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Witch Titles

Magella/Magellae (male: Magellus) - From magi, with a diminutive suffix. A young witch or one not a member of a coven.

Sororix - Sister. A witch who is a member of a coven.

Kentrox – a warlock with a coven (center or pivot).

Dominus/Domina Ritualis - Master/Mistress of the Ritual. The warlock or high priestess of the coven.

Magistra - Teacher

Magistra Prima (Prima) - headmistress of the school

Adjutrix – literally “helper” — the security and enforcement branch of the Council.

Magira - Latinized from the Greek “mageíra”, a member of the Witches Council.

Archimagira - Head of a Witches Council.


Felicity


Felicity Anne Alden was not a cat.

She looked like a cat — black, with white splotches running face to tail down her left side.

But she was a witch, not a cat.

Felicity was born in 1676 in a small village five miles outside Salem Town in the Massachusetts Bay Colony.

She’d been happy there, she remembered.

Remembered, even after over three hundred years, her family’s little farm — just enough to support them. But Felicity hadn’t known that at the time. She’d seen, but not fully understood, how hard her father and mother worked to keep just a step ahead of privation.

Despite that, Felicity couldn’t remember a time when she or her sister had gone without — their parents had seen to that, even at the worst of times.

She remembered helping her mother and older sister prepare the meals and clean the house, taking care of the farm’s chickens and pigs, while her father tended the fields.

She’d come to realize later that the man she thought of as her father wasn’t really.

Her mother, being a witch, couldn’t have a child with a mundane, a human without magic, so Felicity’s “real” father was the warlock of her mother’s coven. She’d never met him, only because things had gone so very wrong.

It always seemed wrong that the pox that took her family from her was called “small” instead of “great” — the latter being reserved for those who stuck things, or allowed to be stuck in, places rather indiscriminately, and not the one that could destroy a child’s world in a matter of days.

Witches were immune to most diseases, but some, the very worst, were too much for even magic to cure — or, perhaps, the origins of those were such that the disease itself was sourced in magic, making them uniquely virulent to both witches and mundanes. The Death had been one of those, the Pox another.

Felicity always wondered why she’d been the one spared. For years she’d begged the Goddess her mother told her of to explain — why?

Why had she lived when her family and so many others hadn’t? Her mother’s entire coven had perished, leaving no one to take in the young girl found sobbing in her home, surrounded by her family’s bodies. Was there some reason? Some purpose? Anything that could explain away the pain?

It wasn’t until hundreds of years later that she’d learned the likely reason she survived — their neighbor’s cows.

She’d loved them so — especially Daisy, the black and white spotted milch. Loved them to the point she’d eagerly wake before dawn to run the mile to the neighbor’s farm and assist with the morning milking, walking carefully on her return so as not to spill the bucket of milk she received in payment for her efforts.

Felicity suspected now that her mother traded with the neighbor for the milk, but at the time she’d thought it was all her work that provided each day’s milk for her family, and she’d been so proud.

She often wished she could have thanked Daisy for the cowpox that had likely saved her life, leaving her immune to the greater disease that ravaged the countryside. At other times she’d cursed the cow for being left so alone, wishing she’d perished along with her family.

With her mother’s coven gone and the entire village suffering from loss, there’d been no one to take Felicity in, but a family in Salem Town itself offered and, of course, Felicity had no say in the matter.

They’d said the right words when speaking to the village parson — love, family, home — but Felicity suspected they hadn’t needed to. There were more children the parson had to care for then, and little the ravaged village had to spare for a young girl not yet big enough to do much work.

At first, she’d been hopeful — before she learned the truth.

It wasn’t a daughter the family that took her in wanted, they had one of those already, it was a servant they desired.

The Ratchers’ farm was smaller than Felicity’s family’s had been, and ill-kept. Felicity was to fix that — cleaning, scrubbing, mending, it all fell to her. She suspected her own family’s property had fallen to the Ratchers in recompense for taking her in — almost certainly, for the man, she’d never call him father nor be bothered to remember his Christian name, spent far more on drink than his own farm could possibly have produced.

Not that her work was enough to satisfy the Ratchers, no matter what she did — a speck of dust left on a table that had been covered in grease and grime when she arrived, a bit of egg left stuck to the back of a plate, a single potato dropped from the heavy basket carried back from the field? All met with a scolding or even a beating.

Useless. Worthless. Should never have taken you in. Better you died with your parents than to burden us. Won’t you ever learn? Can’t you do so simple a thing without failure? Not worth the food on your plate! That’ll teach you! You won’t do that again, will you, ignorant brat? Stop your crying! Stop your moping or I’ll give you something to cry about! It’s not that heavy, you’re not that hurt, another word and you’ll feel my hand! Oh, was that this date? Well they’re better off not seeing what a failure they created, now there’re floors to scrub!

Words, battering at her, knocking her down, convincing her of their truth, for it was what everyone said and how could they all be wrong?

She hadn’t been happy there, but she was alive, even if she sometimes wished she wasn’t. And, in all, it was still better than what came with the Madness.

The Ratchers’ daughter — Felicity’s lips curled back from her teeth in a snarl at the very thought of the girl — was three years older than Felicity and despised the newcomer, even if Felicity was treated as a servant. The girl took every opportunity to make Felicity’s life even more miserable — deliberately leaving messes, tearing her clothes, though she’d be reprimanded for that herself, pinching and slapping Felicity when the elder Ratchers couldn’t see.

By the time Felicity was sixteen, she was seriously considering running away.

She was neither an innocent nor naive — she knew what life would be like alone for a young girl — but even the worst of what she imagined happening to her was better than what she endured, she thought. She was pretty, she knew — the looks from the men in Salem Town told her that, including those from Ratcher, though he’d not acted yet — so she could almost certainly find work in a tavern somewhere.

The Ratchers’ daughter had seen those looks as well, and it seemed to only fuel the other girl’s hatred of Felicity to new heights, and her torments to new depths.

There were other witches in Salem Town — Felicity had seen them — but they couldn’t help her. What was another family to say to the Ratchers? We’d like to take in your little servant girl? Why would the Ratchers give up free labor — and why would Ratcher himself give up the possibility of more?

Felicity had spoken to those other witches — briefly, so as not to upset the Ratchers, for they kept to themselves and had little to do with as few others as possible — and knew she’d have a place in a year or two when she came into her power and could make her own way, but years more of what she’d already faced were hard to contemplate.

Then came the Madness.

Felicity couldn’t think of any other way to describe what fell over the town.

Betty Parris and Abigail Williams, relations of the Salem Town parson, began falling into fits, writhing and contorting themselves freakishly, even to the extent of interrupting the parson’s sermons with their antics.

And they were antics, no doubt. One of the town’s witches discretely examined the girls and found nothing at all wrong with them, and Felicity herself could clearly see the mana of Deceit, Treachery, and Malice being shed by the pair as they rolled on the ground, spitting and snarling as though possessed.

Neither the other witches nor Felicity said a word, of course, for they needed no magic to foresee what was coming.

The madness only increased, with more and more arrests of “witches” — a laughable accusation, since not a single witch stood amongst those accused so far.

No, that dubious honor fell to Felicity.

Sitting in the Salem Town church — in the rear pew the Ratchers preferred, all the better and quicker to leave when the sermon was done — Felicity could only look on in horror as the Ratchers’ daughter screamed as though her soul was being torn from her body.

The girl clawed at her face, leaving bloody furrows, and rolled about in the space made clear by the other congregants backing away from her display in fear. She screamed again and again until — as if by some signal, and Felicity suspected it was — she saw the girl’s eyes dart to Abigail Williams just before she suddenly calmed.

She got to her feet, face blank, and with an outstretched arm uttered the word that would destroy Felicity’s life a second time.

“Witch.”
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Felicity ran harder and faster through the city’s streets as she always did when the memories returned.

She didn’t know what she hoped to accomplish by it — perhaps only the knowledge that if she’d run then, she might have escaped her fate. Perhaps that concentrating on the run — dodging feet, dodging cars, leaping to grasp with claws at brick and iron, dashing across rooftops, and leaping the alleyway gaps — might let her escape the memories.

Panting and exhausted, Felicity dashed across a street to a small park and collapsed beneath a bush, sides heaving to regain her breath.

Her ears snapped up at the flutter of wings and she was instantly back on her feet, crouched and ready to pounce.

The pigeon was just outside the bush’s leaves, stupidly pecking at specks on the brick path.

The bird’s head came up after each peck, twisting to look for threats before resuming its search for food, and each time it looked away, Felicity edged forward. She turned a bit to keep her right side, the unspotted one, more toward the bird, the better to conceal herself in the shadows.

When only a thin screen of leaves separated them, Felicity pounced — but her claws found only the hard surface of the brick pathway as the pigeon took flight in a flutter of wings, offset by the tinkling of a bell.

Felicity sighed, not unhappy the bird had escaped — she hadn’t really wanted to hurt it, but three hundred years in a form gave one certain instincts.

Melaina thought her fondness for her collar and bell was because she thought it was pretty, but Felicity simply didn’t like killing the birds and squirrels that caught the attention of those instincts before she could resist.

She much preferred her food to be cooked, and when those instincts did drive her to succeed in a hunt, she felt obligated to eat her prey rather than waste it.

She’d once tried bringing a sparrow back to Melaina in the hopes the older witch would cook it for her, but that had resulted in Melaina ordering Felicity into human form for a month, saying that bringing home dead animals was one step away from needing a litterbox, and that was simply unacceptable.

Felicity sniffed — a litterbox, indeed.

She wasn’t that far gone; it was simply that this form was simpler and less complicated — and the white patches of fur were far less of a reminder than what they hid from her human form.

With a huff, she trotted further into the park, shoving those memories back behind the mental door where she stored them.

She hadn’t been to this park before — playground, she noted, for the primary space was filled with slides, swings, and a merry-go-round. All old and in some disrepair — in fact, she noticed, looking around, the entire neighborhood might fit that description.

A far cry from where she lived with Melaina — and a far distance, as well. The other witch would likely be horrified to discover just how far Felicity roamed from home on these journeys.

All the better to explore, Felicity thought, trotting along and enjoying the tinkle of her collar bell.

The park was empty for the most part, with only a pair of children on the swings — well, older than children, perhaps just barely teenagers. In Felicity’s childhood, they’d be put to work, not idling on a child’s toy. She huffed again, torn between marveling at how easy the world had become and thinking it made life far too easy for them.

The boy was certainly old enough to be working the fields or even apprenticed — not that there were any fields or blacksmiths nearby.

Still, the mundanes, humans without magic, could usually be counted on for a head scratch or belly rub, and those always made Felicity feel better when she was out of sorts.

She trotted toward them, hopping onto the merry-go-round and felt thrilled to find it was still well-oiled enough that even her light weight sent it slowly turning. She paused and sat, letting the round platform carry her until she was nearest the pair on the swings, then hopped off — and froze in place, lowering her belly to the ground and flattening her ears against her skull.

She sniffed again, trying to catch the scent that had shocked her so, and found it on the breeze.

Felicity darted her head around, searching the park.

Melaina?

How could the other witch be here, and why? It made no sense. She’d never followed Felicity on one of her jaunts — at least as far as she knew.

She sniffed again.

No, not Melaina, but very like her.

How could that even be?

A few more steps and another sniff.

It was the boy —

Felicity’s thoughts spun — how?

Families often smelled similar, but not the same, just as the boy’s scent was so like Melaina’s, but that was impossible.

First, no warlock would sit about in the open like that. The Families kept such tight control over them they rarely left the estates. Even the independents and outcasts wouldn’t leave a young warlock so vulnerable as this — anyone could snap him up.

Second, because Melaina had no family. All her children, her entire line, had perished in the Death and she’d never had more, fearing, Felicity thought, to open herself up to the chance of that pain again. More, she thought she’d bargained away even —

No, Felicity didn’t like to think of that. It had been one of the few and certainly the worst argument she’d ever had with the other witch — her dearest friend. Even after all she’d been through herself, Felicity couldn’t believe the Goddess would make that bargain, but Melaina believed it.

Then another scent hit her and she crouched again, ears back and eyes wide, lips curling back in a snarl.

Blood and iron — more than she could account for by the metal of the playground equipment and its years of tolls on unwary children. Mixed with oak and cedar, none of which grew here. Those scents came from the girl.

Felicity stayed still, trying to think, and listening to the children’s conversation.

The two were on separate swings, but in opposite directions, so that they faced each other.

“I don’t need your help,” the girl said.

The boy shrugged. “Didn’t say you did.”

“Then why are you here?”

Another shrug. “I like to swing.”

“Bullshit.”

“Don’t let Karen hear you swear, Morgan, she doesn’t have many rules, but it didn’t take me long to find out she really hates swearing.”

“Fuck what she hates.”

The boy sighed, stopping his swinging. “You’re acting pretty immature, you know.”

“I’m twelve!”

“All the more reason not to be swearing like that.”

“Jesus, Noah, I’ve been here, like, four days. Why do you even care?”

“I like you.”

“What?”

“I like you. I think you’re cool, but if we’re going to hang out, I don’t want you getting in trouble all the time. How are we supposed to have any fun if you get grounded all the time for swearing.”

“Who the fuck said we’re going to hang out?”

Noah shrugged. “Who are you going to hang out with then?”

“Nobody!”

“Sounds boring.”

“I like being alone.”

Noah stopped swinging and watched her for a moment. “No, you don’t.”

Morgan stopped swinging and matched his stare. “How the fu — how do you know?”

Noah grinned. “You’re still here with me.”

Felicity watched them as they continued to talk, pondering what to do. She should tell Melaina, of course, but wanted more information before she returned home.

The girl was a witch and the boy was a warlock of the Blackwood line. He’d clearly claimed her, even if neither of them had come into their power or even knew they one day would. Every tale Melaina had told her of her line, of her children, spoke to that. The Blackwood warlocks simply decided something and assumed it would happen as they wished. Whatever had brought the two together here — an utterly improbable set of events, so other magic was surely involved somehow — the boy had clearly decided, and no power short of death would push a Blackwood warlock from his course.

A sudden itch at the back of her neck sent Felicity dashing for the cover of the bushes around a large tree.

Cats were predators, but they weren’t fools, and three hundred years in the form had taught her to trust the instincts that came with it. She looked up to the sky, certain that was where the danger she sensed would come from. Hawks, eagles, owls — even in the city those were a threat to this form.

She spotted a black speck against the white clouds and peered intently, head cocked to one side in puzzlement.

A raven?

Why would a raven trigger such a sense of danger in her?

The bird circled closer, closing on the park and making for the tree above Felicity. As it flapped to a landing high above, she could see why — the raven practically reeked of magic.

The black bird sat still on its branch, peering at the couple on the swings, and Felicity carefully checked her resonant stores to see how much mana she had on hand.

Both were nearly full, which she’d suspected, since they nearly always were, but sometimes she forgot — her resonants were Fear and Despair, not the most pleasant to work with, but at least Felicity had an edge on most witches. She didn’t need to experience anything new to fill them, she only had to open the mental door behind which she kept the memories of her childhood and “questioning” locked safely away.

A few hours of reminiscing, along with a few new screams to echo the ancient ones, and even her large resonants were filled.

Easy enough.

Carefully and slowly so as not to catch the raven’s attention, she cloaked herself in stealth and silence.

If the raven was being used to watch the boy, then it was a danger. No one should be watching a Blackwood warlock but The Blackwood herself, and any who did would surely not have the boy’s best interests at heart. Felicity would run to tell Melaina soon, but first she’d eliminate what could be an immediate threat.

She made her way to the tree trunk and grasped it with her claws, beginning her climb. She could use magic on the bird, but that left traces and might alert its master. Better a kill that looked like an accidental encounter with a cat. After all, that was exactly what this was.

One paw at a time — claws in, stretch, claws out, sink them into the bark, then pull herself up and repeat. A mad dash up the trunk would alert the raven to her presence.

One thing so many years in this form had given Felicity was the patience of a stalking hunter — another was reflexes that absolutely killed most video games, and she used the time easing her way up the trunk to think about what she’d play when she got home. Maybe a shooter — she was a little cranky the raven was making her climb a tree after how far she’d run and it would be good to take out a little frustration on some griefers.

Level with the raven’s branch, Felicity eyed her path. Two, no, three leaps — no need to overextend herself, the bird’s reaction would be to either drop from the branch or leap up, either would be better targeted with her feet on the branch.

She waited until she thought the bird’s attention was fully on the couple below, then pounced.

The raven dropped from the branch, spreading its wings at the first scratch of claw on bark, and Felicity changed her second leap into a long dive at where the bird would surely take its first wingbeat.

Claws caught in feathers, digging deep for the bird’s flesh. She wrapped herself around it, ignoring the buffeting of wings, but careful to stay out of range of the beak. Her weight dragged the raven down into a fall and Felicity twisted, bringing herself upright with the bird clutched below her. They landed with a crackle of branches and a dull thud just as she closed her jaws around her prey’s neck, biting and twisting until she heard a crack and the bird went still.

[image: ]


Felicity followed the pair from the park back to their home, and watched as Noah and Morgan entered, closing the door behind them.

She’d lain next to the dead raven, watching them and trying to resist the urge to eat it, until the couple left the park. Now she crouched beneath the home’s ill-kept bushes for a moment, before rising and padding down the sidewalk, tail high and bell jingling. She’d tell Melaina what she’d found — the other witch would be joyful beyond measure that one of her line had been found. Felicity knew she’d searched for centuries before giving up on any of her descendants having survived the Death.

Perhaps her thoughts of how her friend’s grief would be eased distracted her, but Felicity didn’t even notice the approaching magic before she yowled, as a crushing weight descended on her, pinning her to the concrete.

It wasn’t physical, she realized as she struggled to rise, but a pressure made up of magic, making her entirely unable to move, even her eyes, as she couldn’t turn them to see when a long shadow approached.

Dark shoes and blue trousers entered her vision as a man came close.

“What have we here?”

Fingers found her scruff and lifted her to dangle in front of the man’s face. Still unable to move, she swayed and twisted in his grasp as he turned her this way and that, examining her. The world spun dizzyingly before her as she struggled to make sense of the swirling images.

“What an interesting creature. I certainly wasn’t expecting you when my watcher died. Let’s have a talk, little one.”

He lowered Felicity to his side and began walking back in the direction of the park, swinging her at his side until she had to close her eyes to stop the dizziness.

The quick glimpses she’d gotten as he swung her about had shown a tall man, greying hair, with a full, well-trimmed beard and mustache — a dark blue suit, far too fine for this neighborhood, and an elegant, silver-handled walking stick he now held in his other hand, not deigning to use it for its purpose.

The man carried her to the park and knelt beside the dead raven.

“Your bite was off,” the man said. “A bit lower on the neck and you’d have severed his spine at the start and saved a bit of struggle.”

Your watcher was weak, Felicity thought at the man. Her normal fear of allowing anyone other than Melaina to know she wasn’t a cat overridden by her anger — both at the man for treating her so casually and at herself for allowing him to catch her so easily. It fell lower than any raven ought before its first wingbeat.

The man chuckled, then sighed and touched the rounded, silver knob of his walking stick to the bird, causing it to fall into a pile of ash.

Felicity stretched her senses, trying to tell what the man was, for he was certainly no mundane human — not after that exhibition and certainly not with the ease he’d shown in capturing her. Felicity might not be as powerful as Melaina, but it was no hubris for her to acknowledge that she was an accomplished witch. She should have sensed him approaching, her shields should have blocked his attack — that she’d been taken so easily spoke to a powerful foe indeed. That she couldn’t sense what he was filled her with a terror she hadn’t known in centuries.

He had no shields that she could see and the mana he produced and spun off spoke to him being a simple mundane, but that couldn’t be the case. It wasn’t a glamour, though, not unless it was far more powerful than she’d ever encountered before — that possibility was also a bit terrifying. She did live with The Blackwood, after all — and Melaina was a truly powerful witch, but Felicity didn’t think even Melaina’s magic could so easily make her as helpless as she was now.

The man walked to the swing set and sat in the swing where Noah had been, lifting Felicity to stare into her face.

“So … let us see exactly what and who you are.”

If she’d been able to move, Felicity would have yowled in pain as invisible tendrils burrowed through her mind, rifling memories — tossing some aside, while pausing on others as though to examine them more closely.

“Ah … friend of The Blackwood, I see. That does complicate matters.”

She’s coming! She’ll destroy you! Felicity thought, hoping to drive the man off.

The man chuckled. “Don’t mistake concern for fear, little one. I’ve no wish to meet The Blackwood on a matter of no interest to her, but that is a desire to avoid irritation, not an indication she’s any danger to my plans. Now, why would a servant of The Blackwood be sniffing around my Morgan?”

More probing tendrils.

“Ah, I see. She has no idea you’re here.” He frowned. “What to do?”

Run!

He chuckled again. “I think not. But it does leave a quandary. If I simply kill you, she’ll come looking — a glamour large enough to hide your path from her would be quite visible on its own and I doubt she’d give up easily. I can’t have her finding my Morgan. And I must confess to a certain weakness for your form — it so very nearly mirrors my own, you see.”

Felicity’s blood ran cold and if she’d been able to move, she would have shuddered.

A powerful being, powerful enough to mask that power, and speaking of a form like her own, a black cat with white spotting?

Cait, Felicity thought — if she’d spoken aloud, it would have been a whimper.

The man smiled. “Indeed, little one — Fíorghráin, of the Cait Sidhe … I’d say at your service, but we both know that’s not going to be the case, don’t we?”

Felicity longed for the freedom to shudder. A fae, and a powerful one at that.

The Cait were watchers of the dead, stealers of unguarded souls — she’d never heard of Fíorghráin before, but that was only because she wasn’t so foolish, or powerful enough, to deal with even the lesser of the creatures. Melaina might, but even then, at a cost.

“That’s a bit back-handed, don’t you think, little one? Acknowledge my power, yet call me ‘creature’ in your thoughts?” He smiled. “But we’ve lost the thread, haven’t we? Whatever am I to do with you? Destroy you and The Blackwood interferes. Glamour you and … no, I see you’re powerful enough to cause even mine to fade in time — likely buy me no more than a few months before you remember. Your interest seems to be the boy — I could destroy him, I suppose. What is that interest? Ah, I see — well, that complicates things even more. Killing a child of The Blackwood, no matter how far removed, would certainly be more trouble than I care to borrow.”

I will take the boy and leave.

Felicity shoved the conversation she’d heard between Noah and Morgan deep into her mind and locked it away. Noah had clearly already taken the girl under his protection and no warlock of the Blackwood line would ever abandon one he’d claimed as his own, unknowing or not. If the Cait learned that, then both she and Noah were certainly dead and Fíorghráin would take his chances hiding it all from Melaina.

“No — I’m aware of how these mundane authorities work. I wish no attention drawn to my Morgan’s home … such as it is.” Fíorghráin’s brow furrowed in thought. “I’ve no wish to move her again — this was to be her final place. Nor any wish to force those authorities to move the boy. You have no idea how frustrating it is to deal with these mundanes and their love of paperwork and red tape — not to mention their inherent laziness. It takes weeks to glamour them into starting the process, then more weeks for them to get around to typing about on their devices to make it happen. It’s quite a wonder they ever get a thing done at all.”

The Cait looked around the park as though seeking other options.

“Pity, perhaps destruction is the best course.” The Cait narrowed his eyes. “Or a glamour and geas, freely taken … a bargain?”

What bargain?

A bargain with a fae? Felicity concentrated on the fae’s words, looking for the hook that was always there when one of his kind offered a deal. She readied herself to bargain with the creature, centuries of Melaina’s tales of such things at the forefront of her mind.

“I’ve no interest in the boy — his presence here…” Fíorghráin sighed. “Well, the Universe does like her little tricks, doesn’t she? Coincidence is just another word for meddling, don’t you know. Perhaps even the very intent of this is to put my aims in conflict with The Blackwood.” He smiled. “But better a danger I now know, than what might replace him — yet. We’ll see what develops. You may have the boy, but draw no attention to this place — leave them be. You may take him when he leaves for some other cause, but not until. As for the girl, you will not know what she is. To your eyes, she will be a mundane girl of no import. Do you agree?”

Felicity pondered the deal for a time.

If another shows me the girl’s magic, I must be able to see it — else they might suspect your glamour, aye?

The Cait’s eyes narrowed. “A point. Should such a thing occur, you may recognize her power, but believe you overlooked it. No tricks, though, little one. You will be unable to suggest or lead any being to the girl. You and you alone may see the boy here, no other, until he leaves this place by no action of your own nor your advice — you may lead no being to him, nor speak of him to any while he dwells here, and, once you have him, you shall not return here. More, you shall never remember me or any of what we’ve spoken of today.”

Your watchers, Felicity said.

“What of them?”

If she’d been able to move, Felicity would have shrugged.

If I see one and sense its power, it will stir my suspicions. I might wonder and call upon The Blackwood to look into its presence.

“My glamour will make your eyes pass over them.”

I’m a cat. I’ve ears and a nose. Think you I wear a bell for mere show? The watcher’s scent will shatter the glamour, letting me see them plain, and no glamour could hide the power left by such a creature’s death.

Fíorghráin sighed. “You shall harm no more of my servants, little one.”

Felicity stared at the fae.

I am cat, Cait — well you know what cannot be resisted.

Another sigh. “I should have remembered tales of The Blackwood’s dealings before beginning to bargain with one of hers,” he murmured. “Very well, you will visit here in human for —”

“Ppfffttt!”

Fíorghráin’s eyes widened and he strengthened the power he used to keep Felicity immobile, twisting away from suddenly reaching claws.

“Whatever is it in your past that brings such a powerful reaction, little one?” He sighed. “No, curiosity aside, I’ve been here too long already — I might be noticed. Very well. My watchers will check on the girl at night, the days are yours — in return, and above all, you will take on their duty and guard the girl from danger as zealously as you do your own charge.”

Why do you not simply move the girl elsewhere, difficult though it be? What is it you want of her?

The fae chuckled. “You’ll learn nothing of my plans from this, little one. Accept what I allow you and be happy.”

Felicity pondered hard if there was anything else she needed, trying desperately not to think about what the Cait must not discover. If this fae had plans for the girl, then the boy’s claim on her would be a danger to those plans — knowledge that would surely prompt this Fíorghráin to reconsider his path.

Should the glamour and geas match your words, I will accept it.

“Excellent,” Fíorghráin said, then paused, frowning. “You’re hiding something from me, little one.”

You’re in my mind, fae — how could I hide aught from one as powerful as you?

“Let us see.”

Power tore into Felicity’s mind, delving deep, ripping its way through her thoughts and memories, searching for the door she must not allow him to open — but it was too much, she couldn’t resist a fae this ancient, maybe not even Melaina could. Yet, if the fae were to see what Felicity had — that the boy had claimed the girl as his in his mind and would never leave her now to whatever the fae had planned — then both of them were surely doomed.

Felicity hissed — the fae wanted to see what she kept locked behind the doors of her mind?

Then Felicity would open a door for him.
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Stone walls and iron bars.

Dark shadows and glowing metal.

Cold stone and roaring flames.

Stale sweat and burning flesh.

Whispers and screams.

The copper taste of blood, bubbled up from a throat raw and torn.

Felicity sobbed, too weak to struggle any more, her wrists and ankles already bloodied where they were bound to the wall. The pain from that was nothing, though, to what she’d endured and what she saw was coming.

“I can see thy thoughts, witch.”

The man who spoke, the parson’s “assistant”, stood a few feet away poking at a flaming brazier with a metal rod. He pulled it out and examined the glowing tip.

“Thou thinkest all shall be over soon, that thou hast not confessed and must be released — then thou wilt flee and use thy devil’s power to heal thyself.” He returned the rod to the fire. “That shall not occur. My brothers? They are fools, seeing a witch in every old woman’s face. But I? I see the truth. I see thee for what thou art.”

He left the rod in the fire and came to her side — Felicity tried to move away, but the bonds were too tight. The absence of the rod didn’t comfort her — he could hurt her well enough without it, he’d already shown. Just a bit of pressure on the burns already covering the left side of her body would do the trick well enough.

“Thou wilt confess, witch, and thou wilt hang.”

He came close and held up the mirror — it wasn’t the first time and Felicity clenched her eyes shut so she wouldn’t see.

“Open thine eyes, whore of Satan! Or I shall take one from thee.”

Felicity had already discovered the man would make good on threats, she had no desire to test him again, so reluctantly opened her eyes.

“Look upon thyself, temptress. Dost thou think thou shalt be able to heal these?”

The mirror was blurry with distorted waves, but that did nothing to hide the pattern of red and black burns that marred her face. He adjusted the mirror, showing her body inch by inch.

“The rod is blessed silver, harlot, wrought by mine own hand. A thousand hooks of silver, blessed with mine own blood and prayers, then fashioned to drive the truth from thee. Thy devil’s magic shall never heal these wounds, and all who look upon thee shall know thee for what thou art.”

Felicity tried to keep back the tears but failed and she almost welcomed the sting as they ran across her burned cheek. Maybe she did deserve this — she must have done something. Something horrible to deserve this life and now this death. Perhaps it would be better to just tell the man what he wanted to hear and be done with it — a hanging was surely more merciful than enduring more.

“Behold! Never again shalt thou deceive good men, cuckolding them with thy demon lord. What man could look upon this horror with aught but contempt and scorn?”

He set the mirror aside and leaned close, his stale, unwashed scent overpowering her own burned flesh for a moment.

“Confess, and all is done,” he whispered. “Why wouldst thou wish to go free in any case? To walk the world thus? Alone? Scorned by all? Every man seeing thee for what thou art? A worthless, unloved, horrifying witch?”

He waited, but Felicity stayed silent, so he turned his back, leaving her as he crossed the cell to a small table and the open book there. He began reading, mumbling words to himself, perhaps praying to his God.

Felicity might pray herself, if she thought it would do any good, but to who? Her tormentor’s God? She’d read that book herself and couldn’t see how it commanded him to do these things.

Her mother had told her of a Goddess and promised she’d feel that presence when the time came, but Felicity had spent years searching and found nothing, no matter how she prayed.

“Goddess?” Felicity whispered, voice so low she could barely hear it herself over the crackling fire. Once more. She’d try once more and then give them what they wanted from her, only to see an end to the pain. “Mother, please? I beg you — I can take no more.”

Pain flowed through her, more than she’d even felt so far, and she opened her mouth to scream, but no sound emerged. She closed her eyes, but still saw — the world was made of light. Colors flowing through her, filling her, while images of her time in this cell flashed through her mind. The pain, the fear and despair — all seemed to flow, turning into light that filled her.

Felicity’s hands slipped their bonds and she fell to her knees, toppling forward to catch herself on the cell’s hard cobbles with her … paws?

She blinked, trying to make sense of it.

Black-furred and half a foot across. She watched in amazement as sharp claws slowly extended from each to scrape against the stone of the floor. She could feel it, as though the tips of her fingers were pushing out each razor-sharp claw.

Felicity looked up as her tormentor turned, reaching toward the fire and the silver rod heating there.

His eyes widened in fear and his mouth opened to scream, or perhaps call for help, but Felicity was already in motion, leaping for him without conscious thought, as though the very fibers of her body recognized the man as a danger. Ignoring the pain in her left side and legs, pushing past the stumble as her left leg failed, her claws dug into his shoulders, dragging him closer. His scream was drowned out by a fierce, guttural snarl that frightened her, until she realized it came from her own throat, and was cut off as her jaws closed around the man’s head, crushing it and filling her mouth with the copper taste of blood.

Astonished, she backed away, turning her head side to side to take in the cell and try to make sense of what had happened. She looked down again and the paws were still there.

How…

Not to think on now, Felicity told herself.

No, there’d be time to wonder later, but for now she was free, her tormentor was dead, and she was still in this cell. Someone could come at any moment — they might have heard the man’s cry, brief as it was, or surely her own snarl, as amazing as that thought was.

She eyed the cell’s bars, the gaps between steel rods too small for a person and certainly for her current … form.

Pain crashed over her again at the thought and her vision blurred, returning in a moment, but … lower.

She looked down at her paws and found them smaller — only the size of a common cat.

Without another thought, Felicity dashed through the cell’s bars, down the hall, and vanished through a half-open door into the night.
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“Oh, what horrors these mortals be,” Fíorghráin whispered. “I am so very sorry for you, little one.” He sighed. “I would hide that memory, as well, and, truly, I would take the pain of it from you if I could. Swear your oath and I will leave you in peace.”

Felicity struggled not to think of her elation at keeping her secret.

Should your glamour be as you have said here, all and whole, I accept it willingly. I swear this by my Power, by my Grove, and by the Goddess who delivered me from torment.

Fíorghráin raised his other hand, placing a fingertip on Felicity’s forehead.

“Farewell, little one, and may the rest of your days bring you more peace than those which passed before.”
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Felicity opened her eyes to the darkness of night, confused for a moment about where she was, then remembered what she’d found.

A warlock of the Blackwood line!

But she mustn’t tell Melaina yet — the other witch’s joy at learning one of her children had been found would overrule her good sense. There was no way she could keep an unbound warlock secret from the Families. Not for the years left until Noah came into his power and could assist with his own defense.

Until then he should stay here, hidden, and Felicity would guard him until she could bring him home.


Chapter One




“You’ve been served,” the strange witch told me, handing me a blue envelope.

She turned and walked away without another word, leaving me to watch her tight-skirted ass undulate toward the cafeteria door where Magistra Cassian stood, still glaring at her.

It was the first day of classes after the Vernal Break, and I expected things to be a little weird around Willowmere. After all, over the break Cassandra Blake and I had been kidnapped by the Patriarchy — a shadowy group dating back to the Oracle of Delphi and dedicated to eradicating the witches. We uncovered their plot to release some sort of virus against the witches, and I’d marked Cassandra into my coven in order to gain enough mana, magical power, for us to escape.

Then there was the school disciplinary hearing for our violation of Prima Rosethorn’s injunction against me marking another witch into my coven during the school term — the whole “kidnapped and facing a horrible death” thing helped us out there, and we’d wound up not only not being expelled, but the disciplinary board had agreed to open a Willowmere cottage for us next term, so we wouldn’t have to cram three people into a dorm room. Four. Four people, because Cassandra was pregnant and we’d be having a baby next December.

Five, really, because we were going to mark Rachel into the coven right after school ended for the year, but nobody could know about that yet.

I’d dared to hope the weird shit was done for the year, but then the first breakfast back had sexy, Secret Service witch — tight black skirt, white blouse, black jacket, undulating buttocks — show up and hand me an envelope.

Oh, and apparently none of the Willowmere staff liked it, because they’d all stood up to glare at the strange witch the entire time — including one of the kitchen staff who’d brought along a meat cleaver.

“If you say one word about owls,” Sam, my red-headed roommate and first witch in my coven said, “then, Dominus or not, you’re getting smacked.”

I was pretty sure she’d do it, too, despite our power-exchange dynamic — and I wouldn’t stop her, because it would be fucking hilarious.

I was saved from having to decide about an owl-comment, though, because the school’s public address system pinged for attention. I immediately looked around to try and tell where the speakers were, but there still weren’t any. The sound just seemed to come from all around us.

“Attention students. Classes for the day are canceled. Please return to the residence building and remain there until otherwise notified. Staff and faculty will assemble on the quad for a security briefing. Will the Ashe coven please report to Prima Rosethorn’s office immediately.” There was a brief pause. “Magellus Ashe, do not open the envelope.”

I looked at Sam. “Now will you admit that thing is creepy?”
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We hurried out of the cafeteria, past the students still in line for breakfast — who were reduced to whatever was left in the steam tables and serving themselves, because the entire kitchen staff were on their way to the quad.

Outside there were more students hurrying back to the dorms from whatever they’d been doing, and staff and teachers pouring out of the classroom and admin buildings.

I saw several teachers with their heads cocked to one side, as though listening to something we couldn’t hear, and their eyes narrowed and jaws clenched as we passed.

It honestly looked like the Willowmere staff was getting ready for war or something.

“What’s going on?” Cassandra whispered, taking in the scene.

“No idea,” I said, “but it doesn’t look good.”

We entered the administration building, past an irregular stream of teachers heading for the quad, and climbed the stairs.

Prima Rosethorn’s assistant was standing and waved us into the Prima’s office as we approached.

Inside, Mel and the Prima were in her seating area, where a large television on a rolling stand had been wheeled into place on one side, facing the couch where Prima Rosethorn sat. Mel was seated to one side and the Prima waved the three of us to the couch on the other side, holding out her hand. The Prima had her windows open and there was a chill breeze wafting gently through the room.

Mel, Melaina Seraphina Blackwood, one of the oldest and most powerful witches in the world, was my … well, some-number-of-greats grandmother, who’d found me the day I aged out of foster care and killed a guy by making him run headfirst into a brick wall. It had been an interesting birthday.

“What’s going on?” I asked, handing the Prima the envelope and sitting down between Sam and Cassandra, both of whom took one of my hands and grasped them tightly.

“A moment,” Prima Rosethorn said, holding up a finger, before opening the envelope and scanning it. “I see.”

I hoped someone would help me see, because I had no fucking clue what was going on.

Prima Rosethorn cleared her throat, glanced at Mel, then looked at me.

“Properly, this should have come to my office, rather than directly to you, Noah, and I’m quite put out about the breach of protocol, among other things.”

I blinked, suddenly nervous, because if the Prima was calling me by my first name, shit was probably bad.

The Prima turned to Mel. “This is a summons from the Council for them to appear at a special session in four weeks’ time.”

“For what purpose?” Mel asked.

“It doesn’t say — which is odd in itself.”

What the hell could we have to say to the witches’ Council? We’d all given statements about the Patriarchy last week and didn’t have anything to add — at least that I could think of.

Prima Rosethorn set the summons on the table between us and picked up a remote control. She sat back and pressed one of the buttons, glaring at the television — then, when nothing happened, she pressed a button again. Then again, holding the remote up to look at it, then pointing it at the TV and pressing one several times.

Mel leaned forward, reaching for the remote. “Evelina? Would you like me —”

“I don’t need any help, Melaina,” the Prima snapped, shaking the remote several times and trying again. “Rebecca!”

Her assistant hurried in, immediately took the remote from her, pressed several buttons in a row, then offered it back to the Prima. “Just press this when you’re —”

“I’m ready! I’m ready. Just start the blasted thing, will you?” She sighed. “Mundane tools are always so frustrating.”

“Well, scrying won’t work through the enhanced wards you’ve just ordered,” her assistant, Rebecca, said, pressing another button. She set the remote down and left the room, while the TV turned on and a camera on its top whirred and rotated until it pointed at the Prima.

I sat back and tried to make myself very, very small, because both Mel and Prima Rosethorn were looking angrier than I wanted to have turned on me. A little anger from time to time, I could handle, but this seemed like more heat than I was ready for.

A sound like a phone ringing came from the TV speakers, and a moment later the screen lit up to show … Rachel’s grandmother?

I’d almost forgotten she was the head of the witches’ Council.

Archimagira Winthrop sat at a desk with a bowl in front of her, along with a coffee cup and a glass of orange juice — and looking so much like an older, far more confident, Rachel, that it was scary.

“Evelina,” she said, nodding. “Melaina. The Ashes. What can I do for you?”

“You can explain your actions of this morning, Katherine,” Prima Rosethorn snapped.

Archimagira Winthrop frowned. “I’m not sure what you mean.”

“You know exactly what I mean, Katherine.”

“I’m afraid I don’t, Evelina.” She glanced down at her bowl. “I did have an extra spoonful of brown sugar with my oatmeal this morning, but I quite doubt that should upset you this much.”

“One of your adjutrices just attempted to break Willowmere’s wards and served one of my students directly.”

Archimagira Winthrop’s eyebrows rose. “Attempted to break the wards?”

“Yes. And it’s only by sheer luck Magistra Cassian was alerted in time to allow her entry or she’d be a pile of ash right now.”

“That seems a bit excessive.”

“We had a student killed last semester, if you’ll remember, and two kidnapped just last week. The school wards are currently set to incinerate first and not bother asking questions at all — I suggest you inform your staff, because I’ve instructed the monitors to make no further exceptions.”

“I see.” Archimagira Winthrop reached for something out of sight, and I heard the tapping of keys. “What was this summons for?”

“For the Ashe coven to attend a special council session in four weeks’ time. Are you saying you’re unaware of this?”

“Anyone on the Council can schedule a special session, Evelina. It’s customary for them to speak to me first but not required.” She tapped some more. “Yes, I see it here now. Entered just this morning.” She frowned, eyes narrowing. “I’m afraid it’s a legitimate summons, but I will look into things further.”

“Entered by whom?” Prima Rosethorn demanded.

“I’m afraid I couldn’t say.”

“I want a name, Katherine. Willowmere has been neutral since its founding. Family politics have no place here.”

Archimagira Winthrop shook her head. “I don’t see how this could affect neutrality, they only want testimony.”

“This is obviously about more than a simple testimony and the delivery is suspect. She tried to break our wards! Someone instructed her to ignore propriety and walk right onto campus as though we had no say in the matter. She took this … this thing directly to a student!” The Prima tossed the summons back to the table. “No adjutrix would do such a thing without instructions. This was a challenge to Willowmere, as well. I want who sent it.”

Archimagira Winthrop said nothing while Sam, Cassandra, and I were doing our best to sink back into the couch cushions and disappear. I’d never seen, never imagined, the Prima this angry. Even Mel seemed to be watching the woman with fascination.

“What is it about, even?” the Prima demanded.

“Your copy doesn’t say?”

Prima Rosethorn shook her head.

“Well, I will allow that’s odd.” Archimagira Winthrop turned to her computer again. “‘Testimony and questioning regarding the alleged involvement of the Patriarchy in connection with the death of Katrina Cartright and the abduction of Cassandra Blake.’”

I was, in the Prima’s words, a bit put out at that, since I’d been abducted too. That should deserve a mention, shouldn’t it?

“Alleged?” Prima Rosethorn asked.

Archimagira Winthrop nodded. “There is a small fraction of the Council who question their involvement.”

“Fools, you mean,” Mel said.

“Well, hello, Melaina, thank you for jumping in with the glaringly obvious.”

Mel nodded. “Happy to be of service, Archimagira.”

The Prima reached forward and picked up the summons again, holding it up to the camera. “Once one of your people sets foot on this campus, Katherine, they are subject to Willowmere’s rules. My rules. Your agent broke at least six of them and, believe me, I’m not nearly done counting yet. The service was invalid, and this document is meaningless on my campus.”

My eyes widened as the summons flashed with flames, and in a moment was reduced to floating ash drifting down to fall on the coffee table and Prima Rosethorn’s rug.

Archimagira Winthrop’s eyes narrowed and she sighed. “Evelina, we’ll just issue another and follow your protocols.”

“No adjutrices will be allowed through the wards.”

“Evelina, there’s no need to —”

“Your adjutrix attempted to enter Willowmere without so much as a phone call. She didn’t ask for the wards to be opened for her, she tried to break them. That had to have been on someone’s instruction and the message is clear — someone expects Willowmere to be entirely subject to the Council’s jurisdiction.” Prima Rosethorn paused and visibly regained control of herself. “Willowmere’s neutrality was hard-won, Katherine, and this was an attack on us, so I must ask: Does the Council wish to be at odds with Willowmere? I don’t recall that going well for your predecessor.”

Archimagira Winthrop sighed. “Evelina, they are summoned to the Council.”

“Archimagira Winthrop, Willowmere is independent of the Council, regardless of how many members of the Families serve on its current board. Most of the staff is not of the Families, and are not bound to obey you. This was an attack on Willowmere by an agent of the Council, and Willowmere will not comply. I will allow no one to treat one of my students like this. If the Council wishes any of my students, you are welcome to come and get them — Melaina and I will be happy to greet you.”

I jumped as a chorus of voices sounded, rolling through the Prima’s windows like thunder from the quad.

“Willowmere!”

“The staff and faculty may have some opinions on the matter, as well.”

Holy shit, I thought, maybe they really are getting ready for a war.

I was almost ready to say we’d go, because this was way past anything I imagined, but as I opened my mouth, Mel caught my eye and shook her head, and I realized this had become bigger than just the three of us. That shout had been all of the teachers and staff gathered out on the quad — and they must be listening in on the call to have timed it so perfectly. Listening and pissed.

Archimagira Winthrop held up her hands in a calming gesture.

“Please think this through, Evelina. I know you have your differences with the Council and the Families — but this is a Council matter. Even if no adjutrices enter your campus, the Ashes can still be served off campus, and it will be binding.”

“I’m afraid the Ashe coven is restricted to campus for the remainder of the semester.”

That wouldn’t work for me — I needed to see Morgan on the weekends, but even if Mel hadn’t been giving me shut-up eyes, I wouldn’t have been able to get a word in edgewise, because that set off a verbal exchange like I hadn’t seen since Mel worked the Prima over to get me into Willowmere in the first place.

“You just had a disciplinary hearing, Evelina, and no such thing came of it.”

“Hah.” Prima Rosethorn ran her eyes over Sam, Cassandra, and me, and I tried not to start shaking. “These three? They’ve likely committed a dozen infractions before breakfast this morning.”

Archimagira Winthrop sighed. “I believe those responsible for this are quite serious — they’ll simply wait until the end of the semester and your summer break.”

“Had you not heard? We’ve received so many complaints about our waiting list that we’ve decided to hold a summer session. I’m certain students so dedicated to their education as the Ashe coven will be quite interested in attending.”

“The board would never approve that.”

“The board members who are part of this little endeavor, you mean? No matter — the school charter gives broad discretion to the Prima over the curriculum. A summer session is entirely within my purview.”

Archimagira Winthrop closed her eyes and took a deep breath.

“I don’t like this any more than you do, Evelina, but it won’t be dropped by the Council members involved. You can’t simply keep them on campus for the rest of their lives. What will it take to settle this?”

“The Ashe coven will not be leaving campus for a Council session. My students will not submit themselves to such indignity and disrespect as was shown this morning.”

“I see.” The Archimagira closed her eyes for a moment. “Prima Rosethorn, the Council formally, and respectfully, requests the use of a Willowmere facility for a special session — may I ask you to accommodate us?”

Prima Rosethorn smiled and nodded. “Of course, Archimagira.”

“Wonderful, thank you, I’ll have the location chan —”

“You may have the school cafeteria this Friday afternoon.”

I was transfixed and kept moving my head from the TV to the Prima like I was watching a tennis match. I’d thought Mel was a master of verbal assault, but Prima Rosethorn was a fucking blackbelt.

“This Friday?”

“I’m afraid that’s the only time available.”

“Seriously, Evelina?”

“This is a very busy time for us. It’s spellstick season, midterms start next week, then we have the Beltane celebration to plan, after which everyone will be quite busy studying for their final exams, not to mention the exams themselves.” She shook her head. “No, I can’t think of any time until after the start of the new summer session that we could possibly accommodate you — other than the cafeteria this Friday afternoon.” She frowned. “Moreover, these students have their studies to worry about and should not have to be worried about some random adjutrix lurking about waiting for them to step off campus. The sooner this matter is settled, the better.”

Archimagira Winthrop closed her eyes and rubbed her forehead. “Getting everyone past this nonsense I do agree with. I shall inform the Council of the change in time and location for this meeting.”

“Thank you, Archimagira Winthrop.”

Rachel’s grandmother shook her head slowly. “And I do expect you to bring a very fine wine to our next book club meeting, Evelina.”

“Of course, Katherine, I have the perfect vintage in mind. And, I understand, Melaina has a new brownie recipe for us to try.”


Chapter Two




Archimagira Winthrop’s image faded and Prima Rosethorn reached for the remote, but Mel got there first and shut off the equipment.

The Prima leaned back in her chair and closed her eyes, then sat perfectly still.

I looked to Mel, but she was staring intently at the Prima.

After what seemed like forever, Prima Rosethorn opened her eyes.

“Very well, then. Rebecca?”

“Yes, Prima?” the assistant asked, appearing in the doorway.

“In two hours’ time, please message the board that I am invoking Clause Forty-seven of the school charter.”

“Forty-seven?”

“Yes.”

“Very well, Prima.”

I really wanted to know what Clause Forty-seven was, and then I really didn’t want to know, because Mel’s eyes were wide.

Prima Rosethorn turned her gaze on us and I felt both Sam and Cassandra shiver a bit. I didn’t — and since the girls were already, they couldn’t say if I did or not, so don’t ask them.

“I want the three of you to know,” Prima Rosethorn said, “that, whatever comes of this, it is not your fault. You may be the catalyst, but you are not the cause — conflict between Willowmere and the Council was inevitable.” She sighed and glanced at Mel. “I’ll have no ‘I told you soes’ from you, either, Melaina. I may not have been successful in avoiding this, but I maintain I was right to try.”

“Are you certain you want to take that step, Evelina?” Mel asked.

If Mel was surprised about it, Clause Forty-seven must be some serious shit.

“We’ve had one student murdered and two others abducted, as well as a breach of the school’s wards, all by unknown parties — I believe this is exactly what Clause Forty-seven was intended for.”

“Unknown?”

“Yes — didn’t you hear? The Council believes there’s some doubt as to who killed Katrina and kidnapped Noah and Cassandra — and the Archimagira herself just told me she is unable to name who ordered an adjutrix to breach our wards. Unknown. Who am I to argue with them?”

Prima Rosethorn turned to me and I felt Sam and Cassandra squeeze my hands even tighter.

“Magellus Ashe, are there any witches on campus with whom you’ve reached an agreement to mark into your coven over the summer? Agreement with the girls themselves, regardless of their Families?”

I almost said “maybe” but this didn’t seem like a time to be anything but completely open and honest.

“Yes.”

“How many?” the Prima asked.

“One?”

I thought she almost looked disappointed.

“Rebecca?”

“Yes, Prima?”

“How many warlocks from the independent Families have applied for next term?”

“Six, Prima.”

Prima Rosethorn nodded. “Prepare letters of acceptance for the top four, will you?”

I felt the girls tense beside me.

Willowmere was always full, with a waiting list years long — and four was exactly the number of beds that would be freed up if my coven, including the witch Prima had just asked about, got expelled.

“Right away, Prima.”

“Wait — Rebecca?”

“Yes, Prima?”

“Prepare letters for all six — I’ll have some names for you after the Council meeting. I believe we’ll be informing some Families that Willowmere, sadly, has no place for their daughters next term.”

“Of course, Prima.”

The Prima turned to me again. “Magellus Ashe, I’m afraid we’ll need your coven’s rooms for others next term — so it would be best to simply prepare for that now. Please spend tomorrow examining the cottages and select one. I suggest number seven, it’s in the best repair and closest to the dormitory building. The staff will see to extending the school’s electrical and plumbing lines to your choice, but your coven will be responsible for renovating the interior. Do you understand?”

“I — yes, Prima Rosethorn,” I said, not even wanting to ask a question — there were too many things happening too fast and I couldn’t even guess what might be next.

“Good. I expect you to move from your rooms to the cottage before Beltane, so you’d best start soon.”

Prima Rosethorn paused, then frowned before nodding sharply, as though finalizing some decision.

“As well, my injunction against binding a new witch to your coven on campus is lifted — you may have use of the school Grove Thursday evening, if you wish. I release you from your oath only for a witch you have an existing agreement with at this time. Do you understand?”

I nodded, not trusting myself to speak — or not trusting myself not to scream, because Sam’s nails were digging into my hand so hard I thought we might leave some blood drops on the Prima’s couch. I didn’t blame her — we were getting Rachel. We were getting Rachel in four days.

“We’ll speak of more after the Council session.”

“Not that I disagree with any of this, Evelina,” Mel said, “but you do realize the course you’re setting?”

The Prima’s face hardened and she turned back to Mel.

“Willowmere is neutral ground. It is explicitly neutral ground so that our students, even those whose Families are in conflict, might feel safe and even lessen those conflicts for the next generation,” she said. “Someone has drawn a line, Melaina, and decided to force Willowmere to either roll over or choose a side.” She nodded and glanced at the still open window. “Very well — but I believe they’ve forgotten Willowmere herself is a side … and the one we will always choose.”
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“What the fuck just happened?” Cassandra asked as we left the admin building.

The walk downstairs had been made in silence.

“Welcome to the coven,” Sam said. “This is how our life goes. Buckle up, witch.”

“But … what’s Clause Forty-seven? We’re getting a cottage? We have to fix a cottage? There are going to be more warlocks here next year? And what the fuck does the Council want to ask us? We told them everything last week!”

Sam shrugged.

I let Cassandra’s questions flow past me as we walked, because I didn’t have any answers for her.

The faculty and staff had left the quad and I could hear the cafeteria gearing up for lunch service while the last few breakfasters were emptying their trays. We climbed the stairs in silence and entered our room to find Rachel waiting for us. I felt a sharp spike of emotion through the coven bond and squeezed Sam’s hand. This was going to be a fun conversation, but I wanted to get everything else out of the way first so we could enjoy Rachel’s reaction when we told her we didn’t have to wait until after the school year after all.

“Hey, Rachel, what’s Clause Forty-seven of the school charter?”

I was somehow certain she’d either know the answer or be the fastest of us to look it up.

Rachel blinked once. “Clause Forty-seven is dissolution of the board and granting of extraordinary powers to the Prima due to imminent threat to the health and safety of the students. Why?”

“Huh,” I said. “I think we just watched a little coup.”

“How does she know that?” Cassandra demanded.

“I read the charter last summer after I was accepted,” Rachel said.

“And you remember it?”

Rachel shrugged. “Some things — I thought that one was interesting. Why?”

We filled Rachel in on what happened, watching her eyes go wide at some of the exchanges between the Prima and her grandmother, then wound up with the fact that we’d be moving from our rooms to a cottage as soon as possible, instead of next term.

“That’s cool!” Rachel said, grinning.

“It is,” I agreed. “Oh! I almost forgot — don’t make plans for Thursday night.”

“Why?”

I felt Sam gathering her mana — probably to smother any explosions.

“That’s when I’m marking you.”

I had a single moment’s view of Rachel’s eyes going wide and then my arms were full — I swear she didn’t even cross the intervening space. Arms went around my neck, legs wrapped around my waist, and soft lips mashed my own hard against my teeth. The kiss didn’t last nearly long enough, but Rachel made up for that when she pulled her lips away from mine.

“I love you!” she screamed into my face.

That kind of enthusiasm was something that might take some getting used to, but something inside me exploded and I got my answer to whether I could ever love another witch as much as I did Sam. Maybe not the same, because Rachel was a different person, but every bit as much.

“I love you, too.”

“Well,” Cassandra said, heading for the bathroom, “this is sickening.”

“Wait!” Rachel cried, looking from Sam to Cassandra. “You guys will be there, right?”

Sam grinned. “Of course, sweetie.”

I knew that wasn’t a sex-thing, especially after Cassandra’s description of how she’d imagined her marking would go, in her Family grove with her mother’s coven looking on and performing a ritual.

“Please?” Rachel asked, staring at Cassandra. “We can fight any time you want, but I want my sisters there.”

Cassandra’s eyes went wide and she bit her lip.

“Please?” Rachel asked again.

I could see part of how hard this was for Cassandra through her mana generation, and imagine the rest. She could see how much Sam and I loved each other through the coven bond and now, even without a bond between us yet, she could see Rachel and I loved each other — add to that she’d been denied the ceremony she’d always dreamed of, which now Rachel was going to get, or at least be marked in a Grove instead of a basement, and was asking her to witness it.

“Yeah, sure, I’ll be there,” Cassandra said, then went into the bathroom and closed the door.

I shared a look with Sam — I was going to have to figure out what to do with Cassandra, but I still had no clue. It wasn’t fair to her — maybe if she’d been bound to one of her Family’s warlocks it wouldn’t matter if they loved each other or not, but in mine? The last week had to have been horrible for her in a lot of ways, but it wasn’t like I could make myself love her.

I cared about Cassandra. I wanted her to be happy with us … no, I wanted us to be happy, and that included Cassandra now. Sam wanted that, too, but we both had quite a bit of resentment toward her that couldn’t just disappear.

I looked at Rachel’s smile after Cassandra said she’d be there for her marking and wondered if the one of us Cassandra had hurt the most might be the first to truly forgive her.


Chapter Three




The Willowmere Cottages were in the forest behind the class building — about a hundred yards along a well-kept, gravel pathway.

Rachel, Sam, Cassandra, and I went because we were supposed to pick one for our coven — Brittany and Hannah came along because they were curious.

The two sisters looked like twins despite being a few years apart in age, with little but different styles for their dark hair to differentiate them. Hannah, the older, wore her hair longer and she was a little more developed than Brittany, with more and softer curves, while her sister still had a long-legged, coltish look.

“Let’s look at this one first,” Sam said as we reached the first pathway branching from the main one. A small, wooden sign with a seven carved in it marked the way.

The smaller path branched off to the right and we could see portions of a stone building — for a “cottage” it looked large to me.

“Why?” Cassandra asked.

“Because it’s closest to the rest of campus? And Prima Rosethorn suggested it and said it’s in the best condition?”

“Hmph.”

I chuckled. Cassandra and Sam were … getting along? A bit? The white-haired witch seemed more comfortable with Sam and me, but that also meant she often fell back into her old habits. Even without the need to fill and stretch her Malice resonant, old habits were hard to break and she often questioned things or made snide comments as a knee jerk reaction. For the most part, I ignored it, because I knew she was trying — and more often than not, Cassandra would recognize what she was doing and stop, then even apologize.

And, honestly, a bit of bickering between Cassandra and Sam was preferable to the sad, defeated way in which Cassandra spent some of her time now. I expected her to need time to adjust, but it had been a week, already, since we’d escaped the Patriarchy, and both those periods of listless apathy and the spikes of fear whenever there was a suggestion of more than casual intimacy between us were only getting worse.

