wide eyes and an open mouth.

      “Emma!” I heard her call me. “Are you all right?”

      “I’m fine, Grandmother,” I called back. “Everything is going to be all right now. Everything.”

      And I meant it—I was going to make certain it was. I had the power to do what was needed for both Realms and I promised myself I wasn’t going to waste it.

      The Winter Court and the Summer Court were going to be in harmony from now on. I would rule them both with both Bran and Lachlan at my side and I didn’t care what anybody thought about it.
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      “Emmers! I can’t believe you’re back!” Avery left the chicken he was roasting over the spit in the Norm Dorm’s fireplace and rushed over to give me a big hug.

      “Emma is back?” Kaitlyn asked, popping her head out of the girl’s dorm. “Megan—Emma’s back!” she shouted, when she saw me standing there, grinning at her.

      “Oh my God! Emma!” I heard Megan shout.

      Then the three of them were hugging me at once and we were all laughing and crying and talking at the same time, as my Coven-mates asked me questions and I tried to answer.

      Avery was the first one to get control.

      “All right, all right,” he said, pulling back at last. “One question at a time! First of all, how are you even back here? We heard from Headmistress Nightworthy that the queen of the Summer Court had decided to keep you there.”

      “She wanted to,” I said, lifting my chin. “But I told her I wanted to be with my Coven-mates—at least until I finish high school.”

      Grandmother Elia hadn’t liked that one bit. But after the display of power I’d put on when I reunited the two Courts, she could hardly say “no” to me.

      “Honestly, my dear, you’re too young to rule anyway,” she’d said with a sigh, when I let her know that I was going back to Nocturne Academy to finish my education. “I’ll hold the throne of the Summer Court for you until you’re ready to ascend to it. But you’ll have to appoint a regent to hold the Winter Court as well, you know,” she’d added. “I am not powerful enough to rule both—only you are, apparently.”

      I hadn’t had to think very hard about that. Lachlan’s mother had agreed to hold the Winter Court throne for me until I was ready to rule. Though she was originally from the Summer Court, she had lived in the Winter Court for so long that she knew all the ins and outs of the Winter Realm. Also, I knew I could trust her. She was proud to have me as a daughter-in-law, even if she had to share that privilege with Bran’s mother.

      Speaking of Bran’s family, Queen Elia had recalled them from exile and they were all in the Summer Court to greet us when we returned. Bran’s father begged his forgiveness and asked him to take back the family name and Bran graciously accepted.

      I don’t know what they thought when they found out that Bran was going to be one of my consorts and that he was going to share that privilege with Lachlan, but Bran’s father simply nodded and didn’t say a word about it. Bran’s mother was much nicer. She seemed genuinely happy for us and I got the feeling that she would have liked to welcome Lachlan into their family earlier, only Bran’s father wouldn’t let her.

      I explained all this to my Coven-mates, along with telling them the story of what had happened in both the Summer and the Winter Courts—which took a long time.

      Avery got so interested he almost let the chicken he was roasting on the spit burn. He rescued it just in time, though, and we all sat down to Second Supper to eat and talk as I finished telling my tale.

      “So you’re with both of them?” Megan asked again, as though making sure. She stared wide-eyed at the way I was snuggled between Bran and Lachlan on the couch.

      “I just couldn’t pick.” I laughed at her stunned face. “So I got Blood-Bonded to them both.”

      “You know there was more to it than that, little one,” Lachlan murmured affectionately.

      “Considerably more,” Bran said, and I knew both of them were thinking about the terrible pain we’d all endured when we were ridding my system of the Wicked Apple’s poison.

      “Do you mind me asking if either of you is jealous of the other?” Saint asked, frowning at the three of us. “It seems to me that when one has chosen a l’lorna, one would not wish to share with anyone.” For some reason, as he spoke, his black eyes strayed to Avery, who was busy carving another piece of chicken for Jalli.

      “Not a bit,” Lachlan said and Bran added,

      “Not even a little.”

      “Bran will be my consort in the Summer Court and Lachlan will be my consort in the Winter Court,” I explained. “So we won’t really be, er, sharing the way you might be thinking. Not that we’d do that yet anyway.”

      “Emma is not yet of age,” Bran said formally.

      “Which means we are waiting—all three of us,” Lachlan added. “And Bran and I don’t mind sharing our lovely princess—she’s worth sharing.”

      “Our friendship has always bound us together and Emma’s magic binds us even more strongly,” Bran explained. He shrugged. “The three of us belong together. It’s as simple as that.”

      “Well, it doesn’t seem a bit simple to me,” Avery remarked. “I mean, two people being in love with the same person and neither one of them being jealous?”

      “That is the way it is with Drakes, though,” Ari said quietly. “My Drake and I both love Kaitlyn with all our hearts and neither of us is jealous of the other.”

      “Of course, one would wish to share his l’lorna with his Drake,” Saint said darkly. He frowned down at his plate and murmured, “If only it was safe to do so.”

      I saw Avery shoot him an uneasy look but then he grinned at me.