The path we followed opened up into a clearing that held the cottage. The grass in the clearing was well-kept and the building itself took up about half the open space.

Stone, as we’d seen from the main path, and two stories with a one-story addition to one side. The addition was walled with overlapping boards instead of stone.

“Kind of small,” Cassandra said.

“It’s bigger than I thought it would be,” I said, taking in the structure.

There was a set of bulkhead doors leading to a cellar, too, so it was really three floors of space — four with the attic, I suppose.

“Maybe, but up to fourteen people, remember?” Sam prompted. “Plus any kids.”

I nodded — I guess that made sense. I still thought of houses as being for a couple and some kids, not a coven, and even with Cassandra bound to my coven and sharing our room, with Rachel joining us soon, the scale of a full coven was still just theoretical to me, so maybe the place was a bit small. On the other hand, I was glad it wasn’t on the scale of the house Priscilla’s mother had offered me to join their Family — fifty-plus bedrooms would be a bit much for us.

“Up to,” Cassandra said. “Usually only the warlock and one or two witches — it’s not like warlocks were grabbing a full coven in the first semester.”

Sam looked around at the other girls. “I don’t know — he’s got a pretty good start.”

I flushed and cleared my throat. We hadn’t even talked to Hannah and Brittany about joining the coven yet, despite Sam and I agreeing we would. With Prima Rosethorn’s previous injunction, and my own oath to her on it, that I not mark any more witches until after the school year ended, and everything else that had been happening, we’d been putting those conversations off until a better time.

Sam’s grin drew different reactions from the girls.

Rachel flushed and lowered her eyes. We hadn’t told anyone about the Prima’s permission — maybe order would be a better word — for us to mark Rachel in a few days, but the sisters had already figured out we would eventually. Well, Hannah figured it out — as she said, Brittany was sometimes a little dense for someone who could see the future.

Brittany was flushing, too, but smiling slightly, while her sister bit her lip and looked away.

I frowned — Hannah almost looked upset or unhappy about something — but I didn’t get a chance to ask, because Rachel changed the subject back to the cottage.

“Covens were closer in the old days,” Rachel said. “Every witch didn’t get her own bedroom. Grandma says it was way better.”

“Well, let’s see inside,” I said, opening the door.

It wasn’t locked, of course, there being little chance of someone sneaking onto campus through the school’s wards to break in, and none of the students would do anything like that, because a little bit of Hindsight would quickly reveal them to any teachers investigating trouble.

The front door led to a large mudroom with numerous hooks on the wall and benches lining either side. The benches had a shelf underneath I assumed was for boots or shoes and the hooks for outwear — jackets and such. There was enough space to store things for more than fourteen people, I thought, so they must be designed to accommodate visitors and the coven’s kids, too.

The idea of kids running around a college campus still seemed odd to me — and a little frightening, since I still wasn’t entirely used to Cassandra being pregnant — but I guess it made sense. The cottages were for the covens of witches attending Willowmere, and covens could have a pretty broad age range, even including older witches with children who’d need to store their own boots.

A second door at the end of the mudroom also opened to me and I had to stop in the doorway to take in the room beyond.

“What?” Sam asked, trying to peer around me, so I moved into the room to continue taking it in while giving the girls room to enter.

“Wow,” Cassandra whispered.

The bulk of the cottage’s first floor was a single room, thirty feet by twenty, or maybe a little more, with most of that taken up by a sort of sunken … bed. That’s all I could think of to describe it.

The level we entered on encircled the middle space in a U-shape with steps leading down at the two arms. On the far wall, centered on the U’s opening, was an open space, then a large fireplace — as though the seating, or lounging, area was designed to focus on that.

The interior of the U was cushioned on both the floor and along the U’s inner walls. The cushioned interior of the U was … large. Probably the equivalent of six king-sized beds, if I had to guess. It looked a bit like a sunken living room out of the 70s, only with mattresses instead of couches.

As we got closer, Sam sniffed, going over to look, followed by Rachel.

“A little musty,” she said.

Rachel bent down to feel the cushioning. “We’ll probably want to replace this with something modern — two-hundred-year-old down and feathers can’t be good.” She pressed down firmly. “Probably straw as a base, too.”

“What the hell even is it?” I asked.

I mean, I could tell that it was a giant bed in the middle of the room, but … why?

“Never mind,” I said, getting it.

Yes, yes, yes — this was exactly how I wanted the living space for my coven to be. One giant fucking bed where we all lounged around together, not everyone off in their own rooms, especially at night.

As I got closer, I could see not all the … cushions? Or whatever they were in the middle space, they weren’t all the same. Some had wooden tops, and there were a couple open spaces, like one was missing. They were square, all the same size, and I was reminded of one of those puzzle games where you slid the squares around to unscramble a picture.

I tried to picture the space in use — we could slide those around to open it up and make parts of the seating more like a couch, slide one over to have a place to put our feet up, slide another to have a solid top to put things on, or slide them all together to form the biggest fucking bed I’d ever dreamed of.

It was … perfect.

There was a knock against the still open door and a man’s voice, “What do you think?”

I spun around and the girls all jumped behind me — I almost wanted to jump behind me, too. I’d never have imagined how startling it would be to hear a guy’s voice at Willowmere — at least in person and not some movie or show we were watching.

This guy was about my height, with a thick, black beard and matching hair. He was wearing jeans and work boots with a red flannel shirt over a t-shirt.

He chuckled at the girls’ reaction, showing perfect white teeth, and held up his hands, palms out.

“Easy, girls — fully bound. No need to worry.” He held out his hand and approached me. “Peter Rosethorn — the school coven’s warlock. Good to meet you finally.”

I took his hand — closer, I thought he looked to be in his forties with just a very few strands of gray in his hair. That was way older than most of the witches looked and I wondered if it was a warlock-thing.

“Nice to meet you, too,” I said, and it was the truth — I hadn’t been expecting to meet another warlock, but it felt surprisingly good. “Rosethorn?”

Peter nodded.

I frowned — both Cassandra and Sam had taken my name as head of the coven, but the other teachers I’d recognized in the coven on Samhain weren’t Rosethorns. The other warlock must have seen my momentary confusion, because he laughed.

“The others use their ancestral names for classes,” he explained. “Having a dozen Magistra Rosethorns running around campus would be a nightmare.”

I nodded — even with just Sam and Cassandra changing to Ashe it could be confusing.

“So,” Peter said, “is this one your choice?”

“I don’t know, we just got here.”

“I’ll show you around then — I recommend this one, though, it’s in the best shape and it’s closest to where the electrical and plumbing lines were run to ours.” He grinned. “Unless you like candles and chamber pots.”

“Chamber pots, no; candles, yes,” Sam said, recovered from the shock of another warlock showing up. She gave me a look. “Nice drippy ones.”

“Well, running the lines for one means we might as well for the other, and internet — no one wants to dig up the forest more than once,” Peter said. He gestured at the open space. “So this is the main room — day, night, whatever, you’ll probably be spending most of your time here. I recommend that wall there for a TV, since it lets you sort of lounge there.” He pointed to one of the U’s arms. “Don’t put it above the fireplace, the electronics will get screwy from the magic.”

“Magic?” I asked, looking toward the fireplace. It looked like a normal fireplace; did we need magic wood or something?

Peter nodded. “It’s why the place has just the one.”

He walked over to the fireplace and touched the mantle, glowing runes appeared on its edge.

“Ah, good, they still work,” Peter said. “I was a little worried about that.” He tapped one of the runes. “This will let you distribute the heat evenly from the walls. It’s why the interior walls are all stone. We ran a deeper foundation on ours to add cooling — got the idea from those mundane geo-heat-pump things. Clever buggers with their science, aren’t they?”

He walked back over to us and I noticed the girls shifting to still keep me between them and him a little.

“Only need it in the summer, really,” Peter went on, “so you should be fine with just the heat during the school year. It does take a bit of power, though, so don’t overextend yourselves. Anyway, back to the tour, nursery’s through that door —”

Without a word, Cassandra led the charge in that direction.

Peter chuckled. “Figured that’d get ‘em.”

In moments, we heard little shrieks of glee and giggles coming from the other room, along with murmured plans I was sure were going to put a dent in even the handsome sum Mel had gifted my coven with.

Peter nodded. “It is a nice nursery — the old covens really knew what they were about.” He looked at me seriously. “If you’re after privacy, better to stay in the dorms, though.”

“Privacy?”

He gestured at the U-shaped bed. “This is it, mostly — there’s only six rooms upstairs, and they’re not very big — mostly for if someone’s not feeling well, needs a little break, or too tired to carry on with the rest. The basement’s mostly a workroom. So if you’re —”

“This is what I want,” I assured him. I was already edging toward the nursery, because the girls sounded so happy and full of joy — I wanted to share that with them.

Peter nodded. “Good man.” He shook his head. “I don’t understand the modern Families and their separate rooms — too much like mundanes. Almost like the priestesses are jealous or something. Anyway, there’s honestly not that much to show. Bit of a water closet through that archway, not nearly enough, you’ll find, and it’ll take more than a few days to fully build it out — I’ll help with that, but it’s mostly chamber pots and a couple room dividers for when it was too cold to use an outhouse.” He paused. “The outhouses are gone now, so you’ll need to walk back to the dorms until we get things built out.”

“Um, Prima Rosethorn said we had to do the interior ourselves.”

The other warlock snorted. “Are you a plumber? An electrician?” He shrugged. “No, those are things I’ll have the staff do — don’t want you getting electrocuted or flood the cottage path with water … or worse.”

“Oh, okay,” I said. “I just didn’t want anyone to get in trouble.”

I was thinking mostly of me, since I’d been in enough trouble with the Prima for one year, but figured he’d want to know what his high priestess said.

Peter chuckled. “No one’s getting in trouble. Evelina certainly didn’t mean for you to do the plumbing or electrical work — and if she is thinking that, I’ll speak to her about it. Shouldn’t be a problem … unless she was particularly irritated.”

“Thanks,” I said. I knew nothing about either of those and really didn’t want to experiment with a building I’d be sleeping in. Still … I’d met Prima Rosethorn and wasn’t entirely certain Peter, or anyone else, would be able to “speak to her about it,” warlock or no — and she had been pretty irritated. “You’re sure she won’t be mad?”

Another chuckle. “Evelina’s always mad about something — you get used to it.”

I had a lot of trouble believing that.

“Anyway, I’ll get you a toilet quick as can be, but you should probably use your dorm rooms for showering until we can get the water pipes run — have to figure out where you’ll want those. All there is right now is a copper tub and a hand pump.” He gestured. “There’re some utility rooms past the WC and kitchen through there — laundry space, storage, but no modern conveniences at all.

“The kitchen space is more of a place for staff to drop off meals if you’re not going to the cafeteria — we don’t have more than a fridge and microwave back at ours. I kind of recommend you still eat in the cafeteria. You’re already going to stand out from the other students by living in one of these.”

I nodded. It probably would wind up with some jealousy from the other witches — we didn’t need to add room service to the list. I was honestly more interested in talking to Peter about warlock stuff than the cottage, though, since he was the only other warlock I’d met.

“Feel free to stop by and chat if you ever want to talk about anything,” Peter said, maybe seeing the questions on my face. “Come by on your off-days from class — my ladies will be teaching and I’ll have time on my hands.” He sighed. “I’ve been trying to get Evelina to let me catch you up on some things since you arrived, but … she’s stubborn.”

I kept my mouth shut.

“Though she’s usually right,” Peter went on. “Until today’s break with the Council, starting up a ‘Warlock 101’ would probably have caused more trouble with those witches. We’re in number thirteen.” He chuckled. “Evelina picked it — sort of a joke. You probably wouldn’t expect that of her.”

“Um, no,” I admitted, finding it very hard to picture Prima Rosethorn outside of the school setting.

“Best to keep it that way.” He chuckled, looked toward the nursery, then raised an eyebrow at me. “Ever think about how lucky we are?”

“All the time.”

“Good — keep that in mind, ‘cause thirteen women in one room? You’re gonna need your happy place once in a while.”


Chapter Four




“I’ll go wait downstairs,” Cassandra said. “Let me know when you’re done?”

After checking out a couple of the other cottages, we’d let Peter know that we’d go with number seven, then came back to our room to get ready for dinner, while Hannah and Brittany went to theirs. There were some things we needed to talk to Rachel about before I marked her on Thursday night and I wanted to get that out of the way — and before I forgot to ask a witch where she wanted our coven mark again.

Leaving that to the last-minute urges had resulted in Sam having the mark, an oval of brown moles in the shape of my bite, on her upper breast where it’d be visible in a bikini, and then Cassandra’s on her neck where it was visible nearly all the time unless she wore a high collar. I was a little worried about the escalation and didn’t want to wind up biting Rachel on the nose or something.

“Why would you wait downstairs?” Sam asked before I could.

“You’re going to talk to her about stuff, I just thought —”

“We’re going to talk to Rachel about coven stuff — you’re coven.”

I nodded. “We do this stuff together — all of us.”

“Oh.”

Cassandra clicked the door shut and sat next to Rachel across from Sam and I, looking almost more nervous than Rachel did.

“What do we need to talk about?” Rachel asked, plopping down on my bed. “Yeah, Winthrops practice Purity, but that doesn’t mean I don’t know what’s going to happen. In general, at least.” She frowned. “Do I need to go visit a workroom before we talk?”

The shy little witch had a Passion resonant, common in her Family, and she had to carefully manage her emotions, otherwise it would fill and stretch too much, causing her a lot of discomfort — much like Cassandra’s new Lust resonant must be causing her. I wasn’t sure if Rachel’s Family had been exaggerating when they told her too much could make her explode, but I had seen her throw twenty-foot streams of flame from her fingertips trying to burn off the extra mana.

Last semester she’d gotten permission to use a workroom to vent things whenever she needed — a wise choice by Willowmere’s administration.

“I don’t think so,” I said. “It’s just some stuff you need to know and a couple decisions you need to make.”

Rachel took a deep breath. “Okay, I’m ready.”

I chuckled, but inside I was hoping she was, because the first thing I needed to tell her about was my Control resonant and Command affinity, something a lot of witches were terrified of — and that their Families had actively tried to breed out of their lines. Command allowed me to compel someone, including witches, to obey me, provided I could break through their shields and overpower their will with my own.

When I’d told Sam about it, she’d bounced up and down demanding I make her do something, because … Sam. Cassandra and I had been imprisoned by the Patriarchy and facing some pretty nasty consequences when I told her, so her reaction had been tempered by that. But Hannah had found out without any prep, and she’d been terrified of me — running off into the night and hiding in her room until Sam managed to talk her down.

It was also something that could get me killed if it became common knowledge — at least before I could defend myself properly.

I didn’t think Rachel would react poorly, but I also didn’t want it to come as a surprise after she’d been bound to me for life — I wanted her to have the chance to back out if she wanted to.

“First, I need you to promise you won’t tell any —”

“By my Power, by my Grove, and by the Maiden who drives me, I will tell no one what is said in this room tonight without your leave.”

I blinked and Cassandra was staring at the little witch open-mouthed, but Sam was just grinning.

Rachel shrugged. “Winthrops with Passion are always closest to the Maiden.”

“I … sure … that was a pretty quick oath, though,” I said.

She shrugged again. “Geez, Noah, I’ve been waiting for this since school started and I first saw you — yeah, it was all mixed up with my Family’s first-warlock thing, and then the stupid love potion, but … I really love you, I trust you, and I know you’re not going to hurt me, so what is it, already?”

I chuckled. Because of how powerful the Passion resonant could be, and dangerous until a witch had a warlock to drain off the mana she generated, the Winthrops practiced Purity — going to their covens pure in spirit, pure in thought, and pure in deed — they weren’t even supposed to think about sex before they were bound into a coven, and they didn’t even see a warlock, or any man at all, in person until then either, so they knew the first guy they ever saw in person would be their warlock.

Rachel had been very confused when she arrived at Willowmere and saw me.

“Wait,” Cassandra said, narrowing her eyes. “You used a love potion on her?”

“Other way around,” I said.

“Actually, she gave it to me,” Sam put in, while Rachel flushed and hung her head.

“What are you people?”

I shrugged, turning my attention back to Rachel. Cassandra could catch up on her own time.

“My resonants are Lust, Pain, and Control — with Command.”

I took a deep breath and waited for the explosion.

Rachel frowned. “Okay.”

“You’re okay with that?”

Rachel cocked her head. “Winthrops aren’t silly scaredy-cats. Command has to get through our shields, and there are a lot worse things someone can do if they have enough power for that.” Her brow furrowed. “Is that why you and Sam do those … things?”

I chuckled again. Sam and I had a power dynamic that went far afield from even the compulsions the coven bond set on witches to obey their warlock or high priestess, different from Command, even, but that was Sam and me more than anything else, I thought.

“Maybe it’s part of it, but mostly it’s just how Sam and I are.”

“Do I have to do it too?”

“No,” Cassandra said, before I even had a chance to open my mouth to say the same. “None of the rest of us are going to have to do that freaky-deaky shit.” She narrowed her eyes at me. “Right?”

“Absolutely,” I said. “I’m not going to make any of you do anything you don’t want to.”

“Ahem.”

I nodded at Sam. “Unless you want me to make you do things you don’t want to.”

Cassandra groaned and glared at Sam. “One day? Can we go one day without you being a pervert?”

“Prude,” Sam said.

“Girls,” I said, “this is about Rachel.”

“Right.”

“Sorry.”

“What else?” Rachel asked.

“Oh!” Sam interjected. “We need to figure out what Rachel’s Event is.”

“No,” I said, “we are not doin⁠—”

“Yeah,” Cassandra put in. “We shouldn’t have to share the equinox.”

“I’m not —”

“What’s an Event?” Rachel asked.

“It’s noth —”

“Noah likes his witches to have special Events around our bindings.”

“I do not —”

“Like mine’s the Event of the Solstice,” Sam said, “but that’s probably not the best thing to call it, since there are two in a year, so it should probably be the Yule Event.” She shrugged. “He still doesn’t know all our holy days, so he sucks at naming Events.”

“Hey!”

Cassandra sighed. “There is so much we’re going to have to teach him.” She shook her head. “Really ignorant.”

“Hey!”

“So we need something roughly a week before and a week after the equinox,” Sam said.

“Hm.” Rachel’s brow furrowed. “Oh! Cassandra’s could be the Eostre Event?”

“Yes!” Cassandra agreed. “That’s for fertility and…” She placed a hand on her stomach and smiled. “You know.”

Rachel nodded, then her eyes widened. “Oh! Could I have Hilaria? We — Winthrops, I mean — always celebrate that for the Maiden.”

I sighed.

“Yes,” Sam said. “I think that’s perfect. So we have the Yule Event, the Eostre Event, and the Hilaria Event. Perfect.”

I closed my eyes and sighed again. “Do you really think there are enough of those for thirteen witches? Because I don’t think this should be a thing.”

“It is absolutely a thing,” Cassandra insisted.

“Enough?” Sam snorted. “Witches have more holy days than Catholics … mostly because we hid the good ones from those dirty, thieving —”

“Yeah,” Cassandra interrupted. “There’s Samhain, Yule, Imbolc, Ostara…”

“Beltane, Litha, Lammas, Mabon…”

“Walpurgis, Lemuria, Matronalia…”

“Don’t forget Perchta and Dziady,” Rachel added.

“Then there’s the monthly Esbats,” Sam put in. “Eclipses, meteor showers, comets.”

I stared at the three, wondering how witches managed to get anything done.

Sam shrugged. “Witches like to party — we’ve just been too busy with school to really celebrate them all properly.”

“I can’t wait to tell Grandma I got Hilaria,” Rachel said. “She’ll love it.” She held a finger to her lips. “After, of course. Ssshhh.”

“I can’t believe you’re just going to … steal her,” Cassandra muttered. “How do you get away with that?”

Rachel shrugged. “Grandma wants me to be happy.”

I cleared my throat to change the subject, because Rachel couldn’t see the sudden spike of sadness and hurt that ran through Cassandra. When Cassandra’s mother had found out her daughter had been marked by me instead of the other way around, she’d simply turned and walked away.

“Can we get back to something important?” I asked.

Note to self, I thought as three pairs of glaring eyes focused on me, never minimize the girls’ Events.

“Being bound to a coven is very important,” Sam said.

“Yeah,” Cassandra agreed. “Even if it is in a basement with a fucking vampire watching it all.”

“Okay, okay,” I said. “But there are some more immediate decisions for Rachel to make.”

“Like what?” Rachel asked.

“I need to know where you want the mark.”

“Sure,” Cassandra grumbled, “she gets asked.”

“I don’t know,” Sam said, rubbing her neck approximately where Cassandra’s mark was. “I’m sort of rethinking being upset about the bikini visibility and wishing he’d gone full-vamp on me — a lot cooler than a collar.”

Cassandra went red. “An hour. Can you give me a fucking hour without being a pervert?”

I cleared my throat again to head off any conflict.

Rachel bit her lip. “Um, where’s Sam’s?”

Sam patted her chest, just at the upper, inner curve of her left breast.

Rachel nodded and touched the mirror spot on her right breast. “Could I?”

“Sure,” I said.

Sam was blinking rapidly as she stared at the other witch.

“Great!” Rachel smiled. “Is that it?”

“Nope,” I said. “One more thing. When we do this, it’s going to open your dormant resonants, so you’ll have three.”

Rachel’s eyes widened. “Really?”

I nodded. “It’s a thing with Mel’s line and it’s an even bigger secret than my Control resonant. Your two new ones have to be from mine, though, so you have to tell me which ones you want — Lust, Pain, or Control.”

“Pain,” Rachel said, immediately.

“Really?” Cassandra asked.

“Have you seen spellstick? All the girls are usually drained halfway through the game — imagine if I could top off every time I got hit! I could Heartfire the entire team late in the third! The other teams might not even hit me once they figure it out and I can run rampant on their ass!”

She ducked her head. “Sorry. Should’ve said butt.”

I laughed. “I think you can swear all you want — you’ve heard me and Sam, right?”

Rachel shook her head. “No, Grandma says it’s not proper behavior outside of a game.”

I thought about our meeting with Rachel’s grandmother and wondered if the intimidating witch also let loose during a spellstick match.

“We can’t let them figure it out, though,” I reminded her. “Secret, remember?”

“Right … well, the only thing they’d see is me having a lot more mana, so I’ll just say you’re really good at…” Rachel flushed and looked down while biting her lip. “Development.”

Sam snort-laughed while Cassandra rolled her eyes.

“What?” Rachel asked. “It’s not funny! Until after Purity we use a lot of … formal terms for stuff. To keep from, you know, thinking about it.” Her eyes widened. “I’m gonna be able to think about it…”

Sam grinned. “You sure are, sweetie — we’re going to have a lot to talk about.”

“Don’t corrupt her,” Cassandra protested.

“I can be corrupt if I want to now,” Rachel said firmly. “For the second one —” Rachel frowned, really thinking about it. “Lust could be hard.”

“Why?” I asked — I mean, I didn’t need all my girls to have Lust, but I’d have thought Rachel would be more worried about having Control, given how the witches felt about it.

“Hello? Passion? Passion binds with everything. Well, not everything, but definitely Lust — and Love and Rage and Anger and Desire and … a lot. It just multiplies everything! It’s like having another resonant for anything you can be passionate about. It’s bad enough binding to those alone, but when there’s another whole resonant it can bind with?” She shrugged. “Some warlocks can’t handle it.”

Rachel left with the agreement that she’d think about whether she wanted Lust or Control.

I was uncertain about giving Control to any other witch, and Rachel was concerned about having it, but I could tell she was giving it some serious thought — even though she wouldn’t be able to use Command in a spellstick match, if she even got that affinity. I was torn between hoping she wouldn’t take that and worrying about being able to handle a witch with Lust and Passion. Rachel talked like it was a big deal.


Chapter Five




“This is the most pillows Magistra Hennessy would give me,” Sam said, dumping a half dozen pillows to the floor next to the cottage’s sunken bed. “She said we’d have to pay for any not returned at the end of the term — or if they’re ‘unusable.’ It’s like she thinks we’re going to do something perverted with them.”

“Now why would she think that?” Cassandra muttered, tucking another sheet in between the cushions that made up the giant bed.

“Let’s take a break,” I suggested, hoping to head off another round of sniping between the two.

“Good idea,” Sam said. “Remind me to order us our own sheets and pillows and stuff when we get back to the dorm? I think we should get all this stuff back to Magistra Hennessy as soon as we can.”

Sam went to what served as the cottage’s kitchen area while I flopped down on the part of the giant bed we’d managed to cover in fresh sheets that kept some of the mustiness of the cushions at bay — we’d only been at things for half a day and it would take a lot longer than that to reupholster and restuff all of them, so we’d decided to just cover them until we could get to that. None of us wanted to stay in the cramped dorm room any longer than we had to, especially with our coven growing in a couple nights.

We’d decided to move in even before the real renovations started, since Rachel would be joining us soon. None of the girls wanted to sleep in a different dorm room — and I didn’t want them to, either — and even when the Murphy bed we’d ordered arrived, it wouldn’t be big enough for four.

The girls — mostly Sam and Cassandra, but Rachel was chiming in with opinions, as well — were arguing about colors, materials, paint, and just about everything else someone could have an opinion on, so I was a little worried we’d be stuck with our half-assed “repairs” for a lot longer than I wanted.

So far, we’d managed to get most of the dust and dirt out of the first-floor room. We’d used a little magic for that, but none of us were that great with the air magic we’d need to really blow it all out the door and Cassandra’s telly wouldn’t work either — she didn’t have the focus or control necessary to interact with all the little particles spread around the room. Probably no witch did, since it would require her to concentrate on every dust mote individually. Once we had a pile, though, she could get most of it out the door with little effort. Or she could clean up after me, as I tried to learn that particular magic — slowly.

Peter had already cleaned the fireplace and chimney for us — I think the Prima allowed someone else to do that for us so we wouldn’t wind up burning down one of her cottages — and we had a nice little fire warming the room against the late-March chill.

Now it was nice to lean back against the cushions with the fire warming my right side. The rest of me was a little chilly, still — at least until Cassandra cuddled up against my left side and Sam returned with three sodas and did the same on my right. We didn’t want to spend the mana necessary to power the heat distribution, since we needed it for classes and other things. It really wasn’t cold enough to warrant that anyway.

Peter had been right, if we had a TV on the wall we were facing, it would make for perfect viewing.

“This is nice,” Sam said. “A lot nicer than our room.”

Cassandra nodded.

I had to agree — I just wasn’t sure how it was going to work with eleven more girls.

Or even one more, I thought as Rachel came through the front door. I’m out of arms as it is.

“Join us, sweetie?” Sam asked, holding up the arm that wasn’t trapped next to me.

Rachel grinned and started toward us, then stopped and bit her lip. “Um … maybe … after.” She glanced at the door. “We’re taking a break? I’ll, ah, be back in thirty minutes? Okay?”

“Sure,” I said, but she was already out the door and I chuckled. “Workroom?” I asked Sam.

“Workroom,” she agreed, nodding.

“What was that?” Cassandra asked.

“Rachel gets a little worked up,” I explained. “She’ll vent some mana in a workroom and be back.”

The cottage’s basement workroom was cluttered with storage, but clearing it was on the list of things to do.

“She gets full that easy? Must have a tiny resonant.”

I shrugged. I didn’t know how big Rachel’s resonant was — maybe it was tiny and that was why it got full so easily. It was a little hard to think she could fill it after half a day’s working on cleaning the cottage — on the other hand, most of our efforts had been on preparing the giant bed she’d soon be joining us in.

“You might be surprised,” Sam said, then got up to crawl across the giant bed to the other side. She pulled one of the cushioned ottomans that made it up out of place and began running her hands over the sides and underneath.

“What are you doing?” Cassandra asked.

“Finding good attachment points,” Sam explained.

Cassandra frowned. “Attachment of what … oh, ew! Seriously?”

Sam shrugged. “I don’t want to break anything and it’ll be easier to add some while we’re reupholstering them anyway.”

Cassandra looked at me but I just nodded. “She’s stronger than she looks … and she likes to try and —”

“Stop!” Cassandra covered her ears. “Just, please, stop.”

“Yeah, stop complaining about it,” Sam said.

“No,” Cassandra said. “Not here — this is where we’ll be hanging out all the time. This is where we’ll sleep.”

“Yeah,” Sam said, “perfect place.”

“It is not!”

“It is unless you’re going to help him carry my noodle-legged, limp-ass down those stairs every night — or you’re okay with Noah sleeping up there all private with me.”

“No!”

Sam shrugged and went back to studying the ottoman’s structure. “Here it is, then.”

“Pervert,” Cassandra muttered.

“Girls,” I said, thinking it was time to cut this off. In general, I’d decided not to intervene in their disagreements unless things got serious, but we did have a lot of work to do. “Sam, it’s probably not fair to the other girls to take up the main room for our … stuff.”

“I don’t mind if they watch.”

“Ew!”

“Girls. Sam, we’ll set up one of the other rooms for … that. Maybe part of the basement.” Most of the basement was a sort of workroom and circle, almost like Mel had at her brownstone, but there was quite a bit of free space still. “And I’ll carry you back here if you can’t walk.”

“Gross,” Cassandra muttered.

“Witch — if you think him taking your breath away is good, wait until he takes your legs.”

“Deal?” I asked, trying to head off any more.

“You’re giving me a dungeon and princess-carrying me to bed every night? Damn right it’s a deal.”

“Be sure you hose her off before bringing her back up here,” Cassandra muttered, wrinkling her nose.

“That’s the smell of ecstasy,” Sam said. “Get used to it.”

We spent the rest of the day cleaning as best we could, stopping as it started to get dark, since there were no electric lights in the cottage and Magistra Hennessy would only give us enough lamp oil for one of the lamps attached to the cottage’s walls. That and the firelight would be enough for us overnight, but it certainly wasn’t enough to continue working. Using mana to produce some light was an option, but we all kind of liked the warmer glow of the lamps and fire.

Sam took my hand and Cassandra latched onto my other arm as we returned to the residence building — Rachel had gone on ahead earlier to get ready, which I assumed meant visiting a workroom for the second time in one day.

“It must suck to have such a tiny resonant,” Cassandra said after Rachel left.

Sam snorted, but I was too nervous to really comment. I was also worried about Cassandra and how she might take the coming binding in the Grove.

As the day had gone on, my nervousness was understandable — this was my first time entering a Grove to do anything, and my first time binding a witch in any sort of ceremony. Sam and Rachel just got happier and happier as the day went on, but Cassandra … she put on a decent front, and I was proud of her for not wanting to dim the … event for Rachel, but I could tell she was also sad about it. A couple times I thought she was starting to say she wasn’t going, but then she’d look at Rachel and hurriedly move on to something about the cottage and all the work we had to do.

I really hoped she could hold it together and not ruin things for Rachel.


Chapter Six




We didn’t get any work on the cottage done on Wednesday, but were confident we could get the place somewhat livable by Thursday night — even if we would have to walk back to the residence building for toilets and showers. Rachel offered to heat the bathwater, since water was a good place to dump excess magic, but we’d still have to fill the big copper tub with the cottage’s hand pump — and lug it to the tub in buckets. The dorm showers were just easier and better, despite the walk.

After classes, Sam, Cassandra, and I hung out in our room for the rest of the evening, just going downstairs for dinner, and as it got to be the time of the night where she’d usually go to her old room to give Sam and I some privacy, I could tell that Cassandra was getting nervous about something.

Sam and I were on Sam’s bed and Cassandra was on hers — another thing we’d had to schedule, so the cuddle-with-Noah days alternated with the sleep-with-Noah nights. It was both frustrating and kind of cool that my girls seemed to need that sort of thing with me every day. We definitely needed to get moved to that cottage soon, though.

“Hey?” Sam asked, sitting up and looking at Cassandra. “Are you okay?”

“What? I’m fine! Stay out of my —” Cassandra took a deep breath. “No, I’m sorry, I know you can’t help what the bond shows you.”

“So what’s wrong? Can we help?” Sam asked.

Cassandra took a deep breath. “I want to be with Noah tonight.”

I frowned. “Yeah, it’s your night to sleep with me.”

“No,” Cassandra interrupted me. “Not just for sleep. I want to be with you tonight. It’s time. If we’re facing the Council on Friday, then we need all the power we can get — not that we’ll have to fight them, or even could, but they respect strength more than anything else and we need to be prepared if we have to show them some.”

“Oh,” Sam said. “Sure.” She hopped up. “It’s getting to be about that time. I’ll go wait in a rec room — maybe sneak into Rachel’s room if you guys are going after lights-out.”

She gathered up her laptop, gave me a quick kiss, and left the room.

Cassandra sat up on her bed, what used to be Sam’s, with her head bowed and hands in her lap, picking at her fingers. I moved to sit next to her, not touching yet, and tried to figure out what she was feeling.

She’d said she wanted to … or at least that it was time, and Lust was definitely there. A lot of it, but so overshadowed by other things it was almost lost in the mix. Fear, anxiety, and worse — none of it binding to Lust, like Sam’s did with Pain and others, so I could tell this wasn’t some weird fetish or something.

“Cassandra —”

I reached out to brush a strand of hair back behind her slightly pointed ear and the Fear spiked, making me jerk my hand back and almost yelp at the jolt it sent down my arm.

Our door flew open with a bang against the wall and Sam strode into the room, jaw clenched and eyes blazing, as though she’d been waiting just outside for exactly that.

Cassandra was on her feet in an instant, fists clenched.

“What the fuck! Can we have a little privacy?”

“Not when you’re spiking Fear down our bond like it’s the first sex scene in a horror movie! What the fuck is your problem, witch?”

“I don’t have a problem!”

“Clearly you do, since you can’t give your coven what it needs! I know it’s not an attraction thing — every time you look at Noah you light up pink like it’s Valentine’s at the fucking mall!”

“It’s none of your business!”

“It is if you’re this unhappy! Crone’s curse, Cassandra, your old roommate even asked me what’s wrong with you! She says you spend the whole time you’re over there in the bathroom … and you’re not always good about the volume!”

Cassandra flushed beet red but the look of fury on her face only intensified.

I was so shocked by the sudden change in things that I couldn’t think of what to do — first Cassandra’s fear, then Sam’s sudden appearance so angry left me stunned.

“Yeah!” Sam said. “She asked me if Noah’s impotent or something!”

“What?” I really was more concerned about Cassandra and Sam than I was about some random senior girl thinking my dick didn’t work, but still.

“Don’t worry — I told her since there was just the two of us, we were doing week-on week-off to give your witches time to recover from your —” She eyed my crotch. “Attentions.”

“Maiden’s blush! Why are you even talking to her about this shit?”

“She asked me! Cassandra, come on — this is it. This is your coven — talk to us, please!”

“You’re not our fucking high priestess!”

Sam’s brief moment of relative calm and pleading went up in smoke.

“Is that what this is about? Are you just fucking pissy that you didn’t get to be high priestess?”

“Girls —”

Mana flashed out from Sam to engulf Cassandra and I jumped forward to get between them, but then I saw it wasn’t an attack — it was Sam’s Harmony affinity creating the biggest stream of magic I’d ever seen between the two girls and covering them both in a connected, soothing blue glow.

Neither of them looked soothed, though. They were both still glaring at each other, fists clenched and shoulders hunched.

“Dominus,” Sam growled through clenched teeth. “Would you please give me a moment alone with my sister?”

“I don’t think that’s a good idea — look, let’s —”

“Noah, it might be best,” Cassandra snarled.

“Please,” Sam said. “This is taking a lot out of me and I think we’ve got about five minutes to work this out before we start clawing faces. Please.”

I looked between them for a second, then sighed. I didn’t like it, but I had a feeling if I forced anything right now, it would just get worse later, maybe when I wasn’t around. Sam had the Harmony affinity and usually seemed to know what might make things better.

And maybe there were things Cassandra would only talk about with another girl, even if she had to scream it.

“All right.” I paused at the door. “If anyone’s physically hurt when I get back, there’ll be consequences.”

“Yes, Dominus.”

“Whatever.”
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I made my way downstairs to the first floor, which was starting to get less and less crowded as we neared lights-out. The thought crossed my mind to stop by Rachel’s room and hang out there, but there was no way to tell if her roommate would freak out about a warlock knocking on their door so close to curfew.

Instead I went into one of the rec rooms and laid down on the couch — I didn’t think I should turn on the lights or television in case I wound up down here after lights-out and there were teachers patrolling the building or something. Probably the school’s wards would just notify them and they’d nail my ass anyway, but I could give it a shot.

There was a thought of actually trying to sleep there, but I knew that wouldn’t happen.

I was hurt and a little angry at Cassandra’s reactions — as well as angry at myself for feeling angry. It wasn’t like she could control it, but she could at least talk to us about whatever was causing that sort of fear.

I laid down on the rec room couch and closed my eyes, but then sat up again about an hour later when Sam came in and softly closed the door behind her.

She didn’t even bother walking around the couch, just climbed over the back and slid down behind me, wrapping her arms and legs around me.

“I love you,” she whispered in my ear.

I got the same thrill of excitement and joy I got every time she said that, tempered only a little by my concern for Cassandra.

“I love you, too.”

“Do you want the good news or the bad news?” Sam asked.

I sighed — no, it couldn’t be as simple as ‘We talked and she’s okay now,’ could it.

“Good news,” I decided, at least then I’d have something positive in my head.

“Our coven now has annual subscriptions to fifty-seven porn sites.”

Of all the ‘good news’ I’d imagined, a fuckton of porn wasn’t anywhere on the list. I wasn’t even that interested in porn anymore — once you had a smoking hot witch who’d not only do virtually anything you asked her, but actively demanded you come up with new stuff, porn didn’t really do it anymore. Except as research.

I knew Sam visited those sites, but her interest was more in curating playlists before giving them to me and saying stuff like, “Pay particular attention to the scene at twenty-four minutes, seven seconds.”

“Why?”

“Cassandra’s afraid you’ll make her fill her Despair resonant, since you won’t let her fill Malice, so she’s been stretching Lust to make up for it. She’s been using as little mana as possible and trying to make it bigger than Malice. But it’s not there yet, so every time it looks like things are headed toward a harvest, she gets terrified that she won’t have enough mana to satisfy you.”

I sighed.

“I was afraid it might be something like that. I told her that wasn’t how things would work in our coven.” I groaned. “She built Malice over four years; she hasn’t had Lust more than a week now. There’s no way it’ll get that big so fast. Probably take, what, a year or two, at least?”

Sam nodded. “Even if she did nothing but watch porn, yeah — at least that, without your help to stretch it. She heard you about not expecting a certain amount of mana — she just hasn’t accepted it yet. It’ll take a while, I think. She’ll have to see that you mean it.”

“Okay, but what does that have to do with … did you say fifty-seven annual subscriptions?”

“Yep.”

I did a quick calculation. “That’s … that’s like ten grand, isn’t it?”

“More — she has expensive tastes. It’s okay — she used her Family’s card; they haven’t canceled it yet.”

I wasn’t sure that was ‘okay.’

“So Cassandra’s mother is going to get a credit card bill for ten thousand dollars worth of porn?”

Sam nodded again. “Sororix Blake probably won’t get the bill herself, but the amount might get brought to her attention. Some freaky shit, too — Cassandra found this one site that does live-action hentai with really high production values and —”

“Ew.”

“Right? And she calls me a pervert.” She kissed my neck.

“Wait — she showed it to you?”

“We shared some recommendations — call it bonding time.” Sam paused. “Plus we needed to weed out the duplicates before they renew.”

Of the things involved in running a coven, I hadn’t thought keeping track of porn subscriptions would be one — I wondered if Sam was going to ask for suggestions for how to track it in her Coven Management class. No, I didn’t — probably be a spreadsheet.

Sam sighed.

“She’s really afraid what she can generate won’t be enough for you. Like she’ll be a disappointment to us — all of us, you know? She wants to support the coven, and that’s just making her more and more frustrated when she feels she’s not going to be able to do enough.”

“Got it.”

Goddess, but this coven thing was complicated. I’d been so careful with Cassandra since we’d returned to Willowmere, trying not to do or say anything that might even suggest the things she feared, and it hadn’t been good enough.

“She’s calmed down, but she’s touchy,” Sam said.

“No shit?”

“More touchy than usual.”

I sighed. “So what do I do?”

“I guess you should —” Sam went quiet for a minute, then squeezed me hard. “Be yourself, Noah — that’s always been what I needed.”
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I entered the room slowly and closed the door as quietly as I could.

Cassandra was back in the position she’d taken when all this started, sitting on her bed and looking down at clasped hands.

“I’m sorry,” she whispered.

I sat down beside her — I’d spent the whole walk back to the room trying to think of what to do. Think of anything that might help her. Be yourself. Great advice, if yourself gave you a clear path. Myself didn’t have that for me right now.

I sat down beside her.

“I don’t know what to do,” she whispered. “It just happens.”

“It’s okay.”

Cassandra shook her head. “It’s not. The Council’s coming after us — it has to be my mother. I should have known she’d do something.”

“Archimagira Winthrop said it was just some questions about what happened.”

Cassandra shook her head. “That can’t be it — they’d just send someone if it was questions. This is more — it has to be.”

“It might —”

“Noah, you don’t know anything about how this works. This isn’t a few questions; that’s just an excuse to get us before the Council. Once we’re there and vulnerable, she’ll twist it into something else. I don’t know what, but she’s coming after us and using the Council to do it.”

“Maybe, but we can’t be sure.”

“Noah! I am sure. It’s what I’d do, because that’s what she taught me to do. We need more power — even if we can’t actually fight them, they’re always more responsive to a show of power.” She swallowed hard. “And Samantha was right — what good am I if I can’t give my coven what it needs?”

I nodded — in acknowledgment of how she felt, even if I disagreed. I had to do something, though. We couldn’t face whatever was coming with this much conflict between us.

I sat back against the wall and opened my arms. “Come here?”

Made sure it was a question, an offer, and not an instruction. Cassandra had no problem with touch — she’d cuddle in a heartbeat and loved having her shoulders massaged, no matter how bad she said I was at that. It was only the prospect of more that triggered that fear, maybe because she associated that with what the witches called a harvest. She was also way out of balance, and that had to be affecting her emotions. Even if it was Lust that was driving things, the discomfort she must be feeling from her resonant being so full had to be making everything worse.

Cassandra closed her eyes and leaned back against me.

“Just do it,” she whispered. “I’ve seen worse at home.”

I wrapped my arms around her. “I told you I wouldn’t hurt you.”

“You might have to. It’s okay — I’ve known all my life what would happen. I tried, but … I always knew I wouldn’t be enough.”

“Nope.” I held her tighter. “Not if you’re reacting like that.”

“Noah —”

“In fact, we’re not even going to talk about the mana. The only thing we’re going to deal with tonight is your other problem.”

“What other problem?”

“The one you lock yourself in your old bathroom to deal with when you’d rather do it in my bed.”

“This is my bed.”

I shook my head. “My coven, my beds, my witches, yeah?” As gently as I could I moved one hand from where I was holding her down to rest on her belly. “My son.”

I felt the surge of warmth and affection I got every time I thought about that — not just for the baby, but for Cassandra as well. Her sharp intake of breath told me she could feel that through our bond and knew it was for her too.

“Yeah,” she whispered.

“So this is about you and me tonight. No mana, no resonants, no magic — not if it scares you — just one of my witches is hurting and I can’t let that go on. Okay?”

She nodded, so I slowly slid my hand lower, pausing every time there was a hint of fear in her mana and reassuring her. It took a while to get her long nightgown raised and bunched up, using just my fingers, a few inches at a time, but I think that was good — it gave her time to get used to things and calm herself.

Once I could reach them, I slid my hand slowly inside her panties, through the soft, fine hair and lower to find her already wet. With as full as her Lust resonant was, that must have been a constant state for her over the last week.

I thought about making a joke about tentacles, but decided to save that for another time. Sam would laugh at the most inappropriate joke at the worst time, but not Cassandra.

Instead I moved my fingers softly and gently against her, slowly watching things build while I murmured words of reassurance and acceptance — trying to project that through our bond as well.

Ultimately, this, and what Cassandra had apparently been doing in her old room’s bathroom on a nightly basis, wouldn’t resolve the issue she had with her Lust resonant being full, but it would relieve the pressure and pain for a bit.

A sort of calm tension built in Cassandra and I increased the pace of my fingers until her breathing started to become ragged and I knew she was close.

“Do it,” Cassandra whispered. “Take it, please, now.”

“Are you sure?”

“Please?”

I hesitated — I’d told her we wouldn’t be doing that tonight, but she was asking. I could still see things churning deep within her — fear and so much more that I didn’t want to identify. I decided to trust what she was asking for, even in the heat of the moment, and tentatively extended my Lust resonant to gently touch hers. Just the one, just a bit.

Cassandra jerked in my arms as the connection was made and the fear spiked just a little, but she also moaned and relaxed after a moment.

I pulled slowly on the mana there, seeing and feeling it change as it entered me, pink of Lust to the bright yellow of refined mana, refined and condensed before filling my own resonant stores.

Cassandra tensed, but not with fear, and slipped into a gentle, rolling orgasm that I tried to draw out while I drained her mana, easing that pressure as well. Then I slipped my fingers inside her, massaging there, drawing it out longer, as I sent some of the mana I’d taken, refined now and free of the emotions that created it, back into her stores.

I withdrew my fingers to return to just holding her as her shuddering eased and her breath grew deep and even.

“It’s enough, Cassandra. You’re enough.”


Chapter Seven




Our walk to the Willowmere grove Thursday night was slow and stately, befitting the solemn occasion of binding a new witch to our coven.

“Come on, guys, hurry up!” Rachel called from where she was, about twenty feet ahead of us.

She dashed back, grinning, and I could swear I saw little sparks flying off her in the moonlit night.

I shivered. It was late-March — still pretty cold, especially at night, and I didn’t think the ritual robes we carried were going to be very warm. Yeah, we could use a little mana to warm ourselves up, but it was still below freezing some nights.

“Do we really have to do this in these robes and barefoot?” I asked.

We hadn’t had robes when I bound Sam or Cassandra, after all.

“You’ll be fine,” Sam said.

“I just don’t want to lose a toe to frostbite or something,” I muttered.

Sam cocked her head. “You worry about lost toes a lot — are you sure you’re not a foot-guy?”

“I am not a foot-guy,” I stated clearly.

“What’s a foot-guy?” Rachel asked, rushing back to us.

“You don’t want to know.”

“Is it dirty?” Rachel asked. “I haven’t been able to learn about dirty things ever. I want to know all the dirty things!”

Sam pulled the other witch close and whispered in her ear.

“Ew!” Rachel stared at me.

“I’m not!”

“Better not be,” Rachel said. “I’m ticklish and I’d probably kick you in the face.”

“Ticklish?” Sam asked, grinning.

“Eep!” Rachel dashed on ahead of us again.

I chuckled and looked up at the moon.

Waning crescent — the new moon’s Saturday.

Rachel dashed past Sam and I, got behind Cassandra, who was following us, and gave her back a little push.

“Come on!” she said, before rushing past us up the trail again.

I turned to look at Cassandra, who was still rolling her eyes, but she’d closed some of the distance between us and was keeping up.

“Hey,” I whispered. “Is doing this a couple days before the new moon going to be a problem?”

Cassandra cocked her head at me. “You were listening?”

I was a little shocked about that myself, mostly that I actually knew what the moon’s state was. When Cassandra and I had been captured by the Patriarchy, we’d talked about what joining a coven was supposed to have been like for her, and apparently the day after a new moon was super-auspicious, so I was suddenly worried that before the new moon might be a bad time.

“I guess I was — so, is it?”

I wanted Rachel in the coven, but if there was any truth to how the witches felt about the moon’s effect on things, I didn’t want to do this at an inauspicious time.

Cassandra shook her head. “It’s a major standstill, so our intent will drive things even more than usual and offset the actual phase.”

“A major standstill?”

“The moon’s at extreme positions,” Rachel explained, circling us again like a dog herding sheep, then dashing ahead. “It lasts a year or two, but the peak was December!” she called back over her shoulder.

“Extreme?” I asked Cassandra, since Rachel was out of earshot, again down the path to the Grove.

Cassandra shared a look with Sam and they both sighed.

“Every eighteen years the moon reaches the extremes of its orbit — it rises and sets at its most northern and southern points.”

“So is that good or bad?”

“It’s … volatile,” Cassandra said. “Right now it’s close to the equinox — so things are balanced by that, things can go either way from there. So we need to keep a clear intent as to the type of coven we’re building.”

“So the last one of these was eighteen years ago?”

“Eighteen point six,” Rachel said, looping around us again. “The peak was at my birthday!” She stopped in front of Sam and me. “It’s in June — you can get me Banshees tickets for next season, since I won’t be able to use the Family box until Grandma can —” Finger quotes. “— ‘forgive me.’”

Rachel dashed off again, but I nearly stumbled, numbers running through my head.

“This thing happens every eighteen and a half years?”

“Point six!” Rachel cried, coming back to grab my hands and get me walking again, before hurrying away. “Hurry up! I’m leaking!”

“She’s talking about mana, right?” I whispered to Sam.

Sam shrugged. “Maybe? It is the first time she’s been allowed to think about sex without worrying about blowing up, so…”

“Great,” Cassandra muttered. “Two fuck monkeys.”

“I am not a monkey.”

“Whatever.”

I was still too stuck on the numbers to worry about Sam and Cassandra sniping at each other about sex.

I’d been born in June — so had Sam. We’d thought that was a funny coincidence, especially since Morgan’s birthday was the day after mine, so all three of us. Now Rachel, too?

“Cassandra? When’s your birthday?”

Considering that Cassandra and I were now bound together for life, it was something I probably should have asked before.

We’d been a little busy.

“June seventeenth, why?”

I slowed again. “We were all born in June? And this whole standstill thing is eighteen and a half years and we’re forming our coven now? Come on — are you telling me there’s no witch-shit around that?”

“That … is a little weird,” Sam said, but Cassandra shook her head.

“Yeah, I was born in June, but I’m older, remember?”

“What day?” Rachel asked skidding to a stop next to us.

“The seventeenth.”

“Huh,” Rachel said. She cocked her head to one side. “Three years before us — too bad you weren’t born in —”

“I was,” Cassandra interrupted her. “My mom … mother…” She glanced at Sam. “Sororix Blake was negotiating with a leyak so she was in Jakarta.”

“Oh,” Rachel said.

“What?” Sam asked.

“She’s a bracket baby.”

Cassandra nodded.

“Oh,” Sam said.

I sighed. “What’s a bracket baby?”

“She was born in the middle of an eclipse season,” Sam said.

I waited, but the girls were silent as we walked on.

“I’m not asking again,” I told Sam. “You know full well I don’t know what that is either and you just want to make me ask again.”

“Hmph.”

Cassandra chuckled. “An eclipse season is when things align so there are both lunar and solar eclipses within a short period of time — I was born between two that month.”

“That’s a big deal?”

Cassandra shrugged. “Not really, they happen a couple times a year someplace — location matters. I was born in Jakarta when both were visible there. Anywhere else and it wouldn’t mean anything at all.”

“So is that —”

“Really?” Rachel demanded, skidding to a halt in front of me. “You’re on your way to mark me and you want to talk about eclipses?”

I blinked at the little witch glaring at me.

“I just thought it’s weird we were all born in June and there’s this standstill thing and —”

Rachel groaned. “Look,” she said, pointing at the sky. “There’s a lot going on up there. Everybody’s got signs and portents and they usually don’t amount to anything.”

I nodded. “Okay, I get it. Sort of like astrology and how —”

I broke off, because there were suddenly six witch-eyes glaring at me and, despite the cold, I was suddenly sweating from the heat of their gaze.

We don’t have enough tails to drop for this! My lizard brain screamed at me. We’re doomed!

“It is not astrology,” Cassandra said.

“Yeah, nothing like astrology,” Sam said, “there’re thousands of years of study around this.”

I was pretty sure astrology had been around for thousands of years, too, but wasn’t about to mention that.

“Okay, okay.” I held up my hands. “I just thought it was weird and wanted to know if it meant something.”

“Everything means something,” Rachel said. “It’s just influence, not set in stone or anything. Like, what day were you born?”

“June fourth, but not for sure — they sort of had to guess.”

Rachel thought for a moment. “Okay, so you were in between the Arietids and Tauric meteor showers, so that should influence you with determination, leadership, and renewal, along with strength, stability, and, um, fertility, but that doesn’t mean you —”

She broke off and stared at me.

“Never mind.”

She spun around and dashed off.

“Come on!”


Chapter Eight




Rachel managed to herd us to the Grove without anyone getting lost.

There was a less-traveled path that branched off the main one and she led us down that to a much smaller clearing about thirty feet from the edge of the main one. This had log benches similar to those that ringed the main Grove, where we’d sat to watch the Samhain ritual last semester, only these had boxes worked out of the wood, complete with wooden lids. Fourteen of the boxes, divided amongst seven benches.

Sam pulled one of the lids off and set her robe on the bench beside it — Cassandra and Rachel did the same, then the three girls started undressing while I watched.

“Turn around,” Cassandra told me. “You can’t see Rachel out of her clothes until we’re in the Grove.”

I quickly complied while Rachel giggled.

The lid on the box nearest me came off easily, with just the slightest friction between it and the wood of the box. I suppose I shouldn’t have been surprised — it wasn’t like the witches were some kind of heathens who’d just dump their clothes on the forest floor while they performed a ritual. The workmanship of the box and bench were really nice, though, something I hadn’t noticed on Samhain, being caught up in seeing my first ritual — and with Sam and Rachel’s budding relationship that had mostly started that night.

I shivered as I stripped my clothes off and hurriedly donned the ritual robe, not that it was going to do anything against the cold, since it was open to the armpit on both sides. A little mana warmed me enough to stop the shivering, but it was still pretty cold out.

“Okay,” I said, when Sam told me it was safe to turn around, adjusting my robe a little — which did absolutely no good, because it was basically two sheets attached at my shoulders. Magistra Hennessy had grumbled a bit when we’d asked her for ritual robes from the school supplies, but she’d handed them over. “What do we do now?”

“What do you mean, ‘what do we do?’” Sam asked.

“The whole ritual thing.”

“Well, first of all, it’s not a ritual,” Sam told me. “It’s a plea — we’re not really working magic, just asking the Goddess to bless our coven.” She raised her eyebrows. “And, second, you didn’t learn the ceremony?”

“I … thought you guys would tell me what to do? Doesn’t the high priestess run the ritual … plea?”

It is disturbing to be glared at by three witches wearing ceremonial robes in the middle of a forest at midnight — it’s the sort of thing that makes you wonder if you’ll make it home untoaded.

“Seriously?” Sam asked. “Did you really think you were just here for your dick?”

“No! I just thought —”

“I don’t think you did, really.”

I huffed at that — it wasn’t like my bindings of Sam and Cassandra had adhered to some orthodox witchery and I’d never seen a binding, so how was I supposed to know?

“I told you to read chapter thirty in your Rituals textbook,” Cassandra insisted.

“I did!”

I really had. Three or four times. There were pictures. Okay, I read it once and just looked at the pictures the other times, but there hadn’t really been a lot of instructions for the warlock.

“And?”

I shrugged. “And it said the high priestess makes the plea.”

In fact, I could probably boil the textbook’s instructions for the warlock down to something pretty simple: Step one: Repeat after the high priestess. Step two: Fuck the witch.

I really had thought I could handle these responsibilities.

Cassandra sighed, opening her box and reaching inside. “I know the plea; I’ll type it in my phone and you can read it from that.”

“Noah’s right, though — the high priestess is supposed to make the plea,” Rachel said.

“We don’t have one of those, so Noah will have to do,” Sam said.

“Yeah,” Cassandra said, “we’re a warlock-led coven. He’s the warlock.”

I nodded. “Okay, I guess … type it up and I’ll —” I broke off, thinking — maybe more like feeling, because it didn’t feel right. Something else did. I met Cassandra’s eyes. “It’s you.”

“What’d I do?” she asked, looking nervous.

“We’re a warlock-led coven,” I said, “that means any one of you can act as high priestess for a ritual — it’s got to be the same for a plea, right? Mel said that’s our strength — to be able to pick the best witch for the job.”

“Me?”

I nodded. “You’re the only one of us who showed up knowing the words. I think that means something.”

“But —” Cassandra looked around at the rest of us, but we were all nodding.

“He’s right,” Sam said, then looked at Cassandra seriously. “Cassandra, we might fight each other, but that … it ends when we face someone else, even the Goddess. A coven acts as one.”

Cassandra’s eyes were wide. “You’re sure.”

Sam exchanged a glance with Rachel, then nodded at the path to the Grove. “Lead us out, sister.”

“I … okay.” Cassandra squared her shoulders and took a deep breath. “Okay. This is a binding, not a formation, so we don’t have to do the whole challenge thing. Samantha, you follow me out, then Rachel, then Noah.” She looked at me. “Remember to go deosil, that’s … never mind, just follow Rachel.” She cleared her throat. “Keep your minds on the intent we want. We’re welcoming Rachel to join us. Think about how much you … care about her, and want her to be happy, and … all that stuff.”

She turned away from us and squared her shoulders again. “Okay, let’s go.”

Cassandra stepped onto the path, then Sam followed. Rachel gave me a grin and went next, then I followed her a few steps later, trying to think only of how much I loved Rachel, wanted her in our coven, and hoping, praying, that I could make her half as happy as I knew she was going to make me.

It would have been easier if I hadn’t also been wondering if the ancient warlocks had arranged to go last just so they could watch all their witches walk in the ceremonial robes, because when the things weren’t clinging, they were flowing open, and —

It is good to be the warlock.