      “Well, if it works for you, it works for us, Emmers. Or should I call you Princess Emmers now?”

      I laughed.

      “Call me anything you want—I’m just happy to be home! Of course, I’ll have to visit the Fae Realm every once in a while so the people can see their new leader…”

      “Their new leader!” Avery crowed, his blue eyes sparkling. “Oh my Goddess, I bet it just burns Morganna’s britches that you’re going to be her new queen! What ever happened to her, anyway?”

      I frowned.

      “You know, I’m not sure. I know my grandmother, er, Queen Elia, forbid her court physician from regrowing her hair but I never saw her after that.”

      “She’ll probably turn up eventually,” Kaitlyn said gloomily. “She’s like a bad penny—you can’t get rid of her.”

      “Well, I say she got what she deserved,” Avery said decidedly. “She shouldn’t have been messing with Emma!”

      “I know she’s a bully and a mean girl, but I still feel kind of bad about what I did to her,” I confessed. “I’m talking to my grandmother about letting her regrow her hair. It’s mean to make her stay bald.”

      “Well, maybe it will teach her a lesson,” Megan said. “Maybe she’ll change her ways.”

      Avery snorted.

      “Right. Like Nasty Nancy and her crew changed their ways after the Headmistress disciplined them? I don’t think so.”

      “People can change,” Saint said, surprising me. “Just because someone was evil in the past—or did evil deeds—it doesn’t mean they are beyond redemption. Does it?” he asked, and I thought his voice sounded hopeful—wistful, even.

      “Of course not, roomie.” Avery reached over Jalli—who was sitting between them (her chimelings were asleep in the dorm room)—to pat Saint’s knee. “Of course there’s room for redemption,” he said gently.

      “Thank you, Avery.” Saint gave him an intense look—so intense that I saw my Coven-mate flush and drop his eyes after a moment.

      “Well,” Avery said briskly, getting up and starting to clear the dishes. “I think it’s time we got ready for bed. We have a long day tomorrow—or at least I do. Coach Vasquez had declared that we must all be tested for manliness—excuse me, I mean physical fitness.” He rolled his eyes and made a face. “Unfortunately, yours truly falls a bit short in her estimation, so I’m afraid I’m in for a struggle.”

      “You’re in good shape, Avery,” I protested. It was true—despite the fact that he lived on cream and sugar with a little coffee mixed in for most of the day, my Coven-mate looked great. I knew he was shorter than most of the boys in his gym class, but that didn’t make him a wimp.

      “Well thank you, your Majesty.” Avery made me an elaborate bow. “If only you could convince our sadistic gym teacher of that. She has it in for me, for some reason—possibly because she doesn’t approve of my orientation.”

      “Uh…I sort of thought she was same-sex oriented herself,” I objected, thinking of the extremely butch Coach Vaquez. I don’t like to stereotype people but she kind of gave off a vibe, if you know what I mean.

      “If you’re implying that the coach is gay, you’d be wrong,” Ari said flatly. “Or if she is, she probably despises herself for it.”

      “Excuse me?” Kaitlyn glared at him. “What an awful thing to say!”

      “I’m sorry, L’lorna,” he said, frowning. “I am not trying to be hateful or rude, I’m only stating the facts. Unfortunately our society—Drake society—is extremely homophobic. You know that Jalli and Saint and I don’t feel that way, but most of our people do.”

      “Of course we don’t,” Jalli piped up. She grinned at Avery. “I think you’re wonderful, Avery—I wish I had a best friend like you! I’m always so jealous of Kaitlyn and Megan and Emma.”

      “Well, thank you, Jalli.” Avery gave her a warm smile. “I think you’re the bee’s knees too.”

      Which made Jalli giggle.

      “Ari is right,” Saint said, speaking up unexpectedly. “Anyone who is different in Drake society is disliked—even hated. And you are taught to hate yourself too, if you are the one who is different,” he added grimly.

      “Look, the world of the Others is just way behind the human world on this particular point,” Avery said honestly. “You think my father was happy when I came out? Absolutely not—he still avoids me like the plague. You ought to see Christmas at our house—you can cut the tension with a knife.” He looked sad for a moment, then lifted his chin. “But the point is, you can’t let other people define you. You have to love yourself and tell everybody else to go f—” He caught Jalli’s wide eyes and I saw him pause. “To go screw themselves,” he finished at last.

      “Well said, Avery!” Griffin murmured. “It’s not easy being an outcast—I know from personal experience.”

      “That’s so true,” Kaitlyn agreed.

      

      Of course Griffin had been framed and punished for a murder he hadn’t committed and Kaitlyn had been ostracized because she’d been so badly scarred by a house fire, but I knew what they meant—it isn’t easy being different.

      Whether it’s because of how you look or who you love, the world can make it tough on you to stand out from the crowd.

      “Well, I really do need to get to bed now,” Avery said. He had put everyone’s dirty dishes in his “magic cleaning cupboard” and the Norm Dorm was neat and tidy. “I need my beauty sleep so I can look my best while I’m climbing that rope for Coach Vasquez tomorrow.”