Before I knew it, we’d circled the Grove and arrived back at the path where Cassandra made a turn to enter the clearing and go to the stone altar.


Chapter Nine




The grove itself was a lot warmer than the surrounding forest and campus, and I was able to stop the mana I’d been using to keep myself from shivering.

That had pluses and minuses.

Yeah, I wasn’t shivering, but now that we were all gathered around the altar, all the girls were facing me, and the ritual robes were pretty thin and clingy — so a little chill would have been welcome before I overheated.

“Okay,” Cassandra said. “Everybody touch the altar.”

Sam and Rachel, along with Cassandra, already were, so that was for me. I laid a hand on the smooth, yet slightly irregular, top of the stone.

That was still chilly … and hard. I started to think even a cot in a Patriarchy basement would be more comfortable.

“Now put just a little mana into the stone and think about the Grove’s wards. Not a lot, the Grove itself will power the wards, we’re just waking them up.”

I concentrated on forming just a little of my mana into a stream that flowed down my arm and into the altar. The stone immediately felt warmer and, oddly, not as hard as it had been. It wasn’t soft, but it definitely felt different under my hand.

The Grove’s wards sprang to life and I could sense them at the edges of the clearing, a lot stronger than any of the circles I’d invoked myself in class or at Mel’s.

“Rachel,” Cassandra said, “you should drop your shields now, so Noah doesn’t have to fight through — Crone’s Piles! What the actual hell?”

We all jumped and looked at Cassandra, who I was sure was flushing red at her outburst.

“What?” Rachel asked.

“Sorry, but … but … how the hell is she bigger than me?” Cassandra demanded.

I looked at Rachel. Without her shields up I could see her resonant and it was … bigger than I expected. Not as big as mine, or even Sam’s, but probably twice the size of Cassandra’s Malice resonant and definitely full. Glowing the bright purple of Passion, and looking like an overfull balloon that was about to pop, with more and more of the purple threads being generated every second — and that Passion was binding with … nearly every other type of mana Rachel was generating, stretching her resonant even more.

“I mean … it’s just,” Cassandra stammered, then gestured at me and Sam. “I mean, yeah, you’re some freakish Blackwood warlock or something, and she drank some stupid potion that almost killed us all … but how does she have a resonant bigger than mine? I made four years’ worth of girls here miserable to grow this fucking thing and she hasn’t even had her power for a year!”

“Um … sorry?” Rachel said.

I almost felt sorry for Cassandra. She’d spent so much time and effort belittling the onesies, and now the first onesie whose power she sees exceeded her own. I chuckled.

“No, I’m sorry,” Cassandra said, sighing and shaking her head. “This is your time … I was just surprised.” She frowned. “And confused.”

Rachel smiled. “It’s okay.”

Cassandra sighed. “I can’t believe I’m the smallest of us — I wonder if my Family credit card is still active,” she muttered.

“Check with me before you subscribe,” Sam told her. “I didn’t show you everything I already have an account for.”

“Subscribe to what?” Rachel asked and before I could suggest that this might not be the best time to tell Rachel how porn sites worked, Sam was whispering in her ear and Rachel’s eyes were going wide.

“They have whole websites of dirty-things?” Rachel whispered.

“Have you … not been on the internet before?” I asked.

Yeah, we’d watched spellstick games on her laptop, but how could someone use the internet at all without having a porn site pop up?

“We — the Winthrops, I mean — have a lot of filters on our computers to avoid seeing anything that might … you know —” Rachel put her fingers together then flung them apart. “— boom. I thought it was to keep from seeing R-rated movies and stuff.”

“Oh, sweetie,” Sam said, putting her arm around the other girl and pulling her close. “You have so much to learn.”

Rachel grinned, but Cassandra let out a low groan. “Do you really have to corrupt her?”

“Maybe she wants some corruption,” Sam said, squeezing Rachel’s shoulders.

“Girls,” I said, before Sam and Cassandra started arguing about whether Rachel was allowed to watch porn — because that was exactly where the conversation was going.

“Right,” Cassandra said, then shook her head and sighed. “Rachel, you lay down on the altar — you can keep your robe on or off.”

Rachel stripped off her robe immediately and I couldn’t help but stare — hell, she was about to become mine forever, so I was allowed to stare. I could stare at all three of my witches as much as I wanted to.

It is good to be the warlock.

Rachel’s body was slim and athletic, her breasts falling neatly between Sam’s and Cassandra’s in size. Her aureolae were small and dark, with tiny nubs, and the hair between her legs was dark and straight. I ran my eyes up and down her body, becoming more aroused, and more possessive, with every inch.

Mine, something deep in my brain said.

“Am I okay?” Rachel asked, ducking her head.

“Okay? You are —”

Danger! my inner-lizard warned.

“— one of the three sexiest witches I know.”

Rachel grinned.

“Robe off,” Cassandra said, looking at me.

I wondered why Rachel got the choice and I didn’t — maybe because she had to lie down on the stone altar?

Or, I thought seeing where Cassandra was staring and that her Lust generation was in overdrive, she just wants to see me naked.

I grinned at her.

“Shut up,” Cassandra said, but not taking her eyes off me as I pulled the robe over my head.

I heard an audible gulp before I could see the girls again.

“Are they all that big?” Rachel whispered.

“No,” Sam said. “We’re just lucky.”

“That’s lucky?”

“You’ll see.” She looked up at me. “It’s still ugly.”

“Fair.”

“Rachel,” Cassandra said, “now you lay down on the altar.”

“Okay,” Rachel said, drawing it out a bit, then turned her back to the altar, put her hands on the edge, and hopped up to sit.

Now it was my turn to be surprised, because Rachel was ripped. Not body-builder ripped, and just standing it didn’t really show, but when she flexed her arms and abdomen to hop up onto the altar her muscles became clearly defined.

I need to spend more time in the gym, I thought.

“Lay back,” Cassandra said.

Rachel did, and bumped her head on the stone surface.

“Ow.”

“Do you want to put your head on my lap, sweetie?” Sam asked.

Rachel nodded and raised her head up a little. Sam hopped up to sit on the edge of the altar and Rachel laid her head back on Sam’s thigh, reaching back to take one of Sam’s hands in hers. Cassandra moved closer to the altar, reaching tentatively for Rachel’s other hand, and Rachel met her, squeezing her hand lightly and smiling at her.

“Noah, you don’t touch her yet, but repeat what I say along with Rachel and Samantha.”

I nodded.

Cassandra closed her eyes and took a deep breath, then sniffed and frowned. Her brow furrowed and she opened her eyes to look around the clearing.

“What’s wrong?” I asked.

Cassandra shook her head and shrugged. “Nothing, I just … never mind.” She took another deep breath and closed her eyes. “Repeat after me and remember to focus on Rachel and … the stuff I said before.”

She paused briefly, then went on.

“We beseech the Crone, She who guards the threads of life and fate, that Her insight may guide us and bind us together, wisely and as one.

“We call upon the Mother, She who grants life and strength, to bless this gathering and make strong our bond as sisters, coven, and family.

“We invoke the Maiden, closest to our sister, She who dances with the dawn, to fill our hearts with the ever-brightening light of joy.

“We offer up this plea to the Child, She who loves, steadfast, even through discord and strife, that we may know unity and compassion in all those trials yet to come.

“In the name of the Goddess, in all Her aspects, we offer our vow, each to the others. Bless us, bind us, and make us one — sisters eternal, bound by love, under Her grace.

“Eulogēménaí estōmen adelphaí, kai hē agápē hēmōn, hōs hen.

“By my Power, by my Grove, and by the Goddess,” Cassandra finished.

We repeated each line along with her, ending with our own oaths.

“What’s that mean?” I whispered to Sam — probably too late, since I’d already sworn it, but it’d be nice to know what I’d just committed to for a lifetime, and the whole thing hadn’t sounded like what I remembered from the textbook.

Sam gave Cassandra an odd look. “‘Let us be blessed, sisters and our love, as one,’” she whispered back.

It seemed kind of exclusionary for the warlocks, I thought, but we were outnumbered.

Cassandra stared at me for a moment and I realized Sam and Rachel were as well.

“You’re supposed to mark me now,” Rachel whispered.

“Oh.” I didn’t ask how I was supposed to know that, it being a solemn occasion and all.

I took a deep breath — I was nervous for some reason.

It’s not like I hadn’t done it before, and rather successfully if Sam’s comments were to be believed, and it wasn’t even like I hadn’t done it with an audience before, a vampire probably being a harsher critic than either Sam or Cassandra would be, but I was still nervous. As I thought about what to start with, I realized none of what I was thinking of would work with Rachel — her Passion resonant was just too full.

With Sam and Cassandra I’d worked up to the marking, getting them, and me, aroused and enjoying things before beginning the painful marking process — but Rachel’s resonant was already causing her discomfort.

The bulging, purple thing was already so full that Rachel was wincing even as she looked up at me with anticipation. Anything I did to try and give her any kind of pleasure would probably have the opposite effect at this point.

“Um, Rachel, I think we have to go right to the marking and skip anything else until I’ve drained some of that mana, otherwise —”

“Yes, please, now, quick,” Rachel muttered, nodding.

I nodded too. “Okay, we can do that with just a touch, then, and —” I reached out and laid fingertips on the outside of Rachel’s thigh, but stopped talking. Maybe I had a little bit of Brittany’s Precog going on, but I swear I felt the heat of the glares before I saw them.

Does tangible displeasure travel faster than light?

“What?” I asked. “I just don’t want her to explode or something.”

“Explode?” Cassandra asked.

“It’s a Winthrop-thing,” Sam told her.

Cassandra narrowed her eyes at me. “What is it with you and exploding witches?” She shook her head. “Just so you know, I’m not going to explode over you.”

“That’s not what your old roommate told me,” Sam muttered.

Cassandra gasped.

“I’m just saying,” Sam went on, “she said you’re spending a lot of time in the bathroom over there while Noah and I … do things, and a name is called out. Loudly, and often.”

Cassandra groaned and squeezed her eyes shut.

“Um, guys?” Rachel prompted.

“Right,” Sam said, turning back to me. “Think about it for a second? Witches? Grove? Altar? Symbology or whatever?”

“Sex on the altar is a big thing?” I asked.

Sam nodded.

“Especially a deflowering during a binding,” Cassandra said.

I nodded, “So —”

“Either drain me or someone’s getting broiled!” Rachel demanded.

Maybe one day I could have sex for the first time with a girl like a normal person? Probably Morgan would like the normal sort of thing? Romantic dinner, flowers, some inappropriate groping in the back row of a movie theater?

“Bind or burn!” Rachel growled. “Pick one!”

I moved closer to the altar, then hesitated. “Do we both have to be on top of the altar?”

Yep, totally normal life where you ask two of your girls how you’re supposed to have sex with a third.

It was just that the altar was narrower than our dorm beds and not as long — if I tried to get on top of Rachel, everything from my knees down would be hanging off the edge.

Cassandra shook her head. “Just her — she’s sort of, um, the offering here.”

I nodded and moved to the end of the altar, where Rachel’s knees were hanging over the side. I took a moment there, impending explosion or not, to run my eyes over her again. Rachel bit her lower lip and gulped, then jumped when I placed my hands lightly on her hips.

“Scoot this way,” I said, guiding her hips to the edge of the altar — I had a feeling I was going to want stability and leverage for this, rather than rolling around on the relatively narrow altar top. The last memory Rachel and I needed from this was rolling off and falling to the forest floor. I’d probably land awkwardly and wind up with a stick up my butt or something.

I moved my hands to caress her sides just a little and Rachel groaned — and not the good kind, either, because my touch set off a flood of mana generation, most of it binding with Passion and heading straight for her already full resonant store.

I cupped Rachel’s cheek with one hand, meeting her eyes.

“I really do lov —”

“Yeah yeah I love you too put it in already. This hurts.”

I suppressed a chuckle, not that it could have done anything more to harm whatever solemnity the occasion had left, and reached a hand between Rachel’s legs, watching her face.

She gasped as I touched her and I let my fingers examine what I couldn’t see well in the moonlight.

Though I couldn’t imagine Rachel spending the time or mana — not that conserving mana was something she generally had to worry about with her Passion resonant — to use body magic to keep things trimmed down there, her skin was smooth and bare until the sparse triangle of thin, dark hair began just above her slit. Below that patch was smooth skin disrupted only by the faintest groove that hid her depths.

I gently ran a fingertip along that, drawing an indecipherable groan from Rachel.

Yes, I sort of needed to hurry before she exploded, but I also didn’t want to rush and maybe hurt her more. It was her first time, and maybe even her first time even thinking about sex, so it might take some effort to get her aroused enough to —

As though my finger had parted some seal, Rachel’s lower lips opened to the pressure and moisture practically gushed over my hand, running down my fingers to cover them as though I’d already reached deep inside her — my fingertip slid along her opening lips and over the little bump above them.

“Grrnngggrrgg,” Rachel groaned.

“Nails, sweetie,” Sam whispered.

“Sorry,” Rachel muttered, adjusting her grip on Sam’s hand.

Now that there was no doubt Rachel was ready — and there certainly hadn’t been any about me being ready, because the sight of Rachel, naked in the moonlight, with Sam and Cassandra in their thin, clinging ritual robes on either side of her, would have made anything less than fully-erect impossible — I gently raised Rachel’s legs and hooked her knees over my shoulders, drawing another gasp and groan from her.

I didn’t even need to reach between my legs, because my cock was already perfectly aligned with her, as though the altar had been designed for just this purpose, and its head slipped inside eagerly with the barest touch.

“Oh,” Rachel breathed.

I agreed. I might have slipped in easily, but that didn’t mean she wasn’t tight — very much the opposite. Rachel’s walls closed around me like she was grabbing me tightly and pulling me into her — wet and slick, but with a grip like she was trying to keep me from escaping her grasp. Not that there’d be any risk of that, because I wanted nothing less than to get every bit of me that I could inside her and never leave.

I paused as I felt resistance, then aligned our resonants and pushed, fully entering her, both physically and magically — slowly, both to ease it for Rachel and to savor the moment.

Rachel winced briefly, then her eyes and mouth went wide.

“Oh,” she breathed, then, “Oh? Oh. Ooooohhhhh.”

I waited for us both to adjust, noticing that, tight as she was, I was able to get fully inside her and the feel of her wrapped around the full length of my cock and pressing firmly against me was incredible. It was that way with Cassandra, too, but there’d been so many other things to think about then that I hadn’t been able to fully enjoy it.

I withdrew just a bit, then pressed forward even more firmly, groaning.

“Oh!”

“Told you we were lucky,” Sam whispered.

Rachel nodded, but winced again, so I readied myself to start drawing off her mana and meet any resistance — I was a little worried about how much mana I was going to have to take in and how Rachel’s Passion resonant might affect things — I’d say it had maybe two or three times the mana either Sam or Cassandra had when I marked them. I knew I could refine and hold it all, that wasn’t the problem, it was that in order to mark her, I’d have to take it all and that would take time. Time in which Rachel would be resisting me and trying to draw it all back. With her having so much more than Cassandra, I figured that meant she’d be fighting me for longer, too, maybe fight harder, even if she didn’t mean to, and I prepared myself for a long struggle.

“Remember to try not to resist,” Sam whispered, echoing my own thoughts. “Unless you want to wind up high priestess.”

Rachel shook her head. “Uh uh. I don’t like telling people what to do.”

“Ready?” I asked.

Rachel nodded and I started slowly drawing on her stored mana, feeling the rush of pleasure that set off in me, tempered by the knowledge that it was going to be painful for her.

Rachel gasped and winced again, but then her eyes widened.

“Oh.” She took a deep breath as I pulled harder. “Oh? Ooohh. Oooooohhhh, yeeeaaahhh!”

Her voice trailed off in a guttural moan and I felt the flow of mana between us change … but not back into Rachel and not more resistance.

Instead, the flow increased, then increased more, flooding me with mana and, for a moment, overwhelming my ability to refine it so that the pressure started becoming painful until I adjusted — then adjusted again, because, as Rachel’s face contorted in a grimace and her body tensed to the point that I had to brace myself to keep her legs from pushing me away, the flow only increased more.

“Oh, Maiden’s moist muffin, take it!” Rachel ripped her hands from Sam’s and Cassandra’s, reaching out to dig her nails into my sides and pull me closer. “Take it! Take it, take it, take it, take it!”

Rachel’s grip on me tightened — her hands and nails on my sides grasped firmer, her pussy tightened around me until I thought I should worry about constricted blood flow, and her resonant gripped me like she wanted us to become one and never separate.

Mana flooded me through our link, rapidly draining from Rachel’s resonant store even as she generated more and more mana to refill it.

“Oh, Goddess, yes!” Rachel screamed as her body tensed once more, then relaxed as she went limp, her eyes closed, and a soft smile formed. “I’ve never been so empty.”

I wasn’t entirely sure she hadn’t had an orgasm just from me draining her — in fact, I think it was more likely than not, since her physical and magical reactions all pointed to that. Her mana generation peaked with Pleasure, Relief, and several others all binding with Lust and rushing through her resonants to stuff even more mana into me.

The flow of mana slowed as Rachel’s store emptied. She was still generating just as much as she had been, but I was able to keep up with it now and we’d reached the point where Rachel wasn’t able to resist any more … even if she’d been inclined to at all.

“Empty, empty, empty, empty,” Rachel whispered, head lolling to one side, but with a peaceful smile on her face.

“Rachel,” I whispered, resisting the growing, aching urge in my jaw to bend and mark her as mine. “I’m going to mark you now and it’s —”

“No,” Rachel whined.

“What?”

“Wait.” She took a deep breath and her smile widened. “Empty.”

I shared a quick glance with Cassandra and Sam — the former looking bewildered and the latter shaking with suppressed laughter.

“She’s down to nothing,” Cassandra whispered. “That was the scariest moment of my life — worse than the vampire chasing me, even — how is she grinning?”

Sam shrugged. “She seems happy.”

“Happy,” Rachel muttered. “Empty. Empty-happy. Happy-empty.” Rachel’s mana generation suddenly increased, doubling or more, and it all flowed into me, leaving just the barest bit behind in her. The witch giggled. “I can think about things.”

Rachel’s grin dropped and she straightened her head, eyes opening to stare at me with a frightening intensity. “I can think about things,” she growled.

The witch’s grip on me tightened, everywhere, again, and her hips ground against me as she squirmed on the altar’s top.

“How is she able to even move?” Cassandra whispered. “I couldn’t move at this point — could you move?”

Sam shook her head. “I couldn’t have moved even if Noah hadn’t bound my hands with Command.” She snorted at Cassandra’s look. “Try it sometime — it’s very liberating.”

“I want to try it,” Rachel whispered. “What is it?” Her eyes locked with mine. “I want to try everything.”

Yeah … I was having second thoughts about giving Rachel Lust, no matter what she’d decided on, because I wasn’t sure I could survive it. On the other hand, that look made me scared to give her Control, either, because I had a feeling she’d happily use Command on me to try ‘everything’ all in one night. Probably multiple times.

I guess Lust was probably safest for both of us.

“How about we get you marked first, sweetie?” Sam asked. “Then you can try everything.”

I shot Sam a warning glare as Rachel groaned, “Yeeeaaahhh.”

“Over time,” Sam amended. “Everything over time, not all at once.”

Rachel whined and pouted. “Okay.”

The growing urge to mark her wasn’t nearly as pronounced as it had been with Cassandra, or even Sam, maybe due to Rachel not fighting back at all, but it was time. If Rachel wanted to spend more time in this nearly-drained state, then we could do it later — every day if she wanted.

“It’s going to hurt when I open your resonants,” I told her, “but it’ll be quick.”

Rachel nodded and I worked my jaw, looking down at her breasts and having a sudden fear that I’d fuck it up and mark her in the same place I had Sam instead of mirroring that as Rachel had asked.

“This one,” Sam prompted, pointing at Rachel’s right breast.

She was being snarky, but she’d hit a little close to home, so I said nothing — I just let the marking urge overwhelm me, keeping my eyes fixed on the spot.


Chapter Ten




Rachel screamed.

For me, it was intensely pleasurable — mana poured from me into all three of her resonants, as well as through the hold I had on her breast with my teeth. It was like having multiple, simultaneous, full-body orgasms.

For Rachel, it was different — the marking itself and the refined mana I was pushing back into her Passion store would be pleasurable, but the opening of her two dormant resonants hurt like hell.

The witch under me screamed again, locking her ankles behind my back to pull me closer and her hands found my head to lock it in place against her breast.

I managed to get Rachel’s new resonants to about a quarter the size of her Passion resonant before I stopped. I could tell by how it felt as the mana flowed that any more would have been too much, too fast — sort of like blowing up a balloon and being able to tell by feel that it was close to popping.

Her Passion resonant was now about a quarter full of refined mana, as well. That should let her balance a little bit by using mostly the mana from her Passion resonant for any magic and leave the other two full to offset it.

I released her breast from my teeth and trailed a couple kisses along the soft flesh before giving her nipple a little lick, since I was there.

Rachel had the smallest nipples of my three witches, but also the hardest. It felt like there was a rock underneath a thin layer of soft flesh, and they must have also been pretty sensitive, because even the light brush of my tongue made her moan and dig her fingers into my scalp, pulling me hard against her.

I obliged by opening my mouth wide and sucking in as much of her breast as I could, running my tongue rapidly over the little nub at its tip.

“Oh, Maiden’s curling toes, yes! What else can you do? Do more!”

I chuckled, which set off another round of moans as my lips and tongue shook, followed by more when I started slowly withdrawing and thrusting back into her.

Rachel’s heels started drumming against my ass like she was urging a horse to gallop.

“Faster, faster,” she breathed, huskily.

I picked up my pace, thrusting harder and faster as Rachel’s arousal and pleasure grew again, continuing to work on her nipple until I had to finally pull my head back and concentrate on both the rhythm and keeping Rachel in place at the edge of the altar.

I half expected her to complain about my mouth leaving her nipple, but she seemed lost in other sensations.

Rachel’s head was lolling back on Sam’s lap, her eyes half-lidded and lashes fluttering. Little sounds, a sort of “ngh-ngh-ngh” came from her in time with my thrusts.

Her mana generation was astounding — Passion really did bind with nearly everything — and I decided to add our resonants to the mix, pulling mana back into me through all three.

“Ngh ngh ngh!” Rachel’s volume increased as she thrust her hips up to meet mine.

I realized I needed better leverage — and my thrusting had been pushing Rachel gradually back from the very edge of the altar — so I quickly grabbed her hips, pulling her toward me forcefully with the next thrust.

“Ngh ngh ngh!”

I leaned over and put my palms flat on the altar to either side of Rachel’s head, both to keep her in place with pressure against her shoulders and to adjust my angle to what seemed to be working the best — my adjustments had pulled her a little off Sam’s lap so there was room.

The harder thrusts at the new angle seemed to really do it for her, and I could tell Rachel was right on the very edge, so I slid one hand between us for her clit — I couldn’t really rub it, since the energetic thrusting and copious fluids Rachel was producing made my fingers slip all over the place, so I settled for trying to keep them in one place and letting our movements do the rubbing.

That was enough to send Rachel over the edge and she tensed under me.

Her lips pulled back from gritted teeth and the muscles of her neck and abdomen stood out, straining.

Yeah, I was going to have to hit the gym more often.

Her legs straining to straighten forced me to pull my hand from between us to brace myself again, but she was too far gone for that to matter and the sounds she was making changed as I pushed her into an orgasm.

“Ngh ngh ngh nom nom nom!”

“Aarggh!” I growled as Rachel turned her head to the side and latched her teeth onto my forearm, biting hard.

“Nnnnooommmm!” Rachel growled around the flesh of my arm.

I wanted to scream and jerk my arm away from her — or maybe shove a thumb up her butt like they say you should do when a dog latches on and won’t let go. I don’t know if that’s true — I just heard it somewhere.

On the other hand, the way Rachel was reacting to everything, a thumb in her butt might just make her rip my throat out.

I endured, though, because despite the pain, this was not only Rachel’s binding, not only the first time she’d had sex, but also her first orgasm, and I didn’t want to ruin that … even if she was trying to take a chunk of my flesh to commemorate the occasion. If I were to fuck this up for her, and even if Rachel forgave me, which she almost certainly would, Cassandra and Sam would never let me forget it.

So I clenched my teeth and ignored the pain, keeping up the thrusting rhythm I’d established.

Okay, I didn’t keep going and draw out her orgasm as long as I could have, but we had all night and I was pretty sure I felt blood dripping down my wrist — maybe it was just drool leaking from Rachel’s mouth, but there were a lot of veins and stuff in a wrist. Why take chances?

I shifted my angle again, this time to something better for me, and thrust hard. Rachel groaned a few more times, but her orgasm was winding down and she released my arm, rolling her head back upright looking up at me through half-lidded eyes and with a soft smile curving her lips.

In the moonlight, I couldn’t tell if I really was bleeding, but at least most of the pain was gone and that let me finish. I let out a long, low groan of my own and thrust deep into Rachel, meeting her lidded gaze with my own as I came.

“Fuck have I gotten myself into?” Cassandra murmured.
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“Will it mark him back?” Rachel asked, with quite a bit more hope in her tone than I liked to hear.

“I don’t think so,” Sam said, examining my forearm in the moonlight. “Probably won’t even scar — just broke the skin a little right there.”

“Hmph,” Rachel snorted.

“You want me to scar?” I asked.

“No,” Rachel said, running a fingertip over the small, brown moles that were forming on her right breast. “It’s just … we all have marks. You should have one too. It’s fair.”

“Scars are a mark,” Sam said. “Just bite him harder next time.”

“No,” I said, using the firm tone I’d decided would be my warlock-in-charge voice. “No more biting.”

“Why not?” Rachel asked. “It felt good to bite something.”

“Yeah,” Cassandra said with a grin. “You bit all of us, why can’t we bite you back?”

“Because I said so,” I said in the same voice, hoping it would work the second time.

“Ooo,” Sam said, taking my arm. “He’s getting bossy. I like it.”

“I don’t,” Cassandra said, “but I do like the idea of biting him.”

“No biting.”

“If I promise not to bite you,” Rachel asked, “can we do the thing again?”

I chuckled. “Which one?”

Rachel’s face grew serious as though she really was pondering it and I struggled not to laugh.

“All of it,” she said finally, nodding. “You can’t do the part that hurt again, so, yeah, all of it. Can we?”

“I’ll see what I can do,” I promised.

Rachel giggled and hurried to the path back to where we’d left our clothes.

“You did good, sister,” Sam said, giving Cassandra a hip nudge before following Rachel … since they were wearing the ritual robes open on the sides, I’m pretty sure she had an ulterior motive, but, still, it seemed like a nice gesture.

“You did,” I echoed, picking up my own robe from where I’d dropped it and brushing it off, hoping there were no dirt stains Magistra Hennessy might comment on if she ever saw me in them. “Thank you.”

Cassandra bit her lip, brow furrowed, but she nodded.

“Come on, guys!” Rachel called.

I chuckled and offered Cassandra my hand so we could go and get dressed, but she wasn’t looking at me, she was staring at the altar. “Cassandra?”

The blonde witch didn’t look up, she was still staring at the altar stone, brow furrowed and running her fingertips over the rock’s top.

“I’ll catch up,” she said. “Okay?”

“Okay, sure,” I said. She and Sam were planning to go upstairs to the cottage’s private rooms for most of the night, anyway, since Rachel and I would be busy downstairs — or maybe back to the dorms, I wasn’t sure what the two had decided.

I followed Sam out of the clearing, finding her about halfway to where we’d left our clothes.

“You know,” Sam whispered, “I don’t remember all the words, but I’ve been to binding ceremonies before.”

“Yeah?”

“Yeah, and those weren’t the words they used. Not these days, anyway. I think those were older … really old.”

I paused and looked back to the grove. Cassandra was still standing where we’d left her, unmoving.

I shrugged. “Maybe she looked up something different for us? But they sounded like good words to me.”

“Yeah. Yeah, they did.”


Chapter Eleven




“Why isn’t it working?”

Did you know Heartfire has limits?

Apparently that was news to Rachel, too.

“Because I’m exhausted?”

“Hmph. That’s what you said the last six times, but Heartfire still worked.”

I groaned. I was beginning to think Heartfire didn’t entirely rejuvenate, but maybe pushed all the tiredness off for a while, because I certainly felt like I was getting hit with the full effect of the last … I reached up to the ledge around the cottage’s massive bed to check Rachel’s phone … seven hours.

I pulled Rachel closer to me, and tried to ignore the purple flames flickering from the hand she had around my limp shaft.

It still felt pretty good, but I was certain nothing more was going to happen.

“We have to get up for class in an hour,” I tried mentioning. “Then the Council session.”

Rachel hmphed again, but let go of my shaft and laid her hand on my chest.

“More tonight?” she asked.

“Probably,” I said, trying to set some expectations.

There was no telling what the result of the Council meeting was going to be and I didn’t want to make any promises.

“Can you at least drain me again, or is that sore, too?”

I chuckled. That I could do — barely.

Between my three resonants and Rachel’s, there should be just enough space to hold another round of Rachel’s Passion without stretching too much. I thought both of us were going to need a workroom if this kept up, though.

“It’ll get better in a few days,” Rachel whispered.

“What?”

I wasn’t sure I could handle better — if it hadn’t been for Rachel’s Heartfire, I don’t think I’d have survived the night as it was.

“New-bound Passion,” Rachel said. “It’ll settle down in a few days. It feels good to let loose. I just need a little time to get control of it.”

“I bet,” I said, thinking of how tightly controlled Rachel always was before. I ran fingers down Rachel’s bare back. “Don’t get too much control, though.”

Rachel shivered, then shivered again as I connected our resonants and began draining her Passion store. We lay like that for a while, dozing in and out of sleep, with Rachel making little contented sounds until it was time to get ready for breakfast and class.

After the initial exclamations as we told Hannah, Brittany, and Priscilla that Rachel was now part of my coven, the breakfast conversation had both Rachel and I staring down at our plates and flushing red as the other girls spent the morning speculating on how things had gone the night before.

“I think … three hours sleep,” Brittany said.

Sam snorted. “You think there was sleep?”

“Well, there had to be some —”

“Heartfire,” Sam coughed into her hand.

“Oh … oh!”

Priscilla gave Rachel a speculative look. “That’s handy.”

It went downhill from there, and I was almost grateful to go to History class. Not at all grateful for the Combat class after that, because Rachel wasn’t in it — yet. I had a sneaking suspicion that both Cassandra and Rachel were going to wind up in our combat class and probably Mel’s extra class, as soon as the dust settled.

None of us discussed the upcoming Council session, though we couldn’t say the same for the rest of the girls in the cafeteria. We were clearly the object of whispers and speculation. Again.

Friday afternoon lunch service was ended early, so that the cafeteria could be cleared and set up properly for the Council session. That consisted of folding up all the tables and rolling them into the space that usually held the onesies table, then taking the stacks of plastic, metal-legged chairs from a storage room and setting them up in rows.

I found it sort of amusing that the witches’ Special Council Session was going to have middle-school assembly vibes, and wondered if that was part of Prima Rosethorn’s intent.

We, my coven, watched from the doorway for a while, then the waiting became so oppressive that I decided we should take a walk while we waited instead — unfortunately, it was a grey, drizzly day, appropriate to my mood, even if the scent of some early-blooming flowers was in the air.

I stopped walking.

Why was I in a bad mood?

Yeah, we were facing whatever this Council session was about, but even that shouldn’t be making me feel bad today, not after spending the night with Rachel. I’d even managed to doze off a few times this morning, waking to that same beautiful witch rolling on top of me and peppering my neck and cheeks with kisses while she giggled, “I’ve been thinking about you all morning — time to drain me again!”

I was honestly starting to wonder if resonants could get sore and chafed, because mine were certainly on that path.

On the other hand, beautiful girls keeping you up all night, giggling “Just one more?” in your ear, and asking things like, “Would it be different if I was upside-down?” wasn’t something one should really complain about.

Warlock problems.

I think Rachel would be perfectly happy if I had a resonant stuck in her, and kept her mana levels so low she was barely able to function, twenty-four hours a day.

To be honest, if it hadn’t been for the very real possibility something like that might make my dick explode, I’d give it a try.

I accept the Peril! For science!

Shut up!

I wondered if keeping my dick in one of the girls all day would muffle the fucking thing. We could have special pants made, maybe.

For science!

I shook my head, ignoring my dick in favor of running my gaze over my three witches, who’d stopped a few steps ahead and turned to face me.

“Why do you have that stupid grin on your face?” Cassandra asked.

I shrugged. “I’m happy — it’s a good day.”

Cassandra looked at me like I was crazy and I chuckled.

She shook her head in confusion. “We’re about to get dragged in front of the Council for whatever my mom has planned and you think that’s a good day?”

I chuckled again, because Sam and Rachel were looking at me the same way.

“I have the three of you — how could any day be bad?”

The girls’ faces changed, transforming from confusion to … something else. I couldn’t tell quite what, but apparently my dick could.

We’re getting laid tonight!

Shut up. We get laid every night.

We’re getting laid good tonight!

I didn’t bother to argue that was an every-night thing, too, because the girls were still staring at me, lips parted. Sam was biting hers; Rachel was running a tongue over hers like there were remnants of something particularly tasty there; and Cassandra was swallowing repeatedly.

I was beginning to wonder if we’d make it to tonight — or even back to the cottage — before the girls did whatever was behind those looks to me.

I was almost disappointed when Mel cleared her throat — I hadn’t even noticed her approaching.

“Is there some particular reason you’re all standing around in the rain?” Mel asked.

Sam shrugged. “I’m already soaked, a little rain won’t make a difference.”

The rain was only a slight drizzle, so none of us were exactly “soaked” — Mel frowned, then shrugged.

Rachel squirmed. “This is kind of uncomfortable,” she whispered to Sam. “Is it always like this?”

Sam shook her head. “Only when he says things like that.”

“Ah. I’ve obviously missed some things,” Mel said with a nod and a grin. “Would you like to relax in my rooms until the Council session, or are you seeking to alleviate some more … private tensions.”

“Your rooms sound good,” I said quickly, despite Rachel’s pout.

Mel chuckled. “Come along then.”

We were moving somewhat against the tide, as many of the staff and faculty were heading for the cafeteria in the residence building. Most of those we passed gave us looks and even the occasional nod — their anger over the Council’s earlier actions making them support us, at least in this.

Mel’s rooms were comfortable, if small, and the four of us settled on the couch while Mel went into the small kitchen alcove. She came back in a moment with a tray of tea and cookies, despite, I was pretty sure, not being in the kitchen long enough to actually boil water with a kettle or something. We all took cups and a cookie while Mel smiled tolerantly at how the four of us were squished onto the couch together.

“There, now,” Mel said, settling back with her own tea. “Better than standing around in the rain, yes?”

I nodded and the girls murmured agreement.

We sat in a comfortable silence for a while, then Rachel lifted her backpack from where it rested by her feet and pulled a large, leather-bound book from it.

“You’ve been reading that since Monday,” I commented.

Rachel just nodded, turning pages.

“We’re supposed to be relaxing,” I told her. “Do you really want to study now?”

“It’s not classwork,” Cassandra said, and Rachel nodded. “It’s the Principium.” She looked at me and sighed. “The Principium Methodus — it’s like, the mundanes’ Robert’s Rules of Meetings or something.”

“Order,” Rachel said, quickly scanning each page. “Robert’s Rules of Order.”

“Ours was first,” Sam muttered.

“So, like, all the meeting rules and stuff?” I asked.

Cassandra nodded. “Yes, but more than that. It has some, sort of, fundamental witch laws in it, too.”

“Are you trying to memorize it?” I asked Rachel.

“We need to be prepared,” Rachel said. “And I need a distraction.”

“You read it three times yesterday.”

Rachel shrugged, not taking her eyes from the spidery script. “I really needed a distraction yesterday — and we need to be prepared.”

“Rachel’s right,” Cassandra said. “We need to be ready for anything. I just wish I could figure out what exactly she’s going to do.”

“Sororix Blake?” Sam asked. “It could be Sororix Prescott, too, you know.”

Cassandra nodded. “Maybe. I know she’s up to something, though — I just can’t think of what’s most likely.”

“Archimagira Winthrop said it was just testimony, though,” I said. “If that’s what we’re summoned for, how can she do something different?”

“There are, like, six different ways she could hijack the meeting, no matter what’s on the agenda,” Cassandra said, “and that’s just what I can think of. But what does she want? I mean, we know she wants Noah, but how does she think she’s going to get him?” She shook her head. “We need to be ready for anything.”

I wasn’t entirely convinced, despite everyone else being convinced there was some danger here.

“What can she do, though?” I asked. “We’re independent, right? Why can this Council do anything to us?”

Cassandra snorted. “Because they can — if the Council votes to do something, the whole Conclave, all the Families, will support it, even those who might be initially opposed, because they need to present a united front, no matter what in-fighting there is.”

I gestured at the book Rachel was reading. “If they do anything they want, then why are we bothering with the rules?”

“Because anything they do will be within those rules,” Cassandra said and Rachel nodded. “It might be convoluted as fuck, but it’ll be backed up by the rules. If they break their own rules, then there are no rules — and they don’t want to face each other without rules.”

“It can’t get too bad, though, can it?” I looked at the girls, then nodded at Mel. “Mel will be there, right?”

“I will be there,” Mel assured us.

“Okay, then — maybe we can just have her do her thing right up front and be done with it.”

“My ‘thing,’ dear?”

“Yeah,” I said. “Go all Blackwood on them.”

“And what do you see that entailing?”

“I, ah, you know.” I looked at the girls for some assistance, but they were pointedly not looking at either me or Mel. “Bully them, like you did Prima Rosethorn to get me in here.”

“I see,” Mel said. “I’m a bully, then?”

“Well, no, but — come on! You beat the crap out of her — you can do that to the Council, right?”

“I suppose I could, but I’d rather not.”

“Why?” I really wanted to know, because wouldn’t that be simplest?

Mel sighed. “It’s been a great many years since I’ve been actively involved with things, dear — Felicity and I have spent much of our time alone, and that’s our preference.” She shrugged. “I rather suspect the majority of the Council has come to believe some of the stories about me are either exaggerated or outright fabrications. They remember enough to leave me and mine alone for most things, but in order to influence them to any great degree, I’d have to demonstrate my power, and that would be … problematic.”

“Why?”

“Right now they’re wary of her,” Cassandra said. “If Melaina shows them the kind of power she’d need to in order to push them around? Then they’d be afraid of her, and that’s very different. If she really has the kind of power in the stories.”

Mel smiled. “The stories have become a bit understated, but, yes, if necessary, I’d demonstrate that power for those who might doubt it.” She sighed. “Until now, I was relying on that wariness, along with the combination of Willowmere’s traditional neutrality and Evelina’s somewhat overdeveloped protectiveness of her students to be the main things to hold them off. A direct confrontation between me and the Council isn’t in anyone’s best interest — better they come to a satisfactory decision without that.”

The rest of us drank tea and ate cookies while Rachel and Cassandra poured over the Principium until it was close to time for the session.

As we left the admin building we could see at least two dozen black SUVs parked in the Willowmere driveway loop, surrounded by more witches in the black skirt, heels, and jacket look of the one who’d served me the summons. They stood in clusters around the SUVs while an equal number of Willowmere staff idled about the quad — coincidentally, maybe, forming a line between those witches and the rest of the campus.

The main floor of the residence building was filled with students who gave us a variety of looks as we passed, making our way to the cafeteria.

More of the Secret Service witches blocked the doorway. One of them stepped forward as we approached.

“Names?” she asked, looking at her phone.

“Melaina Seraphina Blackwood, dear,” Mel said, giving “dear” a very different tone than she normally used, “I’m quite certain I’m on more than one of your Council’s lists.”

“Magistra Blackwood,” the witch nodded, voice bland. “Faculty is seated in the left rear of the auditorium.”

She looked at me.

“The Ashe coven,” I told her, then taking a cue from Mel, “I believe we’re expected.”

She ran her eyes over us, then frowned.

“I have the Ashe coven — three. Noah, Samantha, and Cassandra.”

“And Rachel,” I said, nodding to Rachel. “She’s new.”

Secret Service witch shook her head. “Three. Noah, Samantha, and Cassandra. The other witch will not be admitted.”

I felt the girls tense and my jaw did as well. That was a fucking insult — even I knew it. A coven acts as one, a coven is one. That had been one thing I kept hearing ever since I’d found out I was a warlock. It was the one thing Magistra Hawke taught in my Covens class that I agreed with, and, list or not, we should all be let in together.

I nodded and put an arm around Rachel, turning from the doorway.

“I’ll let Prima Rosethorn know the Council wishes to reschedule the session,” I told the black-clad witch, took Sam’s hand after gesturing for Cassandra to follow, and started back toward the quad.

Cassandra and Rachel were convinced we needed to show a strong front to the Council, so we might as well get started.

“Wait!”

I ignored her and kept walking.

Suddenly Secret Service witch was in front of me — I hadn’t even seen her coming — and four others surrounded us.

“You are required by the Council,” she said, pointing at the cafeteria.

I glanced back and saw Mel giving me a smile of approval, so fuck it.

“Not without my full coven,” I told her.

“Those on the list will enter. Those not on the list will not.”

I smiled at her. “Then find someone smart enough to type ‘Rachel’ and fix the fucking problem, witch.”

More bodies were pressing around us and I thought their backup had arrived, so I started cycling mana through the channels of my Strength affinity. If this was going to go further, I might not have a lot of skill at other magic yet, but I’d thrown a fucking vampire into a fucking wall, so I figured I could do the same to Agent Resting McWitchface here.

Then I realized who the backup was for as Magistra Cassian spoke from the ring of teachers surrounding us.

“Coven is one,” Magistra Cassian said.

The agent in front of me glanced at Magistra Cassian and the other teachers.

“A moment,” the other witch said, eyes going blank, then: “The witch may enter.”

I’d heard “witch” used enough since coming to Willowmere that I could tell when it was an insult — especially since I’d just used it that way — but repressed the urge to see if witches were as aerodynamic as vampires.

“Girls,” I warned, feeling Sam and Cassandra tense beside me as well.

“Thank you,” I told the witch. “What’s your name? I’d like to remember you for your help in this.”

The name was going in my one-day bucket, but she didn’t need to know that.

“Irrelevant,” the witch said, gesturing toward the cafeteria. “You may enter the session.”

The teachers around us left, but not before Magistra Cassian spit to the side and muttered, “Malkoto Chekistche bez dosie1.”

1. Little Chekist without a file.

“Little wannabe-cop not even important enough for the real bastards to file paperwork on.”


Chapter Twelve




“I’ll leave you here, dear,” Mel whispered as we entered the cafeteria. She nodded toward the front. “Your seats will be in the first row.”

The room was crowded and I didn’t recognize most of those present, except the Willowmere faculty who were in the back rows where Mel was joining them. The rest of the crowd were all witches I didn’t recognize, no students, so I assumed they were either part of the Council or, what, support staff, or just an audience?

We made our way to the front row where there were three seats set apart from all the others and another black-suited witch was adding a fourth.

The crowd milled about as we waited, with muted conversations and those clusters of people you get when you bring a bunch together who haven’t seen each other in a while. The stage was set with a long table and thirteen chairs.

“Is the Council a coven?” I whispered to Cassandra.

She shook her head, “No, for a session like this, it’s just thirteen members. One from each of the nine most powerful Families, then four floating members who represent the rest. Unless it’s a full Conclave where all the Family heads would be present.” She looked around the auditorium. “A lot of those are here anyway — just to watch, I guess.”

“Shit,” Sam whispered.

I looked around for her mother, but didn’t see her. Instead another witch I didn’t recognize was striding toward us. Two of the black-clad witches were rushing toward her, and I braced myself for whatever the fuck this was now.

“That’s Katrina’s mother,” Cassandra whispered, just as the black-clad witches reached her and they started arguing.

Katrina’s mom pushed through the two and they hurried after her, stopping her again just out of arm’s reach of us. I didn’t blame Katrina’s mom for the look of anger on her face, or for wanting to confront me — I just hoped I’d survive it.

One of the SS-witches held her palm up, almost against Sororix Cartright’s chest.

“You may not harm them before the Council session.”

Believe me, I took notice of the qualifier.

“Sororix Cartright,” I said, hoping to at least ease her anger some. “I’m so sorry about Katrina. She was a kind person — she was nice to me even on my first day here, and I miss her. I truly wish I’d been there to help her.”

The witch’s face softened a bit, turning more toward sorrow than anger. “She was kind.” Her face hardened again. “Yet you allowed the creature that murdered her to escape.”

I nodded. “For a year and a day — to save myself and Cassandra.”

I took a breath — we weren’t keeping Cassandra’s pregnancy secret, Hannah and Brittany knew, but we weren’t advertising it yet. That announcement was apparently going to lead to a huge party on campus and we had enough on our plate right now.

I took a risk — it could easily make Katrina’s mother even more angry with us, but I didn’t get that feeling from her. Agreeing with me that Katrina had been kind made me believe this was one of the few witch-mothers I’d met who might actually care about her daughter — and, maybe, be sympathetic to what Cassandra and I had been facing.

I took Cassandra’s hand and looked Sororix Cartright in the eye.

“And our child.”

Katrina’s mother’s eyes widened, then her nostrils flared and her jaw clenched.

“A year and a day. And then?”

“Then she’s on her own.”

“I want the creature’s name, and everything you know about it.”

I nodded. “On the day she’s on her own.”

My oath to the vampire had included helping her if she was attacked by a witch and I didn’t want to come into that sort of conflict with Katrina’s mother.

Cassandra pulled me away and whispered in my ear. “Swear it, in return for her support on the Council.”

I looked back at Katrina’s mother and couldn’t — it was probably the smart thing to do, it would gain us a vote before we even knew what was coming, but I couldn’t. I couldn’t use Katrina like that and I couldn’t do that to the so obviously grieving witch in front of me. But I could promise her what she wanted, expecting nothing in return.

“On the day the vampire is no longer owed my protection,” I said, “I will give you all the information I have on her. Perhaps she’ll get lucky and you’ll even reach her before I do.”

“The very day? Swear it — the very day.”

I nodded. “On the very day the vampire who killed Katrina is no longer owed my protection, I will tell you all I know about her. I swear it by my Power, by my Grove, and by the Goddess who guides me.”

Sororix Cartright’s eyes widened. “An oikeiotēs of guidance?” She glanced at Cassandra’s midsection, then frowned.

“The mundane I’m told ordered it done?” she asked finally.

I wondered what oikeiotēs was and I was pretty sure she’d been briefed on everything we’d told the Council investigators who’d questioned us, but I could understand her wanting to hear it directly.

I nodded at Sam. “She blew his head off.”

Katrina’s mother nodded. “She was kind,” she said, then turned and walked away.

The two SS-witches actually sighed, as though relieved they weren’t going to have to restrain a Council member from killing someone.

“What’s oikeiotēs?” I asked Rachel, but it was Sam who responded.

“Oikeiotēs is the Intimacy,” she said. “The personal bond — it’s what we use at the end of our oath to describe our personal connection to the Goddess.” She grinned at Rachel. “Or one of Her particularly enthusiastic Aspects.”

That made sense, I just hadn’t known what it was called. I wondered a little at Sam’s — “by the Goddess I adore” — because she wasn’t exactly the most reverent witch I’d met. On the other hand, she loved me and gave me even more shit because of it, so maybe the Goddess understood her snark was really affection.

“Uh, oh,” Rachel whispered.

She was looking at the cafeteria doors and I looked that way to see Rachel’s grandmother approaching us. A chill went down my spine — she might have effectively told us to steal Rachel, but she probably hadn’t meant right before a Council meeting we were summoned to.

“At least Mom’s not here,” Rachel muttered.

My newest witch didn’t talk about her mother often — not at all, really. We knew she was close to her grandmother but knew next to nothing about her mom. I didn’t have time to ask about that, as Archimagira Winthrop strode toward us.

“I see,” Archimagira Winthrop said, staring at Rachel. “Well, this should make things more interesting.”

I didn’t know if she just assumed I’d bound Rachel or if she could somehow tell.

“Not a word about it,” Rachel’s grandmother said as I started to apologize, at least for the timing. “It’s best I not know for certain just yet.” Her eyes ran over us as she nodded to me, then Sam, then her gaze paused on Cassandra. “I’ve heard a great deal about you from my granddaughter. Perhaps we should have a more private conversation later — since we’re both here.”

“She’s apologized, Grandmother,” Rachel said.

“Sometimes that’s not nearly enough.”

Cassandra blanched and without thinking, I stepped between her and Rachel’s grandmother, causing the Archimagira to raise an eyebrow.

I swallowed hard and licked my lips — I had no delusions that I could face the head of the witches’ Council in any sort of way. I also knew that whatever Cassandra had done, it was a coven matter now.

“Cassandra’s part of my coven, Archimagira,” I said. “She’s apologized and we’re working it out within the coven. If that’s not good enough for you, any conversation is with me.”

“Noah —”

I reached back and took Cassandra’s hand, cutting her off.

“You think you can face me, boy?” she asked, all trace of the kindly grandmother gone. This was a witch, old and powerful — the sort that would curse your castle and twelve of the surrounding villages.

A sort of soft pressure surrounded me, pressing from all sides as Rachel’s grandmother seemed to swell in my vision.

The pressure increased and my vision narrowed until all I could see was the Archimagira’s placid face.

Shit, I thought, what the fuck is she doing?

Then I remembered Sam and Cassandra on the stairs, facing off with each other and filling the stairwell with … presence. What had she called it? An aura shove or something? I sure felt like I was being shoved — from all directions. Shoved and compressed.

You put everything you know about yourself into a package, I remembered Sam saying, and you shove it in the other witch’s face.

Push, that was it, aura-push.

Did I think I could beat Rachel’s grandmother at it? No. But the last few days Cassandra had been saying over and over again how the Council respected strength. I couldn’t just back down.

So, what did I know about myself? I didn’t even know who my parents were.

I am a trinitara warlock of the Blackwood line. I have three of the most amazing witches in the world. My witches love me and I love them — even Cassandra has come to care for me. I could see that, and my heart swelled at how different a person she’d become in just the short time she could be herself and not ruled by her resonants. These witches are mine to guard and protect — against anyone.

I pushed that toward Archimagira Winthrop in the same way I’d expand my shields away from my body and … she didn’t seem to notice.

The moment went on and suddenly the pressure on me disappeared just moments before I knew I was going to fall to my knees, defeated.

Rachel’s grandmother took a step back, her stern face creasing with a smile.

“I do like this one,” she said to Rachel with a grin. “Spunky.”

After the confrontation on the stairs, Sam and Rachel had told me the first one to blink in an aura push was the loser, but I had no delusions that was the case here. Rachel’s grandmother had simply taken my measure in some way.

She glanced at the stage, ignoring the looks we were getting from the crowd — when Sam and Cassandra had faced off in the stairwell, everyone around them had felt it, so the whole cafeteria, including the witches’ Council members, had just seen me square off with the Archimagira and not be reduced to a smoking spot of grease on the floor. Maybe that would get us something.

“Time to begin this farce,” Archimagira Winthrop muttered, then leaned close to kiss her granddaughter on the cheek before heading toward the stage.

My shoulders slumped and I let my breath out in a huge whompf as I collapsed into a chair.

“That’s our warlock just stood up to the Big Boss,” Sam said, grinning.

“For me,” Cassandra whispered as though she didn’t believe it.

I leaned around Sam, Rachel was on my other side, and kissed Cassandra on the cheek.

“You’re one of us,” I whispered. “We have enough problems without worrying about the past, so get over it.”

I sat back and Rachel leaned forward to give Cassandra a serious nod, leaving the other witch with a deeply furrowed brow.

We didn’t have time for more as Rachel’s grandmother took the center seat and immediately tapped her finger on the table several times. A sharp rapping sound filled the room and everyone quieted.

“I call this Council to order,” Archimagira Winthrop said, loudly and clearly, all traces of the friendly grandmother gone, but not quite the icy castle-curser. “Secretaria please call the roll.”

“Yes, Archimagira,” the woman to Archimagira Winthrop’s left said. “Magira Blake?”

“Adsum,” Cassandra’s mom answered.

I leaned close to Rachel.

“What are they saying?”

“It’s Latin — adsum is ‘I am here’, like saying present. The rest is Council titles.”

“Sshh!” Cassandra hushed us and I shut up, figuring since I’d already pissed off two council members in Sam’s and Cassandra’s mothers, probably irritated Sororix Hearst, since I hadn’t ravaged Priscilla or set up any stud appointments, and squared off against the Archimagira, I probably shouldn’t press my luck.

“Magira Carrington-Blair?”

“Adsum.”

That went on, each of the women answering, until the one calling the roll turned to Archimagira Winthrop.

“I represent Vanderbiltaine, Archimagira, we have a full Council.”

Archimagira Winthrop nodded and tapped her finger again.

“Having heard the roll, I find a quorum, secundatur?”

“Secundo,” someone said.

“Placetne?” Archimagira Winthrop asked.

“Placet,” a chorus of voices answered.

Rachel stretched up close to my ear and whispered, “She asked for a second that there’s a quorum and it was, then ‘do you approve’ and they answered.”

“Thanks.”

“Quis dissentit?”

There was silence.

“‘Who disagrees,’” Rachel whispered.

I blame my Lust resonant for this, but I could feel the lacy texture of Rachel’s bra on my arm through both our shirts and that, along with her warm breath on my neck and ear, made me shift uncomfortably. Inappropriate? Yes. Avoidable the day after binding her to me? Not a chance.

“Given this is a special session,” Archimagira Winthrop said, “I believe we can forgo old business until our regular meeting — secundatur?”

“Secundo,” someone said again.

“Placetne?”

“Placet.”

“Quis dissentit?”

Again no one objected.

“Very well, shall we —”

“Punctum ordinis, Archimagira?” Cassandra’s mom asked.

“Here we go,” Cassandra muttered.

“That’s, um, ‘point of order’, sort of,” Rachel whispered, and I swear she was pressing her boob into my arm even harder now. “Cassandra’s mother wants to say something before things start.”

Great, I thought to myself. I’m sure that’ll be fun.

“Yes, Magira Blake?”

“While the matter we’ve gathered to discuss is dire, indeed, I would like to propose adding another matter, equally urgent, to the agenda.”

“You may speak.”

“Thank you, Archimagira, while the reported actions of the Patriarchy are concerning and a danger, I would move this council first address another equal, if not greater, danger — that of the feral warlock, Noah Ashe, and his disturbing, now clear, pattern of preying on the daughters of our most respected Families in their most vulnerable times.”

“Secundo,” Sam’s mother said immediately.

“Shit,” I breathed.

“I see,” Archimagira Winthrop said. “Placetne?”

“Placet.” A chorus of voices.

“Quis dissentit?”

“Dissentio.”

It was just two voices — Priscilla’s mother and Katrina’s.

Rachel’s grandmother cast no vote, I assumed she, like Prima Rosethorn at our disciplinary hearing, stayed out of the vote unless there was a tie.

“Well, shit,” Cassandra breathed. “She must be really sure of her support to bring it up right away.”

“Very well, Magira Blake, present your proposal.”

“Thank you, again, Archimagira.” Cassandra’s mom took a deep breath. “We all heard of the Willowmere administration’s ‘hearing’ on the matter of this feral warlock marking my daughter, and I grant that long ago in this institution’s history warlocks attended this academy and covens were formed. This is entirely true, however the school’s hearing omitted one important fact.”

She pointed at me.

“Not a single one of those long-ago warlocks was a feral.”

There was silence for a moment, then she went on.

“Feral warlocks are born of those we’ve cast out, removed from the Families for being intolerable, for crimes most grievous, even to the independent Families, and now comes their offspring!” She swept her arm out to point at me again. “Comes to Willowmere, to where we trust our daughters to be safe, to take those daughters, one-by-one, through deceit, trickery, and, I fear, even violence.”

“What the hell?” Cassandra whispered.

“Samantha Prescott had just been through a traumatic, near-death experience only weeks before the feral, Noah Ashe, convinced her to be marked. I submit that her ordeal left her ill-equipped to resist the sort of pressure a feral — one she was forced to sleep in the same room with, no less — could place over her. Her ability to consent to the marking must be suspect, if not outright denied.”

Motherfucker, I thought, these witches are going to talk about consent?

“I’ll show that witch some trauma,” Sam muttered, then patted Cassandra’s arm. “Sorry, I know she’s your —”

“Get in line,” Cassandra snarled, glaring at her mother.

“As for his most recent abuse,” Magira Blake went on, “my own daughter, Cassandra, had just been kidnapped and threatened by a vampire in-league with those whom the feral claims were the Patriarchy, but can we be certain of that? Can we truly trust a feral’s word? Is it not possible, perhaps even plausible, that they might not have been Patriarchy at all, but were instead confederates of the feral, acting out his plan to kidnap my daughter and convince her that her only hope for survival was to submit to his vile, degenerate advances?”

“Did you give her my degeneracy?” Sam whispered, glaring at me.

“Minutes?” Cassandra asked. “Five minutes without your freaky shit?”

“Punctum notitiae, Archimagira?” That was Priscilla’s mother.

“Magira Hearst?” Rachel’s grandmother acknowledged.

“With respect to my dear colleague’s … theory, it’s my understanding that several items corroborating the Patriarchy’s involvement were collected from the site and are currently being studied.”

Cassandra’s mother nodded. “Some items were recovered, but were they made by the Patriarchy?” She shrugged. “Perhaps, or perhaps not. A talented artificer amongst us could likely duplicate the effects described.”

“She’s talking about Melaina,” Sam whispered.

“That’s nuts,” I whispered back. “She thinks Mel and I plotted to get Cassandra?”

Cassandra’s mother glared at Priscilla’s. “This warlock — this feral — is purportedly of the Blackwood line and The Blackwood is well-known for her skill in artifice and enchantment.”

“They do. They think Mel made all that silver shit,” I whispered.

Cassandra shook her head, not taking her eyes from her mother. “No. She doesn’t believe that at all.”

“I see,” Priscilla’s mother said, thoughtfully, then glanced around the room. “I see The Blackwood herself is present — perhaps we should ask her?”

For a moment, Cassandra’s mom looked uncomfortable, then she squared her shoulders. “If necessary, we shall do just that. However, I believe we can deal with the issue of the feral regardless.”

“Very well, Magira Blake,” Archimagira Winthrop said, “what is your proposal?”

“Archimagira, fellow Magirae, Magira Prescott and I have a joint motion that the feral warlock, Noah Ashe, be civilized and his coven placed under the Blakes and Prescotts as recompense for his actions in taking our daughters.”

“Civilized?” I asked Cassandra. “Why doesn’t that sound good?”

“It’s another word for marked — when it’s a, um, feral.”

“Wonderful,” I muttered. I looked around. “Can we get out of here? I don’t think we should hang around for this.”

I saw that the main doors were closed now and several witches in the black skirts and jackets of the adjutrices were standing there.

“Yeah,” Sam muttered. “We’re not getting through them.”

“Well, I’m not getting marked.”

Cassandra sighed. “If they do this, they’ll stick us in isolation somewhere, then build up a high priestess candidate until there’s no way you could overpower her. They’ll have all the time they need to do it.”

“One can’t take a coven into two Families,” Archimagira Winthrop was saying. “Am I to assume you’ve worked out some compromise, or will we be spending time in council trying to figure it out?”

Cassandra’s mom nodded.

“We have, Archimagira, our motion proposes that the Blakes and Prescotts will each provide six candidates, as there are eleven unfilled sedes in this so-called coven. We will then present each candidate, in random order for each Family, to mark the feral, after which the coven will be filled from the remaining candidates. One, of course, will not be marked, but our Families have agreed to these terms and present this proposal to the Council.”

“What’s a —”

“Sedes sororum,” Rachel whispered. “Seats of sisters — the positions in a coven.” She grinned. “Only ten sedes, though — they don’t know about me yet.”

Sam’s mom nodded to show her agreement, and a chill ran through me, because some other council members were nodding, as well. I looked around the cafeteria again, wondering if there was some other way we could run. I tried to catch Mel’s eye to beg her to bring out The Blackwood, but she was watching the stage intently.

“The completed coven would become a cadet-branch of the Blakes and Prescotts,” Magira Blake said.

“You propose the formation of a new Family?” Archimagira Winthrop asked.

“We do.”

“The formation of a new Family is a serious undertaking. We do so rarely and with great deliberation. All the more so in honor of those we’ve lost in ages past.”

Rachel hissed, opening the Principium and rifling through pages. “A new Family,” she muttered.

“What?”

“A new Family — they want to form a new Family, but… Wait … wait…” she muttered, flipping pages. “Here!”

“What?” Sam asked.

She’d slipped into the row behind us and was hanging over Rachel’s shoulder while Cassandra had moved to squat in front of me and was looking at the Principium’s pages upside down.

“You’re really related to Melaina, Magistra Blackwood, right?” Rachel asked.

“Yeah, distantly? But she thinks pretty directly.” I shrugged.

“Will she swear to that, do you think? Like, peel-your-skin-off-if-you’re-lying swear?”

“Who do you make deals with?” Cassandra asked.

“Will she?”

“I don’t see why not,” I said. I was pretty sure she would.

“Okay, okay…” Rachel frowned and started tapping her foot. “Give me some paper and a pen!”

“What’s —”

“Ssh, let me think.”

Cassandra handed her a notepad and pencil — Rachel took it and started scribbling, muttering all the while.

“Who can I give it to? Who might? Can’t be Grandmother, that’s no good.” She ran her eyes over the seated Council. “Hearst or Cartright? They were both opposed to even talking about this.”

“Yeah,” I agreed. “Why was Katrina’s mom opposed, though?”

Cassandra chuckled. “The Cartrights and Blakes hate each other. If the Blakes had control of you, they’d never let you tell Katrina’s mom a fucking thing about the vampire, oath or not.”

Cassandra glanced at the stage, then at Rachel. “Magira Hearst. Katrina’s mom is too upset to think straight right now. My mom hates the Hearsts and it’s mutual.”

“Does anyone not hate your Family?” Sam asked.

“Yours — what does that tell you?”

Rachel nodded. “Noah, you met Priscilla’s mom, does she like you?”

“Um, she keeps wanting me to screw her daughter?”

Rachel waved her hands. “Everybody wants you to do that! Focus! Would she rather we stay our own coven or wind up with the Blakes and Prescotts?”

“I think she’d like any option that left me open to joining her Family.”

“This won’t.” Rachel looked up to the stage. “She’s frowning. She doesn’t like what Magira Blake’s saying … maybe that’ll be enough.” She ripped the page she’d written out of the notebook and held it out. “Cassandra! Take this to that adjutrix by the stage there and ask her to give it to Magira Hearst.” She hurriedly scribbled a second note. “And this one — I’ll take it to Melaina.”

Rachel started to stand, but Cassandra stopped her.

“If Melaina’s going to have to swear to something, we shouldn’t be seen talking to her right before,” Cassandra said.

Rachel thought about it for a minute, then crumpled up the second note. “I hope she won’t be angry with me.”

Cassandra stepped away from us.

“What’s adjutrix, anyway?” I asked.

Rachel sighed.

“Do you want me to tell you it’s Latin for helper or would you like me to explain how I’m going to save your ass?”

I grinned.

“You’re so cute when you’re worked up.”

Rachel flushed and glared at me … which just made her cuter. Her little button nose was all scrunched up and she was still tapping her foot at a rapid rate. I wondered if it would be possible to wind her up to the point she was actually stamping her feet — without exploding. Never mind.

“Okay,” I said as she bared her teeth. “Show me?”


Chapter Thirteen




“Section four, subsection sixteen — they renumbered all this in the fifties, but this is an older edition,” Rachel said, whispering so as not to be called out by the Council where Cassandra’s and Sam’s moms were still talking about their proposal. “This was added to the Principium in 1422. It took decades after the Death for witches to find each other and form full covens again. In the process, lots of lines were lost — lines is what they used to call the Families. The lines of descent stretching back into really ancient times.”

“Because the Dark Ages aren’t really ancient?”

“It was the Middle Ages — Late, even — and, again, that’s what you want to ask?”

“Nope, go on,” I told her, gesturing at the book.

“So, it’s the Late Middle Ages, witches are just now really back in touch with each other, and the full understanding of what we’d lost became clear. Everything was so confused — people’d moved around so much to avoid the Death, and lines of communication were gone. So a coven added this:

“‘And cometh afore a council of witches, to a coven, yea, even to a single witch, the word of a Lost One, thou shalt end all afore thee and give heed. Charged upon thee, upon thy coven, upon thy Grove, and pled unto the Goddess Herself, this geas is laid: to seek, aid, nourish, heal, and to bring back unto the Goddess the least of the Lost Ones, even unto thine own end. To this we offer up our own.’”

Rachel looked at me expectantly.

I looked at Sam, expecting her to tell me I didn’t know anything, but she looked as bewildered as I was.

“Goddess,” Rachel muttered, “do you ever pay attention in class? Never mind. Look, this use of the word ‘geas’ here? That’s deliberate, it’s telling us they cast a ritual — a ritual to bind the … everybody. ‘And cometh afore a council of witches, to a coven, yea, even to a single witch’ — they’re placing the geas on every witch, every coven, every council. It’s huge, it’s a … an ancestral equivalent of a coven compulsion. If any witch disobeys, then the geas’ punishment would activate — and it’s a bad one.”

“That was so long ago — how could it last that long?” Sam asked.

“It might not, but it could — they went beyond a plea to the Goddess and powered it themselves. This here — ‘even unto thine own end. To this we offer up our own’ — you’re ordered to do this, even if it means your death. And to ensure this, we give our own lives.”

Rachel scrubbed at her eyes.

“They sacrificed themselves. They made a plea to the Goddess to power their geas and then they sacrificed their own lives to power it more. With as few of them as there were after the Death, this was so important to them that they did that. The Goddess wouldn’t like a sacrifice like that, but if they did it anyway, it would be really powerful — it would be every bit of mana that coven might produce in their entire lives all at once, maybe more.”

“Wow,” I said, “but I still don’t see —”

“You’re a Lost One,” Sam said, nodding. “That’s it, right? He’s a Lost One?”

Rachel nodded.

“How do you figure that?” I asked.

“Figure what?” Cassandra asked, squatting in front of me again so she could see Rachel.

“Did an adjutrix give the note to Magira Hearst?” Rachel asked.

“Yeah, she’s doing it right now — so, figure what?”

“Noah’s a Lost One and our mothers are about to shit themselves.”

Cassandra frowned, then cocked her head to the side. “Huh, yeah, I guess if Melaina won’t … he could be, but there hasn’t been a lost line rediscovered in … ages.”

“Since 1642,” Rachel said.

Cassandra nodded. “Goddess … this is … so cool.”

“I know, right?” Sam said grinning.

“Magira Hearst is reading our note,” Rachel said, craning her neck to see Priscilla’s mother.

I hadn’t noticed, but Cassandra’s mom had finished talking and now Sam’s mother was saying something, but I didn’t bother trying to listen, because I wanted Rachel to finish explaining.

“If you’re of The Blackwood’s line, then you can’t be from the independent Families. We know who all of them are and there are no other Blackwoods left today. They were all lost in the Death. We even know who the outcasts are, because they were, well, outcast. You have to be from somewhere we don’t know about — the true ferals, sorry, the ones who completely lost their connection to the Goddess — and the return of the Blackwood line.”

“Wouldn’t that make Mel the Lost One, though?” I asked. “If I’m descended from her, then she’s … found already? Right?”

Rachel took a deep breath, eyes still on the stage.

“No — I think that’s why no one’s realized it before,” Rachel whispered. “Melaina … she’s always been here. You showing up — even I only looked at you as being something special for her, but this isn’t about an individual, it’s about the line. That’s what was lost — they knew a lot of people died and there’s nothing they could do about that, but the line is what’s important, because those track back to the line’s founders. And The Blackwood can’t continue her line, because she can’t have children.”

“What?”

“That’s —” Rachel frowned. “Look, everybody thinks that after the Death, when Melaina couldn’t find any of her children —”

“Wait, what?” I said, shocked. “You’re saying she was around in the 1200s or whatever?”

I knew Mel was old, but she’d never said she was that old. Eight hundred years?

“The Death was in the 1300s, but, yeah, she’s been around since the 1200s, too. No one knows how long before that and she’s never said — there are some rumors, but they can’t be true. Anyway, they say she was so heartbroken at her loss that she couldn’t bear to go through it again, so she wouldn’t have any more children — then after Salem…”

She took a deep breath and bit her lip. Sam laid a hand on her shoulder and Cassandra grasped her hands.

“I’m not supposed to say, but … well, you’re of her line and —” She looked at Cassandra and Sam. “— we’re a coven of that line, so that means…” She chewed on her lip. “Yeah, I think the Family geas doesn’t apply to us now. It’s not warning me, anyway.” She took a deep breath. “Melaina found a Winthrop coven and asked for a ritual. The Ritual, the one that created the Veil. She asked the Goddess to make the mundanes forget us. To make them think we weren’t real, so that they’d stop hunting us, and she offered … her ability to have children.”

“I never heard that,” Sam said, shaking her head. “I always knew she wouldn’t have children again, but I never heard anything like that’s what she traded for the Veil.”

Cassandra nodded. “You were right, Magira Hearst is probably the best one to bring it up, anyway. She’s not really part of any faction. She just votes how she wants.”

I looked back at the stage again and Magira Hearst caught my eye. She’d finished reading Rachel’s note and my stomach churned wondering what she’d do. If she said nothing, what would I do? Jump up and proclaim it? That would probably piss off enough of the Council to vote against me regardless of the geas. If they’d be willing for politics, they’d certainly do it if they were offended. Maybe send a note to Katrina’s mom and ask a favor right after my oath? That would be fucked up.

Magira Hearst raised her fingers to her lips and began tapping them, looking up as though pondering a decision, then she scribbled something on a slip of paper and handed that back to the adjutrix, who left the stage.

“She’s going to want something to support us,” Rachel whispered as the woman approached us and handed the paper to me.

I glanced at Magira Hearst as I held the paper and she met my eyes again with eyebrows raised.

“What does it say? What does she want?” Sam asked.

I opened the paper and read.

Priscilla joins your coven within a year and a day.

I took a deep breath and held it out for the girls to read.

“What do you think?” Sam asked.

“Priscilla’s nice,” Cassandra said.

I nodded and saw Sam and Rachel nodding, too.

“It’s a good deal,” Cassandra said. “She’s not asking for us to join her Family, she’s not demanding Priscilla be high priestess. I think she knows where this is going and wants an alliance.”

“An alliance? What do you mean, ‘where this is going’?” I asked.

Rachel sighed. “The next step after being recognized as a Lost One will be to petition for recognition of the recovered line as a new Family — to reinstate the line. That’s the whole point — and forming a new Family is already before the Council.”

Cassandra grinned at Sam. “Our mothers opened the fucking door and we’re going to slam it on their tits.”

“Seriously?” I wasn’t sure how I felt about that. “Wouldn’t that mean we’d have to listen to the Council and stuff? I thought we were going to be independent.”

“Yes, but being recognized by the Council wasn’t an option before,” Cassandra said. “Most independents are pretty weak. They mostly keep their heads down and try not to be noticed — which, you have to admit, would be really fucking hard for us. Being recognized gives us a lot of protection. Another Family can’t just fuck with us.”

Sam tilted her head.

“Well, they can still fuck with us, but it’s a lot more complicated and dangerous for them. They definitely can’t just take you off the street and lock you in the basement until one of their witches marks you. That would be like a declaration of war between Families and the other Families would start taking sides. A lot would join our side, even if only to make it clear a stronger Family can’t start doing the same thing to them.”

I frowned. “So none of them would care if we were attacked now, because we’re not a part of their group — but if we’re part of the group, that changes things?”

“Yeah, and I agree it’s the best option,” Rachel said. “Being recognized is best. We’re still not really safe until we have a full coven, but we’re safer than being independent.”

Sam nodded. “And once we do have a full coven, being recognized means they can’t just kill one of us to get another shot at Noah. Not without starting that same war if someone finds out.”

“Okay, leave that for a minute,” I said. “Do we agree to what Priscilla’s mom is asking? Should we ask Priscilla to join?”

I liked Priscilla, but the whole discussion left me a little queasy, because I didn’t really know her.

“Yes,” Cassandra said.

Sam nodded.

“Yes — just remember,” Rachel said, “the year and a day phrasing makes it binding. There’s some ancient stuff around that and it’ll bite hard if you break the agreement, even without a full oath.”

I nodded. “Give me that pencil.”

Rachel handed me the pencil and I wrote another note before having Cassandra pass it back to an adjutrix.

So long as she truly wants to, I agree.

Cassandra snorted. “Like she wouldn’t in a heartbeat. She’s had a crush on you since her mom made her show you her boobs.”

“That never happened.”

“Yeah, right.”

I took a deep breath and looked up to meet Magira Hearst’s waiting gaze.

Magira Hearst read the note and her eyes brightened. She made a kissing face at me.

“Punctum ordinis, Archimagira?”

The room went silent and Sam’s mom, who’d been speaking, was staring at Magira Hearst with a look of pure hatred. Based on the saccharin smile Magira Hearst was returning, I wondered if I’d really needed to make a deal with her or if she’d have interrupted just to piss off the two other witches.

“Ah, yes, Magira Hearst?” Archimagira Winthrop asked.

“Thank you, Archimagira, I believe I am compelled to call upon the Council in the name of the Goddess.”

The sound of the gasps in the room was almost a roar.

“What’s that?” I whispered to Rachel.

“She’s claiming to speak for the Goddess Herself, to be delivering Her will. It’s, like, the most sacred, scary thing. If the Council decides she’s not … I don’t know what they’d do. It’s putting her whole reputation on the line for us.”

“That is a bold statement, Magira Hearst, bold indeed.” Archimagira Winthrop inclined her head. “Please give us the Goddess’ words.”

“Thank you, Archimagira. Before continuing, this council should listen to the words of the warlock, Noah Ashe.”

There was a second of silence.

“That’s it?” Cassandra’s mom asked.

Magira Hearst nodded.

“Yeah, that’s it?” I whispered to Rachel. I’d expected a little more.

Rachel was grinning, but Cassandra’s grin was wider.

“Oh, she’s smart,” Cassandra said. “By just saying they should listen to us, she’s taken out any Council politics at all. And by just saying the Goddess wants them to listen, she’s sort of added the Goddess’ blessing to what we say without actually claiming it herself, so she’s not putting that much of her reputation on the line to start or pissing off anyone on the Council. Well, except for my mom and Sam’s, and they’re already pissed.”

“I feel it in my womb that the Goddess compels this Council to listen to the words of the warlock, Noah Ashe,” Magira Hearst repeated.

“Well, we can’t,” Sam’s mom said. “He’s a feral. He’s not of the Families and cannot petition this Council!”

“Speaking is not petitioning, Judith.”

“But it is! His point in speaking is clearly to sway this Council on the matter of civilizing him! This is no less a petition than a motion from a member.”

“A silly rule, and meaningless, the boy simply appoints a patrona from some Family to speak for him — you do insist on making everything so difficult.” Magira Hearst looked over at me. “Who will you name as your patrona?”

I looked at Rachel.

“Patrona,” she whispered, “it’s protector or advocate, someone to address the —”

“Yeah, yeah, that’s you. Go!”

Rachel grinned and hopped to her feet, grasping the Principium in her arms.

“I will!”

Rachel’s grandmother chuckled.

“Identify yourself for the Council, if you please.”

“Rach —” Rachel stopped and took a deep breath, squaring her shoulders. “Patrona Rachel Ashe, Archimagira, Magirae, to speak on behalf of the warlock, Noah Ashe.”

“Very well,” Archimagira Winthrop said with a pause — then she seemed to shrug and continued. “The Goddess has compelled us to hear the words of the warlock, Noah Ashe. Please give them to us.”

“Wait!” Cassandra’s mother yelled. “That’s — isn’t that your granddaughter, Archimagira?”

“She is.”

“But … she just said ‘Patrona Ashe!’ Has the feral taken her too? A third daughter of these Families in … it’s been less than two weeks since the last! Who’s to say who’s next?”

Priscilla’s mom gave me a toodles-wave and another kissy-face.

Sam’s mom was also on her feet. “This is outrageous! Archimagira, how can you allow this?”

“Enough,” Rachel’s grandmother said, quietly, but she tapped a finger on the table and a deafening crack echoed through the cafeteria. “Magirae, it is no one’s place to speak about a Winthrop Family matter than my own. Rachel? Is it true that you have been bound to this warlock?”

“Yes, Archimagira Winthrop, last night.”

There was a chorus of gasps from the watching witches.

“Were you forced or coerced in any way to bond with the warlock, Noah Ashe?”

Rachel shook her head. “No, Archimagira. It was of my own will and choice.”

“Are you happy with your choice?”

Rachel’s smile threatened to split her head in two and I wanted to wrap her in my arms.

“More than when the Banshees win the Cup, Grandmother.”

I shared a look with Sam — that was some top-tier happy for Rachel.

“Archimagira, I protest!” Sam’s mother yelled. “If you’re going to question the girl, it should be done under a truth spell and —”

“Are you seriously questioning how I choose to deal with a member of my Family, Judith? And in a Council session?” Archimagira Winthrop asked quietly. “If a Winthrop has chosen to disobey the plans our Family has made for her, that is a matter for the Winthrops. As head of the Winthrops, I will believe or disbelieve my granddaughter as I choose, and I will deal with this transgression — a private, Family matter — privately, not before this Council. You and Magira Blake may wish to air your bloomers before all and sundry, but you will keep your noses out of the Winthrop laundry basket, am I clear?”

It seemed like no one dared say a word.

“Thank you all for recognizing a private Family matter,” the Archimagira said. “Furthermore, Magirae Blake and Prescott, be on notice that a single further baseless accusation against a Winthrop, current or former, will result in my Family seeking a Council Censure against your Families for slander.”

“What?”

“How?”

Archimagira Winthrop tapped her finger again and a deafening crack echoed through the room.

“Will the Memorator please remind us of Magira Blake’s statement with regard to this warlock’s patrona identifying herself?”

One of the witches I didn’t know closed her eyes and a moment later Cassandra’s mother’s voice boomed out from all corners of the room.

“But … she just said ‘Patrona Ashe!’ Has the feral taken her too? A third daughter of these Families in … it’s been less than two weeks since the last! Who’s to say who’s next?”

“Apologies for the volume,” the witch said. She gestured at the surrounding cafeteria. “The acoustics.”

“Magirae,” the Archimagira said, flatly. “You have publicly stated that your daughters were so weak-willed and easily manipulated as to have been duped by a warlock who didn’t even know witches existed a year ago. Your statement, Magira Blake, and joined in your outburst by Magira Prescott, clearly implies you think the same of my granddaughter. The Winthrops will not tolerate such an accusation. Deliberately disobedient, she may be; lacking the strength of will to mark this warlock, I will allow; but I will tolerate no suggestion that a Winthrop witch did other than she or her Family chose.”

“I don’t know if I should be offended or impressed,” Cassandra whispered.

“Rachel?” Sam asked. “Do you think your grandma would adopt me?”

“Can we show Grandma the bite mark?” Rachel whispered. “I want her to think I tried a little.”

“Ssh,” I whispered, because Rachel’s grandmother wasn’t done.

“However, since the two of you have chosen to believe this of your daughters, and make those beliefs public, along with making your daughters the subject of this Council, I believe I would like the same questions answered by the other two before we continue.” She held up a hand as Cassandra’s mother started to object. “You may request a truth spell or oath of some sort and repeat the questioning later if you wish, but I would like to hear from these other two witches now.”

Her iron gaze turned to us and I heard Samantha gulp.

“Samantha Ashe, were you subject to any undue influence — force, fraud, or coercion — in your decision to bond with this warlock? Do you have any regrets?”

Sam stood up, squeezing my hand. “If anything, I coerced Noah, Archimagira — and my only regret is that he wasn’t there to mark me the day I came into my power. I swear this by my Power, by my Grove, and by the Goddess I adore.”

“Thank you. Cassandra Ashe, were you subject to any undue influence — force, fraud, or coercion — in your decision? Do you have any regrets?”

Cassandra stood and looked at me for a moment. I couldn’t say I wasn’t a little worried. It hadn’t been by choice, after all, and the last couple weeks had been pretty hard.

“It’s okay,” I whispered. “Say what you need to — I won’t be mad.”

Cassandra snorted and shook her head, then turned back to the Council.

“Archimagira, Magirae, it is true that my decision was colored. I thought I had no choice. I either accepted this warlock or faced certain death.”

“See?” Magira Blake yelled.

I closed my eyes and tried to push acceptance and reassurance toward Cassandra through our bond — it was nothing but the truth, after all — then she reached down and took my hand.

“Shut up, Mother,” Cassandra said. “Noah’s shown me more compassion in the last two weeks than you have my entire life.” She reached over and gathered up Sam’s hand with mine and put her other on Rachel’s shoulder. “My sisters have shown me far more forgiveness than I deserve after following your ‘advice.’” She looked at Archimagira Winthrop. “Had I the choice now, standing free and unbound before you?” She snorted again. “I would drag Noah to the nearest Grove and demand he make me his. I swear it by my Power, by my Grove, and by the Goddess who has blessed me with a kinder path.”

Holy shit.

Cassandra sat back down and looked at me. “Shut up. And rub your eyes — my warlock doesn’t tear up in front of these witches.”

“These words mean nothing,” Magira Blake said. “Without a compulsion to be truthful —”

“There is a matter before this Council!” Rachel said, forcefully enough to cut her off. Even her grandmother raised an eyebrow at how strongly she interrupted the older witch. “With respect, Magirae, this Council has been called upon in the name of the Goddess. Perhaps it might be best to hear what She wishes said before a return to bick — to speaking of other matters.”

I had to stifle a laugh, because I had no doubt Rachel had just, very deliberately, told these witches to stop bickering and listen up.

“I agree,” the Archimagira said. “Please continue, Patrona Ashe.”

Rachel took a deep breath.

“Archimagira, Magirae, I also call upon the Council in the name of the Goddess.”

There was another explosion of gasps and muttering, but Rachel powered on, her voice filling the room as she read from the Principium:

“‘And cometh afore a council of witches, to a coven, yea, even to a single witch, the word of a Lost One, thou shalt end all afore thee and give heed. Charged upon thee, upon thy coven, upon thy Grove, and pled unto the Goddess Herself, this geas is laid: to seek, aid, nourish, heal, and to bring back unto the Goddess the least of the Lost Ones, even unto thine own end. To this we offer up our own.’”

Rachel pointed at me.

“Noah Ashe is a Lost One,” she said. “He is descended from Melaina Seraphina Blackwood. She has taken him as her own, she has claimed this, and I believe she will here today confirm this.”

“I will!” Mel called from where the faculty was sitting.

I stretched to get a look at her and she was grinning back at me, wiggling happily in her seat.

“Then how can he be a Lost One?” Cassandra’s mother demanded. “Lost One implies being a recovered Line. She’s right there.”

“She is,” Rachel agreed. “It’s said that she has had no children since the Death due to her grief, but the truth … I’m so sorry, Melaina.”

“It’s alright, dear, it’s not a surprise to me.”

Rachel took a deep breath.

“The truth is, it is not a matter of choice — Melaina Seraphina Blackwood can no longer bear children. The Blackwood line was lost — it is no longer.”

The room went so silent I could almost hear the clicking in their heads as every witch in the room made the connections.

“Shit!”
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It must have been Cassandra’s mother who yelled “shit”, because Sam’s mom was on her feet shouting.

“No! This is absurd!”

I’m pretty sure I saw little flecks of something flying from her mouth.

“There hasn’t been a lost line discovered since before this council was formed! Not for hundreds of years! This is not the seventeenth century when a Lost One would have no way of contacting us … we have a website! What proof is offered?”

“I feel it in my womb,” Mel called out, standing and moving toward the aisle.

“Something more than Melaina Seraphina Blackwood’s queasy stomach, perhaps?” Cassandra’s mom demanded from the stage.

Mel started walking toward us.

“He has resonants which ran true in my line — I will swear to this.”

Both Cassandra’s mom and Sam’s shook their heads, as well as another Magira at the far end of the table.

“Coincidence,” Cassandra’s mom said. “Others could well have had that without your claiming them as your kin.”

“That’s true,” Sam whispered.

“All the more reason to doubt your claim and show this warlock is nothing more than the misbegotten offspring of some outcasts,” Sam’s mom said. “To breed true after so much time lost? Implausible.”

It really was a toss-up for me to decide which of my … well, mothers-in-law, I guess, I disliked more at that moment. Then I realized a full-coven meant I was going to have ten more mothers-in-law before this was done, and, so far, I was batting under .500. Two hated me and, while I did like Rachel’s grandmother, I hadn’t met her mom yet.

“I really need to mark a psychologist into the coven so I can get free therapy,” I muttered. “Maybe I should talk to the vampire.”

“What?”

“Nothing. Is she right?”

Sam shrugged.

“We know there’s something genetic to the resonants, but it’s not as simple as, say, eye color, and then there’s the, you know, magic. It’s why Sororix Prescott was so disappointed in me — Love isn’t something that runs in our Family, so she wasn’t expecting it. Same with onesies.”

Mel reached us, gave me a hug, then hugged Sam and Cassandra. She whispered something to Cassandra, who nodded, then hugged Rachel.

“Brilliant, dear,” Mel whispered. “I hadn’t even considered that.” She chuckled. “I’m right here, after all.”

Rachel flushed and ducked her head. “It was right there in the Principium.”

Mel kissed her cheek. “But you’re the one who thought of it.”

“All this talk of resonants means nothing,” Sam’s mother went on. “My own daughter, Samantha, received a resonant rare in our Family. These things are not set in stone.”

Having met the head of it, I was not, in fact, surprised to hear that Love was rare in Sam’s Family.

“He has touched and tamed wild mana,” Mel went on, turning to face the stage again. “Something also not seen since before the Death — and always lost when the line’s founder perished.”

“Many lines are said to have done the same and there is no certainty the founder must live,” Magira Blake said. “Impressive though it be, it is not proof of a lost line, nor of yours.”

Some of the Magirae were nodding. It seemed like the Council was turning against us, but Mel was grinning like we’d already won. She squared her shoulders and took a deep breath, smiling so viciously I was certain Willowmere’s PA magic was about to announce Fatality!

“It is well known that my line was close to the Goddess and were blessed,” Mel said. “I remember the times, well before the Death, when covens formed for more than power alone and when witch blood ran in child after child.” She paused. “When our children came to us nearly as we wished, to every witch who desired it, by the will of her warlock and with the Goddess’ blessing.”

Some of the Council members were nodding along with her, maybe not from their own memories as Mel seemed to be saying, but certain of their history.

“Even as others lost that gift,” Mel said, “my line retained it. Until the Death itself, a warlock of my line, if blessed by the Goddess, could give his coven children as he willed; and with the Death and the loss of my family, such a thing has not been known since. Until now. Cassandra Ashe is with child. She bears a son, a warlock, blessed by the Goddess’ grace and by Noah Ashe’s will and power at the moment of their binding.”

“Impossible!” Magira Blake yelled.

Priscilla’s mom was staring at me, wide-eyed, then sighed, narrowing her eyes at me. I had a feeling she wished she’d heard that before agreeing to help us, so she could add a baby to her demands.

Cassandra grasped my hand and Sam’s with her other and stepped forward.

“It’s true.” She swallowed hard and ran her eyes over the Council members. “I felt Noah’s will drive his intent to give me a child.”

Rachel nodded. “Noah Ashe is a warlock of The Blackwood line — the last of them, save his son who grows within his witch’s womb. Conceived at their binding, and clear, incontrovertible evidence of the Goddess’ blessing on his coven and line.” She paused. “Tell us, Magirae, would the Goddess so bless a coven formed in deceit and treachery?”

Mel glared at the Council. “Noah Ashe is a warlock of the Blackwood line — I know this to be true and swear it by my Power, by my Grove, and by the Goddess who made me.”

“No,” Sam’s mother said, striding across the stage to look down on Mel. “No. It was one thing to rely on Melaina Seraphina Blackwood’s word for his admission to Willowmere as a supposed ‘legacy’, but this? Archimagira, this question, this claim, is far too serious to rely simply on the oath of one witch — even one so respected and revered as Melaina Seraphina Blackwood. I demand conclusive proof. We stand on Willowmere campus, which has its own coven — one independent of this Council, so that none may doubt its impartiality. I call for a Rite of Consanguinity!”


Chapter Fourteen




“What’s a consanguinity rite?” I asked as the rest of the crowd murmured.

I remembered Sam telling me consanguinity had something to do with how closely someone was related, but she hadn’t said anything about a ritual.

“It’s used when we’re not really sure how closely someone’s related — if the records are vague or were lost,” Rachel whispered.

I frowned — if it could tell us that, why hadn’t Mel done it before, rather than just assuming based on my resonants?

Sam’s mother was looking at Cassandra’s, but the latter was staring at Mel, brow furrowed. Prima Rosethorn left the faculty seating and followed Mel’s path to us. The sounds of the crowd and the Council members grew until Archimagira Winthrop tapped her finger, sending another resounding crack cutting through the sounds and silencing them.

“I will have order, Magirae,” she said.

Sam’s mom was glaring at Cassandra’s now, who gave a quick glance at Mel, then swallowed. “Secundo,” she said quietly.

“Punctum ordinis,” Priscilla’s mom said. “Exceptio formae.”

“Now you object to form?” Magira Prescott asked. “After just hand-waving allowing a feral to address this Council?”

Magira Hearst shrugged. “A patrona is well within the rules. A second with no motion, is not.”

“Magira Hearst is correct,” Archimagira Winthrop said. “There is no motion to be seconded.”

“Fine! Punctum ordinis, Archimagira, probatum exhibe.”

“Let me guess,” I whispered to Rachel. “’Prove it, witch?’”

“Pretty much,” Rachel said.

Sam’s mom was staring at Cassandra’s expectantly, but Magira Blake was only looking at Mel — and, it seemed, the whole room was looking at her, as well, so it might have been only me who saw Magira Hearst look to Mel and raise an eyebrow.

I thought I saw Mel’s shoulders slump just the tiniest bit and an even tinier nod.

“Secundo,” Priscilla’s mom said.

Sam’s mom spun to look at her, clearly surprised.

Magira Hearst shrugged. “You have asked for proof, Magira.” She glanced around at the crowd and other council members, then smiled. “And I see others here desire it, as well. Tris echois.”

There were several gasps and when I looked at Rachel to find out what the fuck just happened, her eyes were wide.

She shook herself a little and leaned closer to me.

“‘Have it thrice,’” she whispered. “The full saying is ‘Aiteis ti? Tris echois.’ ‘You want this thing? Receive it thrice.’”

“Melaina?” Prima Rosethorn asked as she reached us, almost in a whisper.

Mel didn’t look at the Prima — her eyes were focused on Sam’s and Cassandra’s mothers with a frightening intensity.

“They demand some proof, then they shall have it,” Mel said. “Assemble your coven, Evelina. The blame for this will not fall on you or yours.”

There was a quick vote, and the Council was divided, but the majority agreed to the motion.

“Prima Rosethorn, may we ask this of you?” Archimagira Winthrop asked.

The Prima glanced once more at Mel, then said, “My coven will perform the rite.”

“Would you prefer us to adjourn to your Grove? The rite will be less taxing there, I think.”

Prima Rosethorn turned her own gaze on Sam’s and Cassandra’s mothers, and if Mel’s gaze was icy, the Prima’s was a blazing furnace.

“I will not sully my Grove with this.”

A moment later, Magistra Fallowell left the cafeteria and the crowd rustled with nervous movement as we waited, I assumed, for her to return with Peter, the Willowmere coven’s warlock. Prima Rosethorn gestured for Mel to take a place on one side of the stage and me on the other, with the Council table stretching the length between us.

Cassandra, Sam, and Rachel started to climb the stairs behind me, but one of the adjutrices blocked their path. I hadn’t even turned around to object before I heard Cassandra.

“That is my warlock,” she practically snarled, glaring at the witch in her way. “I will fucking gut you, witch.”

“And I brought salt,” Sam snarled.

“Geez, you guys, you don’t need to make threats all the time,” Rachel said, elbowing her way between my other two witches to face the adjutrix and smiling, voice bright and friendly. “Hi! I am that warlock’s witch and patrona — bar me from his side at your own peril.”

The adjutrix shot a quick glance at Archimagira Winthrop who nodded, then moved out of the way. I turned back to face Mel, feeling my coven close in behind me.

“That was not making threats?” Cassandra whispered.

“I wasn’t threatening — I just reminded her of the rules and the natural consequences of her actions. More of a courtesy, really.”

Mel didn’t even glance at me, her gaze fixed on Sam’s mother, who’d resumed her seat behind the council table.

Prima Rosethorn approached Mel with a silver knife and a small bowl, and I winced as the Prima cut Mel’s finger and squeezed blood into the bowl. I kind of figured what was next, and, sure enough, the Prima’s next stop was in front of me.

I held out my hand to her.

“Open your shirt,” Prima Rosethorn said.

My hands went to my shirtfront automatically, but then I froze, staring at the knife Prima Rosethorn still held in the same hand as the bowl.

“Well?”

I undid a couple buttons and tentatively spread my shirt, wincing a little as I stared at the knife. I was pretty sure the witches would see carving my heart out to determine if I was a Lost One as counterproductive — but…

Prima Rosethorn’s eyes followed my gaze and she sighed, then dipped a finger in the blood and tapped me on the chest.

“It’s to form a connection,” she said, “not some sort of sacrifice — what has Magistra Cassian been teaching you?”

I had no chance to respond, because Magistra Fallowell returned with Peter, and the Prima went to join the other members of the Willowmere coven gathered around their warlock. They wore their regular clothing, not ritual robes, and the expressions of fury on their faces nearly equaled Prima Rosethorn’s.

There wasn’t any audible chanting or calling on the Goddess, they simply came together, hands clutching hands, arms around shoulders, heads bowed and eyes closed as they concentrated. They were saying something — the sound of their whispers and murmuring reached me, but it was too faint for me to understand.

“It takes a whole coven for this?” I whispered over my shoulder.

Rachel nodded. “They’re reaching back into the past, like Hannah’s Hindsight — the farther back, the more power they need. It would be way easier in the Grove, but I don’t blame Prima Rosethorn for not wanting those two anywhere near it.”

I had to agree with that — having Sam’s or Cassandra’s mothers anywhere near the Willowmere Grove would soil it.

I flipped the mental switch that let me see mana, something I think everyone in the room had done, and saw a steady stream of it flowing from the school’s coven to Mel — surrounding her in its glow but also seeming to disappear as though absorbed by something. Time stretched on, until I could tell the members of the Willowmere coven were straining, sweat streaming down their faces and their expressions changing from fury to even deeper concentration.

For several, long minutes nothing more happened, but the watching crowd was entirely silent — then a small, single ball of soft, red mana appeared next to Mel, connected to her by a brilliant, blue-white line.

Mel gave the red ball a single glance, then returned her icy stare to Sam’s mother.

“What is that?” I whispered.

“Her —” Cassandra broke off, closing her eyes and laying her hands over her stomach.

“Her first child,” Rachel whispered. “A daughter.”

“Archimagira,” Prima Rosethorn called from within her coven. “That the rite shows even one generation means there is relation enough. Must we continue?”

“Complete it,” Sam’s mother demanded. “I want to see. I want to see how far removed this relation we’re supposed to accept actually is.”

“Magira Prescott —” the Prima began.

“I will accept nothing less,” Magira Prescott cut her off. “If you are unwilling, shall I summon a coven of my own to perform the rite?”

“Insist on this horror, Magira, and no Prescott, witch or warlock, shall ever set foot on Willowmere’s grounds again.”

Sam’s mother chuckled. “We’ll see about that when a new board is convened, Prima. In the meantime, please continue.”

Prima Rosethorn gave a pleading look to Archimagira Winthrop, but she shook her head, face sad. “It has been called for, Evelina. Some will say a failure to disclose all must be in the cause of hiding something.” She turned to Mel. “Melaina, I am so —”

“Let it be finished,” Mel said, still glaring at Sam’s mom.

I knew this was wrong. I knew it never should have been asked of Mel, but I really didn’t understand how wrong it was.

“Why is everyone so furious?” I whispered to Rachel, and I saw her eyes were wet with tears.

“They’re going to make her watch her children die.”

The mana resumed flowing and more glowing balls appeared. Most red, but some blue — connecting first to Mel, then branching out in a wide, growing swathe. Over and over again.

Mel’s shoulders tensed, but she didn’t take her eyes from Sam’s mom.

A moment later and I saw the reason for her sudden tension, as one of the glowing lights dimmed, turned grey, and faded. Then another. One or two at a time, even as the wave continued to grow and expand toward me. I didn’t need to ask the meaning of the grey; it was clear enough.

Each layer drew closer to me, extending from the last, and I noticed the anger of my coven begin to change to confusion.

“Where’s the Death?” Sam whispered. I glanced at her and her brow was furrowed with confusion.

“What?”

“That’s … twenty, maybe more, generations … and still…”

“How old is she?” Cassandra whispered.

Rachel nodded. “I knew Grandma’s stories about her were true.”

The mutterings from the watching witches grew along with the glowing wave leading toward me, on and on, until Mel closed her eyes, as though she knew, could count without seeing, every single one of those glowing dots and had the name of each burned into her very soul. And then the growth stopped — reversed, as light after light — first one at a time, then dozens — dimmed and turned grey.

I swallowed hard, fighting back the urge to run to Mel and comfort her.

When the witches had talked about her losing her children, I’d thought, given the witches’ fertility, they meant a few — bad enough, but this? I couldn’t count the number, there were too many, but Mel had lost her entire family, grown over hundreds of years — hundreds of them, maybe thousands, in a single event — and I was certain, without a doubt, that she’d known and loved every one of them.

All gone. All save one.

A single red ball appeared past the wall of the Death. Then another, followed by the dimming grey of the first. And another, and another — daughter after daughter, witch after witch, each followed by the dimming of the one before, as though each generation’s purpose was fulfilled by the next. Stretching in an unbroken line toward me, until the next line ran to a glowing blue ball against my chest.

I didn’t want to watch, didn’t want to know, but I couldn’t look away. I stared at the glowing, red ball nearest me, and felt my witches’ arms wrap around me as I waited for it, too, to dim and fade. But it didn’t, and my throat constricted as a lifelong question was answered.

My mother was alive.

A final line grew, stretching from me to where Cassandra’s hands hovered protectively over her stomach, and I concentrated on that and the new-found knowledge of my mother — something good in the face of what I’d just witnessed.

“It’s done,” Prima Rosethorn said, voice weak and shaking.

The mana between us faded and disappeared, then Mel turned from the Council and strode over to us. Her eyes were bright with unshed tears, but her cheeks were dry. I couldn’t imagine the strength — or the fury — needed to keep from showing her sorrow to the witches on the Council.

“I’m so sorry,” I whispered as she reached me.

Mel shook her head and laid a hand on my cheek. “You’ve brought me joy again, dear.”

She turned to face the Council again, laying one hand on my shoulder, the other over Cassandra’s clasped hands.

“Some of you may have forgotten me. Tales are just tales, after all, and I’ve kept much to myself for some time.” She drew her shoulders back. “Let us be introduced anew, Magirae — I am Melainē tou Naou, Hē Theagennētē, Serafina che la Notte Arde, Die Schwarzwaldhexe. After seven hundred years, that which I thought lost forever has been found — ponder long before you think to take them from me.”
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The room was silent after Mel’s statement.

Prima Rosethorn and her coven staggered to the nearest row of seats, those already there hurrying out of their way. They sat, elbows on knees, taking deep breaths to steady themselves.

I don’t think … no, I’m certain they had no idea how far back they’d have to reach for what they’d just done.

Twenty or more generations before the plague? Witch generations, when a single witch would live over a hundred years. I couldn’t really grasp it. Mel had been there for … she’d seen everything. And endured far more.

We left the stage to return to our seats and I think I was the only one to notice as Mel staggered on one of the steps. My arms went around her immediately, trying to make it seem like I was only hugging, not supporting her, because I knew she wouldn’t want to let those witches see a moment’s weakness.

Mel and my girls sat, while I remained standing to wait for whatever was coming next. There was only silence for a moment until Archimagira Winthrop spoke.

“I … believe it might be best to take a short recess.”

“No,” I said.

“I beg your pardon?” Rachel’s grandmother asked, eyebrows raised.

I didn’t care. It had been too long, and we’d been through far too much.

My girls were still in tears — they couldn’t take any more. Mel was on the verge of breaking down — and I wouldn’t allow that in front of these people. This was my family and they’d been through enough.

We’d been at this so long that the kitchen staff were in there baking the dinner rolls, their scent filling the room — and they must have been distracted by the Council session, because it smelled like they’d burned a tray or two.

I shook my head.

“No. No more delays. It’s time for you to vote.” I pointed at the stage. “You had questions, now you’ve had proof — more proof than anyone should need and far more than anyone should be made to bear. I am descended from Melaina Seraphina Blackwood — a line thought lost for seven hundred years.” I picked up the Principium from the chair Rachel had placed it on and set it on the stage — I wanted to throw it at them, but Rachel would be upset if I treated a book like that. “I am the very definition of your ‘Lost One’. Your own rules, your own ancestors, demand this of you.”

I glanced back down at the girls who were still seated, still in tears except for Mel, who was struggling so hard to hide her pain.

Sam, who’d drawn a love from me I wouldn’t have believed possible. Rachel, the gentlest soul I knew — okay, not on the field, but everywhere else. Cassandra, the mother of my child, who was trying so hard to belong with us. And Mel, who I owed everything to.

And if you deny me, I thought, pray to the Goddess that your ancestor’s geas takes you before I can.

I looked back at the Council, keeping my eyes on Rachel’s grandmother, because I didn’t trust myself to look at Magira Prescott or Magira Blake.

“Let’s be done with this — it’s time I take my family home to grieve.”
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“I call for a vote on the matter before us,” Priscilla’s mother said into the silence.

“Secunda,” someone else said, I think that was Magira Cartright.

“Very well,” Archimagira Winthrop said. “The matter before us is the recognition of the Ashe coven as a —”

“Blackwood,” I said.

“Excuse me?”

I heard Mel’s sharp intake of breath and reached my hand back to clasp hers.

I took a deep breath, trying to stay steady under the Archimagira’s gaze.

So far in our few meetings, I’d told the powerful head of the witches’ Council to wait a minute, get on with it, and now interrupted her — I had a feeling Rachel was going to get an earful about her warlock if she called her grandmother to chat this weekend.

“My coven is called Blackwood, Archimagira — the Blackwood line continues.”


Chapter Fifteen




We left the cafeteria, surrounding Mel as we made our way to the administrative building and Mel’s rooms.

I’d have preferred to return to Mel’s townhouse with my family. I gave a weak chuckle — Family, now, I guess.

The vote hadn’t even been close — only two didn’t vote in favor of recognizing us. Guess who?

They abstained and I’d had a brief hope that doing so might trigger whatever ancient geas still remained, but Rachel told us it probably wouldn’t. By the time the vote got to them, the outcome was already certain, so they weren’t denying any succor to a Lost One by abstaining.

As the door to the building closed behind us, the school announcement system chimed, but it was Prima Rosethorn’s voice that sounded.

“Magirae Blake and Prescott, as well as all Council adjutrices — you may have five minutes to remove yourselves from this campus. Magistra Cassian, in five minutes’ time, please adjust the campus wards appropriately and take any additional steps you feel necessary to ensure the security of the grounds and the safety of the students. Magellae Susan Prescott, Kathleen Prescott, and Karen Prescott, report to my office immediately.”

I glanced at Sam.

“Cousins,” she said.

“You never —”

“Dominus, have you known me to be particularly close to the fucking Prescotts? I hate those witches — they made my life miserable.”

“All three of them?”

“All of them.” She sighed. “Okay, a few cousins were okay, but not those three, and I sort of miss Aunt Syl — she did her best, I suppose.”

I looked at Cassandra — did she have cousins here as well?

She sighed. “Yes, two — as though they’d have anything to do with me here. Whose lives do you think I made miserable when I was at home?” She sighed again. “I suppose I should apologize to them or something now. They’re going to love that shit.”

I wondered if Sam’s cousins were getting expelled, but had too many things on my mind to really care.

Rachel shut the door behind us as we entered Mel’s rooms.

“I’ll make tea, Melaina,” Sam said. “Please go sit and rest.”

“I’ll help,” Cassandra said.

“Thank you,” Mel whispered.

I guided her to her favorite chair. “Would you rather go to your room for a while and lie down?” I whispered. “Or we could leave and —”

Mel’s hand grasped mine. “I need you near, Noah. All of you.”

I nodded.

I sat with Rachel on the couch while Mel closed her eyes and took long, slow breaths.

“That was pretty impressive,” I whispered to Rachel.

She ducked her head and blushed, all signs of the steel she’d shown before the Council gone and back to being shy and quiet.

“I just told them what was right,” Rachel whispered.

“You sure did.”

“Um, Noah?”

“Yeah?”

“Um, can you give me a quick drain before I explode?”

“Shit! Yeah!”

Rachel crawled into my lap. I cradled her there and gently slid one of my resonants into her Passion’s. Rachel shivered and let out a little moan … and nobody even blinked. It took me a second to realize I didn’t think there was anything weird about doing this with Rachel right out here in front of everyone.

Maybe there wasn’t. Maybe witches found themselves in need of a quick drain pretty often — it wasn’t like I was throwing her over the couch’s arm and taking her from behind … okay, ideas for later, but we weren’t doing that in front of everybody right now.

It only took a few seconds to drain Rachel’s Passion resonant to where it would no longer cause her discomfort. She’d been nearly empty this morning, but I guess getting worked up defending us before the Council had generated a lot of Passion for her.

Sam and Cassandra brought the tea tray and set it on the coffee table.

“What did you choose, dear?” Mel asked.

Sam looked flustered. “Um, chamomile for calming, lemon balm to soothe, rose petals for healing the heart, and just a bit of spearmint to uplift. You … have a lot of tea stuff.”

“Excellent choices, dear,” Mel said, taking a cup and sipping.

The tea really was excellent — I wouldn’t have thought spearmint would go with the others, but the blend left just the slightest hint of that at the end — and I let Sam know I appreciated her choices as well. When she’d finished half a cup, Mel held hers in her lap between cupped hands. I hated to see her so … vulnerable. Mel was … The Blackwood. She shouldn’t appear any way but powerful and in control.

Mel was quiet, sipping her tea, for what seemed like a long time, then she took a deep breath and let it out in a long sigh.

“Hypaepa,” she whispered, then looked up at us and repeated louder, “Hypaepa. That’s where I was born.”

“Mel, you don’t have to.”

She smiled, but it was still so very sad.

“I’ve kept a great many secrets about myself over the years, dear, and more has been forgotten — I let the knowledge fade in others, at least. It’s easy for people to doubt the stories when all they see is an elderly cat-lady.” She shook her head. “But I have a family now and I’ll not keep things from you. I have so many stories to tell you, dear, and not all of them are filled with grief.”

She took a deep breath.

“I was born in the village of Hypaepa, near Ephesus in Ionia. That’s in what is Turkey today. You’ll ask when, but I’m afraid I couldn’t say exactly — it’s been a long time, and the dates were never that important to me, not to mention changes to the calendar. It was before the Temple burned, of course, but I’m not certain how long before.”

“The temple?”

Mel nodded. “The Temple of Artemis. I suppose I should start with that day; the day I first saw it. My father had business in the city and brought my mother and I along. Just a family, not a coven — those came later. As did witches.”

“You weren’t a witch?”

Mel smiled sadly. “No, just a young girl seeing wonders for the first time. The Temple of Artemis.” She closed her eyes and her smile became less sad. “It was so beautiful — I wish you could have seen it. White marble, gleaming in the sun. The pathway up the hill was so full … more people than my entire village on that one path. Pilgrims, servants, merchants selling images of the Goddess, flowers and honey for offerings. And, oh, the columns — over a hundred, all carved with different stories and painted in brilliant colors. I swear I’ve seen nothing in all these years to rival it.

“I was just … thirteen? But I ran from my parents, up the hill.” She laughed. “I think I must have knocked over a dozen carts and scattered their wares. My mother and father did more damage than that chasing after me. I didn’t care — I only knew I had to reach that building. I had to get inside. I had to know Her — I didn’t even know, really, who She was. Only that the sight of Her temple filled my heart like nothing before.

“When my parents caught up, I was already at an altar — not the main one, but one of the smaller ones around the Temple. Her aspects were fading into the One, then — She once told me that happens from time to time, in response to her children’s thoughts.

“I threw myself to the floor and begged, pleaded, for Her to take me — my pleas weren’t to the priestesses, they were all gathered around trying to decide what to do with me, but directly to Her. I made quite a spectacle of myself — the other priestesses teased me about it for years.

“So, yes, I was initiated into the Temple and eventually became a full priestess of Artemis. My parents objected initially, but … I was a bit stubborn in my youth. I convinced them. She helped with that, of course. I think She was … amused.

“I’ve no idea how long I served, but, eventually, some of us found things were changing. Our friends and fellows seemed to age more quickly than we were.” She smiled. “It couldn’t possibly be us who were changing, after all — that’s a certain blindness people have, but eventually we did accept that it was us. We weren’t aging, and began seeing things the others couldn’t see — then found powers, our magic.

“We weren’t the first of course — the Oracle was old even then, and there were others long into the past, but I think they were accidents. Those She simply touched, or merely grazed, in Her passing through the world. We were the first She made with intent.” Mel frowned and shook her head. “Or, perhaps She had acted with deliberation before and we were simply new, but She never spoke of any others — the Death did almost end us all, so there might have been others before who perished in different ways … that might explain the sorrow I so often saw in Her.”

Mel looked up and grinned at the expressions on our faces.

“I don’t see why you should look so surprised. I’ve always said my line is closer to the Goddess than others these days.”

She licked her lips nervously, even though she was grinning. I thought she might be worried what we might think of her, learning all this. I didn’t blame her — I was having trouble wrapping my head around the years involved.

“I think that … nearness stayed in my line longer because I still lived. Certain things faded from the lines as their founders left us. Of course we didn’t even start to discover such things until after the fire.”

Mel was silent for so long after that that I prompted her.

“The fire?”

Mel took a deep breath and her brow furrowed. “Why is it always fire?” She shook her head. “In any case, the Temple burned … and we left. Some of the priestesses stayed, but all of us, those who were made, couldn’t bear to remain. The very earth felt different after. I heard the city once rebuilt the temple, but I’m certain none of us ever returned to see it — they called it ‘grander than before,’ but nothing could ever be so grand without Her presence.”

Mel went to sip her tea and found the cup empty — Sam was up in an instant, taking up the pot and refilling it.

“Thank you, dear.” Mel brought the cup to her lips, inhaling deeply before sipping. “This is a fine blend,” she said, nodding to Sam. “Would you make a note of it for me?”

“Thank you, Melaina, of course.”

“Some of us wandered while some of us tried to settle in one place. We did attempt to keep in touch, but that was much more difficult in those times … it’s not as though we had email, after all. A few of us learned how to speak over distances, but not all. It was enough for us to notice something wrong, though — when a hundred years pass and none of your friends has managed to get with child, you start to wonder. And, believe me, some of us were rather ardent in the attempt. That’s when the first warlock appeared.”

Mel covered her mouth and laughed.

“Oh, having to do that made Her so furious! She hadn’t thought Her touch would change us so much and She’d never been particularly fond of young men — well, perhaps fond, but never patient with them. Her aspects then still included The Huntress, you see, and The Maiden represented virtue and innocence.” She chuckled. “When it came to men, The Crone had no need, The Maiden had no interest, The Mother focused on her children, and The Huntress … well, she took what she wanted and moved on.

“I think that’s what changed Her — our needs, Her daughters’ needs. The Huntress faded, The Maiden changed, and The Child formed.” Mel’s face fell again. “Perhaps one day she’ll forgive me what I asked of her.”

Another sip of tea and she appeared composed again.

“There’s too much to tell all the rest of it tonight, I think, but I’m sure you have questions about what you saw and heard down there. About … after.”

“Melaina, you don’t —”

“It’s alright, dear. I want you all to understand.

“They say after the Death that I swore I’d never have children again, that the possibility of losing them again was too great for me to bear.” Mel shook her head. “That’s not the case at all. Oh, I grieved … I still do to this day, but, at first, I had no new children because I was searching for the old.

“For two hundred years I searched, and found nothing but graves; and, more often, not even that. I had a place I returned to from time to time, in case word was sent to me, but none came — and, I fear, that was a mistake to return to the same place so often over so long a time. My home was remote, but … it’s likely hard for you all to believe, having grown up in today’s world, but even then Europe was … crowded in the way that even a small village can feel so. ‘Remote’ is quite relative, and eventually the rumors started in the villages and towns near my home … even with a decade or two between visits home, such things linger and renew.”

Mel looked down and shook her head, snorting derision.

“‘Hütet euch! Die Schwarzwaldhexe wird eure Kinder holen!’” She sighed. “‘Beware! The Black Forest Witch will take your children!’ They’d heard, you see, that I’d lost mine — perhaps I mentioned it in passing at some tavern. I did drink a bit in that time, and had little interest in moderation. It was so hard to hear what they said of me — worse when the warning and tales changed to harm. As though I’d ever harm a child.” She shook her head. “Give one hungry child a bit of bread and the torches come alight.”

She sighed. “Always fire.”

“Then I heard of this new world — it sounded so fresh and exciting. A place to start anew. I decided it was time to go — I’d been everywhere I could think of thrice or more times over and found nothing … and the vampires were becoming increasingly vexed with me. Constantly popping up here and there and slowing me down.”

I thought about how the vampire we’d been locked up in the Patriarchy’s basement with had said vampire Makers would tell their progeny to behave or The Blackwood would stake them in their sleep.

“Why vampires?” I asked. I didn’t want to interrupt her story, but it just seemed so odd to take that on while searching for signs of her family.

Mel shrugged. “I hunted them while I searched. Made quite the nuisance of myself, I suppose.”

“Why?”

Mel took a deep breath. “For a time … I rather hoped I’d find one able to kill me.”

Rachel gasped.

Mel smiled gently. “I’m well past that, dear, no need to worry. Especially now I have you all.

“I suppose I should sum up — I’m rather tired, despite it being so early.” She chuckled. “Sum up — if one can say that about so many years.”

“I found Felicity at Salem.” Mel looked around as though looking for the cat-witch, then nodded. Felicity was watching over Morgan. “She needed me, so I suppose that filled a void and eased the pain somewhat.” She sighed. “I was so angry after Salem. I’d seen so much cruelty in my travels, I’d been driven from my home, they’d hurt Felicity in ways … I was done with mundanes and their cruelty.” She nodded at Rachel. “I found a Winthrop coven to perform a ritual and —” Another, longer sigh. “I suppose there was some truth to the tale I never wanted to feel such pain again. I made a bargain, it was accepted, and we received the Veil.” Mel laid a hand on her stomach. “It’s odd how we often grieve for what we thought we’d never miss.”