      “I can tell her to let you out of physical education, if you like,” Griffin offered mildly. I knew he had done that for Kaitlyn, back when the Drake coach was being so horrible to her.

      But Avery shook his head, a look of determination in his blue eyes.

      “Thanks but no thanks, Griffin. I appreciate the offer, but I’m not going to let her beat me.”

      “As you wish.” Griffin nodded, a look of respect in his eyes.

      “My Drake—” Saint began.

      “Should not be involved in my gym class in any way,” Avery finished for him, firmly. “Thanks roomie, but I just don’t think it’s safe,” he added apologetically.

      I didn’t think it was either—especially considering that Saint’s Drake—which was cursed—seemed to feel very protective of Avery for some reason.

      It seemed like a dangerous situation to me. I knew that in Drake society, the Drake often fell in love first and the human they were tied to followed after. It made me wonder exactly how Saint felt about my Coven-mate. Did he care for Avery in some way? Or was it just his Drake that had taken a liking to the short, blond boy who was one of my best friends in the world?

      I wondered if I would ever find out—then decided it was probably better if I didn’t. Even with my new-found magical power, the idea of the dark presence that lived inside Saint scared me to death. It had killed people before—girls who had tried to tame it. And I remembered how it had felt when it simply stepped forward to order the skink out of my ear—like a creature of death and destruction, darkness and flame. How could anyone love something like that?

      And how could something like that love anyone else in turn?

      With a sigh, I decided there were no easy answers to my questions. I gave Avery a hug good night and kissed Bran and Lachlan before turning in for bed myself.

      Tomorrow was another day at Nocturne Academy and if I’d learned anything in my years as a student here, it was that you never knew what was coming next…
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        OF COURSE NOT!

      

      

      If you have enjoyed Stone and Secret, please leave a short review HERE. Good reviews let other readers know it's okay to take a chance on a new author or a new series. Plus they give me the warm fuzzies. : )

      Thanks for being such an awesome reader!

      Evangeline

      PS—If you want to be the first to find out when Avery’s story, book 4 in the Nocturne Academy series, comes out, sign up for my YA newsletter HERE. I promise no Spam—I only send out an email when a new book drops.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Give a Hot Kindred Warrior to a Friend!

          

        

      

    

    
      Do you love the Kindred? Do you want to talk about wishing you could go live on the Mother Ship without your friends thinking you're crazy? Well, now it's super easy to get them into the Kindred universe.

      Just share this link, https://bookhip.com/HLNPTP, with them to download Claimed, the first book in my Brides of the Kindred series for FREE.

      No strings attached—I don't even want to collect their email for my newsletter. I just want you to be able to share the Kindred world with your besties and have fun doing it.

      Hugs and Happy Reading!

      Evangeline
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      Sign up for my newsletter and you'll be the first to know when a new book comes out or I have some cool stuff to give away. Don't worry—I won't share your email with anyone else, I'll never spam you (way too busy writing books) and you can unsubscribe at any time.

      As a thank-you gift you'll get a free copy of BONDING WITH THE BEAST delivered to your inbox right away. In the next days I'll also send you free copies of CLAIMED, book 1 in the Brides of Kindred series, and ABDUCTED, the first book in my Alien Mate Index series.
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        You've read the book, now listen to the audiobook.

      

      

      My Kindred series is coming to audio one book at a time. Sign up for my audiobook newsletter. Besides notifications about new audio releases you may also get an email if I'm running a contest with an audio-book prize. Otherwise I will leave you alone. : ).
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        Below you'll find a list of available and upcoming titles. But depending on when you read this list, new books will have come out by then that are not listed here. Make sure to check my website for the latest releases and better yet, sign up for my newsletter to never miss a new book again.
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        All Kindred novels are now available in PRINT.

      

        

      
        Also, all Kindred novels are on their way to Audio, join my Audiobook Newsletter to be notified when they come out.

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        Kindred Tales
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        Contains Freeing the Prisoner, Healing the Broken and Taming the Giant

        KINDRED TALES VOLUME 3
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        KINDRED TALES VOLUME 4
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        BORN TO DARKNESS BOX SET

        Contains Crimson Debt, Scarlet Heat, and Ruby Shadows all in one volume

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        Alien Mate Index series
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        THE ACADEMY (Also Available in Audio)

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About the Author

          

        

      

    

    
      Evangeline Anderson is the New York Times and USA Today bestselling author of the Brides of the Kindred, Alien Mate Index, Cougarville and Born to Darkness series. She is forty-something and lives in Florida with a husband, a son, and two cats. She had been writing erotic fiction for her own gratification for a number of years before it occurred to her to try and get paid for it. To her delight, she found that it was actually possible to get money for having a dirty mind and she has been writing paranormal and sci-fi erotica steadily ever since.

      
        
        You can find her online at her website www.evangelineanderson.com

      

      

      
        
        Come visit for some free reads.

        Or, to be the first to find out about new books, join her newsletter.

        She’s also got a mailing list for updates on audio books.
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