No one spoke. Sam quietly took the teapot to the kitchen and brewed a new batch, returning to fill Mel’s cup again.

“Would one of you write this down, please?” Mel said quietly. “I’d like to record it, for Noah, while the image is still fresh in my mind.”

Rachel grabbed her backpack from the floor beside my feet and pulled out a pencil and notebook.

“Thank you, dear.” Mel closed her eyes and her brow furrowed in concentration. She raised a hand and reached out to touch something only she was seeing.

“Xanthe,” she said softly, then moved her hand, as though laying her fingers on those balls of mana that had filled the space between us and tracing the line. “Her daughter was Callista, then Daphne.”

Rachel started trembling in my lap and I could see fresh tears in Cassandra’s eyes, but Mel’s face had become peaceful, with a gentle smile. My own chest was tight, but any trembling was because of Rachel’s — really.

“Chloe — it’s odd how so many names have lasted so long, isn’t it? Chloe would have liked that — she always noted the oddest things.” Her hand moved. “Eirene, Hypatia, Althea — she was quite adept at healing, she had the gentlest hands — Anya, Vesna, Zora — oh, she was a handful, drove Vesna to distraction — Milena, Mira, Katya, Irina, Wilhelmina, Bertha, Matilda, Adelheid, Ilsa, Frieda, Hildegard, Gertrud.” Mel paused and her face grew sad again. “I never knew Gertrud had a daughter … and the rest after her … so many I’ll never know.” Mel raised her eyes from the paper to meet mine. “We will find her, dear.”

I nodded. There was no oath, but that statement carried equal weight for both of us.

Mel held out her hand and Rachel, who’d dutifully written through her tears, handed her the notebook. She ran a finger down the list, nodding.

“May I have the pencil, dear?”

Rachel handed it to her and Mel wrote her own name, boldly, at the top of the list, then started writing above it.

“Eudameia and Thalesion were my parents. He was very patient with me, though I didn’t deserve it.” Mel grinned. “That day at the Temple wasn’t the first trouble I caused them.” She wrote again. “Father’s parents were Philyra and Anaximenes — not the philosopher, though Grandfather did go on and on about some things. Ianeira and Kresimos were Mother’s parents — I was closer to them. Father had traveled far from home, you see. Ianeira taught me to cook — Mother wasn’t much for it, though she did bring plakous melitous to the Temple every year on my birthday. The other priestesses much looked forward to that.”

Mel held the notebook out to me and I took it with a lot more reverence than the spiral-bound, blue-lined paper had ever brought to me.

“So much time. Do you see,” Mel asked, “why I didn’t think the relationship would mean much — to you?”

Mel had sort of dropped that on me during our first meeting with Prima Rosethorn. She’d thought, me being raised as a mundane, that the distance of the relationship wouldn’t mean anything to me. She’d said it was so distant the mundane DNA analysis would show no more relation than two random people off the street. At the time, I’d thought great-great-great-great-great grandmothery? But thirty or more greats?

“It means everything to me, Mel,” I whispered, running a finger down the list of names.

“I know that, now, dear.”

We sipped tea in silence, until, eventually, Mel’s eyes closed and her head drooped in sleep.

“I added more chamomile,” Sam whispered, “and a bit of Valerian. She needs to rest.”

I nodded, then stood, moving quietly and slowly so as not to disturb her. I gently picked Mel up and carried her toward her room — Sam hurried ahead to open the door for me.

When I went to put Mel down, though, I found she’d buried her fingers in my shirt, gripping tightly, so I just sat down and leaned back against the headboard, holding her.

One by one, my girls, Sam, Rachel, and Cassandra, came and kissed me on the cheek or forehead, then closed the door and left us alone.


The Child


The Goddess’ Grove was different — horrifyingly different.

Dark clouds covered the sky, flashing lightning, but even the thunder was drowned out by the pounding rain. Wind drove through the trees, causing them to sway and thrash about wildly.

I looked around for whichever aspect had brought me here, wondering why it was like this — the only other time I’d seen clouds darken the sky so much was —

“Aurora!”

I ran for the clearing.

“Aurora!”

The clearing was empty, lashed by wind-driven rain, unbroken by the trees surrounding it. I spun around, searching — I knew the little Goddess had to be there.

“Aurora!”

There was no answer, but my search led me behind the stone altar and I saw her — huddled against the cold stone, wet shift pulled over her knees, and face buried in her arms.

I rushed to her, not bothering to think that touching an upset deity might not be the wisest thing, and pulled her into my lap. She might be an aspect of the Goddess, but she was also so much a little girl — and I somehow knew that she’d seen everything Mel had seen and it had brought back those same terrible memories for her as well.

“We tried,” Aurora whispered, so low I could barely hear her over the rain, despite being sheltered somewhat by the altar. “I swear it, Noah, we tried, but we couldn’t stop it. It was too late when we saw what it was — it came out of the East so fast, like a giant wave, and washed them all away. So many — not just ours, but everyone’s.”

“Ssshh,” I whispered. “I know. I know you must’ve tried — if there was anything you could have done, you would.”

“It was our fault,” Aurora whispered. “Our fault she lost so much. We made her, and that closeness gave her line power, but it also … it made them so horribly vulnerable to it. All our fault.”

I shook my head. “You couldn’t have known that.”

“You think that? We should have seen.”

“I do think that,” I assured her, holding her tighter. A thought occurred to me, maybe something to distract her from her grief. “It’s Mel, isn’t it? She’s who you want me to tell you wouldn’t do something. That there was a mistake.”

Rachel had said the Goddess wouldn’t like the sacrifice a coven had made to power the Lost One geas, and I couldn’t imagine Her accepting Mel’s either.

Aurora nodded, sniffing, but no longer in tears — the rain was lessening, but the sky was still dark with heavy clouds.

“We heard her, but we were so busy. The Death was returning, all over, and we couldn’t let it get a foothold again — and the Little Pox, as well. The world had gone so cold and there was hunger everywhere. The mundanes were horrified by what they’d done at Salem — laws were undone, they even apologized — but we’d seen the same before and they always, always, went back to hating us.

“We heard what our last daughter asked of us, demanded, and it was good. The Veil was the answer — something to hide them, all of them, not just our own, but everyone the mundanes hated so much, even those they should. Melaina offered us her children … but she was so angry, so hurt by what they’d done to Felicity, that it masked her intent. We thought…” Aurora’s tiny body trembled against me and she sobbed. “… we thought she meant the children she’d lost, those we’d failed so horribly — that she was demanding payment for a debt, and we paid it willingly.”

The little Goddess clutched at me and sobbed.

“I swear we didn’t understand she meant those to come,” Aurora whispered.

I squeezed her tightly.

“We’d never take that from her, Noah. We’d never accept that. Never. When we realized … Viera was so angry with herself. She’s the wise one, after all, and thought she should have seen. Aveline was in a fury — she threatened to walk the Earth again, no matter the cost, and shake some sense into Melaina. Idalia cried every day. Melaina was our last true daughter — the last of those we made, and now we couldn’t reach her. Once she thought it was done, once she came to regret it, she pulled so far from us that we could barely see her — sometimes only through Felicity’s eyes.”

I squeezed Aurora hard.

“So you didn’t take that?” I asked. “She can still —”

Aurora shook her head. “That’s not how magic works — her intent drove the bargain, we agreed, we can’t take it back. She’d have to understand, believe there was a mistake, know, truly know, it was true — that’s all that will invalidate the bargain.”

“I’ll tell her as soon as we wake up.”

Aurora shook her head. “She’s not ready. She’s only just got you back and now she’s grieving again for what she lost — joy and sadness all muddled together. She needs more time.”

“When?”

“I don’t know,” Aurora whispered. “I can’t see it, but you will. I know you will. I know you’ll help her stop hating me.”

“Aurora, Mel doesn’t hate you — she thinks you haven’t forgiven her for asking.”

The little goddess sniffed. “That’s what Idalia says, but, Noah, Melaina always … she always spoke to me the most, and I wasn’t listening … when it was most important for her. I was too busy and I failed her. Maybe Viera’s right, but I don’t know how to.”

“Right about what?”

Aurora sniffed and buried her face in my chest. “She says it’s hardest to believe you’ve been forgiven when you haven’t forgiven yourself.”

I didn’t try to argue that I thought Viera was absolutely right. Aurora was too upset to listen, and if Viera hadn’t convinced her, I didn’t think I could. I just held her until she calmed again.

I sat back against the cold stone of the altar. The rain had stopped while we talked and Aurora snuggled closer to me. The Goddess’ Grove was growing pleasantly warm and even my damp clothes were rapidly drying.

“Wait,” I said, realizing something as my mind wandered, “if Mel really can have children, then I’m not the last of a Lost Line, am I?”

“Technically, no,” Aurora mumbled.

“You’re telling me I just became head of a recognized witch Family over a technicality?”

“Technicalities are important, Noah. Fortinbras became king just by showing up, you know.”

“No, I don’t, actually.”

Aurora sniffed. “You should have Cassandra add literature to your tutoring.”

I blinked, trying to figure out if an aspect of the Goddess was fucking with me, then Aurora giggled.

“Hey!” I objected, poking her in the side. “I get enough of that from the girls!”

Aurora giggled again, then sobered. She laid a tiny hand on my chest next to her cheek.

“Thank you for coming, Noah. Your visits always make me feel better. You’re going to fix everything — I know you will.” She sighed. “I’m going to sleep now.”

I tried not to react to the weight of that quiet statement settling on my shoulders, a bit glad that I wouldn’t remember it once I woke, and marveled that Aurora could still have such certainty, trust, and love after everything she must have seen.

I laid my head back against the stone of the altar and held The Child until I woke.


Chapter Sixteen




Iwoke to the scents of bacon and coffee.

I was alone in Mel’s bed, so that spared us a little awkwardness — though the scents made me think the awkwardness had just moved to the kitchen.

Mel had been so upset the night before that the inappropriateness of me carrying her to bed, much less staying and sleeping with her, hadn’t really occurred to me, but it was going to be on full display this morning.

I stretched and rose — at least I had all my clothes on.

The sound of murmuring voices came through the closed door, which I eased open, then slipped across the short hallway to the bathroom. Mel’s rooms at Willowmere were nothing near the size of her townhouse — just the single bedroom, one bathroom, and a sort of open kitchen, dining, and living area where the others were.

I used the bathroom, washed my hands, then used a bit of Mel’s toothpaste to scrub at my teeth with a finger. Running wet fingers through my hair got it into some acceptable form and I took a deep breath, squaring my shoulders before exiting the bathroom.

It was early, but we’d been so emotionally exhausted the day before, that I think it wasn’t even dark before I’d fallen asleep, and I assumed the girls had done the same. They looked like they were all finished with breakfast, sitting at the suite’s small dining table with empty plates and full cups of coffee. Cassandra and Rachel were sharing a laptop while Sam had her own.

“There’s coffee and juice on the table, dear,” Mel said as soon as I rounded the corner into the kitchen and dining area. “I’ve just flipped your pancakes, so they’ll be ready in a moment.”

“Thank you,” I said.

I’d long since given up marveling at Mel’s ability to have a meal perfectly timed for when a hungry person appeared — she’d certainly heard me in the bathroom, the apartment wasn’t that large, but still good timing.

I edged into the kitchen — the girls glanced at me, but said nothing, maybe understanding I needed to talk to Mel before anyone else.

I wanted to talk to Mel about everything that had happened the day before, especially what we were going to do with the knowledge my mother was still alive, but also wanted some privacy for that — but, as well, didn’t want to wait without saying anything at all.

“Mel,” I hesitated.

Mel turned from the countertop griddle she was using. She was smiling, but also seemed worried.

At first, I didn’t know what she might have to be worried about — I was worried because I’d carried the most powerful witch in the world to her bed like she was a little girl and then presumed to sleep there with her in my arms.

I realized she was worried about something I’d already accepted, and which didn’t bother me at all. Yeah, we’d all found out that Mel was not hundreds of years old, but thousands. Over two thousand, at least, which qualifies as “thousands” to me.

Yeah, she was older than I’d thought she was, but once you accept a few hundred, does a couple thousand really make that much difference?

Maybe if we’d found out she’d once walked the Earth with Neanderthals or something it might bother me, but I was mostly happy she seemed to have recovered herself after yesterday’s reminder of what she’d lost. Her age didn’t bother me, it fascinated me, and I wanted to hear all those stories she’d said she had for us.

I smiled back and wrapped her in a hug.

“I love you,” I whispered automatically, realizing as the words left my mouth how much I did — and how significant those feelings were to me.

Mel was one of very few people I’d said that to — and I regretted waiting, because she should have been the first.

“I love you, too, dear,” Mel whispered back, holding me tightly. “We’ll find her, Noah — it may take time, but we’ll find her.”

I swallowed around a suddenly tight throat and chest, nodding. It was different now that I knew my mother was alive. Before, there’d been only the vague knowledge that she’d existed and decided, for some reason, to abandon me — somehow, seeing what I’d seen yesterday, made me want to find her, as well.

“Are you okay?” I asked.

Mel’s head moved against my chest, nodding. “Of all the things I was expecting to come yesterday, so vivid a reminder wasn’t one of them. I’ve recovered myself — in large part thanks to you staying with me through the night. Thank you.”

I felt some tension dissolve at that and Mel chuckled, pulling away from me with a real grin.

“Did you think I’d be upset and suspect you of taking liberties?”

I grinned back, relieved. “I wouldn’t.”

“I know you were a perfect gentleman, dear — you could be nothing else.” She stepped back from me and turned to the griddle. “On the other hand, it’s been quite some time — I could do with a bit less liberty.”

I cleared my throat — that was a lot more information than I really needed.

Mel casually flipped a pair of pancakes onto a plate and handed it to me. “Coffee and juice are on the table, dear.”

“Thanks, yeah.”

I frowned. I had a question — I didn’t want to bring up anything that might upset Mel again, but maybe if I asked later, it might be worse?

“Um, Mel?”

“Yes, dear?”

“Those, ah, things you said? The … introduction, I guess?”

Mel chuckled. “Names, dear — when someone’s been around as long as I have, they tend to accumulate. Rather like orphaned socks.” She sighed. “Rachel, dear?”

Rachel looked up from the laptop she was working on. “Yes, Melaina?”

“Would you mind translating for Noah?”

Rachel blinked a couple times, seeming to catch up on a conversation she’d only half-heard, then cleared her throat. “Melainē tou Naou, Hē Theagennētē, Serafina che la Notte Arde, Die Schwarzwaldhexe.” She licked her lips. “The Dark One of the Temple. Goddess-born. The Flaming One Who Burns the Night. The Black Forest Witch.”

I looked from Rachel to Mel, who sighed and rolled her eyes. “So dramatic — silliness, really, but some witches are impressed by it, I suppose.”

“But —”

Mel sighed again. “I’m sure you’re curious — but they’re all rather lengthy stories. For this morning, your breakfast is getting cold.”

I blinked again and took my plate to the table, setting it down, then going around to kiss each of my girls before sitting.

Sam already had coffee and orange juice poured for me and as I sat down she scooped several slices of bacon from the platter on the table to my plate. Cassandra and Rachel quickly reached for the platter as well, transferring slices to their own, pretty empty, plates.

“I guess you can have the rest, Dominus,” Sam said, sliding the platter closer to me.

“Um, thanks,” I said. The platter had eight slices of bacon left on it, which honestly seemed a good way to start the day.

“You may have four of those, dear,” Mel said from the kitchen. “I have plans for the rest.”

I shrugged and transferred four more slices to my plate.

Rachel raised her cup to take a drink and I frowned.

“I’ve never seen you drink coffee,” I said.

Rachel swallowed and set her cup down. “Caffeine is bad for Passion — makes it harder to control.” She grinned. “But I don’t have to worry about that now.”

I rubbed at my forearm, which still bore bruises in the shape of Rachel’s teeth, and kind of wished she’d still worry about that a little bit.

Rachel had already returned her attention to the laptop she and Cassandra were using.

“What are you guys working on?”

We didn’t have any classwork due and it was odd to see Cassandra and Rachel working so closely together.

“Trying to figure out what we have to do now,” Cassandra said, not looking up.

“Do?”

“As a newly recognized Family,” Rachel said. “That hasn’t happened for a while — other than cadet branches, and they’re not nearly the same.”

“Why do we have to do anything?”

Cassandra sighed while Rachel shook her head, neither looking up at me.

“There are processes,” Cassandra said.

Rachel nodded. “Procedures.”

“Paperwork.”

I shrugged. Better them than me, and if they were going to take it on voluntarily I certainly wasn’t going to stop them. Hopefully, they wouldn’t find something that made being recognized by the Council a mistake.

“You, too?” I asked Sam.

“Me? Paperwork?” Sam grinned and spun her laptop around so I could see the screen.

The video she was watching wasn’t something I’d expected over breakfast.

It wasn’t porn. Probably, I guess, there’s a lot of weird porn out there.

This looked like some sort of track and field sport, with women racing around a track … slowly. They weren’t running — just … walking? Oddly. Elbows bent at ninety-degrees and walking faster than normal, but still walking.

“Why is her butt doing that?” I asked — the video was focused on one of the women who seemed to be in the lead, tight shorts making it very obvious that her butt was doing interesting and unusual things.

“It’s race-walking,” Sam explained. “All their butts do that.”

“That’s … interesting.”

Sam grinned. “I know, right? Maybe my new favorite sport.” She frowned and shook her head. “No, that’s still beach volleyball, but this is a close second.”

I dug into my pancakes and a few seconds later Sam’s phone pinged.

“Morgan’s at Melaina’s,” she said, then went back to perving on perfectly innocent athletes.

“Already?” It wasn’t even eight yet.

Sam glanced at her phone. “Something about a new game dropping today that Felicity wants to play.”

“Ah.”

That made sense. With Felicity keeping an eye on Morgan at the foster home, the cat-witch couldn’t play any of her games. The home had an older console, but using it had the same issues as the home’s computer — there was only one and it was in the middle of the main room, so everyone could see it all. Felicity couldn’t play games in full cat-form, but she didn’t take her full human form, either. It would be tough to explain a furry, tailed cat-girl hogging the game console all day.

Given that all the other kids in the home were teenage boys … well, I didn’t want to find out how many of them Felicity would have to gut before the rest left her alone.

I breathed a sigh of relief, though, because if Morgan was at Mel’s, then we didn’t have to worry about that creep, Gabriel, for the day.

He’d been transferred in the day I aged out and, at first, Morgan and I had thought he was just a creepy, teen guy who listened in on others’ phone calls — then we’d seen him following us through the city.

That’s when Felicity started staying at the home instead of at Willowmere with Mel. She was keeping an eye on Morgan until her birthday, when she’d age out of the system and be able to join us.

“Can you tell her we’ll be heading to the train station soon?” I asked Sam.

It seemed a little surreal to be sitting there — after yesterday’s events — with the oldest witch in the world cooking me pancakes and talking about a three-hundred-year-old witch’s next video game conquest. Okay, that would be surreal even without yesterday’s events.

“Yes, Dominus.” Sam picked up her phone and started typing — mine had been taken by the Patriarchy when they’d kidnapped Cassandra and me. A replacement was on the list of things to do in the city this weekend.

I started running train timetables in my head, trying to estimate which one we’d be able to catch — because we were certainly going into the city for the rest of the weekend to spend time with Morgan.

Well, I was because I wanted to see Morgan and that meant my witches were coming with me. Mel would almost certainly come to see Felicity — and to feed us. A good bit of the reason for going into the city every weekend was that we got Mel’s cooking instead of the Willowmere cafeteria’s — Willowmere’s food was great, don’t get me wrong, but Mel’s was at a whole different level. Especially her baking.

I looked around the table.

Even Mel’s large brownstone was going to start getting crowded with so many of us hanging out there, even if Felicity didn’t take up much space. She was always in cat-form and in someone’s lap, except when she was upstairs in her room to join us in gaming from her computer.

I made it through about half my breakfast before there was a knock at the door and we all jumped — I think we were still touchy from being summoned before the Council and almost “civilized.”

“I’ll get it,” Sam said, hopping up. She was closest.

“Hey,” I heard a girl’s voice say from outside.

“Hey,” Sam answered.

“Um, is Noah here?”

Now I recognized the voice as Priscilla’s and winced. We’d really only spoken a few times, and most of those this week after she started joining us for meals … and now I’d promised her mother I’d have sex with her sometime over the next year in exchange for her mom’s help with the Council.

Awkward.

Sam opened the door and Priscilla came in, waving a little “hi” to Cassandra and Rachel, then glanced at me — then away, biting her lip.

“Hi, I was waiting for you to come down for breakfast, but someone said they’d seen you heading for the faculty rooms with Magistra Blackwood yesterday … I, um, figured we should talk.”

I took a deep breath.

“Sit down, dear,” Mel said, setting a fresh plate of pancakes next to mine, “and have some pancakes — I imagine you didn’t stay for your own breakfast before rushing over.”

“Oh, um, thank you, Magistra Blackwood. Yeah, I mean, no, I didn’t stay for breakfast.”

“Call me, Mel, dear,” Mel said. “We saved you some bacon.”

Priscilla’s eyes widened and she looked at Cassandra, mouthing, “Mel?”

Cassandra rapidly shook her head.

It was funny how the only one of my girls who called her “Mel” was Morgan — probably because we’d both grown up outside the world of witches and didn’t know any better. Sam, Cassandra, and Rachel had settled on “Melaina” but that was as far as they were willing to go.

Frankly, after the Council session, I was wondering if I should rethink it, too — Priestess of Freaking Artemis?

Priscilla glanced at me, “Hey.”

“Good morning,” I said, grinning a bit as she ducked her head and stared at her plate.

“So, um, I talked to my mom,” she said, not looking up.

“Yeah,” I said, sobering. “We should talk about that.” I cleared my throat. “I promise it wasn’t my idea —”

“Dominus!”

“Noah!”

“Dumbass feral!”

“Noah, dear.”

“What?” I asked, spreading my hands and eyes darting from one disapproving stare to another.

I didn’t want Priscilla to think I’d demanded her from her mother or something. I mean, how must it feel to have your mom call you up and say, “Hey, honey, I found you some dick?” — actually, knowing Priscilla’s mom, those could well be the exact words she’d used. I didn’t want Priscilla to think I had anything to do with her join … oh.

“Priscilla, I didn’t mean it wasn’t —”

“No, no, I get it,” Priscilla said. “It was my idea, too, and — not! It wasn’t my idea, either, I mean — not that I wouldn’t, either, it’s just that —”

She propped her elbows on the table and buried her face in her hands.

“Maiden’s farts!” Priscilla snarled.

“Language, dear,” Mel called from the kitchen.

Priscilla buried her face in her hands. “I’m sorry, Magistra Blackwood.”

“Mel, dear.”

Priscilla mumbled something.

“Are you okay?” I whispered.

I’d never seen Priscilla this nervous and embarrassed, not even when her mother had been telling me to give her a trial run and offering any other Hearst witches if Priscilla didn’t measure up — and that I should ask her about stud fees.

“I’m —” Her eyes darted to me, then back to her plate, then to Cassandra. “Why am I so nervous? Were you this nervous when you, you know, knew he was going to be your warlock?”

Cassandra shrugged. “I was too pissed there was a vampire watching my binding to be nervous.”

“I already lived with him,” Sam offered. “And I asked him right after almost blowing up the school, so I had other things to be nervous about.”

“I was too worried about exploding to be nervous about Noah,” Rachel said, then giggled. “Then he made me explode.”

Priscilla looked around at all of us and I figured she was wondering what the hell kind of coven her mom had sold her to.

“I don’t get it,” Priscilla said, finally. “I wasn’t this nervous after Mom told me I was going to be with … boogerboy.” She shuddered. “So why am I nervous now?”

“Because you’ve had a crush on Noah ever since you showed him your boobs,” Cassandra said.

“I didn’t!” Priscilla yelled.

“Volume, dear,” Mel called from the kitchen.

“Sorry, Magistra Blackwood.”

“Mel, dear, please.”

Priscilla closed her eyes and took a deep breath. “I did not.”

“Which one?” Sam asked. “Crush or boobs?”

“Neither one!”

“Sure,” Cassandra said. “Whatever you say.”

“He’s never seen my boobs!”

“He will now,” Sam said.

The table went silent and I watched Priscilla do a reverse-flush as all the blood drained from her face, leaving it ghostly white. She closed her eyes and buried her face in her hands again.

“Goddess, please take me now,” she muttered.

I chuckled, but I also empathized with Priscilla.

“We have a year and a day to figure it out,” I told her. “And a condition is that you actually really want to. In fact —”

I thought about when Priscilla had joined me in the sauna earlier this semester to warn me about other girls coming in to try and seduce me. She’d broken down in tears talking about the warlock arranged for her, his propensity for nose picking, and wishing someone would just bring her flowers or take her on a date before she was bound to a coven for the rest of her life.

“Yeah,” I said. “Priscilla? Would you like to have dinner with me? Maybe in a couple weeks when things have settled down from the Council meeting?”

Priscilla frowned. “I’m sitting with you guys now — we have dinner together every night.”

“I meant just the two of us. In town. At a restaurant or something.”

Priscilla’s eyes widened. “Are … are you asking me on a date?”

I laughed. “Yeah, I am.”

“Hey! I want a date,” Sam said.

At the same time, Cassandra was saying, “I want a date, too!”

All the girls, even Priscilla, looked at Rachel, whose eyes were wide at the attention. “What?”

“Don’t you want a date?” Sam said.

“Yeah,” Rachel said, “but I don’t want to be … pushy.”

She glanced down as she said it, as though afraid the other girls would be mad at her.

“Sweetie,” Sam said, “you need to step up for yourself in this coven.”

I was glad Sam was trying to get Rachel to stand up for herself in the coven. Sam and Cassandra had pretty strong personalities, and Rachel was so timid, at least when she wasn’t biting me.

“That’s Noah over there,” Sam went on. “You need to be clear, direct, and up-front with what you want, because he’s not going to figure it out on his own.”

“Hey! It was my idea to take Priscilla on a date!”

“Yeah,” Cassandra said, “but you didn’t have that idea with any of us. Just her.”

“You and I were locked in a basement!”

Cassandra shrugged. “Could have given me a rain check.”

“Yeah,” Priscilla agreed. “And it wasn’t even his idea, anyway. I said I wanted someone to take me on a date when I was in the sauna with him.”

I looked around for support, but even Mel was nodding.

Rachel took a deep breath, narrowed her eyes, and stared at me.

“I want a date, too,” she said firmly.

I sighed. “We spend all our time together as it is — our whole life is a date. Rachel, you don’t have to do what Sam and Cassandra tell you to.”

Rachel’s eyes widened a little, then her lower lip came out in a pout as her nostrils flared in a sniff.

“Do you not want to take me on a date?” Rachel asked, lower lip trembling a little.

“Of course I want to —” I broke off and narrowed my eyes, then glared at Sam. “You’ve been corrupting her already.”

“See?” Sam asked Rachel. “Too soon, and I told you to change it up a little — he is creepily perceptive at the absolute worst times.”

“I was nervous and wanted to try it out,” Rachel protested, then turned to me. “I still think a date would be fun.”

I sighed.

“See?” Sam said. “He doesn’t get it.”

I did get it — I thought. They each wanted a one-on-one date, which sounded like fun and entirely reasonable, until you thought about four girls growing to thirteen and trying to coordinate ongoing date nights — because I knew there was no way this was going to stop at one date. Yes, it was a good idea, and I liked the idea of alone-time with each of my witches that involved more than the giant bed, but I could tell by the looks shooting around the table that this would quickly get out of hand.

Leave it to them to figure out and I’d wind up having to take a different girl on a date every night and have no time to do any classwork, so I’d fail my classes, get kicked out of Willowmere, and then what would happen to my coven?

I wondered if this was why Prima Rosethorn hadn’t wanted warlocks at Willowmere — it would bring down the school’s GPA.

Well, the girls would probably still have time to do well, so they’d all graduate — but I wouldn’t know enough about magic to do anything useful, so they’d be the ones supporting the coven … maybe that was what happened to the Family warlocks. They’d spent so much time dating their coven that they couldn’t do anything else and just became complacent date-toys.

Hey … a lot of weird thoughts run through your head when four girls are staring at you in anticipation. Five, if you counted Mel, but I think she was mostly amused.

Where would I even take Mel on a date? She’d probably seen and done everything fun a hundred, a thousand, times over.

Why was I thinking about taking Mel on a date? She wasn’t a coven … prospect? What did you even call someone like Priscilla? Candidate? All the words that fit sounded really formal — maybe there was some sort of Latin name the witches called it?

“Did we break him?” Sam asked. “I think we broke him.”

“I didn’t think he’d be that delicate,” Cassandra said.

“It’s been a rough couple weeks,” Sam said, “and Rachel was pretty hard on him the other night. He could be in a fragile state.”

“I wasn’t hard on him … was I?”

“You can still see the mark where you bit him,” Sam said. “And those scratches —”

“Rachel marked Noah?” Priscilla asked.

“Not like that,” Sam clarified. “She just bit him.”

“Why?”

At least now they were all staring at Rachel again.

“It felt good,” she said, softly.

“Huh,” Priscilla said, thoughtfully, as though considering that.

“Oh, no,” Cassandra said, pointing at Priscilla. “If she gets to —”

“No biting. From anyone,” I said. I thought we’d settled this in the Grove, but apparently Priscilla’s interest had rekindled it — I really hoped that wasn’t going to happen with every new girl.

“I still say it’s not fair,” Cassandra said. “You bit us.”

“That’s different,” I said, “and it was just one time.”

Sam cleared her throat.

“I only bit you and Rachel once,” I told Cassandra, “and that was to mark you, so it had a purpose.” I glanced at Sam. “Those don’t count.”

“Hmph.”

“Still,” Cassandra started to say.

“No biting!” I interrupted, realizing that the time I was taking to figure out what to say was only making things worse. “No biting and the dates are limited!”

I glared around the table, meeting everyone’s gaze until they blinked or looked down at the table, then nodded, satisfied that I had their attention.

“Priscilla gets dates while we figure things out,” I said, then held up a hand to stop the protests. “The three of you will get an equal number of dates to Priscilla, and any new … prospects get that many, too.”

“Prospects?” Cassandra asked. “What are we? A biker gang?”

I blinked at her — what did Cassandra know about motorcycle gangs?

“I watched the show,” Cassandra said, seeing my look. “I’m not some kind of patch-bunny or something.”

“Ooo,” Sam said, “I loved that show. We should binge it one weekend.”

“What show?” Rachel asked, reaching for her laptop. “I missed so much practicing Purity, I need to catch up.”

Cassandra nodded. “Cool — but not the episode where they make the guy watch them burn up his daughter. I can’t handle that again.”

Rachel’s hands flew away from her keyboard. “Nope, nope, nope.”

“Yeah, me neither,” Sam agreed.

“The word you’re looking for is initiata,” Rachel said.

I knew it!

“Whatever,” I said. “The standard number of dates will be whatever Priscilla and I need to figure things out, you all get the same number, and future initiatas get the same number.”

I was trying to establish that the division of dates would be equitable and stave off any competition — because there would be competition.

“Initiatae,” Rachel said. “Plural.”

I sighed. Willowmere didn’t even have classes in Latin or Greek, because all the witches had already learned the parts they used at home, so I was the only one in the entire school who didn’t know what word to use. Don’t get me started on Gaelic — every fucking word had seven silent letters.

“Fine, future initiatae get the same number.”

The girls all looked from one to another as though silently communicating and I started to wonder if I’d missed a class on that telepathy thing Felicity used to talk to Mel — then I saw Cassandra look at Priscilla and Priscilla’s eyes crinkled as she nodded.

“No,” I said.

“What?”

“No artificially increasing the number of dates we need to figure things out just so the others get more too.”

“How —”

Sam sighed. “Get used to it. I just told you he really does pick the worst times to be perceptive — it’s like someone’s ratting us out to him in secret sometimes.”

“Agreed?” I asked, firmly, wanting to cut things off before they got worse.

Rachel leaned over and whispered to Cassandra, who nodded.

“A set number of dates and that’s it?” Cassandra asked, shaking her head. “Not fair — witches live over a hundred years. We’d be done with dates before we’re twenty-five?”

“Yeah,” Priscilla agreed. “Not fair.”

“This is just the baseline. Future dates will happen,” I offered, “but I will decide who, what, where, and when, and I’ll be the one making sure things are kept fair. No arguing with each other about it, if you think things aren’t fair, come talk to me and we’ll work it out together. Agreed?”

I waited out another round of silent communication.

“Agreed,” Sam said as the others nodded.

Mel came over and patted me on the shoulder. “Nicely done, dear, but you really should have settled matters before they all decided to bite you back.”


Chapter Seventeen




“So … you basically married three girls in the last two weeks?” Morgan asked.

I sighed and let myself fall back on my bed in Mel’s townhouse.

“And one of them is pregnant?”

I groaned, regretting a little my decision to wait until I could catch Morgan up on all the details in person instead of dropping it all on her via texts. Neither one of us really liked voice calls and found texting easier, but I’d only texted her the basics of events. Texts would have been easier than this — but that probably would have given Morgan too much time to think of ways to torment me about it, so making her improv was probably still the better choice.

I’d given up trying to get her to stop calling it marriage.

“Two,” I attempted to clarify.

“Two of them are pregnant?”

I sat up abruptly, realizing I’d been a step behind.

“One is pregnant — I only bound two new girls to the coven. Priscilla’s just an initiata.”

“Pro-tip,” Morgan said, “never refer to any girl in any way using the word ‘just.’”

“I’ll keep that in mind.”

Morgan snorted. “Thirteen? You are fucking dead.”

She got up and started pacing the bedroom. The others were downstairs, probably discussing some new way to torment me while Felicity kicked their asses at the new game.

“So,” Morgan said. “The mean-girl everybody hated is now married to you and really isn’t so bad — and you got to marry Lotte early instead of waiting until summer because her grandmother pissed off your principal? Then you set up an arranged marriage with the new chick for politics or some shit?”

“Lotte?”

Morgan waved a hand. “This is getting to be way too many people to remember random names — Lotte, the new one I already knew.”

“Lotte from the anime? Rachel?”

“Yeah, the shy one, Lotte — now did I get the summary right?”

I shrugged — if Morgan was going to start assigning nicknames, I’d let the girls work out whether they’d answer to them or not. She’d done that to most of the guys in the foster home, too, no matter how many times Karen told her it was rude.

“It’s Prima, not principal, I would have bound Rachel weeks ago if Prima Rosethorn hadn’t forbidden it, so that’s not that big a change, and, yeah, Cassandra’s actually pretty nice.”

I didn’t try to argue about Priscilla being an arranged-thing, because … yeah, it was an arranged-thing.

“Just like that? You’ve all told me the shit she’s pulled.”

“Her resonant — and she’s apologized.”

“You guys say ‘resonant’ like it’s an excuse — and apology like it’s enough. Some of that shit you told me she did —”

“You’ll understand the resonant thing once you come into your power,” I told her, thinking of some of the effects mine had laid on me. “I’ve —”

“What?” Morgan prompted when I didn’t go further.

I sighed. Embarrassing as it was, Morgan needed to understand the kind of pressure Cassandra had been under.

“The first day I was here at Mel’s, when I didn’t know how to balance things, I came into the kitchen while Mel was cooking breakfast and was about two steps from bending her over the kitchen island and pulling her pants down.”

“That would have been interesting.”

“Fatal, more like.”

“Are you sure it was the magic, though, because that woman is hot.”

“I can generally look at a hot girl without trying to rip her pants off.”

“Yeah, now, because you have —” She started counting fingers then shrugged. “Let’s call it a lot — a lot of very hot girls apparently at your beck and call, but this was back when you were a just-out-of-high school virgin dweeb.”

I sighed. “It happened again at school, when Sam drank that potion. Even in the midst of all that, I had … urges.”

“Like what?”

I closed my eyes. “Bending Mel and the school nurse over the desk and —”

“You seem to think about bending girls over things a lot — is it a control thing?”

“I … I don’t know what it is. Anyway, Cassandra’s different without the resonant influencing her,” I said, trying to change the subject. “And she likes Star Wars.”

Morgan liked Star Wars — maybe she and Cassandra would get along with that in common?

“Original, Prequel, or Sequel?” Morgan asked.

Fuck. I should have considered how much Morgan liked Star Wars.

I shrugged. “I never asked.”

“You married a girl you know absolutely nothing important about?”

“We were locked in a basement by a fanatical cult of murderers!”

Morgan looked at me for long enough that I thought she might finally be done — then I realized what I’d just said and how it wasn’t even that weird to me anymore.

“Dude, have you considered the very real possibility that you were a complete asshole in a past life? Because all this shit has to be karma for something.”

“I have. And I deeply regret anything my past-self did.”

It really wasn’t that bad. I loved Sam and Rachel, deeply, and I was getting there with Cassandra, I thought. Priscilla and I had a year to figure things out and decide — well, she’d get to decide, I was committed to her decision.

All in all, I still thought it was worth the occasional murder-cult.

Morgan sat next to me, then flopped back to stare at the ceiling, so I did the same, our arms touching from shoulder to elbow. It was something we’d done, almost since we’d first met, whenever one of us was dealing with some shit. Just laying together, touching, had always made me feel better about things, and I was pretty sure Morgan felt the same.

“You okay?” she asked after a while.

“Yeah, I’ve accepted … things. At least until the next thing.”

I was certain there was going to be a next-thing, which I’d worry about later, because one of the things I’d already accepted was that Morgan was probably going to join my coven. That thing changed things — mostly, right now, the thing that my arm, where we were touching, felt like it was on fire and practically vibrating with whatever mana Morgan was shedding.

The heat was from thinking about that coven-joining and the fact that I already loved Morgan — yeah, the love was sort of in transition between types, but I did love her. We’d talk about that more once she came into her power and could join us.

I didn’t know what type of mana she was generating and shedding, but it was intense. I’d already decided I wouldn’t use the cheat codes with Morgan, so I kept my sight from including mana when I was around her.

Within the coven? Yeah, I’d absolutely cheat, but Morgan hadn’t come into her power yet, so she couldn’t shield herself. It didn’t seem right to look into what she was feeling that way without her consent.

“What about your mom?” Morgan asked.

“Mel and I are going to find her.”

“Just like that?”

I shrugged.

“Are you sure you want to?”

From anyone else, it would be a shitty question to ask, but Morgan had grown up the same way I had — not knowing if her parents were alive or dead, not knowing why she’d been dumped in a baby-drop, thinking about what she’d do if she ever found them … and whether she’d even want that.

We’d talked about parents more than once over the years — talks that ranged from fantastical to bitter. More bitter as we got older — especially Morgan, who’d had a rougher time in foster care than I had. We’d both been moved a lot, and the regular making and losing of friends had made Morgan withdraw to the point where she’d simply stopped trying.

Maybe that was why I’d worked so hard to get inside her shell when she arrived at Alex and Karen’s — recognizing someone who was as lonely as I was, and for the same reasons.

I was afraid — maybe terrified — of what I’d discover if I found my mother. Confirmation that she’d simply abandoned me wasn’t something I wanted to face — but if that hadn’t been the reason and I didn’t try, that would be worse.

I nodded. “As cool as the witch-shit is, there’s a lot of bad stuff going around — Patriarchy, vampires, fucked up Families. I can’t help thinking, what if she didn’t just dump me? What if she was in some kind of trouble and did it to keep me safe?” I swallowed around the lump in my throat, because it was something that had been on my mind all day. “What if she needs me?”

Morgan was silent for a while, and I knew she was thinking about her own parents, and likely figuring out she might be facing the same thing — that the people she’d thought abandoned her might have had a reason for it.

“Okay,” she said, finally. “You can do more than text me, you know? If you need to talk.”

“You hate talking on the phone.” I did, too.

“Yeah, but if you need to.”

“Thanks.”

We lay in silence for a while until someone yelled from downstairs.

“Noah! It’s your turn!”
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Morgan and I went downstairs.

Everyone was in Mel’s living room, and I realized Mel was going to need a bigger living room if things kept going on this way. The room had a couch and two chairs, which was fine for the five of us. One more girl in my coven and someone would be sitting on the floor — probably Sam, because she already did that a lot, sitting next to my legs so I could play with her hair.

“Hey, you!” Morgan said, pointing at Cassandra. “Original, Prequel, or Sequel?”

I sighed.

Cassandra stood up and narrowed her eyes at Morgan. “Fantastic, silly, what the fuck were they thinking.”

The two girls stared at each other for a moment.

“Acceptable,” Morgan said finally, nodding. “We can discuss ancillary content later.”

Cassandra nodded back, eyes narrowed.

“Here,” Sam said, holding out a game controller. “You see if you can beat her — none of us can.”

Sam was talking about Felicity, who was up in her room on her computer to play against us — still with a tail, but adding opposable thumbs. She still hadn’t decided to show me her cat-witch form again — maybe she’d shown Morgan, the two had been spending a lot of time together as Felicity guarded her, but Morgan hadn’t mentioned it. I did know Felicity was talking to Morgan in her head like she did with Mel — something that bothered me a little. I’d known Felicity just as long, after all, but she wasn’t in my head.

“How is she so good at this?” Cassandra demanded. “The game just came out today!”

“Cat-like reflexes,” Rachel said with a perfectly straight face.

Every eye in the room turned to Rachel, who broke down and giggled.

“Get it? Because she spends all her time as a cat?”

“We get it,” Morgan said, grabbing a puffy, orange-dusted snack from the bowl on the table and flicking it at Rachel.

“Hey!” the other girl jerked her head back, but Morgan’s aim was true and it left a dusting of orange powder on Rachel’s nose.

“That’s what you get for making cat jokes.”

“Felicity likes cat jokes,” Rachel protested.

“Felicity likes good cat jokes.”

“That was a good cat joke!” Rachel looked around at the rest of us. “Guys?”

No one else seemed to want to weigh in, so I shrugged. “I thought it was a good joke.”

“You would,” Morgan said.

I was saved from having to give Morgan an opportunity to elaborate on that by Mel coming from the kitchen.

We all went silent and looked up, because Mel often brought the things she made in the kitchen with her when she left the kitchen.

Sadly, this time her hands were empty of cookies or cakes and her face was serious — concerned, even.

“Mel?” I asked, wondering what could be wrong.

The Council meeting had just been the day before, so I didn’t think even Sam’s and Cassandra’s moms could come up with something new to throw at us literally overnight. Mel had already told us Council representatives — representing those who weren’t utter idiots, Mel said — were looking into the Patriarchy and their new tech we’d uncovered, so that wasn’t something we needed to worry about for the moment.

Mel shook her head, face clearing a little. She still looked concerned, but also amused.

“Nothing to worry about, dear,” she said, crossing to the console beneath the television and picking up a headset before holding it out to me. “Just unexpected.”

I stared at the headset for a second — we had the TV speakers on so everyone could hear the game, so why would I need a headset?

“Hey,” Sam said, standing up quickly. “Who wants a tour of Melaina’s workroom?”

“I do,” Cassandra said, “but what’s —”

“Great!” Sam interrupted. She grasped Cassandra’s hand and pulled the other witch to her feet.

Morgan nodded at Sam, then grabbed Rachel’s arm, cutting her off as well, and pulling her to her feet.

“But I’ve already —”

“Come on, Lotte,” Morgan said to Rachel, using the nickname she’d decided on for some reason. “We’ve seen it, but Bitchy-Witch hasn’t.”

“Hey!” Cassandra glared at Morgan.

I didn’t blame her — we’d barely had time to introduce Morgan and Cassandra before I’d gone upstairs with Morgan to catch her up on things, so the two girls hadn’t even had a chance to talk one-on-one, but Morgan had her own way of evaluating people.

“Did I hear wrong about you?” Morgan asked, head cocked to one side.

“No, but —”

“All right, then.”

“We have names,” Cassandra muttered.

Morgan shrugged. “Names are a lot of work to remember — and there’s more of you every day.”

“Girls,” I warned, trying to head things off. If Morgan insisted on that nickname, I’d have to do something about it — it wasn’t fair to Cassandra.

Cassandra glared at me, then shrugged, while Morgan just glared.

“Did you just ‘girl’ me?”

I nodded. “I did. I just girled you. You know there are lines, and that nickname’s over one.”

I met Morgan’s narrowed eyes calmly — we’d been here before. The unstoppable force of Morgan’s attitude was running into the immovable object of my decision. She’d either accept it after a few seconds of thought or we’d be heading upstairs again to fight it out. Usually she accepted it, but we’d had a few screaming matches — mostly Morgan screaming while I made little violin motions with my fingertips and shrugged a lot. One thing I’d learned about Morgan over the years — ever since we’d sat on the swing set in the park by the foster home and I’d told her to stop swearing, so she wouldn’t get in trouble all the time — was that, tough as she pretended to be, she really did want the people in her life to set boundaries. If they didn’t care what she did, they didn’t care about her.

Morgan sighed and looked Cassandra over, squinting.

“Let’s go see the workroom, Elsa,” she said.

“Oh, come on!” Cassandra objected, tucking her hair behind one pointed ear and gesturing at it.

“Don’t like it? How about —” Morgan cocked her head. “Maladriel? Legolabitch? Dollar Store Frost Fairy? Econoelf? Budget Barbie Sidhe? Temu-fae?”

Morgan had apparently been studying things behind the Veil.

Cassandra closed her eyes and rubbed her forehead. She looked at me, but I shrugged — Morgan was going to use a nickname of some sort, and Cassandra’s pale skin and near-white hair, along with her odd skill with ice magic, given her Fire affinity, fit the Elsa bill pretty good.

“Elsa’s fine.”

She glared at Morgan, looking her over. Morgan was in her typical attire — heavy boots, jeans, leather jacket, half-gloves, and a t-shirt, this one a well-used thrift store find of a metal band she liked. She turned to me again, this time with a more questioning look, and I knew there was going to be more — but the girls needed to settle this mostly between themselves. Both Morgan and Cassandra had really strong personalities — better to let some of the clash come out early when I was around to head things off if it got too bad.

I gave Cassandra a little nod.

“That band’s so old you’ll get tetanus,” Cassandra said, turning back to Morgan.

“I understand why you did the ears — they’re the only thing sharp about you.”

Cassandra nodded at Morgan’s half-gloves. “Wear out the fingers with some lonely nights?”

Morgan nodded at Cassandra’s chest. “You make those that big so you wouldn’t have to see your hips?”

Cassandra shrugged. “Had to make up for the hit the average took from yours.”

“Good, everybody’s been introduced,” Sam said. “Now, if you two aren’t going to piss on each other or whip those puppies out for an objective opinion, how about we go look at Melaina’s workroom and let Noah and Felicity talk?”

She started herding the other girls toward the basement stairway with spread arms and I could feel her using Harmony on the whole room.

“What’s mine?” Sam whispered to Morgan.

“Hexual Deviant, you little freak,” Morgan said.

“Cool.”


Chapter Eighteen




“I’ll join you in a moment, girls,” Mel said, then, once the basement door was closed, she sat down and bit her lip.

“I’m not going to freak out again just from talking to her, if you’re worried about that,” I told her.

Mel shook her head — she was still holding the headset, turning it over and over again in her hands.

“I’m not afraid you’ll freak out, dear.”

“Then what? Why does me talking to Felicity make you so worried?”

Mel took a deep breath.

“I saw the scars,” I prompted. “Those won’t freak me out either.”

“I’m not concerned about the physical, dear, it’s only … Felicity … she’s very important to me.”

“I won’t hurt her, Mel. I’d never do that.”

“It’s not you I’m afraid will hurt her, Noah, it’s herself.” She took another deep breath. “Dear, when Felicity showed you her other form at Solstice, it was —”

“The first time in a long time she’d shown that to anyone — Sam told me.”

“Ever.”

A chill went through me. “What do you mean?”

“Noah, Felicity hasn’t shown a form other than cat to anyone but me since I met her. No one.”

“Is it the scars?” She didn’t have those in her cat-witch form, just the same white spots of fur she had as a cat.

“In part. The scars and how they were formed.”

“Can’t she just … I thought witches could heal nearly anything.”

Mel nodded. “We can, except those wounds were made with blessed silver.”

“Like the nets and taser-things the Patriarchy had? Why did it scar her and not Cassandra or me?”

“The effects imbued in the silver can be different. That mana-draining you encountered is new — I haven’t seen that before. The … man who hurt Felicity imbued his silver with a different effect and he had a powerful will. Fanaticism is quite good for that.”

“So all silver’s not the same?”

Another head shake, and Mel pulled her owl amulet from where it rested between her breasts — my hand went to the one I wore under my shirt.

“Silver is quite receptive to mana — it’s why I made these amulets of it, imbued with the intent of protection. The nets you encountered were imbued to drain mana — that used on Felicity was to inflict wounds and pain. She’s borne those scars for nearly two-hundred and fifty years.”

I frowned. “I thought she got them at Salem — that was over three hundred years ago.”

“The scars.”

A chill ran through me. “No,” I said, shaking my head. “No, don’t tell me…”

Mel was nodding and I felt like crying — no, I felt like rushing upstairs to hold Felicity and stroke her fur to reassure her I wouldn’t ever let anything like that happen to her again.

“His intent was for the wounds to never heal — I doubt anyone has that sort of power, but he was quite powerful.”

“But how? Mundanes don’t have magic. He was a mundane, right?”

Mel nodded. “He was, but even mundanes can exercise a great deal of power if their will is strong enough. He told Felicity how he’d made the silver rod he used on her. There are many different sorts of rituals, Noah, and other ways to focus one’s will and intent. The Patriarchy practices mortification of the flesh.”

“That doesn’t sound good.”

“He first formed the silver into hooks — a thousand of them, he claimed — then pierced his flesh with them. All of them. Then he prayed — I can’t imagine how long, certainly months — until he thought they were imbued with his intent, before removing them and reforging the silver into the rod of metal he used to burn Felicity.”

“Please tell me you killed him,” I whispered.

“Felicity did. He died screaming and in agony … and should count himself lucky in that, for I’d have done far worse.” She closed her eyes. “Have you wondered why the scars, the white fur, is only on her left side?”

I nodded, but after what I’d heard so far, I didn’t want to know.

“He told her that, if she should manage to avoid the fate he planned for her, he never wanted her to forget what she’d looked like before — so that she’d always remember what she’d lost.”

“She’s beautiful,” I whispered, remembering the brief glimpse I’d gotten of her face when she’d been drained of mana and couldn’t maintain the shape change. “The scars are nothing.”

“Possibly you’ll convince her of that one day,” Mel said.

She stood and left for her basement workroom.

I sat for a moment, wondering at three hundred years of hiding and why she’d chosen me as the first one.

And giving a little thanks that I’d fallen in with the witches instead of the Patriarchy, because naked orgies in the woods were way better than shoving a thousand fishhooks through your skin.

I settled back on the couch and put the headphones on, adjusting the microphone and clearing my throat.

“Hello,” a girl’s voice said, soft and tentative.

I’d only heard Felicity speak once — and I’d been a little worked up at the time, so didn’t really remember her voice. She sounded younger than I’d expected for being three hundred years old. Her voice was hesitant and unsure — until I opened my mouth.

“Hey — Felicity?”

Felicity sighed. “I ought have known better.”

“Known what?”

“I wagered with Samantha that you’d have sense not to question who it was you spoke to — now I am in her debt.”

“You’ve been talking to Sam, too?” I asked, a little put out.

“Aye, of course. She is … kin. Of a sort.”

“Huh.” Yeah, she was, but Felicity had only known Sam for a few months. Morgan, I could understand, since she’d known Felicity as long as I had. “What am I, then?”

“Different.”

Okay, I’d accept that — plus Felicity had been mad at me for calling her my aunt. That still seemed uncalled for — I mean, what was wrong with being an aunt? I suppose I could have said she was like a sister, or cousin, but with her being several hundred years older than me, those didn’t seem right. Either way, I wasn’t going to try either one, given what Felicity’s claws had done to my arm over the aunt-thing.

“Why the headset, though?” I assumed she’d been talking with Sam in her head, too, just like with Mel and Morgan. “Why not just pop into my head like you do with Mel?”

“Too near.”

“I’ve seen you talk to Mel while you were right next to her.” What could distance have to do with it? And wouldn’t being closer make it easier, if anything?

Felicity sighed again and I had a moment’s image of her cat-witch form, as she’d revealed it back during Solstice break, and what a sigh would do to her chest — furry, except for the tips of her breasts where her nipples were bare.

Stop it! I told my dick.

Cat girl! my dick argued. Ears! Tail! Soft, silky, furry…

Keep it to yourself, I’m talking to someone important.

“Too near, within the mind,” Felicity explained. “Too close upon thoughts.”

“Too intimate?” I asked.

“Yes.”

I nodded. That made sense. Probably the mind-to-mind communication was something she was comfortable doing with other girls, but not a guy?

Yeah, I’d agree with that, probably — last thing I needed was Felicity overhearing my dick.

“Okay, I get that … what did you even bet with Sam, though?”

There was a pause, as though Felicity was deciding whether or not to answer.

“Belly rubs.”

I blinked. “Sam wants her belly rubbed?”

What the hell? I’d rubbed just about … no, I was pretty sure I’d rubbed everything Sam had, in one way or another, so why was she after Felicity for belly rubs?

“’Tis mine she wishes to rub.”

Now I was even more confused. “Sam rubs your belly all the time.”

In fact, all of us rubbed Felicity’s belly all the time, despite knowing now that she was a witch, not just a cat. I’d even stopped bothering to avoid the four extra nipples she had in her cat form — remarkable what you can get used to.

“She would have it so whilst I remain in this guise.”

Lesbian cat-girl belly rubs! my dick yelled, figuring it out well ahead of the rest of me.

Shut up! I told my dick, not that it would do any good, because even the undicked parts of my mind had already taken up the call, despite there being no indication whatsoever that Felicity had interests in that direction.

Lesbian cat-girl belly rubs!

It was like some sort of internal chant.

Shut up! I told … well, most of myself, really. Let’s be honest, that image wasn’t going anywhere.

“Um, you don’t have to … let her, you know?”

“A wager was struck, and I take pleasure in a belly rub, no matter my form — ’tis no grievous burden.”

Why did she have to pick a cat? I wondered. I wouldn’t be having these thoughts if she turned into a rat … or a … fuck, I don’t know, a fucking beaver or something.

Now I had an image of a black beaver with white spots down one side earnestly building a dam of pink stuffed animals in the doorway to Felicity’s room and chuckled.

“What stirs your mirth?” Felicity asked.

“Nothing,” I said hurriedly, because if she’d clawed my arm over calling her “aunt” I didn’t want to find out what calling her a beaver would get me.

“Very well.” She took a deep breath. “I would offer apology to you.”

“What do you need to apologize for?”

“I meant not to startle you — when I showed this form.”

“Oh.”

Felicity had picked, probably, the worst time to reveal she was a witch, not a cat. Back on Solstice break — I’d just bound Sam to my coven and I’d been in the middle of figuring out that Mel knew, and intended, a lot more than I’d expected. The revelation that the cat I’d known for years was actually a witch had been a step too far for me at the time and I’d left the townhouse to think about things … which had been the worst possible reaction for Felicity.

“I’m sorry I reacted the way I did.”

I’d said that same thing more than once over the intervening weeks, but mostly to Felicity’s butthole.

“I’ve passed much of my time in the online world these last many years. I had thought … well, folk in this time seem taken with the neko?” She paused. “I thought it might please you.”

“It did,” I assured her, while thinking, too much.

I’d had a lot of images of that form pass through my head since then and I hoped Felicity’s knowledge of the online communities didn’t extend to why they liked neko.

“Usually it’s just the ears and tail, you know?”

“Foolishness,” Felicity said. “Far too many ears, and not near enough fur. Why a form which requires clothing when fur does the work far better?”

Naked cat-witch!

Yes, yes, we’ve seen the naked cat-witch. Get over it.

Never!

I shrugged even though Felicity couldn’t see the gesture. I kind of wanted to turn the discussion away from online deviance … I got enough of that from Sam.

“Best you practice the game for a time, ere we play,” Felicity suggested, “that you might prove a worthy match.”

I chuckled. I’d been doing just that while we talked, reviewing the game controls and options. It was a pretty standard shooter, which meant Felicity was going to kick my ass, no matter how much I practiced, but I thought I’d found a couple features that might give me a chance to surprise her a little.

I started the single-player campaign to run through the tutorial while we chatted more.

“So you spend a lot of time online?” I asked.

I was kind of curious how the cat-witch spent her days — from the brief look she’d given me around her room, I knew her interests ran from pink-and-white kitties to gaming to … well, physics and high-end mathematics, given the degrees she had on her wall.

“More than I should, or so Melaina is ever quick to remind me.”

I chuckled at the image of the two-thousand-year-old witch telling the three-hundred-year-old witch to limit her screen time.

“Yeah? What’s your favorite site?” I asked, immediately regretting it as Felicity named two — one a text-based chat site and the other a VR world … both of them well known for … let’s just say I’d heard about them from Sam. They weren’t just the niche that Sam preferred, but rather known for a wide variety of rampant sex stuff.

“Oh,” I said. “Those are pretty…” I cleared my throat. “It, um, gets you talking to people, I guess.”

It was good for a three-hundred-year-old cat-witch to have … friends, right?

“I have shocked you?”

I was shocked … maybe. Or maybe it was the idea that this was the first time Felicity had communicated with me, but she’d been doing … that … for probably years. On the other hand, Felicity was a whole person — one with needs of her own, so I shouldn’t really be surprised. It wasn’t as though she could … you know, we’re not even going to ponder what she might have gotten up to while running around the city as a cat for the last few hundred years or whatever.

“You, um, like those sites?”

“I do. This internet has been a great gift. I may be whomever I please, and none think to question it.”

On the internet, no one knows you’re a cat, I thought.

A lot of people probably did that for exactly the same reason. Not that they were cats, but that they were more comfortable being someone else for a while.

Luckily, I was spared the thought of a naked cat-witch having chats like that with people … or hopping around her room with a VR headset on … by finishing the game tutorial. I was more certain that the ideas I had to counter Felicity’s skill would be a nasty surprise for her.

Felicity had gone silent and I thought she was thinking of what to say next, so I started the tutorial a second time. More practice wouldn’t hurt — I don’t think any of us had managed to beat Felicity at any game.

“I would ask a boon of you,” Felicity said after some time.

“A boon?”

“A favor.”

“Of course, anything.”

“You should not offer such with no limit.”

“I know. For you, Felicity — anything.”

This might be the first time we’d spoken, but we’d known each other for years — well, she’d known me and I’d known the cat that always seemed to be there when I needed her. Felicity had done as much for me as Mel, and I’d do anything Mel asked of me.

She was silent for another long moment. “For you, as well, Noah.”

“So a favor?”

“Yes. When the time comes — an it risk no harm to you or yours — I ask you to allow me to be the agent of that witch’s death.”

“Death? What — who?”

“The witch who so harmed Melaina. It cannot be borne.”

“The witch who — Sam’s mom?”

What the fuck? That was not what I’d been expecting — I don’t know what I was expecting, because I had no idea what I could do for Felicity, but green-lighting a hit on Sam’s mom wasn’t it.

On the other hand … the thought of Judith Prescott’s last moments being the sound of Felicity’s chainsaw-like snarl and the scraping of fangs against her skull … really didn’t bother me.

“I advise you not to name her so where Samantha may hear.”

“Yeah, I try not to — I was just surprised.”

“You have left your mundane world behind, Noah. There are few laws behind the Veil other than power. The power to protect those who look to you — or to avenge them.”

“Why ask me?”

“You lead our family.”

“Me? But Mel —”

“Melaina will not lead, Noah. She will guide. She will advise. She will nudge.” Felicity chuckled. “She will manipulate, and does that thing well — but she will not lead.”

“I — yeah, I get that. But kill Sororix Prescott?”

Then I thought about Sam — and what that woman had done to her daughter, to some kid who’d done nothing more than be someone Sam thought was nice. I had no doubt there was more.

“That witch is vile, unworthy to be so named — she is sister to none and that she swears by our Goddess, yet still retains her tongue, is a stain on every witch’s honor.”

Well — that made it pretty clear what Felicity thought of Sam’s mother.

“Think on it,” Felicity said. “And when the time comes that we agree on that witch’s fate, I ask you allow me to be your agent.”

“I, ah, I’ll think on it.”

“Thank you.”

“I think I’m ready to play,” I said.

Yeah, I had a lot to think about — more than just Felicity killing Sam’s mother, but also that she thought I was the leader of our family.

“Are you certain? I would not wish it said that I kept you from making ready for our match.”

“I’m ready,” I said.

I went to change the console’s logged in account to my own, so the stats would track, and sighed. Someone, certainly Sam, had already logged me in — and apparently changed my gamer tag, since when I entered the game’s local matchmaking screen it announced:

[image: magic wand][image: eggplant][image: crown]SpellDaddy[image: crown][image: eggplant][image: magic wand] has joined the lobby.

“Let me guess,” I said, “she changed my password, too, so I can’t change my tag back?”

“Samantha thought it would be amusing,” Felicity said, her own gamer tag of [image: crescent moon][image: paw prints]ShadowMeow[image: paw prints][image: crescent moon] flashing as she spoke.

“Sam sometimes confuses irritation with amusement.”

“I do not believe it was your amusement she gave thought to.”

“It wouldn’t be,” I agreed. “Okay, let’s do this.” I grinned. “I think you’re going to be surprised.”
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“Pwnd again, noob!”

Whatever speech patterns had carried over from Felicity’s growing up in seventeenth century Salem, she seemed to have no trouble modernizing it when she played a game.

“What is she doing to Noah?” Rachel asked, squinting at the TV screen.

The girls had come back upstairs shortly after the game started and I had the headphones half off, since we’d gone ahead and reenabled the TV speakers.

Apparently, we were done with any private conversation and Felicity wanted everyone to hear her taunting me as the edges of my screen went red and my character collapsed in a heap — again — upon which, Felicity’s character appeared as though from nowhere. I still had no idea where she was camping, just that any time I thought I was sneaking around the map somewhere I got killed.

“It’s called tea-bagging,” Sam answered Rachel.

Rachel frowned. “What’s —”

Sam grinned and leaned close to whisper in the shy little witch’s ear.

“Oh!” Rachel frowned. “But she doesn’t have … you know.” She pointed at the screen. “Even her character’s a girl.”

“It’s symbolic,” Morgan explained.

“Oh.”

“Mostly.”

So … now I had the image of a naked cat-witch sitting on my face, which did absolutely nothing to teach my dick how to behave in polite company.

They’re all thinking it too!

I looked away from the screen to find a roomful of witches looking at me speculatively.


Chapter Nineteen




“This sucks,” Sam said, grabbing a muffin and orange juice from the cafeteria coolers.

The coolers were all that was available this early in the morning, but the main food line would be open any minute — we wouldn’t be joining it, because we were scheduled to meet with Mel for our class at five-thirty. Yes, Sam and I had a class with Mel at the end of the regular class-day … had.

We’d returned to campus the night before to discover four envelopes in our cottage’s mailbox and spent nearly an hour calming down Sam and Cassandra.

Sam was upset because our class with Mel had been moved from the afternoon, right before dinner, to a morning slot. Early morning. Five-thirty to six-thirty.

Since Mel wanted Rachel and Cassandra in the class now, that was the time available that wouldn’t mess up Rachel’s spellstick class, which none of us wanted to do.

And, please, do note that Mel didn’t bother to tell us that all weekend, waiting for us to find out through the envelopes.

“It’s not that early,” Cassandra said, grabbing a yogurt squeeze pouch. “What I don’t understand, is why I have to go to your remedial class with you — and why do I have to lose my favorite elective to go to your damn combat class.”

“What was that class again?” Sam asked.

Cassandra glared at her as we left the residence building and ventured across the dark quad.

“The representation of witches in media is important.”

“You watch movies and whine about brooms,” Sam muttered.

Since Sam would spend twenty minutes going off about mundanes and how they’d stolen everything witchy, I think her derision was more about tweaking Cassandra than anything else, but I had to admit Witches in Books, Film, and Digital Media sounded like one of those stupid college courses people used as an example to say how useless college degrees were — I just shrugged, because the Blakes had already paid for Cassandra’s senior year.

“This is going to be so boring,” Cassandra muttered, stalking ahead while sucking on her yogurt pouch.

I shared a look with Sam and grinned — it was the same look we’d shared the night before when we all read our schedule changes and Cassandra started complaining about having to attend a “remedial” class.

The look on her face when she found out she was going to be getting advanced instruction from The Blackwood would be priceless.

“Did you let Hannah and Brittany know we’re going to eat early this morning?” I asked Sam. “I don’t want them to wait for us if we’re not there when they come down.”

Sam nodded. “I sent them a text last night while Cassandra was whining about Melaina’s class.”

“Okay, good.”

That reminded me of something I’d been meaning to talk to Sam about, but we’d been so busy the last two weeks — it was hard to believe it had only been that long since we’d all been out on the town before Cassandra and I were taken by the Patriarchy. It felt like I was only just now getting my balance back after everything that had happened, but it was also only two months until the end of the school year — less, really, because classes ended the day before the New Moon closest to the end of May, starting again the day after the New Moon closest to September first.

When I’d first heard that I’d told Sam it sounded awfully complicated, which set her off on another Patriarchy plot rant.

“Really? Complicated? You know, the whole mundane calendar is Patriarchy propaganda, right? The only reason we use it is because it’s a royal pain to have to translate dates dealing with the mundane world. There was a perfectly good and logical option of thirteen months, following the lunar cycle. Twenty-eight days, thirteen months is three hundred sixty-four days — but, no, they had to go break up a month and tag a random number of days onto the others, just because of thirteen. They’re perfectly happy to get thirteen donuts, but months is just too scary for them.”

Even without Patriarchy involvement, the time we had left before the end of school wasn’t much to discuss things with a witch Family.

“It’s getting pretty close to the end of the year,” I said. “We should probably start talking to the Fieldings about Hannah and Brittany.” I grimaced. “I still hate that we have to talk to their Family before talking to them.”

“We?”

“Well, you, yeah, unless you want me to ask Cassandra to.”

“Oh, yeah, the Fieldings would love that — and it’s even more important that we do things right, now that we’re a Family ourselves.”

“You said you’ve talked to Hannah and Brittany a little about it?”

Sam nodded. “A very little — like kidding about it. Less than I did with Rachel. She paused. “It’s weird, though — Hannah’s been different since you and Cassandra got back.”

“Different?”

Another nod. “Yeah, she was laughing about it before that, but since? It’s almost like the idea upsets her.”

I frowned, then whispered so Cassandra and Rachel wouldn’t hear. “Do you think it’s because of…” I nodded toward Cassandra.

Sam shrugged. “I don’t know — I don’t think so, though. Cassandra and Hannah were friendly before they came into their power and they seem okay now. It’s been a crazy two weeks, though.”

I nodded. “Do you think we should talk to her directly — I mean, seriously, instead of just hinting and joking? Before her Family?”

Talking to the Family first might be the way witches did things, but I still thought it was stupid. If Hannah didn’t want to join our coven, then talking to her Family was pointless — even if they were thrilled with the idea, we’d then have to shut it down if Hannah didn’t want to, and that would probably get her in trouble with her Family — on the other hand, if we talked to Hannah and Brittany first, then their hopes would be up and how would they feel if their Family said no?

What difference us being a recognized Family now, ourselves, might make I didn’t know — or how the whole mess would work with any of the girls Sam had us set up to meet this summer.

“No … let’s follow the rules this time?” Sam said. “The Fieldings are kind of sticklers for the rules. Thanks for reminding me before I talked to Hannah. I’ll call tomorrow?”

“Great.”
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We made it to the workroom Mel used for our class and left our backpacks by the door.

“Why is this in a workroom?” Cassandra asked.

“Yeah, why?” Rachel asked, eyeing Sam with … well, exactly the amount of suspicion Sam and I deserved for not telling the other two what our class with Mel was actually like.

“Did you not tell them the nature of the class?” Mel asked, coming from behind the partition at the far end of the room and making both Cassandra and Rachel jump at her sudden appearance.

“What does she mean?” Cassandra demanded.

I sighed. “Okay, so it’s not really —”

“Now!” Mel yelled and I reacted without thinking.

My shields expanded, gathering up Sam’s on the way, but I knew, just knew, Mel wouldn’t be targeting either of us — she was going to zap Cassandra and Rachel, and it just wasn’t fair, so I pushed my shields farther, pulling Sam’s along with me, to enclose my other witches, as well.

“What the hell?” Cassandra yelled, and I didn’t blame her, because as the combined shell of Sam and my shields passed her, I picked up hers as well — and Rachel’s.

I don’t know how I did it, only that it felt exactly like Sam’s shields felt when we layered them — and, in a second, I’d enclosed all of us in a four-layered shell, just as Mel’s attack splashed against our combined shields and she took a step back, grinning.

“Excellent,” Mel said.

“Excellent? What’d he do with my shields? How did he do that with my shields?” She pointed at the swirling globe surrounding us, four distinct layers clearly visible. “What the hell even is that?”

Mel grinned. “It’s called layering — and it’s a significant advantage your coven will have over others, should things come to an actual fight.”

“But — but —”

“That tickled,” Rachel said. “Can you do it again?”

“Layering is a technique exclusive to warlock-led covens, dear,” Mel went on, “so you can see why it’s fallen out of favor, even been forgotten, these days. Once bound by a high priestess, the warlock loses this ability, because he’s no longer head of the coven — and the high priestess cannot duplicate the effect, because her leadership isn’t direct.”

“But — but —”

I decided I needed to be particularly nice to Cassandra for a while — between being marked by a “feral,” discovering that Rachel had a much larger resonant than hers, and now Mel introducing things Cassandra had never heard of, the witch’s whole world was still in turmoil.

“Honestly, I’m a little surprised Noah was able to integrate your shields, and Rachel’s, so quickly — I expected it to take several sessions — but Noah does seem to have a particular aptitude for protecting those he cares for.”

She sent a blast of mana, powerful, but certainly not the strongest she was capable of, against our shields and I felt it like a physical blow.

Mel nodded and examined our shields more closely.

“In fact, I think it’s time to give your peers — and, by extension, their Families — a bit of a demonstration that your new Family has a bit more to be wary of than just me.”


Chapter Twenty




Mel sent us off to breakfast and our history class with no more explanation of what she had planned for us.

We were just finishing our breakfast when Hannah and Brittany arrived with theirs, so we hung out over our empty plates and chatted.

I paid attention to Hannah and noticed that she was a lot more subdued than she usually was — almost sad. Brittany was her usual self, but I made a mental note to see if Sam could find out what was bothering Hannah. Whatever the outcome of talking to her Family was, we were friends, and I was worried about her.

After History, we went to our combat class, which was supposed to be in a classroom today for studying theory, but there was a note on the door saying the class had been moved to the spellstick field where we did practical applications.

“Why do I have a bad feeling about this?” Sam asked.

“Because Mel was smiling the way she does when she’s up to something,” I told her. “Nothing good ever comes from that smile.”
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Sure enough, Mel was waiting for us just outside the spellstick field.

“Don’t you have a class to teach this period?” I asked, hoping, maybe, if we were lucky, she’d just stopped by to —

“I’ve given them a study period, dear.”

No, we were fucked somehow.

“So what’s up?”

“I believe I mentioned a demonstration,” Mel said, gesturing toward the field.

“Why now?”

“Before you were recognized as a Family, dear, a low profile was best — well, as low as was feasible, given circumstances. First, we leveraged Willowmere’s neutrality and Evelina’s protectiveness of students to keep the Families at bay, but things are different now.”

“I thought being recognized as a Family was going to make us safer?”

“It does, but the Families still respect strength more than anything else.”

“Told you,” Cassandra whispered.

“When it was only you and Samantha,” Mel went on, “a demonstration of strength wasn’t feasible, but now, with Cassandra and Rachel, I think it will be quite effective.”

“So, what? We’re supposed to show them that layering thing?”

Since that was mostly what Mel had worked with Sam and I on so far, I figured it was the only thing possible.

“Sort of,” Mel said, smiling.
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“Is she fucking serious?” Cassandra whispered.

We, my coven and I, were assembled on one end of the spellstick field, with the other witches in the class grouped on the other. Mel and Magistra Thornwell stood to either side between us.

Mel’s idea of a “demonstration” wasn’t us layering our shields and saying, “Hey, look at what we can do — isn’t it cool?”

It was —

“Fuck!” Cassandra yelled as the nineteen other witches in the class followed Mel’s and Magistra Thornwell’s instructions and sent blasts of mana at us.

“Yep,” Sam muttered.

I was too busy responding to the attacks, and they weren’t low-strength sparring, either — Magistra Thornwell had told the girls to use their full strength, relying on either her or Mel to step in if things got out of hand.

Rachel yelped as the attacks struck our shields like a physical blow — as a physical blow in some cases, because a couple of the witches were using telly to fling ball bearings at us like bullets. Why were there ball bearings on the spellstick field?

Ask Mel.

I flung more mana at my shields, shrugging off the physical attacks. I could feel my Pain resonant and Strength affinity taking the fore, then I cycled Cassandra’s shields to the front as a wave of fire attacks struck — her shields felt cool, almost icy, and the mana-fueled flames flowed around us.

Not all of the attacks had a physical component, I’d seen the girls in class practicing those, aiming to make us afraid or feel helpless or any number of other things — all of which Sam’s shields blocked, leaving us feeling warm and confident.

For the attacks that none of us seemed to have a natural counter for, Rachel’s shields met those with sheer power that almost challenged the attacker to do her worst.

I expected things to stop after the first wave — whatever Mel’s purpose in having us do this satisfied — but Magistra Thornwell gestured for the witches to continue, and the attacks went on.

And on, and on, wave after wave, until we were sweating and swaying on our feet. Cassandra staggered, her resonants nearly empty, and Sam and I were barely any better, at maybe twenty-five percent.

Then Rachel stepped up.

Her arms went around me, fingers sliding beneath my shirt.

“This is bullshit,” she muttered. “Sisters!”

I noticed she didn’t apologize for swearing.

Cassandra staggered toward us and Sam reached out to take my hand — I realized this was how we should have started, touching, and as soon as both of them had taken my hands, the purple flames of Heartfire washed over us and I was immediately refreshed, feeling as energetic as I had when we started, maybe more.

Heartfire didn’t do anything for our mana reserves, but Rachel had that covered as well.

Rachel’s Passion resonant teased at one of mine and I made the connection, then I slid one into Cassandra and Sam.

“Warning!” Cassandra snapped. “We talked about that — just a little fucking warning?”

“I don’t need warning,” Sam whispered, “surprise me.”

“Pay attention!” Rachel snapped, then the mana started flowing.

Rachel’s Passion resonant was still nearly full, and it was refilling at a rapid rate despite the mana she was using to reinforce her share of our shields. From what I could see of her mana production and what was binding to Passion — Rachel was passionately pissed.

“Excellent, dear!” Mel called over the sound of flames, cracking ice, and ball bearings pinging off our shields to land in a growing pile. “Now, if you will, attack Magistra Thornwell and myself, please. And no need to hold back.”

“Yeah!” Rachel yelled, taking one of her hands from me and pointing at Magistra Thornwell.

The flames she threw were concentrated, not the wide swathes I’d seen her project to burn off excess mana, but a focused line, like a flamethrower from some World War II documentary. The flames washed over Magistra Thornwell with no more effect than a raised eyebrow.

Ball bearings flew from the pile around our shields to pepper Mel and Magistra Thornwell.

“I’ve been waiting four years to throw something at a teacher,” Cassandra muttered.

“Give me some of those,” I told Cassandra, shifting Sam’s hand to my neck to maintain the connection and holding mine out, palm up.

“This sucks,” Sam muttered. “I left my shotgun back at Melaina’s.”

Cassandra filled my hand with ball bearings and I drew my arm back, sending mana through the channels of my Strength resonant, and flung them at Mel, grinning. There wasn’t a chance in hell any of us could hurt her, or Magistra Thornwell, which was why she’d told us to attack the teachers, rather than the other students.

My throw, backed by Strength, had the little metal balls traveling far faster than Cassandra’s telly and the blonde witch started muttering under her breath, but quickly stopped to concentrate on what she was doing as the attacks continued.

And continued, until even Rachel’s mana production began to wane, and we had to cut back on our own attacks to concentrate on the shields.

I didn’t think Mel, or even Magistra Thornwell, would let us get hurt — at least not seriously — but now it was a pride-thing. We’d managed to stave off the attacks of nineteen witches — yeah, students, but still nearly five times our number — and I didn’t want to give up. Of course there was always the chance that Mel’s plan was to see just how much we could take.

We were on our knees by the time it ended, physically exhausted, as Rachel had stopped putting mana into Heartfire in favor of reinforcing our shields. My head was spinning from having to recognize the incoming attacks and cycle the right shield forward to meet it, and both Sam and Cassandra were hunched forward, resting some of their weight on their free hands.

“Enough,” Magistra Thornwell called out, and a wall of force crossed the field to cut off any further attacks.

I held our shields in place until Mel reached them, walking toward us with a wide grin, then let go, feeling my own snap into place against my body as the girls’ did around them.

“Crone’s carbuncles,” Cassandra moaned, collapsing to the grass.

“I’m ordering a jacuzzi tub for the cottage,” Sam grumbled wiping at her sweaty face, “then I’m not leaving it for a week.”

Shields were some of the “easiest” magic, if any of it could be considered easy. They took almost no mana to create in their typical place around the body. Things I’d done like creating the shield around the bomb in the vampire’s neck or the sort of expanded sumo-suit like variation I’d wound up with when I was first learning took quite a bit more of both mana and concentration. What we’d just done — expanding all four of our shields to surround us and cycle them to meet attacks, not to mention repelling those attacks — took a fuckton more and I was exhausted.

I managed to raise my head and look down the field.

“Holy shit,” I muttered.

Most of the witches there were in much the same state as my coven, on hands and knees, exhausted, four were making their way, slowly and hunched over, toward the sidelines and the benches there — but three were on the ground, unconscious, and being tended to by the school nurse, Magistra Fallwhistle.

“They’re fine, dear,” Mel said, catching the direction of my gaze. “They just overextended themselves a bit — I’m certain Magistra Thornwell will set them some exercises on pacing themselves.”

Coach Briarfield had also been watching and she was now stalking toward us.

“We’ll repair the field,” Mel assured her as she neared.

“I know you will, Melaina,” Coach Briarfield said, but her eyes were on Rachel. “How many Heartfires was that, Winthrop … Ashe, Blackwood — make a decision on that and stick with it for a few weeks, will you?”

“I — don’t know,” Rachel gasped.

“I counted ten — on the group.” Coach Briarfield turned to Mel. “Whatever you’re up to, people will notice that.”

“I glamoured their shields,” Mel said, “no one could see exactly what Rachel was doing.”

“I did.”

Mel shrugged. “It’s your field.”

Coach Briarfield held Mel’s gaze for a moment, then looked down at Rachel.

“Whatever that was, limit yourself to four unless it’s an emergency or you’re certain no one can see it,” the coach said.

“Yes, Coach.”

Coach Briarfield looked toward the carnage at the other end of the field and sighed.

“You sure you don’t want to skip ahead a year or two?” She shook her head. “Never mind. Hit the team showers — the three of you can use them too — then ten minutes in the ice to freeze your resonant and twenty in the jacuzzi to loosen it up.”

Sam’s head snapped up. “You have a jacuzzi?”


Chapter Twenty-One




The shower was nice, the ice bath was torture, and the jacuzzi was fantastic.

I found myself whole-heartedly supporting Sam’s plan to get us one.

We had barely enough time after cleaning up to get back to the cottage for fresh clothes, then hurry to the cafeteria for lunch before our next class, and I’d barely started chewing when I noticed something. Two of the onesies who’d been sharing our table all year — even if they’d stayed at the other end and never spoken to us — seemed to be trying to sit elsewhere, but the witches at the other tables were making it clear the onesies weren’t welcome.

Even as I figured out what was going on, the two girls took their trays and started toward the cafeteria doors.

I frowned and stood up.

“I’ll be back in a minute,” I said, then headed for the doors.

I caught up with the two onesies in the corridor and hurried to get in front of them.

They both went wide-eyed when I got into their path and one let out a startled, “Eep!” which was adorable.

“Hey,” I said as quietly as I could.

Both of them looked scared, more scared than on my first day when I’d been the terrifying feral warlock, which didn’t make a lot of sense to me. I kind of figured I’d become more … normal, I guess? Now that I was part of a Family.

“We’re sorry,” one of them said.

“We didn’t know,” the other said.

“Know what? What is there to be sorry for?”

“We didn’t know you were a Family.”

“We’re sorry — nobody told us it was a Family table.”

“I’m confused,” I said. “Aren’t you guys from a Family, too?”

“Yeah, but mine is really small⁠—”

“And we’re onesies, so our Families don’t want us sitting with them.”

I rolled my eyes. Fucking Families.

“Let me see if I understand — it was the onesies table when I got here, but now that the Blackwoods are a recognized Family, it’s The Blackwood Table or something, because my coven sits there?”

The one on the right nodded while the one on the left shrugged.

“We’ll just eat in our rooms from now on.”

I rolled my eyes, wondering if this degree of cliquish shit was a girl-thing or a witch-thing.

“Okay, well, no need for that — come sit at The Blackwood Table, then. You don’t have to talk to us or anything, but feel free to sit there if you want.”

The girls’ eyes widened even more.

Ah, shit, I thought. What have I done now?

I had a horrible thought. Just because the typical way for one Family to … fuck, court, I guess, another Family’s witch was for the Family Heads to talk, didn’t mean it was the only way. Had I just asked these two to join my coven or something? They probably used that same phrasing — hey, witch, come sit at my table.

“I — um — ah —” one of them stammered.

I realized they actually looked scared.

“Hey, we’ve all been at that table for the whole year and I haven’t done anything, so I don’t think there’s any reason to be afraid, right?”

“Um — ah —”

“Did you really tell the Archimagira to go fuck herself?” the other asked.

“What? No!”

Was that a rumor going around? Shit, I needed to quash that before the Archimagira heard it.

“What about the adjutrix?” the other girl asked.

“No — well, sort of.”

Their eyes got wider.

“They were really mean to Rachel and I don’t like people like that, so I —”

“Threw her across the cafeteria.”

“What? No! I sort of told her off, but I didn’t throw anybody.

“That’s what they’re saying.”

“Who’s saying?”

The girl I asked shrugged. “Everybody.”

“And then The Blackwood told them she was the oldest witch in the world and they better listen to her.”

“That —” Fuck. “Not exactly.”

Fucking rumor mill.

“Look,” I said. “Nobody got thrown across the cafeteria, nobody got told to go fuck themselves —”

“What about the adjutrix?”

“You said.”

“I mean, yeah, okay, but that was before the meeting and everything — my point is there’s no reason to be scared of me, and you don’t have to take your meals up to your rooms. You can sit at the same table you always do.”

There was a long pause.

“Really?”

“Can we tell people you invited us?”

The other one’s eyes got the widest yet and she turned to stare at the other girl.

“What would that mean?” I asked.

Please don’t let it be a coven invitation.

“Invitation to an event by a Family Head is, sort of, like —”

“Extra witch points!”

“What?” Now I was more confused than before, and the other witch looked as confused as I was.

“I don’t know what else to call it — I’m-better-than-you points?”

“Ah,” I said, a light dawning. “An invitation from a Family Head makes the other girls jealous?”

“Yeah.”

The other one was grinning and nodding.

“Especially,” I said, grinning back, “the other witches in your Families who are here at Willowmere and made you sit at the onesies table instead of theirs?”

“Oh, yeah,” the grinning one grinned wider and nodded faster.

I nodded. Okay, let’s make it an invitation, then.

My first official act as the Blackwood Family Head: sticking it to some stuck up brats. Cool.

“Ladies,” I said, “allow me to introduce myself — Noah Blackwood, Blackwood Family Head.”

I held out my hand and the two juggled their trays — luckily not dumping them — and took my hand in turn.

“Brenda Schuyler.”

“Nancy Astor.”

“Delighted,” I said. “May I extend to you an invitation to dine at the Blackwood Family Table for the duration of your stay at Willowmere?”

“Why, yes, Mr. Blackwood,” Brenda said with a wide grin. “That would be delightful.”

“Indeed, thank you,” Nancy said.

I held out my hands. “May I assist you ladies with your trays?”

Brenda snort-laughed.

“Thank you, again,” Nancy said.

I took their trays and led them back to our table.

“I’m glad you didn’t turn out to be sympsychophonos like everybody thought at first,” Brenda said.

I didn’t know what that was, but it sounded bad and I didn’t want to ask and make it a thing if they thought that was scary. I’d ask one of the girls later.

As we neared, I saw Cassandra’s eyes go wide, then roll, at the same time I felt the steps behind me falter.

None of us had thought of that. It must have been one thing for Cassandra to show up at the other end of the table, but quite another for them to sit with her — on the other hand, I’d invited them, and they wanted to tell people that, so setting their trays down at the other end of the table wouldn’t be right.

“Come on,” I said quietly over my shoulder. “She’s not going to do anything.”

Nancy gulped, but the two started following me again.

I set their trays down at the end of our little group and went around to the other side to my own lunch. Cassandra sighed and flared her nostrils at me, then looked across the table at the two new girls.

“I’m sorry. If you want more than that — after lunch, okay?” She looked down at her plate, started eating, and muttered, “Maybe I should just get up on the fucking stage and say it.”

I chuckled and gave her a hug, almost laughing out loud as the two girls’ eyes practically popped out of their heads when Cassandra kissed me on the cheek.

I let the girls drive the conversation with the newcomers, while still trying not to seem like I was ignoring them, They might not be avoiding us anymore, but they were clearly a little nervous about sitting with us — and, yeah, I was a little upset that they’d said nothing to us all year, but the first day after we became a recognized Family, they’re all chatty — but I was also a little tired of people avoiding me or being scared of me or whatever, and was ready for that to change, regardless of the reason.

We finished lunch, dragged through our afternoon classes, still tired from the “demonstration” that morning, and then headed back to our cottage after dinner.

“Hey, Rachel,” I said as we left the residence building and there was no one other than my coven around. “What’s sympsychophonos?”

“Where’d you hear that? Did someone call you that?”

Rachel had spun around to scowl back at the residence building, fists clenched at her sides.

“Nope,” I said quickly, to keep Rachel from going back inside and hurting someone. “Just something I heard and I’m curious.”

Rachel gave me a skeptical look while Sam raised an eyebrow.

“Sympsychophonos means ‘killer of the soul-bound,’” Cassandra said. “It’s a warlock who kills witches instead of marking them.”

“You mean he doesn’t stop the draining?” I asked.

Sam nodded.

“It’s an evil thing,” Rachel said. “You’re sure nobody called you that?”

“I’m sure.”

Brenda hadn’t really called me that, she’d just said she was glad I wasn’t one — which was apparently something some of the witches had thought of me when I first arrived at Willowmere. Even Hannah had said something about warlocks draining witches like that when she and Brittany had first joined Sam and I. That morning, and my first breakfast at Willowmere, seemed a lot farther in the past than just the start of the school year.

“It hasn’t happened for a long time,” Cassandra said. “And the warlock didn’t last long.”

“I bet,” I said, gently turning Rachel around to point her back down the path and away from flaming other students.

Back at the cottage, we managed to get the windows open to let in the cool breeze and collapsed onto the bed.

Cassandra cuddled up against my left side, Sam took the right, and Rachel squirmed in between Sam and I, putting her head on my stomach, cuddling my thigh, while Sam had her head on my chest, cuddling Rachel.

I really needed to talk to the two of them and figure out what was going on … and talk to Hannah and Brittany, after we got a hold of the Fieldings … and figure out how to get Cassandra past the spikes of fear she still got, even though we hadn’t moved much past me fingering her and draining a single resonant at a time.

Hopefully the rest of the semester would be uneventful, because my list wasn’t getting any shorter.

A moment later, three witches grumbled as a phone pinged with a text. Then another ping. Then two more.

Rachel sighed. “It’s mine.”

There was more grumbling, because Rachel had to squirm her way out from between Sam and me, which made me nudge Cassandra.

“Sorry. Sorry,” Rachel repeated.

“What the hell?” Sam grumbled. “Who texts at this hour?”

“It’s, like, not even seven,” I told her.

“Time is relative to how tired I am.”

“I agree with the pervert,” Cassandra mumbled.

“Oh, no!” Sam yelled, propping herself up on one elbow and glaring at Cassandra. “I am way too tired to hear that from you right now.” She waggled her fingers in Cassandra’s face like they were tentacles. “Little schloop-schloop witch.”

I felt Cassandra tense beside me. She glanced up at my face, eyes wide, then glared at Sam.

“You promised you wouldn’t tell anyone,” she accused.

Sam shrugged. “I said, outside the coven — you think we’re going to have secrets inside?”

Cassandra sat up and looked at me — I raised an eyebrow, only partially successful at suppressing my grin — then she buried her face in her hands.

“I can’t believe you told him about that,” she muttered, then pointed at Sam. “Yeah? Well, she watches … she has a site that…” Cassandra’s voice trailed off and she sighed. “You already know all her freaky-shit, don’t you?”

I nodded. If Sam found a new site I was the first she’d show it to.

Cassandra buried her face in her hands again. “Aargh!”

“What’s the big deal?” I asked.

“It’s private!”

Sam shrugged. “You thought you were going to live with a dozen other witches and we weren’t going to see your browser history one day? Not like I’m going to judge you for it, given what Noah and I do sometimes. And by ‘sometimes,’ I mean last night.”

“That’s different!” Cassandra pounded a fist on the cushion. “And ew.”

“How is it different?” I asked. Sam and I really hadn’t done anything I thought up to tentacle-grade last night. Mostly because I was still exhausted from a second night with Rachel the night before.

“Seriously? I look at some pictures,” Cassandra said. “It’s fake. You and she … do things. Really do things.”

“You bet we do,” Sam grinned.

“That’s my point! I might like watching something, but that doesn’t mean I want to really have … you know.”

“A slime-covered, gel-egg implanted in your butt by a ten-foot tentacle?” Sam asked.

Cassandra groaned. “They’re not all like that,” she whispered.

Sam shrugged. “But the little heart icon on that one is red, isn’t it?”

“Um, guys?” Rachel asked.

We all looked at her as she gave a long sigh and put her phone down.

“Could you maybe not argue about dirty-things when you meet my mom in a couple weeks?”


The Maiden


“Ow! Fuck!”

Waking up to an intensely sharp pain in one’s arm isn’t the most pleasant thing in the world, but it does provide for some instant clarity.

So it was very clear to me that the pain was in my forearm and the pain came from the beautiful, sexy girl who’d just bitten me there.

The beautiful, sexy, aspect of the Goddess, who was kneeling beside me with my forearm held to her face like it was a cob of corn she was contemplating taking a second bite from.

“What the fuck!” I yelled, yanking my arm out of Aveline’s grasp and examining it.

There was no blood — at least that I could see in the moonlight of the Goddess’ Grove — but I thought I was going to have bruises as bad as where Rachel bit me.

“You bit me!” I accused The Maiden.

Aveline shrugged. “My girls have been talking about it — I wanted to see what all the fuss was about.” She frowned. “Oddly satisfying.”

“No,” I said firmly. “No more biting.”

What the hell, I wondered, am I going to have to tie all the girls up to protect myself? Maybe gags would work.

“All right,” Aveline said, standing and gesturing for me to stand as well. “Come along, then. I don’t have all night. Especially with as little sleep as you’ve been getting lately — it takes some effort to bring you here, you know.”

Bites me and then starts giving orders — what a brat.

Didn’t Mel say the Goddess’ aspects changed way back when? Maybe they were changing again and The Maiden was fading into The Brat.

I was totally going to suggest that idea to Viera — maybe The Crone could get some use out of it.

Aveline led me to the altar.

“You need to pick up the pace,” she told me.

“The pace?”

The Maiden waved a hand at me, impatiently. “The pace — your coven. You’re slacking.”

“Slacking? I — I’ve marked three witches in the last four months and have a date with Priscilla in a week and a half, plus Prima Rosethorn still has my oath not to bind any more witches until school’s over! How much faster am I supposed to go?”

“I don’t know, just faster!” The Maiden stepped away and started pacing. “Do you have any idea how long it’s been since we saw a young coven so full of joy?” She rubbed at her arms, shivering. “It’s fantastic, and I want more!”

I had trouble believing we were that full of joy, or whatever — especially with as unhappy as Cassandra still seemed sometimes. The fear was still there for her and we still hadn’t done more than me easing things for her and draining her Lust resonant, with a little bit of balancing to the others.

“Really? What about the school coven? Aren’t they happy?”

Peter seemed pretty happy and I couldn’t imagine Prima Rosethorn running her coven the same way the Families did. Sure, the Prima seemed pretty angry all the time, but that was at school, not at home … wasn’t it?

Aveline’s brow furrowed. “The school coven? Yeah, they’re happy, but … that’s old-happy. Contentment or whatever — I’m talking about young-happy! You make my girls young-happy and I want more of it — so hurry up! Use my gift, that’s what I gave it to you for — and to show Viera she wasn’t so smart.”

“Your gift?”

All the Goddess’s aspects had given me a gift — along with a geas, which, sort of made me think the gifts weren’t so much freely-given, as Mel liked to say. They did, after all, come with strings. Aurora wanted me to tell someone there’d been a mistake — I knew now that was Mel and wished I was as confident as The Child that I’d come up with the right time to talk to Mel about it. Idalia, The Mother, had given me the power to influence whether the girls got pregnant — something pretty important to witches, but neither Sam nor Rachel were ready yet. While Viera, The Crone, had given me Strength against Wiles — something I could now recognize, at least here, since I couldn’t remember these visits with the Goddess’ aspects once they were over, as what might be “ratting them out” as Sam said.

Aveline had said something about “doubling-down” or something, but I still didn’t know what that gift was.

“How am I supposed to use it when I don’t even know what it is?!”

Aveline moved closer to me and placed a palm on my chest.

“You want to know what my gift to you was?”

I swallowed hard and nodded, afraid to speak, because the scent of flowers filled my senses, seeming to creep and writhe its way into my brain, shutting parts of it off and ramping up the power of others.

I felt myself stir and harden as Aveline leaned ever closer, staring up into my eyes. I hadn’t noticed before, but she was the perfect height to hold close, as the top of her head came to just below my chin. The urge to do just that rose, wrap my arms around her and pull her in to feel the press of her body against mine, and I think the only thing that stopped me was that I couldn’t move.

I was frozen in place, barely breathing, half afraid any movement would break the spell, and half wishing it would, because the longing was unbearable.

“I gave you a bit of my power,” Aveline whispered, and I could no longer stare into her beautiful eyes, because she’d moved even closer and tilted her head up to lay her lips, feather-light, against the skin of my neck. “Or, rather, I gave you access to your own.

“Viera gave you strength against wiles?” Aveline chuckled. “I gave you wiles. Seduction. What to do, what to say, how to drive your prey to distraction with a word, a whisper, a breath.” Her lips grazed my earlobe and I groaned. “With a touch.” Warm breath swirled in my ear and my knees went weak. “With the barest whisper.”

“That … doesn’t seem fair,” I managed to croak out as I struggled to even think.

“Silly boy.” Aveline’s breath seemed to flow over me, traveling farther than it should — wrapping around my head, down my chest, and swirling over the rigid hardness in my pants.

I half expected my dick to pipe up with some annoying and inappropriate comment.

Shut up, my dick told me. I’m busy.

“Silly, silly boy.” Aveline’s tongue was running across my earlobe now, then she was tugging it with her teeth, and her next breath swirled around my ear before seeming to drive directly for my brain.

Aveline went on, punctuating every few words with a lick of tongue, a nip of teeth, a fleeting tickle of lips.

“Our gifts are not the thing itself, but the opening of what you already have. Aurora didn’t give you love — she showed it to you and opened you to it. To accepting it and returning it to others. Viera’s strength against wiles?” The Maiden chuckled. “You know when my girls are playing with you — the old biddy just … made you listen to the part that knows more than you might. Even Idalia’s gift, that’s in every warlock, at least those close enough to us — those who haven’t drifted too far, which, honestly, is very few these days. And the intention must be pure, of course — acceptable to us — so Samantha and Cassandra are going to be very disappointed in your earning potential.”

I’d have laughed if I’d been able to do anything but wait for The Maiden’s next touch.

“I didn’t give you anything you didn’t already have, really. The words … the actions … the power … it’s nothing that isn’t inside you already, Noah. You just get confused, like so many do. My gift simply gives you clarity. Brings that part of you to the fore.” She grinned. “It lets you think of important things in the moment — instead of in the shower three days later.”

I could very much swear that I had exactly zero clarity at the moment.

“Seduction is a game … the players join willingly … the only way to cheat is to lie, but you wouldn’t do that, would you?”

I managed to get out a strangled “no” that must have ranged over at least three octaves.

The Maiden’s tongue traced a fiery line from behind my earlobe, down my neck, to place a gentle kiss on my throat just below my Adam’s apple.

“I know you wouldn’t.” She took a moment to nip at the flesh on my collar bone. “You’re a good boy.”

Fuck, I thought, does Sam get that same tremor in her gut when I call her a good girl?

Because, right now? Aveline could call me anything she wanted. She could ask anything of me and I’d do it. I was completely lost in the feel of her touching me and the magic of her words.

“It’s the best game in the world, Noah — do you know why?”

“N-n-no,” I admitted, wondering how one syllable could contain an entire octave.

Aveline’s lips and tongue made their way to my other ear and a hot breath blew away any brain cells I had left.

“Because when you play it fair?” she breathed. “Everybody wins.”

The Maiden pulled away from my neck and looked up to drag me into the pool of her eyes. Her lips parted and she tilted her face up, inching closer to mine. I parted my own lips in anticipation and, just before her lips touched mine, she whispered:

“Pleasant dreams.”


Chapter Twenty-Two




“What the fuck is that?”

Not the most pleasant question to wake up to.

I opened my eyes, trying to blink the sleep away, and saw Sam kneeling next to me. Cassandra was on my other side and Rachel was next to Sam — the other two girls were blinking as well. It seemed Sam had woken all of us up with her question.

“What’s what?” I mumbled, rubbing at my eyes.

“That!” Sam said, pointing at my crotch.

Once I looked, it was pretty obvious, even in the muted glow from the banked fire, what had drawn her attention. My pajama bottoms had turned into a little teepee.

Maybe not so little — quite a big one, actually, and almost painful.

“Um, morning wood?” I offered.

Sam shook her head.

“No — no, I’ve seen your morning wood for four months now … that is different.”

“It does seem different,” Cassandra agreed. “Not really bigger or anything … just … more.”

Did my dick have its own presence now?

“More?” Rachel asked, a little tentatively.

“It looks … harder,” Sam said, reaching out — then she drew her hand back and looked at Cassandra. “You check it.”

“What were you dreaming about?” Sam asked as Cassandra sighed and pinched my dick between her thumb and forefinger a few times.

“I don’t remember any dreams and I can’t believe I’m saying this, but could you girls leave my dick alone?”

Shut up, my dick told me before trailing off as Cassandra squeezed it a few more times. Oh … oh yeeeeaaahhh…

“It does seem harder,” Cassandra said. “A lot. Maybe thicker, too.”

“Should we take him to the infirmary?” Rachel asked.

The rest of us turned to stare at her.

Rachel flushed. “I saw it on a commercial once — if it’s been like that all night it could be dangerous. It might break or something.”

Sam shook her head.

“No doctors … at least not until we’ve … exhausted other possibilities.”
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It’s good to be the warlock.

Tiring, at times. Even exhausting.

I winced and adjusted myself as we made our way from our cottage to the residence building, entering through the cafeteria doors.

A bit of soreness once in a while … but, overall, good.

I was still hard — which was kind of astounding after the activities that had made me over an hour late for my typical workout time. Honestly, after those, I’d be perfectly happy to skip my workout this morning, but I’d worked hard to establish the habit and didn’t want to disrupt it.
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“You girls really don’t have to come with,” I protested, holding the back door to the residence building open for my three witches to enter.

It was the Tuesday after the Council meeting, and I was surprised all three girls had gotten up and thrown on workout clothes as soon as I told them the possibilities had been exhausted and I was heading for the gym.

“We do,” Cassandra said.

“I think I can manage a workout and sauna alone,” I said. “If there’s any problem, I’ll just text Sam like I did before.”

“That only works if you really can control yourself and not try to mark every witch who throws herself at you,” Cassandra said.

“Which is why we’re coming with,” Sam added. “Because … guy.”

“It hasn’t been a problem so far,” I muttered.

“You didn’t have that before,” Sam said, nodding at the pronounced bulge in my gym shorts.

We made our way through the cafeteria where a few other early-risers were eating light breakfasts before heading off to their early-morning classes. The food line was open, releasing the scent of breakfast, and my stomach growled.

“Besides, that was before everything else, too,” Cassandra said. “Now they’re going to get serious.”

“Before what?”

“Before we were a recognized Family. Now you’re the Blackwood Family Head.”

“I still think that should be Mel,” I grumbled, grabbing a banana as we passed the coolers.

Rachel shook her head, opening the yogurt cup she’d taken from the coolers. “Melaina doesn’t want it and she’s not part of a coven, anyway.”

“Yeah,” Sam said. “The Family Head is the high priestess of the top coven in the hierarchy. Warlock, in our case.”

“Great,” I muttered. It was just another complication on top of many, but I wondered how many problems that was going to cause. “I thought being a recognized Family was going to make us safer.”

“It does,” Cassandra said, “but only from force or coercion.”

“Yeah,” Sam said, “so they’re less likely to lock you in a basement until they can mark you.”

“Why does it always have to be a basement?” I asked.

“Single egress point,” Rachel said. “Easier to guard.”

I blinked. If even Rachel knew enough about locking people in basements to know that, maybe there were some things about life behind the Veil that I needed to become more aware of.

“What we aren’t safe from is sneaky little witches getting you all worked up until you can’t think straight,” Sam explained. “There’s no recourse to the Council if you fuck up and get marked like that — the other Families won’t care, since it’s not a threat to them.”

Cassandra snorted. “Like there’s a chance of one of them marking Noah — he marked me, and there’s no one at school who’s more powerful than me.” Sam and I looked at Rachel, then at each other, and Cassandra snarled, “Fine, no one but you guys — I meant the non-freakish girls.”

“Then it’s not a problem,” I argued.

It wasn’t that I minded them coming with me — I couldn’t think of a single place I didn’t want my whole coven with me — but the implication they needed to be around to keep me from sticking my dick in random witches was a little insulting.

“It is,” Cassandra said, “because even if they can’t mark you, we don’t want you marking them either.”

“Yeah,” Sam agreed. “The list is already so long I think we’re going to have to carry half the try outs over until next summer.”

“Try outs?” Cassandra asked.

Sam glanced at me quickly, then away. “Interviews, evaluations, meetings — talking, getting to know each other, that sort of thing.”

“Samantha,” I said.

“Yes, Dominus?” She’d suddenly become very quiet.

“Any ‘try-outs’ without my approval and it’ll be a year before I let you come again.”

Sam’s eyes went wide and she gulped. “Yes, Dominus, I’ll be good.”

“Good girl.”

“Freaks,” Cassandra muttered.

Sam stuck her tongue out at her and we resumed walking.
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I began to wonder if maybe the girls had the right idea in coming with me, because the next half-hour or so showed I had a disturbing lack of willpower when it came to concentrating on my workout.

We were the only ones there, but my three witches seemed to fill every place I could possibly look with skintight sports bras and leggings — I was pretty grateful that my own outfit of gym shorts and a t-shirt was baggy enough not to show my bulge, because I wasn’t sure I could contain myself if one of them saw it and gave an invitation to do something more about my condition.

Cassandra was on the treadmill next to mine and her breasts quickly showed they could not be restrained by spandex — even a side-glance at those bouncing orbs made me think of stripping her top off and burying my face in them.

Sam was on a yoga mat in front of me, twisting and tying herself into some positions I wasn’t sure had anything at all to do with yoga … and muttering something about “fuck a bunch of contortionists”, which seemed odd.

Rachel was on my other side, using the sort of thigh-machine I knew had to be designed by a guy for exactly this situation.

And behind me?

A mirrored wall where the only difference was I could watch Cassandra’s butt instead of her boobs.

I did consider running backwards for a while — Cassandra had an incredible butt.
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“And that’s why we came along,” Cassandra said, staring at the sauna door.

I’d finished my workout and dropped my clothes in a locker before heading for the sauna — with the girls following me immediately. Now we were clustered around the door, with Cassandra blocking the way.

“Yep,” Sam said, nodding.

“What?” I asked.

“Look at the door,” Cassandra said, waving a hand.

“It’s … the sauna door?”

It looked pretty much the way it always had — wood, big window at the top, but you couldn’t see in, since the sauna lighting was dim and the gym lighting was bright.

Sam sighed. “A witch just told you to look at something.”

“Oh.” I flipped the mental switch that let me see mana — it was very distracting to keep on all the time, because I could see through my coven’s shields with it. While other witches were just the glowing blue-white of their shields in this view, mine were mini fireworks displays, filled with the glowing threads of every emotion or sensation they were feeling.

It was honestly hard to concentrate on anything else, but I did note multiple glowing lines of mana stretched across the sauna door.

“What are those?”

“Wards,” Cassandra said.

“Is someone trying to keep us out of the sauna?”

“Wards aren’t just for keeping something out, they can also act as just alarms.”

“This one’s Liza’s work,” Cassandra said, leaning closer to peer at the door frame. “Her attachment points always suck and…” An even closer look. “Yep, right here, you can see where she had to scratch a rune into the wood to make it work. Lazy witch.”

“Um, alarms?” I asked.

“Yep,” Sam said. “So … six witches want to know when you enter the sauna. Three guesses why they’d want to know that?”

I groaned. “I just want to relax before breakfast — is that so much to ask?”

Sam gave the towel I had wrapped around me a pointed look — fair, since things were pointing right back at her. “This morning? Probably.”

“I still think we should take him to the nurse,” Rachel said. “We only found it when Sam woke up, so who knows how long it’s been like that?”

“I’ll work on it again after breakfast,” Sam said. “But I’m definitely not leaving him alone here with that. He’s not going to be able to control himself.”

“I think I could,” I muttered.

Honestly, more sex was the last thing on my mind, erection or not. Between Sam the night before, and Rachel and Sam taking turns this morning, half of me wanted to blow off class, crawl back to the cottage, and sleep all day — and that was the half of me that usually wanted to blow off class, crawl back to the cottage, and have sex with my witches all day, so it was pretty serious.

Cassandra opened the door and waved at me to enter. “We’re staying,” she said.

I felt nothing unusual as I entered the sauna, but each of the six ward-lines flashed and disappeared.

I sighed as the girls took positions more appropriate to combat than a sauna — Cassandra and Rachel moved to opposite sides, flanking the door, and Sam came with me to the back tier of benches, taking a seat a couple rows higher than the one I typically used. Rachel moved closer to the door and peeked out.

“Someone’s coming,” Rachel whispered, ducking back from the window to put her back to the sauna’s wall.

“Who?” Cassandra asked.

“I don’t know. I ducked back before I could see.”

“Then what was the point of peeking through the window?”

“I saw someone was coming, didn’t I?”

A moment later, the sauna door opened and Sara Morgan-Gould stepped in. Her eyes darted from me to Sam and I watched as her jaw set and her shoulders squared — as well as her hands going to the towel she had wrapped around her torso. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Sam lean forward, eagerly.

“Out,” Rachel ordered, stepping from behind the door and planting herself between the girl and me, hands on her towel-clad hips.

“What?”

“You’re not gonna get him — get out,” Cassandra said from the girl’s other side, making her head toggle back and forth.

“But —”

Sam sighed, eagerness disappearing as she accepted Sara would be gone before removing that towel.

“Look,” Sam said, “we’re a recognized Family now, so there’s a process. Tell your mom to call me and maybe you can get on the list for interviews this summer,” Sam said. “You’ll be, like, number fifty-two, so don’t get your hopes up — there are two Swedes, a gorgeous Bulgarian, and a Quebecoise who was a contortionist with Cirque, at the top.”

Sara’s mouth fell open and she stared at the three girls for a moment, then her face seemed to struggle between frustration and relief.

“Fine,” she said, stalking to the door.

“And tell the others,” Cassandra called after her. “Noah’s off limits. I may have been nice since I got bound, but anyone tries and he’ll let me off-leash to take care of them.”

Sara huffed, but left the sauna.

As soon as the door closed, Cassandra whirled around and pointed at me.

“Shut up,” she said. “You’re not putting a leash on me.”

I held up my hands, laughing. “Wasn’t planning on it.”

Sam came down the benches and sat next to me, while Rachel sat on the bench nearest the door and Cassandra laid down on a bench on the opposite side from her.

“A contortionist?” I asked Sam, because … priorities.

Sam shook her head and sighed. “So that gets you interested in the list? Figures.”

I shrugged. “Fifty-two?”

“I’ll have it narrowed down before Summer.”

That could have been reassuring — except Sam.

“How?”

“I have a questionnaire.”

I sighed.

“You guys can go back to the room,” Sam told the others. “I can handle it from here.”

Rachel stood up and went to the door, peering through the rectangle of glass at its top. “I don’t want to take any chances.”

“I’m awake and in the sauna,” Cassandra said. “Might as well stay.”

“Seriously,” Sam said, “there’s no need for all three of us.”

Cassandra sat up and narrowed her eyes at Sam while Rachel continued to peer out the window.

“You just don’t want any more of them to run off before they show you and Noah their boobs,” Cassandra accused Sam.

Sam huffed, but didn’t deny it.

“Seriously?” Rachel asked, turning from the door.

Sam shrugged. “I like —”

“Boobs, yeah, we know,” Rachel said, going back to looking out the window.

“Why don’t you just hit the gym showers?” Cassandra asked. “There’re usually girls in there in the morning and after dinner when they don’t want to wait for their roommates to finish using their room’s shower.”

“Ew,” Sam said. “Those are incidental boobies. The boobies that come here intend to be seen.”

“Well, I’m not risking having one of those hussies as a sister just so you can see some boobs,” Cassandra said.

“This is so unfair,” Sam muttered.

Rachel spun around again and stalked right up to the rock pit in the center of the sauna.

“You want to see intentional boobs?” she asked. “Will that get you to concentrate on keeping Noah safe? Fine, here.”

Rachel grabbed the corners of her towel and spread it wide.

The lighting in the sauna was dim, but I think that only enhanced the view. Rachel’s body stood out against the white backdrop of the towel. Her skin glistened from the sauna’s heat and the darker tips of her breasts stood out against the shine. She almost thrust them at Sam and I — these weren’t just intentional-boobs, they were confrontational, and I found myself rising even further to the challenge than whatever I’d been dreaming about had left me already.

“Happy now?” Rachel asked.

Sam blinked, staring. Yeah, she’d seen the other witch nude at Rachel’s marking, and none of us except Cassandra were particularly body-modest around the cottage — something that would be hard in the open space we had. This, though, was directed-nudity, and it hit differently.

“Um … yes, actually,” Sam managed, staring intently at the other girl.

“Good,” Rachel said, “because they’re the only ones you should —” Rachel cut off and spun around, quickly wrapping her towel back around her. “Never mind.”

“You’re not seeing mine,” Cassandra muttered, but I don’t think Sam even heard her.

I don’t think she heard Rachel’s last, either, but I did, and I suppressed a grin.

We’d been dancing around Sam and Rachel since I’d bound her, with both girls hesitant. I’d talked to Sam about it a little and she was worried she’d scare the other witch off. Rachel, I think, was trying to come to terms with something she’d never even considered until just a few months ago. Practicing Purity and not being able to even think about sex with a warlock didn’t leave much room for exploring other attractions.

If Rachel was thinking hers were the only boobs Sam should need — and that was what I thought she’d been about to say — then she was clearly thinking along those lines. So far, I’d been staying out of it, not wanting to either encourage or discourage something I felt the girls should decide on their own, but maybe the two did need a little nudge.

“I think she was nicer when she was afraid of blowing up all the time,” Sam muttered, pouting.


Chapter Twenty-Three




The erection faded in a few hours — long enough for even Sam to become concerned that I should maybe see the nurse or at least ask Mel. The last thing I was going to ask Mel about was “Hey, why has my dick been hard for the last six or eight hours?”

She’d probably accuse the girls of slacking and give them a list of instructions.

Midway through the morning, we found out why Rachel was so concerned — she was worried too much Heartfire had maybe broken me, but Sam said she’d researched that, and it wasn’t a problem. I wasn’t sure I believed her, but it eased Rachel’s concern a bit.

A couple days later, Thursday afternoon, the girls went to the cafeteria for a baby shower — or whatever they called it. I wasn’t invited, because … warlock. Sam and Hannah had arranged it, including wrangling every witch on campus who didn’t hate Cassandra — mostly those she hadn’t had a lot of contact with — to show up. A lot of the witches weren’t going, and I hoped the turnout was enough to make Cassandra happy about the event — I also made a mental note to have Sam plan another one for just family at Mel’s townhouse so Morgan and Felicity could attend.

That left me in the rare position of having nothing in particular to do and no one to do it with, so I was left hanging out at the cottage when Peter started working on running the utilities to the cottage.

When I was in foster care — it must have been the home just before Alex and Karen, because I was eleven or twelve — one home was a fifth-floor walkup. Pain in the ass, but the surrounding buildings were only three or four stories, so we at least had a view. Sort of.

One summer, must have been August, because it was horribly hot, the building next door wound up needing a new roof — or recoating, whatever the hell it’s called when you spread tar all over the roof.

All the guys in the home would sit around the window nearly every day they were working over there, drinking soda or ice water, and watching the guys on that roof work.

Lots of comments like: “Oh, bad pour. That’s gonna set before they get it spread good.” Or “That’s a nice spread, right there.” And “Hot work to do.”

That was kind of how I felt as I took a couple cans of soda, still dripping cold water from our cooler, and went out to watch Peter put in plumbing and electrical lines.

Peter had started the job later than expected, because the school didn’t have enough piping, or conduit, or wire, or something in stock and had to order more.

The first step was digging a trench through the forest from where the main water and electrical lines ran from the campus buildings to his coven’s cottage. That was about a hundred yards of digging, which had been fascinating to watch.

Peter worked his way from the main lines toward our cottage in ten-foot lengths, standing still and concentrating for several minutes, before the earth in front of him rose. Chunks of the forest floor ten feet long, three feet wide, and six feet deep rose into the air — sides cut cleanly, even the tree roots that ran through the cut looked like they’d not only been sliced but sanded smooth. With every cut there were rocks, some pretty big, but cut just as smoothly.

“Need to make it deep enough to get below the frost line,” Peter said, then grinned at me. “Hard work — had to load up on mana last night for this.”

I’d have grinned back, but it was hard not to remember who, and what, that consisted of — and that I’d be seeing the whos around campus for the next three years. There were some images I didn’t need to have in my mind during classes.

Peter chuckled, knowing exactly what images he’d put in my head.

I did like the older warlock, though, and we’d started having some good chats when he took a break.

“Want a soda?” I asked, holding one of the cans out.

Peter nodded, letting the next section of twenty-foot long, four-inch wide, pink piping settle back to the forest floor. He came to sit beside me on the porch.

“Have to say,” he said, nodding at the pipe, “can’t be sure the work of laying these is that much of an improvement over the chamber pots of my youth — a lot easier to just incinerate things when you were done.” He frowned. “Did smell a bit, though.”

I shuddered at what Cassandra’s reaction to that would be — then pondered when that youth might have been. Witch ages were still a surprise to me when they’d casually mention something like that.

Peter must have seen my expression.

“Born eighteen seventy-five,” he said. “Called to my coven nineteen years later — the Families weren’t nearly so entrenched here then. Evelina’s first warlock had been killed in the Brothers’ War — took her some time to be prepared for another.”

“The Brothers’ War?” I asked.

Peter nodded. “You all call it the Civil War now, I suppose.”

“Witches fought in the Civil War?”

Another nod. “Some — we were closer to the mundane world then, as well. Even with the Veil. No more, though — the cost finally became too high, no matter the cause.”

I could see that — there weren’t that many witches, much less warlocks, that they could afford to involve themselves in mundane wars.

“So a lot of witches died in wars?” I asked.

Peter shook his head. “Not a cost to us alone, lad, to everyone.” He took a deep breath and his eyes grew distant. “September twenty-fourth, nineteen forty-five — it was the first time in centuries those of us behind the Veil worked as one. Not all of us, but most — even many of the fae joined us.”

“In what?” I prompted when he’d been silent for a time.

“Binding her,” Peter said, then took a deep breath and shivered, glancing at me. “Not like binding a witch to a coven, binding her to Fairy so she can’t access the mundane world. Easy to forget you’ve not grown up behind the Veil and don’t know everything we all do.” He took another drink. “August sixth that year — every Precog in the world screamed. Didn’t matter their tradition, they all saw it. Some screamed for hours, but we didn’t understand. Even when we learned what it was, we didn’t truly understand — not until the kitsune-mochi got word out two days later and we could scry the destruction. Even then, we didn’t understand — we only knew the visions. Hundreds of them — thousands — all different, but ending the same, as though every future led to the same end.”

“The bomb,” I said.

I wasn’t much for remembering dates from my history classes, but the year and the description made it pretty clear.

Peter nodded. “The Veil hides us from the mundanes, Noah, but it doesn’t protect them from everything it hides — and some things hidden are horrible.”

“Like vampires?”

I’d only met one vampire, but the casual way she talked about murder still chilled me.

Peter grimaced. “Worse. Far worse.”

I wasn’t sure I wanted to know what was worse than the fucking vampires.

“The Phantom Queen,” Peter said. “The Morrigan.”

“A goddess?” I asked.

Peter shook his head. “A Power, not a goddess.”

I frowned. “Like Mel? I mean Magistra Blackwood?”

“A Power’s different. The Blackwood is described that way for being so strong without a coven, but even she pales beside a true Power. The Powers are fae — the most powerful of them. Some were called gods or goddesses, but they’re not — doubt we could bind a goddess.”

“I thought the fae here had been exiled from Fairy?”

Peter chuckled. “The exiles are stuck here, the others come and go as they please, and in the Morrigan’s case, the mundane world is where her influence is most strong. War and chaos.” Peter sighed. “It was one thing when the mundanes fought with swords and bows — quite another with those new devices.”

“She caused the war?”

Peter shook his head. “Oh, the mundanes have no need of help starting things, but the Morrigan’s influence makes it all so much worse. She’s not … evil, just indifferent. She even has some positive influences, but she truly thrives on the chaos of war and conflict. In any case, I’ve never seen so many of those behind the Veil agree and act in so short a time — it wasn’t just us witches who’d had the visions, you see. Nearly every tradition in the world had. They all decided on which of their own bindings might work and a date was set for … well, possibly the greatest working ever attempted.”

“And it worked? She’s gone?”

“For a time — beings of that power can hardly ever be truly destroyed, but she was bound to Fairy. Not forever, either, but centuries at least. We destroyed her earthly vessel, and it will take that long for her to regain the power to create a new one.”

“Wow.”

“Anyway — hadn’t meant to get that deep. Toilets and chamber pots are a far more pleasant topic than the Morrigan, I assure you.” He sipped his soda. “It’s been some time since I could chat like this with another warlock — I like it.” He grinned at me. “Has it sunk in what you’ll be telling some young warlock, yourself, a hundred years from now? Maybe a son?”

I froze, then swallowed hard. It really hadn’t. I’d accepted that witches lived so long … but I hadn’t really thought about what that meant for me.

Peter chuckled. “Thought not. He’ll likely not believe you actually had to flush a toilet. Crone knows what the world will be like then.” He drained half his soda and licked his lips. “I do have some bad news for you, though.”

I suppressed a groan. “What?”

Peter scratched at the back of his neck. “You must have really irritated Evelina — or somebody did. She was serious about you taking on all of the interior renovations. I can run the lines up to the cottage here, but after that the work’s on you.” He shrugged. “I’ll come by to check on the electrical and plumbing before you connect to these lines — but the cottage interior is your work.”

I sighed. “I’m pretty sure the girls know less about plumbing than I do.”

Maybe Rachel did — who knows what other jobs besides mechanic and bartender her grandmother had her try.

Peter chuckled. “Well, you are here for an education.”

I couldn’t argue with that — I just wasn’t sure how magical plumbing was.

Peter took another long drink of his soda.

“You seem to have adjusted well, for all they’ve not thought to teach you what you really need to know.”

I raised an eyebrow. “I … think they’re teaching me a lot,” I said, wondering if the school warlock was going to dump another class or two on me — or, worse, independent study.

Peter laughed. “Plenty of classes, I know, but dropped in the thick of it, I think.”

I nodded. “Well, yeah.”

“So ask your questions, then — the ones you can’t ask a teacher in the middle of class.” He grinned. “I won’t assign any homework, I swear.”

I let out a sigh. Questions? Where to start? Honestly, I could almost ask Cassandra why she hadn’t hired me that tutor yet, there was so much I didn’t know, but that would be all witchy-shit. What I really needed was to know how to be a warlock — one who wasn’t in the fucking Families. And most important of those questions, was how to help Cassandra.

“Um, your coven, do they ever get … unhappy?”

Peter’s brow furrowed. “You mean in the thirteen times a year way?”

“Ah, no…”

I hadn’t even thought of that — I’d read something about cycles syncing? Was that really a thing? Maybe I should get some good locks for one of the upstairs rooms so I could hide out … fuck.

Peter nodded.

“Might be best to start with something more fundamental. I know you grew up as a mundane, and they have a lot of different attitudes these days — some better, some not. Witches are more old-fashioned. There’s one leader of a coven — doesn’t matter if that’s high priestess or warlock, one person is in charge. That doesn’t mean you don’t listen to the rest of the coven — think of them as your advisers, but you’re the leader. Witches want structure — that’s why we have rituals, to provide structure to the magic. Sure, you can do the same thing by waving a hand, but it’s harder, takes more mana, and the results are iffy — the whole coven’s the same.” He paused. “Like anyone, they want to know their leader’s there for them. That he’s both strong and cares about them. Do they test you yet?”

“Test?”

“Tease, push your buttons, chaff you?”

“Chaff?”

“Ah — give you shit?”

I laughed. “Oh, yeah.”

“How do you handle it?”

“I say ‘girls’ a lot.”

Peter laughed. “In my day, it was ‘ladies.’ Do they listen?”

I thought about it. They did — it had started with Sam, when a stern “Samantha” would get me a ducked head and a little smile. It was the same with Cassandra and Rachel — even Priscilla had stopped the dating and biting teasing that morning at Mel’s.

“Until the next time,” I said, grinning.

Peter laughed again. “Get used to it, but that’s good — it’ll lessen with time, but never stop … if you’re lucky. They need that reassurance — that you’re paying attention and care enough to draw the lines. That you’re strong enough to stand with them if there’s danger, strong enough to stand up to them if they cross those lines, care enough to not just let them do whatever they want.”

I nodded. I’d learned that with Sam pretty quickly … actually, with Morgan, first.

“Good. Keep that up — and remember it’s a two-way street. It won’t be as clearly said as ‘girls’ or ‘ladies,’ but they’re watching for you to go too far, as well.”

“One’s pretty clear — ‘dumbass feral’ is hard to misunderstand.”

Peter spewed soda from his nose. “Agh,” he said, laughing. “It’s been some time since someone made me do that.”

The other warlock was quiet for a minute.

“So, unhappy — and what to do. I assume it’s something current that prompts the question, so I won’t ask for specifics. What to do? Trust the coven bond.”

I frowned. “I thought that was just physical?”

“That’s the compulsion — it’s part of the bond, but the bond itself is … more. You know where they are? What they’re feeling, if it’s strong enough?”

I nodded.

“There’s more beyond that. The bond is like … well, like all of you together. A sort of merging of what all of you are — it’s a bit different for each coven because of that, but some things are universal. The bond wants you to be happy — all of you. It’ll guide you if you listen. Not enough do these days — fight against it, even, which is stupid, because they’re only fighting against themselves.”

“I don’t think I’ve been hearing it,” I said, thinking about how unhappy I could see Cassandra was still, at times, and having no idea what to do about it.

“It’s not going to send you a bloody telegram, you have to pay attention — hunches, feelings, urges. If it feels right to you, deep down, follow that.”

“What if it’s not the bond and it’s just some stupid idea of my own that doesn’t work?”

Peter stood and walked toward the wide trench and the waiting piping.

“I imagine somebody’ll call you a dumbass feral.” He gestured for me to stand. “Come on — I’ll teach you how to weld these sewer pipes together —” The older warlock grinned. “— that way if it leaks and runs down the hill to ours, I can tell Evelina it’s your fault.”


Chapter Twenty-Four




Sam muttered under her breath for about the sixth time as she held about the tenth shirt up to see how it looked on me. “If I ever see the Patriarchy again, I’m going to commit some serious violence.”

Since the last time she’d seen the Patriarchy, Sam had blown a guy’s head off with a shotgun, I kind of didn’t want to know what she considered “serious violence.”

“I don’t disagree,” I told Sam, “but what does that have to do with which shirt I wear tonight?”

Sam grumbled and pulled a new shirt from the wardrobe — that was something about the cottage, it didn’t have closets, just free-standing wardrobes that the staff had moved out of storage for us. We’d decided to put those in the cottage’s upper rooms,

“They ruined your mauve shirt, and it would have been perfect for tonight.”

Of all the things the Patriarchy had done — using a vampire to kill Katrina and kidnap me and Cassandra, inventing mana-draining blessed silver, and developing some kind of virus that would “end witches for all time” — ruining my shirt wasn’t at the top of my list for visiting violence on them, but Sam had her own priorities.

“I don’t see why,” I admitted, “but it’s not an option, so let’s hurry up? I’m supposed to meet Priscilla at six-thirty, and we don’t just have to go downstairs now.”

Even with no plumbing and having to cover the cushions downstairs with sheets because the old leather and horsehair ones were musty and shedding things, we’d all agreed it was better to have the space. Everybody was okay with a little mustiness and having to walk back to the dorms for showers and toilets so long as there was room to cuddle all night.

“It shows — would have shown,” Sam said, “a willingness to commit. That you’re not just running around having fun but are serious about her.”

“All that from purple?”

“Mauve,” Sam shook her head.

“I thought purple said I was taken or something?”

“Right — taken, which shows you’re ready and willing to commit.”

“Okay. Don’t you think the willingness to commit comes along with, you know, agreeing with her mother to commit?”

“I’m really amazed you managed to dress yourself before you had me.”

I shrugged. “When you grow up with most of your clothes coming from a place whose name ends in ‘mart,’ you really don’t develop a fashion sense.”

“We need to take you shopping.”

“Shopping?” Cassandra asked, looking up from her tablet.

She and Rachel were sitting on the upper-room’s single bed. The staff had moved one of those into each of the cottage’s second-floor rooms, so we had places to go and rest without being in the bustle of the main room downstairs.

What we were going to do with the Murphy bed we’d ordered hadn’t been decided yet. We’d talked about putting it in one of the second-floor rooms as well, but Sam said there were a couple juniors who might want it for their dorm room next year — which meant we wouldn’t have to move it or put it together.

Honestly, we had enough work to do just refurbishing the cottage. Cassandra was making a list of everything we had to do, and it was already longer than I liked to think about.

I had a feeling giving us a cottage this year hadn’t been entirely altruistic on Prima Rosethorn’s part — we had tons of work to do to make it truly livable, and then we’d be leaving it behind for the summer break. If we’d stayed in the dorms until the end of the semester, we’d have had all summer to fix the place up, before moving in. Putting us in one during the semester meant we either had to do the work at the same time we went to classes or live with it the way it was.

Cassandra’s list — okay, it was a spreadsheet, I allowed it because it had nothing to do with mana — had columns for priority, effort, how much could be done with magic, and who at the school might have appropriate magic for the task that we could beg, borrow, or barter for.

It was a very long list, including the bathroom, which was still just chamber pots, all of the paint and wallpaper upstairs needed to be replaced, the floors sanded and refinished, not to mention reupholstering all the cushions for the giant bed downstairs. The projected completion date was after we graduated.

“I’ll text Morgan later,” Sam said, “we can pick her up next weekend and hit the shops before we hang out at Melaina’s.”

Morgan had tried to get Alex and Karen to let her stay at a “friend’s” house on weekend nights, at least sometimes, but it had become a thing when Karen said she’d have to get permission from Morgan’s case worker — since Morgan’s was about as responsive as mine had been, and she’d want to talk to whoever Morgan was staying with anyway, we’d given up on that idea.

“What about Felicity?” Rachel asked.

“She’ll come with — nobody will notice her.” Sam pulled a blue shirt from the wardrobe and held it up to my bare chest, narrowing her eyes. “Yeah, this one.”

I sighed and took the shirt from her, slipping it on and starting to button it.

Sam stepped back and eyed me critically.

“What do you think?” she asked.

I shrugged. “It’s a shirt.”

“I wasn’t asking you — girls?”

“He looks nice,” Rachel said.

“Acceptable,” Cassandra said. “It’ll have to do until we can get him decent clothes.”

“Mel picked out these shirts,” I said.

“They’re not bad,” Cassandra said quickly. “Just a little out of fashion. Melaina probably has better things to do than keep up with that.”

“I’ll let Mihai know what the plan is, so he knows he’ll be busy with us most of next Saturday,” Rachel said, pulling out her phone.

The Roma rideshare driver had become our regular driver on our weekend trips to the city. Rachel was taking care of scheduling with him and paying him, since we couldn’t guarantee getting a particular driver with the apps.

Once I was attired properly — and I thought Priscilla would be more interested in me meeting her on time than how I looked — I turned around and headed for the stairs.

“Hey! Where are you going?”

“On a date,” I called back.

I didn’t make it to the cottage door before the girls were clustered around me, getting their own shoes on and snagging their coats from the hooks in the cottage’s mudroom.

“You’re not coming on the date with us,” I told the witches as we made our way through the trees to the residence building. “That was sort of the whole point, remember?”

“Of course not,” Sam said. “We just want to see the two of you off.”
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The decision to move to the cottage instead of staying up in our rooms was one of the best ones we’d ever made, because if I’d been on the stairs when I caught sight of Priscilla, I’d have broken my neck.

Her long, chestnut hair was done up in a new style — one that seemed able to show off its own beauty while simultaneously enhancing everything else about Priscilla above the waist. A long curl laid on her chest, just close enough to the deep curve of her top’s plunging neckline to draw attention there without obscuring anything, the loose tendrils around her neck seemed to make that even longer and more elegant than normal, and framed her face in a way I was certain no artist on earth would be able to adequately capture.

Her top was a sort of brown-grey color, and she’d been facing away from us when we entered, giving me a glimpse of the back before she turned. That was cut deeply enough that the waist of her tight, matching pants was almost visible before the folds of the top came together. Her back was completely bare from the neck down to those folds, and I had no idea how the thing stayed on her — probably magic.

Sam let out a low whistle.

“Down, pervert,” Cassandra whispered, but I noticed her own eyes were doing nearly as much staring as Sam’s.

“Wow,” Rachel whispered. “She’s really pretty.”

Priscilla lowered her eyes and flushed red.

“I didn’t know where you were taking me, so I hope this works,” she said.

I grinned — it honestly wasn’t the best for what I had planned, but it would probably be okay. I hadn’t expected her to make such an effort, and she thought we were just going out to dinner, not the surprise I had planned for her.

“It works,” I said. “In many, many ways.”

“So where are you taking me?” Priscilla asked.

“You’ll see,” I said.

“Oh!” Sam exclaimed. “That’s the good place!”

“Not the same place.”

“Hmph. Boring date, then.”

Priscilla gave me a questioning look, but I shook my head. “You don’t want to know.”

“What’s —”

“You don’t want to know,” Cassandra affirmed. “It’s best to ignore the freak’s comments.”

“Prude,” Sam said.

“Okay?” Priscilla said.

“We should get out of here before they decide to follow us and make comments all night,” I whispered to Priscilla who nodded quickly.

We started for the door, but Sam stopped us.

“Hey! Wait!” she called.

When we turned back Sam had her phone out and pointed at us.

“Say ‘third base!’” she said, snapping a picture.

“We’re not going to prom,” I said.

Sam stuck her tongue out at me, and I shook my head, putting a hand behind Priscilla’s back to turn her toward the door before anything else happened. Her top’s plunging back ensured my fingers found only bare skin.

Priscilla didn’t seem to mind, though — she didn’t pull away and even seemed to slow a bit, so my hand wound up pressing more firmly against her.

“Bye, kids!” Sam called out as we opened the door. “Have fun storming the castle!”

Priscilla snorted, then almost choked as Sam went on.

“And by ‘castle’ I mean Priscilla’s panties!”

I let the door close on Cassandra calling Sam depraved. I didn’t glance over to check, but I’m pretty sure Priscilla was as red as I was — especially since Sam hadn’t been quiet about it and we were getting serious stares from all the girls nearby who’d heard.

On the other hand, as the only warlock from the only open coven on campus, heading out all dressed-up for a Friday night with a witch who wasn’t in my coven, made things pretty clear to anyone who might think about it.

“You get used to her,” I assured Priscilla as we walked toward the driveway.

I checked my phone and saw that our ride was almost here.

“Have you gotten used to her?”

“Not really,” I admitted.

Priscilla chuckled.

Our ride arrived just as we reached the curb, so I opened the rear door and ushered Priscilla in, then went to the other side.

“We’re not going into town?” Priscilla asked when our driver turned the opposite way out of Willowmere’s drive.

I shook my head, hoping she’d like what I had planned. Given her outfit, it was clear she was expecting a fancy dinner or something, so I was having second thoughts — because what I’d decided on was the exact opposite of fancy. I had a sudden urge to change my plans, but decided to carry on, and I was glad I did because the timing worked out perfectly.

By the time our ride circled the outskirts of town, it was almost sunset, and the sky had dimmed. Our destination turned on all its lights just as we were close enough to see.

“No,” Priscilla whispered, the corners of her mouth coming up in a wide grin.

“Is that a good-no or a bad-no?” I asked nervously.

It was a typical strip mall with far too much parking lot for the number of visitors it got, so they’d rented out a portion. The bright, vibrant lights of a traveling fair lit the sky in front of us.

“It is a fantastic no,” Priscilla assured me. “How did you know?”

“I asked Cassandra about you,” I admitted. “Was that okay?”

Most witches kept a bit of a lid on what their resonants were.

Priscilla nodded. “It’s kind of an open secret — Propes are pretty obvious.”

Cassandra had told me one of Priscilla’s resonants was Proprioception — she generated mana through movement, the bigger the movement the better, and I’d thought fair rides would be perfect for that.

“Thank you,” Priscilla said, smiling.

“It’s just a fair.”

“It’s you taking the time to learn something about me instead of just some typical dinner and dancing — I do love dancing, by the way.”

“I figured,” I said. “And I checked — they have a band playing later.”

Priscilla blinked a couple times, then leaned over and kissed my cheek.


Chapter Twenty-Five




Priscilla not only loved fair rides, but she felt the same about fair food, and we spent the next two hours alternating between the two.

Roller coasters, even the little portable ones, and deep-fried cookies didn’t mix well for me, but the witch was unfazed, dumping a cardboard box scoured clean of every crumb of funnel cake into the trash while she looked around for what we should ride next.

“Oh! Can we play some games?”

That sounded like a fine idea, since it didn’t involve putting anything more in my stomach … or risk anything leaving.

We made our way to the Midway, working through the crowd, surrounded by the flashing lights, rattle of rides, and scents of the various food booths, and I discovered Priscilla was a carny’s worst nightmare.

“It’s the Proprio,” she explained quietly after collecting another stuffed animal from a booth and handing it to a passing kid. “I always know … where my body parts are.” She grinned. “And how to make them do what I want.”

I didn’t think she was talking about just throwing darts at balloons, and I grinned back, seeing her blush a little even though she was the one who’d said it.

“Oh!” she cried looking forward. “I love that one!”

I followed her gaze and shook my head. “No way. No way you can do that — no one can.”

I’d been to a few fairs — they weren’t cheap, so my foster parents hadn’t taken us to them often, but if you limit everybody to one ride and they share a snack, it can be affordable fun — but I’d never seen anyone win the ladder-climb.

Climbing a ladder, how hard could it be?

Well, these ladders were rope with wooden rungs, and they weren’t propped against a wall or something — they were attached at top and bottom with a single rope, so they could spin completely around. The object was to climb to the top and press a button, and it looked deceptively easy — there were only eight rungs, and you didn’t even have to climb all of them, just enough to be able to reach the button.

“Wanna bet?” Priscilla asked, grinning even wider.

Her grin told me I’d already lost the bet, but I could still have some fun with it.

“Yeah, I’ll bet,” I said, then grinned back. “I’ll bet you … a kiss.”

Priscilla laughed. “Oh, yeah? What do I get when you lose?”

“A kiss,” I said. “If I win, I get to kiss you; if you win, you get to kiss me.”

“That’s a bet?”

“The best kind.”

“Why’s that?”

I shrugged. “No matter what happens, we both win.”

She laughed more. “I don’t know. I know what my kiss is worth, how do I know yours is just as good?”

“You’ll have to find out,” I said, “but I’ll tell you what — if you win and you don’t think my kiss is worth it, you can pick something else.”

“Pick what?”

“Anything — within reason.”

If it were any other witch I might not have made that offer, but Priscilla had already shown, more than once, that she could be trusted, and the twinkle in her eyes told me we were just playing. I figured whatever magic went into the witches’ promises, oaths, and other bindings would recognize our intent, along with my qualification, and not put me on the hook for anything bad.

Priscilla raised an eyebrow. “Anything?” I nodded and she grinned wider. “It’s a bet — pucker up, baby, because that is a stroll in the park for me.”

We headed for the booth — there wasn’t even a line, since everybody knew you couldn’t beat this thing. The carny watched us approach and nodded at me as we got close.

“Give it a try?” he asked. “Win a big one for the lady?”

I shook my head and pointed at Priscilla. “She’s up.”

The carny raised an eyebrow but turned his attention to Priscilla. “Yeah? Okay — five to try, three for ten.”

Priscilla raised a hand to me with five fingers extended and I pulled five dollars out of my pocket to give to the carny, who shook his head and chuckled.

“Suit yourself,” he said, waving at the ladder.

Priscilla walked to the ladder’s base, slipped off her heels, rolled her neck and shook out her arms, then she shot me a grin and slowly climbed onto the first rung, bracing herself with both hands at the edges of a higher rung.

“That’s it,” the carny said. “Wide stance for balance.”

Priscilla’s stance wobbled a bit, but she got the ladder to still and took a deep breath.

“You’re trying to distract her,” I accused the carny. “Let’s not.”

The carny’s chuckle died off as his jaw dropped when Priscilla let go with one hand so she could twist herself to look back at us over her shoulder. I got the distinct impression the wobble had been both intentional and a setup.

“Just kidding,” she told us. “I don’t get distracted.”

The ladder didn’t wobble a bit.

Then she climbed the fucking ladder with one fucking hand, still looking back at us, doing a sort of one-handed pushup that ended with quickly moving her hand from one rung to the next.

“What the fuck?” the carny muttered.

Priscilla wasn’t done.

“I’ll take the pink one,” she said, nodding to one of the giant dogs this stall had for prizes.

If she’d turned back to face the ladder, she could have reached the buzzer with her free hand, but instead she did that push-up jump to free her hand from the rung, slapped the buzzer without even looking, then caught herself again. The ladder barely twitched, and she still wasn’t done, because instead of rolling off the ladder now that she’d won, Priscilla climbed back down the fucking ladder with one hand.

“Fuck me,” the carny muttered.

“Pink?” Priscilla said, dusting her hands off before sliding her heels on again.

“Yeah,” he said, retrieving one of the giant pink dogs. “Yeah, here.”

Priscilla took the dog from him. “Thanks.”

“You know you’re banned, right?”

Priscilla shrugged. “I’m used to it.”
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“Nothing to say?” Priscilla asked, handing the giant stuffed dog to a little girl whose face lit up like a Christmas tree, but whose mother glared at us suspiciously as she dragged the girl away. I noticed she didn’t try to give the dog back, though.

“I’m speechless,” I admitted.

“What’s next?”

“Let’s take a little break,” I suggested, holding one hand on my still complaining stomach.

“Lightweight?”

“Guilty.” I looked around for some open seating and led the way.

“Oh! Can I have those while we rest?”

I looked at where she was pointing, chuckling a little at how she’d spent the entire evening asking if she could have this or that treat or if she could go on whatever ride we were passing.

“How do you deep-fry lemonade?” I asked, reading the sign.

Priscilla grabbed my hand and dragged me toward the line. “Let’s find out!”

It turned out that you could stuff lemon curd inside a sweet roll, then batter and fry it, serving the balls after a roll in sugared lemon rind and drizzled with lemon icing. They came in pairs — Priscilla ate hers and one of mine.

After those were gone, and both little paper boats licked clean, we sat for a while, just watching the people going by and enjoying themselves.

“I could stay here forever,” Priscilla said. “Just take off with the fair and never look back.”

“Yeah?”

She nodded. “After I came into my power and started feeling how Proprio worked I was this close to running away to join the circus.”

I laughed.

“I’m serious!”

“Yeah? What act?”

“Pfft! Trapeze, what else? Swinging and flying a few times a day? Heaven.”

She was smiling at the thought, eyes distant, then the smile fell away.

“Can’t do that, though,” she said, then sighed. “Can’t do anything.”

“What does that mean?”

Priscilla shook her head, shrugging it away. “The typical … no, you wouldn’t know that, would you?” Another sigh. “So, when we’re kids and they find out what our resonants are going to be, they usually have us start doing something that’ll, like, support it, you know? Even though we can’t use the mana we generate yet, it sort of prepares us, I guess?”

I nodded, trying to maintain an expression that wouldn’t say I was thinking about Sam’s mom locking a twelve-year old kid in their basement to … prepare Sam for Love, or whatever the fuck that psychotic witch had thought she was doing. And trying to prepare myself for whatever the fuck Priscilla’s mom might have done to her.

“So they put me in gymnastics,” Priscilla went on. The smile returned, but it was a sad one. “I was good at it — even without the Proprio being active.” She bit her lip. “Really, really good … I hit forty-two all-around at Regionals, and Coach said it’s time for Nationals, maybe even the National Team.”

“Like, against other countries?”

“Like the step before the Olympics,” Priscilla said.

“Wow.”

She nodded and chuckled. “And … that’s when I got pulled from gymnastics. Too noticeable, you know? Too much attention. Maybe I should have held back, kept the score down — get a couple more years in, but … I just couldn’t. I like to win.” She shrugged. “Probably wouldn’t have made the team, anyway.”

What do you say to that? Agree she wasn’t good enough? Or tell her she was and make her think about what she missed out on?

“I’m sorry.”

Priscilla shrugged. “I would’ve had to stop when I came into my power anyway.” She nodded back toward the carnival games and the smile returned. “Wouldn’t be fair.”

“Do you still do it?” I asked. “Just for fun, I mean?”

Priscilla looked at me out of the corner of her eye and the corner of her mouth rose.

“You asking if I’m still … limber?”

I laughed and Priscilla did, too, even though she was blushing again — her smile lit up her face and I found myself staring at her.

Priscilla’s hair was an absolute mess from the rides, nothing like the finely coiffed construction she’d started the evening with, and she currently had three beads of sweat running down her face from all the exertion and excitement — but she was beautiful.

She caught my gaze and flushed redder.

“What?”

“You’re even prettier than when we left campus.”

“Ha! My hair’s a mess, if I was wearing makeup instead of glamour it’d be streaking down my face right now, and —” She pulled her top away from her body and looked at it. “— I have at least three different condiment stains on this thing.”

“Doesn’t change it. You look happy, and that’s a lot prettier than every hair being in place.” I grinned. “Or not dripping food on your shirt.”

Priscilla met my eyes, then looked away, biting her lip. I noticed she had a little bit of lemon curd on her nose, so I reached out, swiped it away, then licked it off my finger.

Priscilla’s own lips parted.

“If you keep this up,” she whispered, “I might have to lower the drawbridge.”

Then she buried her face in her hands and groaned.

“Oh, Goddess, I can’t believe I said that.”

I laughed. “I won’t tell anyone.”

Priscilla peeked at me through her fingers. “Promise? Especially not Samantha?”

I laughed more. “Yeah, I promise.”

“Is she always like that? Turning everything into sex, I mean?”

I nodded. “Pretty much.”

“Doesn’t she get frustrated, though?”

I didn’t think she was talking about the times I made Sam wait before ending her frustration.

“What do you mean?”

“I mean — talking about it and thinking about it all the time, then having to wait two weeks? It doesn’t bother her?”

“Oh.” She was talking about the typical Family coven “harvests” — one witch a night, for thirteen nights, then a ritual. “We, um, don’t really follow a schedule like that.”

“You don’t? Then when do you … you know?”

I chuckled. I found myself curiously okay talking with her about these things — and I thought the other girls would be too. There weren’t exactly any secrets within the coven, and Priscilla was supposed to decide if she wanted to join us, so she should know what she was getting into and how it might differ from what she’d come to expect.

“Well, we don’t have a schedule, really, but there are some preferences. Rachel likes mornings, because it lets her start her day, um, empty, you know? And Sam prefers evenings —” I didn’t think I needed to get into the reason for that being that Sam considered anything she was able to walk after a failure on my part.

“Mornings? How many mornings?”

“Um, all of them?” I shrugged. “I mean, sometimes we’re tired and just —”

“You harvest Rachel every morning?”

I winced. “We don’t really like that term, but, yeah.”

“But doesn’t that … I thought harvesting, sorry, whatever you call it, too early reduced mana generation.”

I raised my eyebrows. I hadn’t heard that before, but I doubted it would be an issue with our little dynamo.

“With Rachel?” I laughed. “I wish.”

“And Samantha every night? What about Cassandra?”

“She’s … adjusting.” Maybe there were no coven secrets, but that didn’t mean I needed to get into details about personal issues.

“I bet.” Priscilla’s brow furrowed. “But … you can’t keep that up with a full coven…” She looked at me curiously. “Can you?”

I chuckled. “Probably not,” I admitted, “but I’m going to do my best to see that the whole coven is happy.”

“What about the mana loss?”

“I don’t care about that at all. I just want everybody to be happy. I kind of think if we can do that, the rest will sort of work itself out.”

Priscilla looked at me for a moment, biting her lip.

“I … I think I want my kiss now,” she whispered.

“Here I am.”

“What —”

“The bet was, if you win, you get to kiss me.” I made a come-hither motion. “Here I am.”

“Oh … you’re bad,” she whispered, but then scooted closer.

She leaned in, eyes not meeting mine, but lips parting. I gave her the last couple inches and leaned in as well.

Our lips met and all the sounds of the fair faded as my concentration narrowed to just Priscilla’s lips against mine and anywhere else that we touched. Her shoulder against my side, my arm going around her shoulders to pull her closer, and my other hand coming up to cup her cheek. Her hand rested on my chest and her lips parted in invitation.

Priscilla’s tongue still tasted of lemon and I have to say it was a much more enjoyable delivery method than deep-fried balls.

I slid my hand from Priscilla’s cheek to cup her neck and the back of her head, pulling her lips more tightly against mine, then worked to catch up with what that made her tongue do.

After far too short a time, the kiss broke, but we didn’t move far apart. Priscilla ducked her head and leaned it against my chest.

“Wow.”

“Yeah,” I said, catching my breath. “Good enough for the bet?”

Priscilla shook her head and whispered, “No.”

“Really? What do you want instead?”

She tilted her face toward mine again, eyes closed and lips parted.

“Another kiss.”

I tried to oblige, but we both jerked our heads up to look around as the sound of screeching metal and screams shot through the fair.


Chapter Twenty-Six




“What the hell?” I said, looking around.

“Oh, no,” Priscilla whispered.

I followed her gaze and my stomach lurched.

The top gondola of the nearby Ferris wheel was dangling by one side, two kids desperately clutching at whatever they could reach.

My first thought as Priscilla and I stood, taking slow steps toward the growing crowd around the Ferris wheel, but still staring up at the dangling gondola, was to desperately go through what magic I had to help.

Strength would obviously help if I could get up there, but the maze of struts, girders, and cables left me wondering where to start. I certainly didn’t have enough telly to float the kids down. Couldn’t Command the fucking gondola not to fall, either, and whatever my Lust affinity was, I didn’t think making the Ferris wheel want to fuck me would help much.

“How are you at glamour?” Priscilla asked.

“Pretty good — Sam’s been teaching me.” Mostly so I could do my own fake ID when we went out.

“Can you maintain it at a distance?”

I nodded. “Yeah, for a while, at least.”

“Glamour me,” she said, starting forward.

“What?”

“Glamour me — the mundanes can’t see this, there’d be too many questions. Make me invisible or something. I can’t do both at the same time.”

I nodded, stepping forward as well and concentrating on Priscilla, sending out mana to envelop and hide her.

It wasn’t invisibility — glamour didn’t make things appear or disappear; it was more like manipulating the light. Or soundwaves to glamour sounds. Things like scents couldn’t be glamoured at all because that worked differently. For visual glamours, it was imagining what you wanted people to see, then telling the magic to project that image. Making it so the watching crowd couldn’t see Priscilla was even easier than a fake ID, since I just had to, sort of, tell it to show what was on the other side of what I was hiding instead of keeping any particular image in my head — the distance, and Priscilla’s movement, made up for that, though, and I knew I couldn’t keep this up forever.

I hesitated a moment, then used my Command affinity, too, sending tendrils of mana into the crowd. There were far too many of them to control directly, but I wasn’t trying to do that — I just wanted to influence them, nudge them into accepting the glamour that hid Priscilla. Hopefully Priscilla would be too focused on the kids to notice — and, if not … more screeching metal made me stop thinking about consequences to concentrate on what I was doing.

I couldn’t even connect to the entire crowd, so I set up as many connections as I thought I could handle, then moved them from person to person.

Nothing to see there. You saw a trick of the shadows. Empty space and nothing more. Look away.

It wasn’t as effective as if I could give a verbal order they could hear, but Sam and I had been practicing. She was the only one I could really work on Command with — and she liked it.

I edged into the crowd that Priscilla was already through, and she was using her affinity far more than she had on the ladder-game, I thought.

No one saw her and she touched no one, ducking under pointing arms, sliding between people as the crowd grew denser, and finally reaching the base of the wheel after jumping over a stroller someone pushed into her path.

“Ma’am,” the carny running the ride was saying to a very distraught mother. “Help is on the way — I can’t bring them down. That might start them swaying and stress the other side of the gondola.”

Priscilla was already halfway up the tower that supported the wheel and moving higher.

“Bring them down! Bring them down!” the woman screamed, while the carny held tight to the ride’s controls to keep her from doing just that.

I moved closer to the ride’s loading platform, turning my attention back to Priscilla, who seemed to be dancing with the thing. She tiptoed along a beam, leapt to grasp a spoke of the wheel, swung twice to get some momentum, then got her feet near enough the spoke to push off and grasp a higher one.

In seconds she was at the top, crouched on the narrow side of the wheel and studying the situation.

Noah?

I jumped. Words appearing in your brain without going through your ears has that effect.

Priscilla? I didn’t know you had the … mind-talk thing.

A little — it’s … easier if I have a connection with someone and I have to be careful not to — never mind.

This thing is total crap, and I don’t know what to do. One side’s completely gone and the bolts on the other are all rusted and now they’re twisted — I don’t think we have much time.

Can you grab the kids?

No — I don’t think so. If I grab them and they can’t see me, they’ll freak out and we’ll all fall, but now I’m up here and I can’t just appear out of thin air — everyone down there is shooting video … the Veil…

I know. Let me think a second.

What could I do? All I really had to work with here was Strength … could I catch them?

Another shriek of strained metal filled the air and the gondola jerked, twisting to hang even lower by its one good side.

Hold on, I told Priscilla.

You know that’s a stupid thing to say right now, right?

I quickly ducked toward the back of the crowd, casting a glamour on myself. I had to look like someone who could plausibly catch a kid falling from that height, so needed muscles — I kind of needed an image in my head to project and not had much time to think of one, so if I wound up looking like I was taking a break from chasing Sarah Conner to catch a couple kids, sue me.

The bigger question was, could I do this?

My mana reserves were still good, but I was juggling a lot — two glamours and multiple Command streams. I could already feel my concentration unraveling, the mana flow into those streams starting to become irregular with spurts and dips. My attention was too split, and the distance, as well as not giving verbal commands, made things even harder.

Adding Strength to the mix was going to be hard — unless I could cut something?

I eased off on Command, then dropped it entirely — Priscilla was already up there and it would take someone willing to believe she’d just appeared out of nowhere, and with a pretty strong will, to break that glamour now.

My own glamour set, and mana flowing through my limbs, I pushed my way through the crowd to the loading platform and looked up. I could almost feel the eyes and cameras on me as physical pressure and hoped my glamour would hold — I didn’t know what the witches had in store for someone who endangered the Veil, and I didn’t want to find out.

Drop them to me, I thought at Priscilla.

Are you serious?

I have Strength — do you have a better idea?

But the Veil?

There’s all kinds of videos online of people catching kids who fall out of windows and shit. This’ll just be one more.

You know you’ll have to slow them, not just stop, right? It’s going to be … almost seven or eight thousand newtons, so like catching half a ton of kid, and their velocity’s going to be over twenty meters per second, so —

Yes. I interrupted her because now wasn’t the time for the details … and I didn’t understand a fucking thing about the details. Catch, slow, cushion, got it.

I realized the carny was talking to me.

“Dude, nice cosplay, but you have to get off the platform. Help’s on the way and —”

Another screech of tearing metal — Priscilla reached down and grabbed one of the kids, swinging him over the gondola’s safety bar and through the side of the wheel.

I shoved the carny back, careful not to throw him into a wall or something, and braced myself.

The kid was screaming along with the crowd, but at least he stopped with a loud oof as I caught him. I used my arms to slow him and let my legs collapse under us, crouching so low I slammed my ass into the metal platform and cushioned him with my body.

Not bothering to see if he was okay, I shoved him toward the woman I thought was his mother and jumped to my feet. She could handle his little fit about a ghost throwing him off the Ferris wheel. He’d either have a great story to tell girls on dates or pay off a future therapist’s house.

As soon as I was back on my feet, Priscilla grabbed the other kid, this one a little girl, and swung her through the wheel.

More screaming, I suppose that was to be expected, and I reached up, but the girl’s flailing made my catch awkward, with most of her weight hitting my right arm. I felt a tearing pain in my shoulder as I slowed the girl’s fall, then an even more painful twisting in my right wrist, but we thumped to the ground with as little damage to the girl as to the boy.

Go! Priscilla yelled in my head. I’ll catch up!

She was already moving down the wheel, giving an audible “Fuck!” and dodging out of the way as the gondola gave a final screech and started crashing through the wheel to the ground.

As that took the crowd’s attention, I forced my way through them, ignoring the shouts and hands reaching for me. I suppose they wanted me to hang around or something, but I had no intention of doing that.

Some started chasing me — I don’t know why or what they were thinking. It wasn’t like I’d done anything wrong — but I was faster.

The glamour on Priscilla became much harder to maintain when I wasn’t looking at her and as the distance increased, but it was only a few seconds before she told me she was on the ground somewhere safe and I could drop it.

That left me, and my growing entourage, because the ones following me were shouting to those ahead of me and pointing.

“Fuck,” I muttered, looking around for an escape and wondering why people thought they had to stop the guy who just saved two kids. Assholes.

I ducked quickly between two midway stands, cut behind one, and dropped my glamour, then reversed direction and stepped out from behind the booth, looking behind me as though someone had just run past.

“Where’d he go?” one of my followers demanded, coming to a stop beside me and looking around.

“Big guy?” I asked.

“Yeah.”

“That way,” I said, pointing in a random direction. “He almost knocked me down. Asshole.”
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For the ride home, Priscilla opened the car door for me.

She’d seen me wincing as we exited the fair. What mana I had left was starting the healing process, but all that had taken a lot out of me, especially the use of Command on so many people.

“Unbutton your shirt,” Priscilla said as she closed the car door.

“Hey! None of that!” the driver shouted.

“He hurt his shoulder on a ride,” Priscilla told the driver. “I’m just going to check it out.”

“Fine, but the pants stay on, or I pull over, understand? There’s a hundred-and-fifty-dollar cleaning fee if you make a mess.”

“We’re not going to make a mess — just drive?”

The driver started doing that, but he didn’t stop grumbling.

Priscilla and I locked eyes and grinned, then she gestured at my shirt.

I winced as I tried, because moving my right arm was getting more and more painful. It felt like I’d done a lot more damage than I’d taken in the fight with the vampire.

“I’ll do it,” Priscilla said, quickly undoing a few buttons until the shirt gaped open, then slid one hand inside.

Her hand slid over my chest to cup my shoulder and the heat I felt wasn’t just because of her sliding her hand over my bare skin, a deep, penetrating warmth enclosed my shoulder.

“What —”

“Sshh.” Priscilla shook her head. “I need to concentrate. I’m not that good at this and I don’t have much left.”

“No drugs in the car!” the driver yelled.

“We’re not doing drugs, just drive, okay?”

The pain in my shoulder eased — it didn’t go away entirely, but it didn’t feel like it was hanging by a rubber band every time I tried to move my arm — and, as it eased, I became more and more aware of Priscilla’s hand inside my shirt, warming my skin with more than magic. Even more aware of her face, just inches from mine.

“Stop looking at me like that,” Priscilla whispered. “I said I need to concentrate.”

“Look at you like what?” I had more important things to think of than what expression I might have on my face.

Priscilla bit her lip. “Like you’ve got a spare hundred and fifty dollars to clean this guy’s car.”

I rolled my shoulder a little — it was feeling a lot better.

“Stop moving, it makes this harder.”

Something was being made harder, and it wasn’t taking any movement at all.

“So, um, what was all that about newtons per second and stuff back there?” I asked, trying to distract myself.

“What? Oh —” She shot a quick glance over her shoulder at the driver. “When you grow up … in the circus, you learn to calculate things like that. So you don’t, you know, rip your shoulder up and break your wrist.”

I started to shrug but thought better of it. “Small price.”

“Give me your hand,” Priscilla said.

She glanced at my face, then flushed and turned away, because I was watching her hand leave my shoulder and trail fingertips across my chest for a lot longer than was strictly necessary.

“Just give me your hand,” she said, holding out her own.

That same warmth soaked into my hand and wrist from her touch and that pain eased as well.

“It’s not much,” she said, setting my hand in my lap and releasing it. Then she sat back, let her head fall backward on the headrest, and closed her eyes.

“It feels a lot better, thank you.” My own mana probably could have taken care of it — Strength came with a bit of healing, like when the vampire had been pummeling me, but then I wouldn’t have had Priscilla’s hands on me — it was tempting to fuck up my shoulder again.

“That took a lot out of me,” she whispered.

My bad arm was farthest from her, which meant the one closest worked fine. I slid it around her shoulders and pulled her toward me — I’m pretty sure she was asleep before her head came to rest on my shoulder.

I was tired, too. Between the mana I’d used and the fading of the adrenalin rush, it was all I could do to stay awake until we got back to Willowmere.

Priscilla’s head hung half-off my shoulder, so I couldn’t see her eyes — just the tips of her eyelashes sticking out and the tip of her nose and one side of her lips. Her breath washed across my chest and I was pretty annoyed at how short the ride home was.

“Priscilla?” I said, nudging her a little as the car stopped.

“Hmm?”

“We’re back — come on.”

She blinked her eyes open. “Oh. I’m good, I’m good. I can walk.”

I slid out of the car and she followed.

We walked to the dorms, but Priscilla paused as we were about to go through the doors.

“You’re in the cottage — you don’t have to come in.”

“I’d kind of like to make sure you get to your room okay.”

We went in and I followed Priscilla to her room. At the door she turned around and leaned back against it, smiling.

“That was fun — thank you,” she said.

“Even with the near disaster?”

She nodded. “I’m glad we were there.”

“Me, too.” I grinned. “Little miss super hero — what should we call you? Circus Girl?”

A finger poked one of my shirt buttons, playing with it.

“You going to be The Strongman?”

Our eyes met.

“You know,” Priscilla said, “you still owe me something.”

“Yeah?” I asked, leaning in.

“Yeah.”

I leaned in further, watching Priscilla’s eyes shut and her lips part, then changed direction and brushed my lips against her neck. Priscilla gasped and the corners of her mouth turned up. I pulled back, then brushed my lips against the other side of her neck.

“You know,” she whispered, “a second kiss might not be enough, either.”

“Really?”

She nodded. “My kisses are fantastic. It could take quite a few of yours to match one.”

“Yeah?”

“Mm hm.”

I ran my tongue along her neck, grinning as she gasped and shivered.

“Well, I always make good on my debts.”

“Yeah?”

“Get a room!”

Priscilla and I broke apart, laughing as one of the other girls walked by us, muttering under her breath.

As I grinned and leaned back in toward Priscilla, I felt a sudden buzzing in the back of my head, that quickly escalated to pain.

“Ow,” I muttered standing straighter.

“Your arm?” Priscilla asked, looking worried.

“No.” I didn’t shake my head because I was afraid it might fall off. “It feels like someone stuck a hand-mixer in my brain.”

“Shit,” Priscilla muttered, straightening to put her back firmly against her door and pulling as far away from me as she could. “Sorry.”

“What?”

“You swore an oath not to mark someone, right? Prima said you did at the start of the semester?”

“Yeah, but what does that have to do with it?”

Priscilla flushed a brighter red than I’d ever seen on her, even over stud fees. “I’m…” She glanced back at her door. “My roommate went into town tonight and … um, the drawbridge is, um, way down. We should probably call it a night — oath breaking leaves a mess.”

“Oh.” I took a step back and the buzzing in my head faded a little. I had to grin a little, though. “Yeah? I wondered how that worked.”

“You should find out — there’s a lot to understand.”

I nodded. “I think I really am going to wind up tutored this summer.”

“You should. There’s lots of intricacies around oaths — like, there are a lot of wordings that can be considered binding and you can’t use magic to make someone break their oath.”

“Really?”

Priscilla nodded. “The recipient of an oath’s magic is kind of tied to it — it helps power the oath, but it’s sort of binding on them, too — it’s why someone you make an oath to can release you from it, but they can’t actively use their magic to make you break it. The magic just cancels out if they have that intent — which doesn’t mean you can’t make someone break their oath, you just can’t use magic for it directly. For instance, Prima Rosethorn wouldn’t be able to use magic to make you break your oath to her, but she could lock you in a closet with a girl — she couldn’t use magic to get you into the closet, but she could lock the door with it.”

I grinned. I thought she was explaining so much to distract herself from where we’d been a moment ago. “So … for me to get a warning like that, we were pretty close?”

“Yeah.” Priscilla bit her lip and looked down, then her face came up with narrowed eyes and she poked me in the chest. “But don’t get ahead of yourself — if I wound up only getting the other girls one date, they’d never forgive me. You have more work to do — I’ve got those spiky, grate-door things, too. Lots of them. This castle’s not anywhere near stormed.”

I chuckled, quickly leaning in to give Priscilla a quick kiss before stepping back.

“Good night.”

“Good night.”

I walked down the hallway.

“Hey, Noah?”

“Yeah?”

“Don’t forget you owe me some dancing, too. Wait too long to pay up and I’ll start charging you interest.”

I grinned and went downstairs, leaving through the back doors closest to the cottage path.

The air was crisp and clear, with the sounds of insects just coming out after the winter.

It was at that moment in time, that I first regretted never learning to whistle. My walk would have gone well with a jaunty tune.


Chapter Twenty-Seven




“What happened?”

“Are you okay?”

“Are you hurt?”

“What?”

I was practically dragged into the cottage — no, I was dragged. Hands grabbed at me, running over my chest and back and legs.

“Ow.”

“You’re hurt!”

“What happened?”

“Where are you hurt?”

“Where you just grabbed me — shoulder, wrist, still a little tender. I’m okay, though. What happened?”

“The coven bond, dumbass,” Cassandra said, scowling.

The girls started leading me from the door to the giant bed, still touching me as though to determine if I’d lost any bits while I was out with Priscilla.

“Come and sit down.”

“Do you want something to drink?”

“Where’s your phone?”

“Okay, yes, thanks, in my pocket?” I tried to cover everything they were shooting at me.

“Which shoulder hurts?” Sam asked.

“The right on — ow!”

“Then why didn’t you answer your fucking phone?” Sam demanded, smacking me in the uninjured shoulder.

“What the hell? Can you at least tell me what’s going on?”

“Here,” Rachel said, holding out a can of soda still dripping from the cooler we kept them in while we waited on a fridge.

“Now, what happened?” Cassandra demanded once I’d taken a sip of my soda.

“Yeah,” Sam said. “Things were going so well, then there was all this startlement and fear and pain.”

“You were watching our date through the coven bond?” I asked.

Sam flushed red. “Maybe?”

Cassandra sighed. “She was watching the bond. Rachel and I were minding our own business when all that spiked and we couldn’t ignore it.”

“We were almost ready to call a car and come after you,” Rachel said. “Then things were okay again.”

“Yeah,” Sam said, “we tried calling and texting but you never picked up.”

“Oh,” I said. “I, um, put my phone on mute —”

“You muted us?” Cassandra demanded.

I had — well, not the girls specifically, but everyone. On the other hand, the only ones who called me were the girls, so I guess it had been a little specific.

“I was on a date,” I explained tentatively. “I wanted Priscilla to have my full attention.”

“I can’t believe you muted us.”

“Yeah.” Even Rachel was complaining.

“Um, guys?” Sam said. “I think, maybe, we need to give him a pass on that part.”

“Why? He muted us.”

“Do you want me texting him on your date night?”

Cassandra’s nostrils flared. “Fine.” She turned back to me. “You could have called us, though — to let us know you were okay.”

“We were worried sick,” Rachel said.

“I’m sorry,” I said. “I … didn’t think you’d feel all that through the bond.”

Cassandra narrowed her eyes. “You get a pass — only because it’s so plausible you really were that ignorant and didn’t know.”

“Thanks?”

I really hadn’t thought of it — the coven bond was new enough to me that I didn’t really know everything it did. We’d experienced some of those spikes with Cassandra and her fear reactions, but I hadn’t made the connection — I’d been a little busy, after all.

“So spill,” Sam said.

I took another sip and started to explain what had happened with the Ferris wheel.

“No, no, no,” Sam interrupted. “There were really good parts before all the bad parts, so we want the whole story from the beginning.”

Cassandra and Rachel were nodding, so I started over, beginning with the pretty normal stuff Priscilla and I had chatted about on the way to the fair, then Priscilla’s reaction to finding out where we were really going.

“You told me dinner!” Sam said. “You even mentioned a couple restaurants!”

“Yeah? If I’d told you I was taking her to the fair, would you have been able to keep it quiet?”

Sam said nothing, but Rachel and Cassandra were nodding.

I moved on to the fair itself and some comments about Priscilla out-eating me and winning all the midway games.

“Proprio burns a lot of calories,” Sam said, nodding.

“That girl was hard on carnies even before coming into her power,” Cassandra said. “I’m surprised they don’t have her picture passed around on some kind of banned list.”

“She did get banned after the ladder-climb,” I said.

“Surprised she made it that long,” Cassandra said.

“So we … ah, made a bet about the ladder-thing.”

“What kind of bet?”

“A, ah, kiss — if she beat the ladder she got to kiss me.”

“What if she fell off?” Rachel asked.

“Then, ah, I got to kiss her.”

Sam laughed. “So sneaky and manipulative, I love it!”

“We’d just finished the kiss and were starting another one when the Ferris wheel broke.”

“Wait? Second kiss?”

I nodded. “Priscilla had some, ah, doubts about whether just one of my kisses could measure up to one of hers — so I told her she could pick something else if it didn’t. She picked a second kiss.”

Sam laughed again. “What a missed opportunity — I’d have asked for —”

“We all know what you’d ask for,” Cassandra interrupted. “Pervert.”

I did my best to describe Priscilla’s climb up the Ferris wheel, eliciting some gasps from Rachel.

“You’re a hero,” Rachel whispered when I got to the point where I caught the kids, hurting my shoulder and wrist.

“Priscilla’s the hero,” I said, shaking my head. “I’d never have had the chance to catch them if not for her.”

I finished the story, getting some laughs about how I sent the guys chasing me off when I dropped my glamour.

“And then we got home,” I finished.

“And then?” Sam asked.

“We got back to campus,” I repeated. “And here I am.”

Sam shook her head. “Nope. You were spamming Lust down the bond so much when you got back to campus that I’m surprised your pants don’t have a hole in them. What else?”

I sighed. “I walked Priscilla to her room and we kissed a little more.”

Sam started bouncing up and down. “In her room? Her roommate’s out, I saw her heading for town — what base did you get to? Did you see her boobs again?”

“Not in her room. Outside in the hallway.”

The bouncing increased, which rocked all the nearby cushions and surrounded me with three sets of jiggling breasts — a fine way to end an evening.

“She took her shirt off in the hallway? Is she an exhibitionist? How much is a ticket — ow!”

I didn’t have a chance to insist I’d never seen Priscilla’s boobs, because we were all staring at Rachel, who was staring at the hand that had just smacked the back of Sam’s head like it wasn’t attached to her body.

“What was that for?” Sam demanded.

“Um.” Rachel flushed red, not looking at us, then stood up. “I’m thirsty — do you want another soda, Noah?”

“That’s the third time this week she’s smacked me for no reason,” Sam muttered, as Rachel practically ran to the kitchen and the cooler there. “What’s up with her?”

I shared a look with Cassandra and decided I wasn’t the only one around here who was kind of dense about that sort of thing, because it was pretty obvious to me that Rachel didn’t want Sam looking at other girls — even though the two hadn’t really done anything. It was clear, though, that they both wanted to, and I was more curious as to why Rachel was perfectly okay with me being with all three of the girls, with ten more to come, but not Sam.

I settled in to a more comfortable position and took my laptop down from the ledge above the seating pit. Rachel returned with sodas for everyone and the girls huddled together at the end farthest from the fire, giggling and casting glances my way. I figured they were going over the date in more detail, probably matching exact moments with what they’d felt coming through the coven bond.

I stared at my laptop screen, not really seeing it, as I thought about the date, too. I’d really enjoyed myself and decided the girls were going to start getting one-on-one dates as soon as we could manage the time. It had been good to concentrate on one person, even for just a few hours, instead of constantly trying to balance things.

“I may not be high priestess, but that doesn’t mean you are, either!”

My head snapped up to find Cassandra standing, fists clenched, and glaring down at Sam, who was staring back, open mouthed.

I didn’t even have time to fully take in the scene, before Cassandra spun around and dashed up the stairs. A second later a door slammed.

“What the hell was that?” I asked.

Sam shook her head. “I don’t know. I honestly don’t. We were talking and then she started arguing about everything I was saying, then … that.”

“What were you talking about?”

Sam shrugged and looked at Rachel. “It started when I said how much Priscilla was missing out on, right?”

Rachel frowned, then nodded. “Yeah, you said that and I…” Rachel glanced at me, then lowered her eyes and bit her lip. “I agreed.” She frowned again. “You said the thing about Solstice and I think that’s when she started getting angry.”

“What thing about Solstice?”

Sam shrugged. “Just that it was cool how good you were at things when you’d only had, ah, practical experience since Solstice.”

I flushed, but it was nice to hear I was good at “things.”

“Yeah,” Rachel agreed. “That’s what started it, then everything became about who was first or who was in charge. I don’t get it.”

“I don’t either,” Sam said with a sigh. “That girl’s got so much going on it’s hard to know what’ll set her off next. I’ll try talking to her later — I’m not pissed, so Harmony should help with it.”


Chapter Twenty-Eight




Cassandra came down after an hour or two, apologized for overreacting, and then acted like it was nothing. She brushed off my questions, but she was clearly still upset and tense about something, and her mana was a muddled mess I couldn’t decipher.

She came to bed as usual and cuddled my left side, while Sam took the right, and Rachel took what had become her spot — wrapped around my leg, head on my stomach, between Sam and me.

There was a little bit of position jostling when both Cassandra and Sam went to put their hand on the center of my chest at the same time, then each tried to get theirs under the others’ before giving up and taking either side.

I got the impression there was some kind of competition going on between the two, but if that was it, Cassandra was the only one playing, because Sam didn’t have any more idea about the specifics than I did.

We even managed to cuddle and talk about future date nights without argument, though I did wind up committing to a date nearly every weekend in May — something my year-ago self would never have believed. Even without the dates, my social calendar had become ridiculously full.

In two days, we were meeting Rachel’s mom for tea; then there was a “free” weekend, but the girls had a list of stores they wanted to visit to look at baby stuff. The week after that was Beltane, but that was midweek, so the weekend was free — and that was the weekend I picked for Cassandra’s date night, Saturday, so we’d be in the city. With as upset as she was still getting, I wanted her to be first of the other girls in the coven to get some dedicated alone-time with me.

Maybe she’d be more willing to talk to me about what was bothering her if we were alone and away from campus.

Sam even offered to put off a date of her own until Cassandra and Rachel got one, then pick up after a second date with Priscilla, since she’d already had time with me to herself, so I had a couple weeks to figure out what to do with Cassandra, Rachel, and a second date with Priscilla, in May.

We took the train into the city the next morning and hung out at Mel’s on Saturday — between my date with Priscilla the night before and anxiety over our plans for Sunday, I was fine with having a day with absolutely nothing going on. Sunday was when we were meeting Rachel’s mother.

“Do I have to?” Rachel asked.

“Yes,” I said at the same time Sam said, “No.”

We shared a look.

“It’s your mom, Rachel,” I insisted.

“If she doesn’t want to go, she shouldn’t have to go,” Sam said. “Would you make me come with to meet my … Sororix Prescott?”

I looked Sam in the eyes. “Yes.”

“What? Are you fucking serious? There’s no way in hell — fucking red! Magenta! Scarlett, crimson, raspberry — all the fucking reds!”

I shrugged. “Fine. I guess if you want me to bring someone else to kick her in the face after I knock her down, that’s okay.”

Sam grinned and gave me a deep kiss. “I love how much you get me.”

“Why do I have to go?” Rachel asked.

“Your mom wants to meet me, Rachel — and Sam and Cassandra, too — why shouldn’t you be there? It would be different if you didn’t think we should see her either, but you said we should.”

“We don’t get along.”

That’s about all we’d managed to get out of Rachel since her mother texted to make arrangements — those being one p.m. on a Sunday for Afternoon Tea. Yes, the text capitalized it.

Was she mean? Was she going to be angry? Was Rachel afraid of her? What was going on?

We don’t get along.

She wasn’t afraid, or anything like that, she just didn’t want to for some reason.

She even still called her “mom” and her response to whether she loved her mom was, “Of course, I love her — that’s a silly question.”

“You’re not going to kick my mom, are you?” Rachel asked.

“Is there some reason I should?”

Her brow furrowed and she glared at me. “No. You’d better not kick my mom.”

“I won’t,” I told her. “But I still don’t understand why you don’t want to see her — she even sent you a present.”

The overnight delivery box had been waiting on Mel’s steps when we arrived at the townhouse the morning before, but Rachel hadn’t opened it yet.

“It’s not a present.”

“Okay, what is it?”

“It’s ‘proper attire.’”

“Oh.” That started to make some sense, if Rachel’s mom was some sort of stickler for that sort of thing and Rachel wasn’t.

Rachel sighed. “Fine. I’ll come with. But don’t say I didn’t warn you.”

“Rachel, I’m not going to kick your mom,” I assured her. Yeah, I wanted her to go, but not because she thought I was going to beat her mother up.

“No, you won’t understand until you see.”

“See what?”

“We don’t get along.”
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“I do like that suit,” Sam said, adjusting my tie.

Considering what I’d done to her the last time I’d worn it, I sort of liked it too.

“It is nice,” Cassandra said, adjusting her dress. “We should get him more suits.”

“We don’t go to things that need a suit that often,” I said.

I shook my head, looking at Cassandra, because I was astounded anyone could pull off what she was wearing in this day and age.

The witch’s dress was white with pale, red and blue flowers, a wide collar, and puffy … everythings. The arms were pleated and puffed out, as was the bust, which, on Cassandra, was a lot of pleats. The overall effect was lovely innocence I’d like to corrupt.

Sam was in her most conservative dress, which wasn’t very, but it was the best she could do.

Rachel was dressed in what her mother had sent her, which was even more tea-like than Cassandra’s.

Both of them had hats, gloves, and tiny purses — since I’d seen them both transferring things to Sam’s purse, I wasn’t sure why they’d bothered with the little bags.

Sam brushed something off my lapel, then stepped back and nodded.

“He’s ready.”

“I’m not,” Rachel muttered.

We didn’t think it was a good idea to introduce Morgan to a strange Family witch, other than our friends, before she came into her power, and Mel had some things she wanted to do in her workroom, so it was just the four of us. We got a regular rideshare instead of calling Mihai, because he was working a good distance away and I didn’t want to make him drive all the way to us.
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Rachel’s mom looked exactly like I’d expect Rachel to look in ten or fifteen years.

Well, ten or fifteen years of aging, not necessarily time, since Rachel’s mom was over a hundred years old.

The tea place was absurdly fancy, looking like something out of a movie.

When we arrived, Rachel’s mom was already seated, wearing much the same sort of dress as Rachel and Cassandra, including the long white gloves each of them were carrying, except Sororix Winthrop was wearing hers already.

“Hsst! Rachel!” Cassandra whispered, slowing and holding me back as well. “Is your mom formal?”

Rachel turned to us. “Yeah, why — oh.”

Yes, she looked at me for the “oh.”

“I didn’t think of that,” Rachel whispered.

“Think of what?” I asked.

“Protocol and shit,” Sam explained. “Some witches have trouble modernizing their attitudes.”

“What protocol?” I asked.

“Stupid social rules — we all learn how to recognize and deal with it growing up.”

“Except Noah,” Rachel said.

“Yeah, except Noah.” Sam sighed. “Well, this isn’t one of the fun things we can watch him mess up.”

“Wait,” I asked, “‘fun things?’”

“Ssh,” Sam hushed me. “We can’t keep her waiting.”

“Yeah,” Cassandra said. She waved at Rachel. “Go, go, I’ll handle it.”

Rachel started toward her mother’s table again while Cassandra shoved Sam and I into position.

“Rachel’s first,” Cassandra hissed at us. “Then Noah, then Samantha, then me. Noah, she’s going to hold her hand out — don’t kiss it like Rachel’s going to, she’s immediate Family, just bow over it, and, for Crone’s sake, don’t shake it.” She shoved my shoulders. “Go, don’t dawdle.”

“She’ll probably call you Kentrox,” Sam whispered. “Don’t look surprised — it just means a warlock in a coven. Center or something like that.”

I managed to bow over Rachel’s mother’s hand without embarrassing myself — at least no one smacked me on the back of the head or anything — then Sam and Cassandra greeted her.

“Please, sit,” Sororix Winthrop said, waving a hand. “The tea’s being prepared and should arrive shortly.”

I sat, with Sam and Cassandra to either side of me. Rachel was next to Sam and her mother. I jumped as I felt hands on my thighs. Two. One on each side, and I wondered what the hell Sam and Cassandra were thinking, especially together.

Nobody said anything for what seemed like too long, and I finally decided to open the conversation, but I’d barely drawn a breath before the hands on my thighs turned into claws, digging into my flesh. They timed it well, so I didn’t even have air to yelp.

I can take a hint.

“I am most pleased to meet you at last, Kentrox Blackwood,” Rachel’s mom said after another few seconds of silence.

“I’m happy to meet you, too, Sororix Winthrop,” I managed.

Cassandra squeezed my thigh and Sam turned her head toward me to cough, “Trip.” Into my face.

“Pardon me,” Sam said.

“Ah, how was your trip in, Sororix Winthrop?” I made a guess. Cassandra patted my thigh.

“A trial, but we must bear it.”

“Wha —” Talons gouged my flesh on Sam’s side and it was Cassandra’s turn to cough into my other ear.

“Sorry.”

“I … ah, I’m sorry to hear that.”

“And your own travels from Willowmere?”

Sam and Cassandra guided me through a few minutes of idle, yet curiously limited, chit-chat, then the tea arrived.

I’d had tea at Mel’s. I’d served tea at Mel’s — at least once — so I wasn’t surprised by the multi-tiered tower of treats that arrived.

I was surprised that it wasn’t just little cakes and cookies. This one had tiny lobster rolls, salmon on top of something, caviar-topped somethings, and a lot more, including one that looked like it had raw beef — all that was in addition to all the sweets I couldn’t identify, because it was a lot fancier than little cakes.

“Do try the wagyu tartare over confit potato — it’s wonderful,” Rachel’s mom said, indicating what I’d correctly identified as raw-shit.

I had no desire to ever try sushi, and hadn’t even known there was other shit served raw — certainly not beef — but by the time I looked down at my plate, Sam was already transferring things to it. Guess what she started with.

I moved my hand to dump it back on Sam’s plate, but Cassandra’s nails dug into my thigh.

Right — I should have figured it was bad manners not to eat what the hostess was recommending.

I steeled myself against gagging and took a bite.

Imagine the beefiest beef you’ve ever had, along with the potatoiest potato — and butter. It melted on my tongue like one of those creamy-center chocolates, and I was glad I’d steeled myself, because it came in handy suppressing the groan.

I still wasn’t trying sushi.

Aside from being a little stuffy and formal, I really didn’t see anything wrong with Rachel’s mom — she went on asking us fairly innocuous questions while we ate and drank. I did notice that Rachel was shyer and more reserved than usual — which was saying a lot. She answered her mother with as few words as possible, and I couldn’t really hear some of her answers, she was so quiet.

“And congratulations to you — a child from your binding is quite the thing,” Sororix Winthrop said to Cassandra, then turned to Sam. “Now that your warlock’s unique ability is known, will you be having one soon, as well?”

Sam shook her head. “Rachel and I are waiting until after we graduate.”

“Indeed.”

“Here we go,” Rachel muttered.

“And you will allow this?” Rachel’s mom asked me.

“Of course,” I said, thinking I got it. If her mom kept pressuring her to have kids, it made sense for Rachel not to get along with her.

“I see.” Sororix Winthrop sighed. “When I heard about the Council session, I had some hope you’d be stronger.”

I raised an eyebrow — the hands on my thighs were idle, as though they had no idea what to say either.

“You have no idea what you’ve done, do you?”

“Mom, please.”

“Sororix Winthrop,” I said, trying to head off whatever this was turning into. “I love Rachel and I want her to be happy, so —”

“Happy? What does happy have to do with anything?”

“Mom —”

“A Winthrop with Passion needs control, not happiness. Do you really not understand what you’ve gotten yourself into?”

“Mom, Noah —”

“We had a warlock for her, you know?” Rachel’s mother went on. “One with Passion, himself — do you have any idea how rare that is?”

So that was it.

I sighed, a little disappointed. After meeting Rachel’s grandmother, I’d had some hope the Winthrops might be different from the other witch Families and were less interested in maximizing the power available at all costs.

I wasn’t getting any thigh-guidance, so Sam and Cassandra seemed to have no more idea how to handle this than I did.

“I’m really not interested in maximizing power or whatever in my coven, ma’am,” I told her.

“Maximize?” Rachel’s mother raised her eyebrows and sighed. “Young man, that you think that’s what I’m talking about only concerns me more. Winthrops with Passion aren’t maximized, they’re limited to avoid harming the warlock. With a child in her, you might be able —”

“Mom!” Rachel cried. “Noah’s plenty —”

“We’ll be fine, Sororix Winthrop,” I said. I was pretty sick of mothers-in-law criticizing and interfering in my coven, not to mention making my girls unhappy. Rachel said she loved her mom, so it wasn’t as bad as with Sam’s or Cassandra’s, but all the witch-moms seemed to be so damned controlling. “We have our plans as a coven, and both Sam and Rachel want to wait until after school, and maybe even spellstick, to —”

Rachel closed her eyes and groaned.

“Spellstick. Of course,” her mom said, shaking her head. “You should absolutely forbid her to play that game.”

“Mom, I’m playing spellstick!”

“It is a foolish sport which raises violent passions. Passions, Rachel, which will only —”

“I’m playing!”

Other diners looked over at Rachel’s outburst, but only for a second before they looked away, shrugging as though nothing had happened. My vision seemed to blur when I looked away from the table and I had a feeling Rachel’s mom had dropped a glamour over us.

“Passions which will only stretch your resonant unreasonably, making you even more vulnerable to its influence!” her mom went on, getting louder herself.

“Grandma played!”

“You are not my mother!”

Honestly, the first time I’d ever heard of a mother telling her daughter that.

“Katherine had the advantage of both being very strong-willed and having a warlock trained from birth to handle her,” Rachel’s mother went on. She glanced at me. “You are not so lucky.”

“Grandma says I’m a good player!”

“Of course you’re a good player, Rachel. You were the best in every league you played in — that is not the point!”

“I don’t care what your point is — I’m playing!”

Rachel stood and grasped her little purse before stepping away from the table.

“Compose yourself before leaving the glamour, young lady!”

Rachel’s nostrils flared, but she let her tense shoulders fall and put a smile on her face before stepping through the haze and heading for the restaurant door.

I shared a glance with Sam and Cassandra, but they were as stunned as I was. The whole argument had escalated and concluded before I’d even realized it started.

I started to get up to follow Rachel, but her mother stopped me.

“Please, a moment more, Kentrox Blackwood.”

When I looked back at her, Rachel’s mother was entirely composed again.

“A regrettable scene,” she said, “but likely not avoidable.” She sighed and reached for a bag, almost a briefcase, sitting beside her chair. I hadn’t noticed it before, but it looked like something more suited to a corporate boardroom than tea.

“A bit of Family business,” Sororix Winthrop said, pulling a large envelope from the case and placing it on the table. “Kentrox Blackwood, Archimagira Winthrop wishes me to inform you that the Winthrop Family is formally requesting recompense for the theft of the witch, Rachel Winthrop, by your Family.”

I started to protest, but both Sam and Cassandra dug their nails so deeply into my thighs that I started wondering if my femoral arteries were in danger — Rachel biting me had hurt less.

Cassandra reached for the envelope. “Thank you, Sororix Winthrop, please assure the Archimagira that we will review the proposal and provide a response in a timely manner.”

“Thank you,” Sororix Winthrop said, opening her purse. “I’ll leave you with the tea — perhaps you can convince Rachel to return … she did enjoy our teas together, when she was younger.”

Sororix Winthrop set a folded note on the table.

“This is a list of books — they should still be in the Willowmere library, though likely unreferenced for some time.”

“Books?”

She stood, nodding.

“Strengthening exercises for warlocks.”
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“What the fuck was that?” I asked, watching Rachel’s mother walk away. “They want us to pay for Rachel?”

“I’ll go get Rachel before the tea gets cold,” Sam said, standing. “You explain it to him.”

Cassandra nodded, opening the envelope and sliding out a stack of papers.

“Explain what?” I asked.

“Give me a second,” Cassandra muttered, scanning the first page, which was a list of bullet points. “This is … holy shit.”

“What? Why is this a big deal?”

“It’s not a big deal,” Cassandra said, still reading. “It’s a huge deal, even bigger than I thought.”

“Why?”

“Noah, recognition as a Family was one thing, but it doesn’t mean others are going to treat us like an equal. We’re not even a complete coven, we’ve been recognized for less than a month — at best, I figured other Families would mostly ignore us, maybe for years, but this? This is the Winthrops treating us as an equal. Mother’s tears, almost more than equals.” She scanned the first page again. “I wouldn’t even negotiate this — we should go catch Sororix Winthrop and accept before they come to their senses.”

I sighed. “Fine, how much do they want?”

We had an obscene amount of money, so if it would settle things with the Winthrops and let Rachel’s grandmother stop having to pretend to be angry with Rachel, I’d pay it. On the other hand, all the Families had obscene amounts of money, so it could be more than even what Mel had set us up with — I hoped I wasn’t going to have to ask Mel for more. That would be embarrassing.

“They don’t want money,” Cassandra said as though the very idea was stupid.

“What then?”

“They want a Blackwood warlock.”

“What?” I looked around as those at nearby tables turned to stare at me and lowered my tone. “They want someone to mark me? Fuck that.”

Cassandra shook her head. “Not you.”

“Then how — wait, they want one of my kids? Fuck that even more.”

Cassandra squeezed my thigh with one hand while she continued to read.

“I know how you feel, but listen — our kids are going to have to find covens somewhere, and it’s not like our Family has any options for that yet.”

“I’m still not —”

“Listen. Just listen to the terms for a minute and you’ll see how big this is.” She licked her lips. “‘A warlock of the Blackwood Line, to join the Winthrops within fifty years.’ They’re taking the long-term view and I think they must have talked to Priscilla’s mom or something, because I’ve never seen a clause like this before: ‘the binding to be the true and honest wish of both the Winthrop witch and the Blackwood warlock.’” She looked up to me, eyes wide. “We have half a fucking century for one of our kids to want to bind or be bound by a Winthrop witch — and in the meantime, we have no conflict with the Winthrops from binding Rachel.”

I thought about it for a minute — that was a long time, even by witch terms, and it wasn’t unreasonable to think that one of my kids might fall for a Winthrop witch sometime in the next fifty years. That was a lot better than what I’d assumed.

“Okay, I guess it’s not that bad.”

“‘Not bad?’” Cassandra snorted. “Goddess, we need to find a way to stuff eighteen years of learning directly into your brain. Noah, how do you think the kids are going to get to know each other so it’s ‘the wish of both the Winthrop witch and the Blackwood warlock?’”

“I don’t know — dates?”

Cassandra sighed. “No, most Family witches know pretty early who their warlock’s going to be, even the whole coven sometimes — they’ve known each other their whole lives usually. The Winthrops are different — they keep witches and warlocks separated, even as kids, but there’s a clause in this to begin meetings whenever we choose. We’re getting invited to playdates as soon as they can crawl, we’ll be going to Lammastide dinners and Yule parties — the Winthrops are willing to break Purity for us. This is an offer of alliance in all but name.”


Chapter Twenty-Nine




Afew days later, I stared at the Willowmere library doors, taking deep, even breaths.

I wasn’t there for the books Rachel’s mom had suggested — Sam had them all checked out for me before dinner on Monday.

This isn’t hard, I told myself. There’s nothing to be this nervous about.

My stomach disagreed — strenuously. Also my palms, which seemed to have stolen all the moisture from my mouth.

I was about to do something I’d never done before. Something I’d only heard other guys talk about, and rarely without a certain amount of fear and trepidation.

I was going to talk to a girl.

Yes, I had three beautiful witches who were all mine, but … well, Sam asked me, Cassandra and I had the whole fuck-or-die thing, and Rachel … huh, Sam had taken care of that, too, by spilling the beans when we told Morgan she was a witch.

So this was, actually, the first time I was going to do this.

Fuck.

I took a deep breath, strode through the library doors, and found my target at one of the back tables.

“Hey,” I said.

Hannah looked up and smiled. “Hey.” The smile changed to a frown of confusion as she looked around. “Where’s the entourage?”

“Making a list of bassinets and other baby stuff they want to find someplace to look at in person this weekend.”

“Ah.”

“Do you mind if I sit?” I asked.

Hannah spread her hands. “Why would I mind?”

“I don’t know.” I shrugged. “Maybe you’re busy.”

“Last paper of the year,” she said, holding up her notebook. “Half done, but I’ve got a few weeks left — I’m hoping to be done before Beltane and concentrate on finals after that.”

“That’s what I wanted to talk to you about,” I said.

“My paper?”

“The, um, end of the school year.”

Fuck, I wasn’t doing this well. What was I supposed to say? Sam had just said, “bind me,” Cassandra and I hadn’t had much choice, Rachel hit us with a freaking love potion first, and Priscilla’s mom set things up for her — I had no idea how to ask a witch out, much less the whole coven thing. Sam had been trying to contact Brittany and Hannah’s Family for weeks now, ever since things had settled down after the Council session, but they weren’t returning her calls. It was almost Beltane and the last month of school.

So I’d decided we should talk to Hannah directly. Sam had been ready to come do it, she and Hannah had been friends since summer camp, but I said I would — Sam contacting the Family to open discussions was fine if we were going that route, but if we were going to talk to a witch directly? I felt like that was my role.

Sometimes I’m an idiot — Sam would be much better at this.

“Like, exams? I gave Rachel all of my notes for the last four years — I sure don’t remember more than that.”

“Not —” I had to clear my throat. “Not exams.”

“What, then?”

“After,” I said. “After exams and after school ends? Your, um, plans?”

Hannah shrugged. “Go home — find out what witch I’m assigned to.”

“Witch? Not warlock?”

Was this some hitherto unknown, yet immediately intriguing aspect of witch society?

“Why are you looking at me like that?”

“What? Nothing!”

Hannah shrugged. “Yeah, witch — onesie, remember? Brittany and I won’t be getting a warlock. I meant the witch on some investigative team I’ll be assigned to — my Family … looks into things.”

I nodded. “Ah.”

Hannah had the Hindsight affinity going along with her Regret resonant, and it allowed her to show the past — that was probably handy in investigations.

“I, ah, also wanted to apologize,” I said, deciding to make sure we were good before asking what I was really here for.

“For what?” Hannah asked, brow furrowing.

“We’ve sort of, Sam and I, kind of spent a lot less time with you and Brittany — since … you know.”

“Yeah?” Hannah shrugged. “I guess it’s to be expected, right? You guys formed a coven — that always takes up a lot of time. Now you’re having to integrate Rachel and Cassandra, too? I’m not expecting to see much of you guys the rest of the year. Then school’s over —” She sighed. “You know, they all said they’d ‘keep in touch’ last year? All the seniors I knew who were leaving? Nobody does.”

That hit a little too close to home, reminding me of foster families. I decided to dive in a bit more directly.

“Sam’s, ah, been trying to talk to your Family, but they won’t return her calls.”

“Why would she … oh.” Hannah’s eyes went wide, then she sighed. “Oh, Noah, I’m … I’m flattered. Really, but they haven’t called back because that’s their answer.”

“We haven’t even asked the question yet.”

“Yeah, you did. First Witch of a new coven, a new Family, calls? They know what’s up, and they know you guys — they know Brittany and I are friends with you. What else would Sam be calling about? Especially now that you’re recognized. If you wanted to hire us, the Family, there’s a business line for that.” Hannah shook her head. “They’re not interested in letting Brittany or me go — even as onesies, Hindsight and Precog are too valuable. Maybe somebody else, but not us.”

I frowned. “You said you were thinking about a place at Willowmere, though.”

I suggested it cautiously, because Hannah had told me that while we were sitting by the lake in the State Park next to campus — right before we’d been attacked by a bunch of drunken frat guys and she found out about my Command affinity.

“Oh, that,” Hannah said, she looked down, bit her lip, and took a couple deep breaths. “Everybody likes to fantasize about what the future could be like, right? Even if you know it’s not possible. You’ve done that, right?”

I nodded. “Yeah, when I was ten, I read these books and started dreaming about going to magic school.”

It took Hannah a couple seconds to laugh, but when she did it relieved a lot of the tension I was feeling about the conversation.

“I guess Sam told you we were kind of joking about it?” Hannah asked.

I nodded.

Hannah sighed. “I’m sorry if you guys thought it was a possibility. It was … it was nice to think about. Maybe flirt a little. I didn’t think she’d take it seriously.” She looked down at the table. “It’s just not possible.”

“So you want to do this investigative stuff?” I asked. “You’re okay with — you told me your Family doesn’t treat onesies well, but you’re too valuable?”

It seemed like they should treat her better if she was so valuable — more, it seemed they should treat her better just because she was family, or even just a person.

“Valuable isn’t the same as valued. It doesn’t really matter what I’m okay with, does it? It is what it’s always been.”

“Does it have to be?” I asked. “If you had another option —”

“I really, really do appreciate you thinking that … honestly pretty flattered you’re thinking of me, even if I am a onesie — but you don’t need that kind of trouble, not with Sam’s and Cassandra’s moms already hating you, and whatever the Winthrops are going to do … I can’t believe you were willing to piss them off too.”

I couldn’t argue with Hannah much about those things, since I couldn’t tell her joining my coven would make her into a trinitara instead of a onesie, or that we’d had Rachel’s grandmother’s blessing to steal her from the Winthrops — Rachel had been thrilled with the offer for us to trade a warlock for her, but it wasn’t a finalized deal and we weren’t supposed to talk about it outside the Family.

Or maybe I could tell her those things — she knew about my Command affinity and hadn’t told anyone. I’d have to think about that.

“I don’t think that should be a reason for us to not do what we want to,” I said. “If you want it, too.”

“You do? Even if I’m a onesie?”

If it came down to practical matters, especially a onesie, because that would make two matching resonants I could give her.

“I care about you, Hannah — Rachel and Sam do, too. We don’t want to lose you to … whatever the whole investigation thing is. Same for Brittany,” I added.

“Oh, Child’s cries, you haven’t talked to Brittany about this, have you?”

I shook my head.

“Please, don’t.” Hannah actually looked a little scared. “Precog is even more valuable than Hindsight — they’d never let her go, but Brittany … she just doesn’t think sometimes.”

I hadn’t talked to Brittany, it was Hannah who was a senior and would be leaving Willowmere in just a few weeks, so I’d wanted to start with her, but we absolutely planned on talking to Brittany, even if we did have three more years together at Willowmere to work it out.

Hannah looked so upset at the prospect of me talking to her sister, though, that I dropped the subject. I’d let things sit for a while and maybe Hannah would be more receptive after she’d thought about it, or maybe the Fieldings would return one of Sam’s calls and we could actually work it out.


Chapter Thirty




Iwas still distracted by my conversation with Hannah when I returned to the cottage.

Hannah’s words were hitting me a lot harder than I thought they should. The walk back to the cottage let my head fill up with a lot of stuff — mostly the feeling that someone had just taken something from me. Something that should be mine. More than that … something I was responsible for.

It bothered me, because I didn’t have any sort of hold on Hannah or Brittany — I just liked them and wanted us to stay together and see what might develop from that.

And strangle anyone who tried to keep us apart.

Perfectly reasonable.

Sam and Rachel started a movie everyone but Rachel had seen, but it was comforting to just sit and cuddle with the two of them. Cassandra was working on her laptop off to the side and seemed to be in one of the periodic funks she’d been having — both Sam and I had tried to get her to talk to us, both alone and together, with no success.

The movie ended well before lights out, and Rachel grabbed her own laptop.

“Can we watch this one next?” Rachel asked, spinning her laptop around to show us a trailer. “It’s got dragons, but they wouldn’t let any of us watch it until we were bound into a coven.”

Cassandra glanced up from her own laptop.

“Yeah, that’s a good one,” she said, “too bad they had the wolf-guy kill the dragon-chick for burning down the city they were all fighting over.”

Rachel stared at the other witch, open-mouthed, and Sam and I turned our gazes on her as well.

“Oh, shit,” Cassandra said, looking up from her laptop. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to —”

I might have accepted that it was an accident — that it was a verbal habit and she hadn’t meant to ruin that part of the show for Rachel — if I hadn’t been watching Rachel’s mana, because it was so much fun when she got excited about something. Rachel’s body turned into a little fireworks show when that happened.

That let me see Cassandra’s mana production, though, and the sickly-green of her Malice resonant was still filling even as the rest of her spun off Regret.

Malice worked a lot like Sam’s Love — there were requirements. While Sam needed to love and feel loved in return, Malice required intent and effect, as well. It’s why Cassandra couldn’t fill it by just being mean to people on the internet or something — nobody on the internet really cared what other people said, so being mean didn’t hurt them. Cassandra had known exactly what she was doing when she said the words and she’d meant them.

Rachel wasn’t that hurt by it — this was one show out of dozens she had on her list to watch — but Cassandra had still meant to do it.

“Cassandra,” I said in my stern-warlock voice.

“It was an accident!”

“I don’t think it was.”

“It wa —” Cassandra broke off and averted her eyes from mine, nostrils flaring. “Fucking coven bond,” she muttered. “I still get urges, okay? And I was distracted by all this —” She gestured at her laptop. “— crap we have to do for the Council recognition!”

I thought it had to be something else. Yeah, the recognition process was a pain in the ass. Apparently, the last time it had happened was in a time when things were still handwritten and the forms hadn’t been updated, so we had a stack of scanned, eighteenth-century documents we had to print and fill out.

I shot a glance at the other two.

Sam shook her head. “If it wasn’t an accident, why did you do it? Cassandra, we need to talk about what’s wrong.”

“Nothing’s wrong! And stop using fucking Harmony on me! I don’t want to feel better!”

“It’s okay,” Rachel said, “it’s just one show.”

“Cassandra —” I tried.

“I’m sorry!”

She was — I could see her shedding Regret, Frustration, and some darker things that I didn’t recognize, but didn’t think were directed at Rachel, because the Malice generation had stopped and they weren’t binding with that. Still, there was a lot more green pooled in her resonant than there had been for weeks.

“It’s okay,” Rachel whispered. “Please don’t fight — we can watch something else.”

“See? It’s not that —”

“No,” I said, cutting Cassandra off and shaking my head. I had a feeling Cassandra filling Malice without any oversight was the edge of a slippery slope we didn’t want to slip a toe over. “Rachel would forgive just about anything — this is about what you did and why. Something’s wrong and we need to talk about it.”

“This isn’t fair!” Cassandra yelled, standing up and tossing her laptop to the side. “I fuck up one time and that’s it?”

“There’s no ‘it,’” I told her. “We’re all figuring out how we’re going to live together, and being mean to each other isn’t part of that.”

“I know that!”

“Then why were you deliberately mean to your sister?” I asked, calmly. “What’s wrong?”

“I —” Cassandra’s shoulders slumped and she closed her eyes. “Why bother — you all hate me anyway.”

“Cassandra, we don’t —”

“You do!” Cassandra yelled, turning from us and bolting for the door. “Everybody does!”

“Well,” Sam said after the cottage door slammed shut. “That escalated quickly.”

I sighed. “Couldn’t you do anything with your Harmony?”

“You heard her — she really doesn’t like it when I actively hit her with Harmony. I have to be subtle and that’s not exactly easy for me.”

“Yeah, I guess. Were you able to talk to her at all since the weekend?”

I’d tried, but Cassandra kept changing the subject.

Sam shook her head. “Whenever I try she either blows it off or gets angry. It’s … Noah, she’s hurting so much about something that Harmony can barely touch it, and it’s getting worse. I can’t even tell what she’s feeling from her mana, because, whatever it is, she stomps on her feelings so much.” She sighed. “I thought I was messed up, but Cassandra? There’s like fifty things going on in her head, I think.”

“Is it the sex thing? I mean she keeps calling you a pervert and stuff.”

Sam shook her head. “I don’t think so — that seems like her calling you ‘feral’ now. It’s almost a nickname — pervert and prude, it’s just something we do.”

“We should go after her,” Rachel said.

“Maybe she needs to stew in it for a while,” Sam said. “None of us can really help her until she gets it straight in her own head and sometimes that takes time. It’s only been a month — with a lot going on and a lot of changes for her.”

“We can’t let her keep thinking we hate her,” Rachel said. “I mean, yeah, I’d like the shows to be a surprise, but it’s not that big a deal.”

“It’s about more than the show,” I said. “We’re finally settling down after everything with the Patriarchy and the Council and everything, and I don’t want Cassandra becoming comfortable doing that sort of thing. But, more than that, we have to know what the hell’s going on. I don’t want her being mean to you guys, but I don’t want her hurting, either.”

“It’s more than a little backsliding on using Malice,” Sam said. “It’s more than just the fights we see — not even fights, really. Last weekend after your date with Priscilla? Rachel and I weren’t upset or even really arguing with her — she just went off.” Sam bit her lip. “It happens all the time — I mean all the time — she just tries not to show it. When we’re all having fun, or just hanging out, you know how she goes quiet sometimes?”

I nodded.

“I’ve watched the bond and her mana then — it’s like these horrible flashes of darkness that she clamps down on.”

I sat up, sliding Sam to one side and ignoring her little whine of protest.

“I’ll go after her,” I said, not really knowing what I was going to do, but Cassandra’s words explained some of the darker mana I’d seen her shedding — maybe she really did think we hated her.
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Our coven bond gave me a direction to Cassandra and a feel for the distance.

As I left the cottage I could sense her — toward the main campus, but more toward one side. Had she run off into the forest?

I’d expected her to be in the dorms, either our room or her old one, maybe talking things over with her former roommate — not running around alone in the night. That made me start to worry about her and how upset she might be — and worry more that it might have something to do with her other issues.

I rounded the residence building and cut the corner on the quad to take the path that led between it and the administrative building and back into the forest. This was the path that led to the school’s Grove and then, behind that, to the State Park and the Cove where the mundane college held parties on the lake’s shore.

That concerned me, because if she was leaving campus it brought up a whole other set of issues if Prima Rosethorn found out — the Prima and the school’s rules might look the other way for the first-years sneaking off campus for the Cove party in the first semester, but I didn’t think that tolerance would extend to anyone, even a senior like Cassandra, leaving on a weeknight, especially sneaking through the woods instead of using the front gate, and even more especially in the middle of Willowmere’s tensions with the Council.

I didn’t know what the school wards might do to someone sneaking off campus, but coming back was probably a problem with the enhanced wards. We’d probably have to get a car to the front gate to get back in — and explain ourselves to the staff members who were watching the gates now.

I hurried my pace but then slowed again as our coven bond told me the distance to Cassandra was decreasing and she’d stopped — probably at the Grove, which made me feel better.

I shivered, realizing I’d forgotten my jacket, and the nights were still pretty cold even if the days were warming a little. A touch of mana helped keep me comfortable, and I hoped Cassandra was doing the same, because she’d run off in her nightgown and barefoot — at least I’d taken the time to slip my shoes on.

I caught sight of someone ahead of me and slowed because it wasn’t Cassandra — this was a girl in pajamas, not a nightgown, and her hair was light, but not Cassandra’s unnatural blonde. Was Cassandra meeting someone? And how did they know to meet — so far as I knew, Cassandra didn’t have any of the telepathy Felicity and Mel shared.

Slowing more as we approached the Grove, I dropped back behind the other figure and tried to move quietly. I wasn’t even sure why — it just felt right to wait and see what was happening.

Closer to the clearing at the center of the school’s Grove, I stayed in the shadows, slipping behind one of the trees at the clearing’s edge, while the other figure entered.

“Cassie?” the other girl called out.

I could see Cassandra now — she was sitting on the ground, back against the Grove’s stone altar, with her knees drawn up to her chest.

“Liza?” she asked, looking up.

“Hey. I saw you running out of the trees behind the dorms — are you okay?”

“You saw me?”

“Yeah — you know I have my desk facing the window. I like looking out at the trees while I do classwork.” Liza laughed. “You’re kind of hard to miss at night — white nightgown, skin, hair. The moon makes you glow like some kind of spirit stalking the campus.”

“I wish,” Cassandra muttered, lowering her head again.

“Hey, don’t say that,” Liza said, approaching the altar.

“Why not?” Cassandra asked. “It would be better if I was some sort of ghost. Then they could have someone they wanted and I…”

“What do you mean?” Liza asked as Cassandra’s words trailed off.

“You wouldn’t understand.”

“Of course I would, we’re friends — aren’t we?”

Cassandra raised her head and looked at the other witch.

“Our group was never friends.”

Liza shrugged. “Whatever we are, then. We still talked to each other more … before you got bound.”

Cassandra looked away again.

“What’s wrong?” Liza prompted.

I really hoped Cassandra would tell the other witch to go away. They might have been whatever they were instead of friends before, but that group, with Liza leading it now, was still some of the meanest girls on campus.

“They all hate me,” Cassandra said softly.

“Of course they do,” Liza snorted. Cassandra looked up, shocked, and she snorted again. “You’ve been the meanest girl on campus for four years — you expect the stupid onesies and a feral to like you?”

“It’s not like that.”

“I bet it is. They’re still mad at you for making fun of them and probably jealous because you’re so much more powerful than they are.”

“They’re not that weak.”

Liza shook her head. “I’m sure you have to tell yourself that after getting marked by a feral, but I get it — you were probably tired and low on mana from being chased by a vampire and everything. Plus, I heard you were set up by the feral anyway, so it was some kind of trick that got you marked, right?”

“It wasn’t some setup; it was the Patriarchy.”

“Whatever. I heard maybe it wasn’t, no matter what the Council’s ‘official’ position is now.” Liza sat down beside Cassandra. “You can still fix it, you know?”

“How?”

“By making sure you get a high priestess who recognizes how valuable you are and can make sure the rest of the coven respects that.”

“A high priestess?”

Liza nodded. “Yeah — look, we both know how this is going to play out, right? Recognized Family or not, somebody’s going to mark that feral. Fine, he tricked you and got a couple worthless onesies, but you can still make sure that whoever does mark him is the right kind of witch.”

“Like you, I suppose?”

Liza shrugged. “You could do worse, couldn’t you? Sounds like you’ve got worse now, with the feral in charge.”

“Stop calling him that.”

“You used to call him that all the time.”

“I was wrong.”

I almost laughed — Cassandra still called me that pretty often, but it did feel different now. If it wasn’t so often preceded by “ignorant” or “dumbass”, I’d almost think she’d made it a term of endearment.

“Or he’s making you feel that way. Probably on purpose.”

“What do you mean?”

“Well, you’re clearly not happy.”

Cassandra shook her head. “Sometimes — when I think they … sometimes I’m happy.”

“Yeah, sure, you can get used to anything, I guess — even convince yourself you like it. But most of the time?”

Cassandra was silent, then whispered, “Maybe I don’t deserve to be happy.”

“How’s your mana these days?” Liza asked, then when Cassandra said nothing more: “That’s what I thought. So the feral and onesies won’t let you be mean — don’t look at me all surprised, you’ve hardly been mean to anyone since you got kidnapped. Yeah, you gave out some dirt on me — good call, that — but other than that?” She nodded. “I thought so — which leaves you what? Despair?”

“I never told you my other resonant, how did you —”

Liza laughed. “My mom and your mom are tight — you think your mom doesn’t complain about all your whining?” She laughed again as Cassandra glared at her. “So, yeah, I know — half the reason I let you lead the group was because my mom asked me to help you out. I made sure you got first dibs on fucking with the worthless little witches so you could grow that Malice-thing — now all that work’s wasted.” She shrugged. “So he won’t let you fill Malice, which means he’s either keeping you dependent on refined mana from the other two to control you, and there can’t be much of that from those runts, or he’s grooming you.”

“Grooming?”

I wanted to ask too — Cassandra was part of my coven, it wasn’t like I had to groom her to get sex, the coven-thing sort of came with that. At least it would once the suggestion of it didn’t terrify her anymore.

“Grooming you for Despair — you said yourself that they hate you, right? What better revenge than to forbid you to fill Malice and leave you with Despair as your only option?”

Liza, obviously, didn’t know about my ability to activate dormant resonants, so her suggestion made a certain sick sense, even if it was disgusting. I suppose it was the sort of thing she’d think of doing, so she assumed others would as well.

Cassandra shook her head. “It’s not like that.”

“Sure it isn’t.” Liza looked around. “Barely a month in and you’re sitting in the woods at night crying — it’s not like that at all. Despair takes time to build up and it looks like you’re pretty far down the path.”

“It’s not,” Cassandra insisted, sniffing. “I … did something bad.”

Liza laughed. “Girl — they’ve really got you confused, don’t they. Or maybe it’s the pregnancy hormones fucking you up — get a handle on them, why don’t you?”

“Nobody has me confused.”

“Really, Cassie? Really? What did you do that’s so bad?”

“Don’t call me that — I hate that name.”

Liza frowned. “There’s another change — we’ve called you that for years.”

“Yeah,” Cassandra said. “You have.”

“So all of a sudden you don’t like it?” When Cassandra didn’t answer, Liza went on. “Fine, so, Cassandra, what’d you do that was so, so bad?”

Cassandra shook her head. “It’s not what I did … it’s who I did it to. And why.”

“Oh, Goddess, he’s got you twisted up, doesn’t he?” Liza shifted her back away from the altar so she could face Cassandra directly. “Let me guess — you were mean to that Winthrop brat, the one you had it in for all year? So what? It’s a coven — the witches fight all the time. She needs to put her big-girl panties on and deal with it.”

“Why?”

“Because she’s in a coven and that happens in covens. There’s always in-fighting and cliques and shit.”

“No, I mean, why does it have to be that way?”

“Cassie … sorry, Cassandra, now you sound like Priscilla. ‘Why does it have to be this way? Why can’t we pick our own coven? I don’t like that warlock.’ Whine, whine, whine — all the time. I’ve never seen a girl so worried about boogers — make him wash his hands or something.” Liza sighed heavily. “Yeah, you need me more than ever now.”

“Need you?”

“Yeah, as your high priestess. Look, I have a plan already. You get the feral someplace — someplace alone, just you and him. I show up ‘coincidentally’ and you make some excuse to leave for a minute. Say you have to change a tampon or something — he won’t ask any questions about that.” Liza grinned confidently. “I’ll take care of the rest.”

Cassandra snorted. “You have no idea what Noah’s like — he’ll just ignore you. Assuming he even notices what you’re doing.”

Or call Sam, I thought, and have her stare at Liza’s boobs until she goes away.

“Oh, he’ll notice.” Liza laughed. “He was raised as a mundane, right? I’ve watched a lot of mundane shows. That sexy-city show? That girl from the office-show’s new one? The one who gets all the dates in Paris?” She nodded. “I know exactly how to get a mundane guy.”

Cassandra was silent for a moment. “It’d almost be worth it to see you try that,” she muttered.

“I know, right? He won’t know what hit him. Then, once I’m high priestess, I’ll make sure that you’re the first one to bind a subsidiary coven. Then things will be like any other decent Family — you can’t head a Family now anyway, so what does it matter if you’re in my Family or yours? At least you won’t be running around poor, because I doubt that feral has any money.”

Cassandra chuckled. “You have no idea.”

“Right,” Liza said. “I bet he’s already lectured you about not spending money the coven doesn’t have. No more shopping trips, right?”

I decided that was enough and it was time for me to intervene. I already felt a little bad about spying on them — on Cassandra at least. Not so much about Liza, she could suck my left hemorrhoid.

I stood up from my crouch behind a tree and moved forward, but walked right into a branch. Something hard and round poked me in the gut — a lot harder than I thought it should, given I was barely moving, but it knocked the breath out of me and doubled me over.

I fell to my hands and knees, then waved a hand in front of me to knock the shit out of that fucking branch, but it must have broken off, because my swipe hit nothing but air.

“What was that?” Liza asked, turning around.

I froze as she seemed to stare directly at me, but after a moment she turned back to Cassandra.

“Deal?”

Cassandra took a deep breath and I tried to recover mine. I didn’t want Cassandra to have to answer that question — not when she was already feeling so isolated and alone — but apparently that damn branch had broken off and fallen under me, because it jabbed me in the gut again and I gasped, breathing in the rich scent of the earth the stick’s other end must be digging up.

I couldn’t draw enough breath to interrupt the two witches, but I could glance up and watch Cassandra’s mana generation enough to know what she was feeling as she answered.

Threads of sickly green mana streamed into her resonant, which glowed brightly with that same color.

I had time to wonder if she might really hate us before she answered Liza and I realized who it was directed at.

“Elizabeth,” Cassandra said evenly. “Noah wouldn’t fuck you with a were-pig’s dick.”


Chapter Thirty-One




“You can come out now,” Cassandra called after Liza sputtered and stormed out of the Grove.

Aaanndd … she knew I was there.

Figures — and I should have expected it. Fucking coven bond.

I stood up, kicked at where that fucking branch must be sticking up, and nearly fell on my ass when my foot hit nothing but air.

I moved out of the trees and walked over to the altar. Cassandra stayed sitting and didn’t even look up — just kept staring at the ground over her drawn-up knees.

“We don’t hate you,” I said, sitting beside her. “You can see what all of us are feeling, so you should know that.”

“Maybe you should.”

It wasn’t the first time we’d had this conversation. Back when we were trapped in the Patriarchy’s basement, Cassandra had said much the same thing, and I realized it wasn’t me or Rachel or even Sam she was talking about — it was herself.

She’d even said it when we were talking about her resonants back in the basement before I marked her — that the bigger and fuller Malice became, the more it took over. And the more she regretted it when she was finally balanced again — even hated herself for what she did under its influence.

No wonder, no matter how much reassurance we gave her, she couldn’t fully accept that the rest of her coven didn’t hate her — and no matter how minor her slip-up with Rachel tonight had been, doing it had clearly brought up all those feelings yet again.

“I deserve it,” Cassandra whispered.

“Why?”

“Don’t be stupid — you know why.”

“The thing with the show? Come on, we know that was just a slip, so —”

“It wasn’t. I knew what I was doing and did it anyway.”

“Why?”

“To … I just wanted to…” Cassandra shut her eyes and hugged her knees tightly. “Oh, Goddess, this is almost worse than before.”

“Before what?” I asked.

“Before I had something other than Malice to work with. Yeah, I felt bad about the stuff I did, but not when the resonant took over.” She slammed her fists into the grass. “I just wanted a little fucking break.”

“A break from what?” Did she want a break from the rest of us? Yeah, we spent all our time together, but that wasn’t a rule or something.

“From hating myself, you dumbass! Don’t you get it? That’s all the time now!” Cassandra hugged her knees to her chest again. “I was mean to Rachel because I wanted Malice to fill. I wanted it to take over — so I could have just a few minutes where I didn’t hate myself. Every time I feel happy, every time I think you — all of you — might be okay with having me in the coven, it’s like … why would you?”

“Cassandra —”

“Don’t say it again!”

“Say what?”

“‘It’s okay. We understand. We don’t blame you. We forgive you.’ That’s all I fucking get from you — you, Samantha, even Rachel. Hannah and Brittany? They tried to fucking hug me.”

I didn’t say anything, I was too busy thinking. Had we been too easy on Cassandra? I’d wanted her to feel welcome, that her new coven was hers every bit as much as anyone else’s — but part of that was telling her that the past didn’t matter anymore, when clearly it did.

There wasn’t really any point in rehashing everything she’d done, though — and probably less in trying to reassure her that we didn’t hate her. We didn’t — but, just like I’d been wary of her reaction to Liza’s offer, none of us were entirely comfortable. Maybe we were waiting for the old Cassandra to pop up like she had tonight.

And how could we get past that when Cassandra couldn’t herself?

I almost put my arm around her, but reassurance and acceptance clearly hadn’t worked.

Cassandra had clenched her fingers in the moss that covered the lower part of the altar and the ground around it, digging into the rich, black soil beneath. I had an idea — I’d just have to be very careful about it — and maybe a little lucky.

“Stand up and bend over the altar,” I said.

“What?”

“You heard me.”

Cassandra sighed. “I don’t think things are going to make sex any easier right now.”

I shook my head. “Not sex.”

“Then what?”

I shrugged. “You were mean to another girl in the coven. On purpose. I told you what would happen if you did that.”

“What do you … are you fucking serious?”

I nodded, still looking straight ahead.

“That’s —”

“What you agreed to going in,” I said, cutting her off.

“But —”

“Did I tell you what the rules were in my coven before I bound you?”

“Yes, but —”

“Did you agree to them?”

“I didn’t think it would matter, because I didn’t know you were some ridiculously powerful freak no witch in the school would have a chance at marking.”

“But you agreed — just like I agreed to follow your rules if you marked me. Yeah?”

“Yes,” Cassandra whispered.

“Were you just deliberately mean to Rachel?”

“Yes, I admit that, but —”

“Did she deserve it?”

I heard Cassandra swallow. “No,” she whispered.

“Okay, then.”

She started to get up, then sat back down again and crossed her arms.

“This is stupid.”

I shrugged. “Do you want to go back to the cottage and tell Rachel you don’t think there should be any consequences for what you did?”

“That’s not what I said!”

“Then what should the consequences be?”

“I said I was sorry!”

“Is that enough?” I asked. “If you think it is, we can go back to the cottage right now. I’ll ignore it this time. And next time. And you can be as mean to your sisters as you want from now on — and keep stewing thinking we hate you. Who knows — if that’s what you want, maybe you’ll manage to get it. But right now, you’re the only one who hates you.”

Cassandra was silent for a long time, then stood up and looked down at me.

“You don’t want to do this,” she whispered. I glanced up at her and she shook her head. “I mean what you’re feeling — it’s something you don’t want to do.”

I nodded. She was right — I didn’t want to. I wasn’t looking forward to it. I was mostly sad and a little angry at a universe that would put her in this position — where everyone around her honestly forgave her, but she couldn’t forgive herself.

“This is stupid,” she said, bending over and resting her forearms on the stone top.

I stood up and my hip pressed against hers while I grasped her nightgown and pulled it up.

“Seriously?” Cassandra asked, craning her head around to look.

I put one hand on the small of her back to keep her in place — I wasn’t using a lot of pressure, and she could easily move away or stand up if she really wanted to, but it was a reminder of my presence and what I wanted from her.

She turned her head back and huffed again. “Get it over with, for all the good it will do.”

I thought it would do a lot of good — set the tone going forward and hopefully avoid any more slip-ups on her part, as well as, more hoping, bring some closure to everything that had come before.

I’d talked to Sam about this — not about spanking Cassandra … okay, Sam had talked a little about me spanking Cassandra, but the context was very different.

Anyway, just like if I walked up behind Sam and smacked her ass as hard as I could in the middle of class, it wouldn’t feel the same for her as it did at other times, there wasn’t anything sensual or arousing in this.

I pulled the edges of Cassandra’s panties together, exposing the bare cheeks of her ass, which drew another “Seriously?” from her.

Okay, there wasn’t anything sensual or arousing in it for Cassandra.

Me? Goddess, but she had a nice butt.

Don’t get me wrong, Sam and Rachel had great butts, but Sam’s was proportional to her height — which meant small — and Rachel was so toned that you could probably bounce a quarter off her ass. You could probably set a quarter on one cheek and Rachel would be able to flip it to the other just by flexing.

Cassandra’s hips were wide and her butt was full and generous, not fat at all, but something that made you want to grab and squeeze, get behind her and feel those globes nestle right up against you — Cassandra’s butt was luxurious.

I swallowed around a suddenly tight throat and tried to get my mind back to what I was doing.

I was using something of the same strategy I’d used with Sam — without the sexual element, though. Treat Cassandra calmly, deliberately, and sternly, trying to drive her thoughts where I wanted them — farther into regret over the things she’d done, then, hopefully, out the other side.

I rested my palm on her bare butt cheek and took in a deep breath.

Cassandra sighed. “You can feel me up without all the drama, you kno —”

Crack!

“Fuck!”

Crack!

“Owfuck! What are you hitting me with?”

“My hand.”

“There’s no fucking way that’s your —”

Crack!

I flexed my fingers, trying to ease the sting in my palm.

I thought longingly about the paddle I had in a drawer back in the dorm room, not even moved to the cottage yet, but even if it had been I wouldn’t be using it for this first time.

Crack!

“You really hurt Rachel, you know,” I said after Cassandra finished swearing again.

“It’s just a stupid TV show!”

Crack!

I couldn’t see more than the glow of Cassandra’s ass in the moonlight, but if the heat radiating from it was any indication, then the witch’s pale skin now had more color to it than it had for maybe her whole life.

“I wasn’t talking about today.”

I felt Cassandra still and stop breathing. I gave her a moment to think about that, then resumed things.

Crack!

When she didn’t yell or argue with me, I thought things might be going the right way.

“Spellstick was about the only thing she ever let herself get excited about,” I said.

Crack!

“She’d spend time in a workroom before every game, trying to drain her resonant enough so she could watch an entire game without it starting to hurt her.”

Now she just climbed on top of me before the game — and during intermissions — and giggled “take it” into my ear. It was the most adorable thing I’d ever seen and watching her be able to really let loose was incredibly satisfying.

Crack!

To be honest … making Cassandra’s ass burn for almost taking that from Rachel was pretty satisfying, as well. I didn’t know what that said about me. Rachel would probably be telling me to stop right now, while Sam would be staring at Cassandra’s ass so closely she’d have to watch out for my swings.

“She almost gave up on it,” I said. “She didn’t want to play — didn’t even want to watch a game.”

“I didn’t mean that,” the witch under my hands whispered.

Crack!

Cassandra was silent and a glance at her face showed tears glistening in the moonlight.

“Of course not,” I said. “You just wanted to humiliate her.”

Crack!

“Laugh at her as she ran away crying.”

Crack!

“I’m sorry,” Cassandra whispered. “I’m so sorry.”


Chapter Thirty-Two




By the time I was done, Cassandra was openly sobbing, but her mana generation had changed dramatically — she wasn’t crying because her ass hurt, that was pretty minor.

At first she was shedding mostly Regret and Guilt along with other dark emotions. The spanking added some Pain and others — it was embarrassing, humiliating, even, for her to be bent over like that with her nightgown bunched at her waist and her butt exposed.

I was actually trying to avoid absorbing much of what she shed, because those types of mana were different — they had an oily, greasy feel to them, quite unlike the bright tingle of other, more positive ones.

Then there were the steely grey threads of Control she was shedding.

I guess we didn’t need a dynamic of that sort in order for her to generate that when she was doing what I told her to, and absorbing Cassandra’s Control mana was every bit as enjoyable as when I absorbed it from Sam.

But as the spanking went on, the darker mana lessened and was gradually replaced by something else. Nothing bright or happy, but more calm acceptance — maybe even relief — as though the darkness really had been driven out.

I let my fingertips trail along Cassandra’s butt cheeks, feeling the heat and roughness, then let her nightgown fall down and sat, pulling her off the altar and sitting again with her cradled in my lap.

After silently crying into my chest for a while, Cassandra eventually took a deep breath and sniffed.

“You okay?” I asked.

Cassandra sniffed again, but nodded. “I don’t think I’ve ever cried that much.”

“Feel better?”

I could tell she did, since her mana was the cleanest I thought I’d ever seen it.

“Fuck you.”

I chuckled.

“I’m still not a freak — I didn’t like that.”

“I didn’t expect you to,” I said.

“I don’t understand how Samantha does.”

“That’s nothing, you should —”

“No! I shouldn’t. Whatever it is, there are no possible circumstances where I should anything with it.”

“You never watch any of that? Just the schloop-schloop?”

“You are not allowed to make that sound. Ever.”

This was the Cassandra I loved — playful, at peace with herself, able to call me a dumbass feral and kiss me at the same time.

Loved?

Maybe? A little? It was definitely getting there. Or maybe it already was and I was just as reluctant to accept that could come in so little time — as Cassandra had been reluctant to believe we’d really forgiven her so quickly.

I was tempted to tell her I did, thinking maybe saying it would somehow clarify what was now confusing me, but I couldn’t do that if Cassandra wouldn’t see it was true.

Cassandra groaned. “She’s going to give me so much shit about this.”

“We don’t have to tell anyone.”

She didn’t look up at me, but I could feel her eyes roll.

“Coven bond?” I asked after a second.

“Yeah. They’re going to know something intense happened.” She sighed. “Do you really think this was enough for them to really forgive me?”

I didn’t think she was asking about Rachel and Sam, or even Hannah and Brittany — I was certain they already really had.

I shrugged. “I can give you another ten or twenty if you think you need it.”

Cassandra quickly shook her head, rubbing her face against my chest.

“No!”

“Cassandra, you’re a beautiful person who thought she had to do shitty things, but that’s over now. You’re not the same person you were and you’ll never have to be like that again, so nothing she did matters anymore. Okay?”

“Just like that?”

I thought about it for a minute, then nodded. “I think it’s a lot more than ‘just like that,’ but, yeah, just like that. We’re a family now — forever. We can’t start holding grudges. But you have to start talking to us when you’re feeling bad.”

“That’s hard — I never had anyone to talk to before.”

I had to swallow a lump from that. Even I’d had Morgan and Felicity to talk to.

“You do now, so talk to us.”

“I’ll try.”


The Crone


Cassandra held my arm while we walked back to the cottage.

Once inside, Sam and Rachel demanded to know what had happened, because some serious shit had spiked through the coven bond.

I’d asked Cassandra on the way back how she wanted to handle that, and whether she’d rather it be me or her to explain it to the others.

“I’ll do it,” she said. “You’ll just screw it up.”

That left me browsing on my laptop while Sam and Rachel huddled around Cassandra, shooting me the occasional, inscrutable look.

I drowsed off, briefly woke to find the lights off and three witches cuddling me, dropped off to sleep again … and woke up to the feel of a cane being poked into my gut.

“Oof!”

“Up, boy — no time for layabouts.”

I opened my eyes and swatted my hand at the cane-tip hovering a few inches from my chest, ready to jab me again.

Viera, The Crone aspect of the Goddess, was looking down at me along the length of her cane, eyes narrowed as though she was just waiting for an excuse to poke me again.

I worried about that look, because maybe she was pissed at me for what I’d done with Cassandra.

“Um, about Cassandra —” I started, maybe hoping to get ahead of it.

“Come along, lad,” Viera said, turning toward the path to the Grove and gesturing for me to follow. “Don’t look so worried — it was a fair offering.”

“Offering?” I asked, catching up with her, but trying to walk where I’d be out of range of that cane.

Viera turned her head to look at me. “If you put it on an altar, lad, it’s an offering — sort of how altars work, that.”

“Oh.”

“Not as good a one as the other — a virgin’s binding always has the most potential — but repentance and redemption are nothing to turn your nose up at.” Viera shook her cane at me, grasping it by one end and making a slow swing at buttock level. “I advise you get yourself something to spare your hand for next time, though.”

I eyed the cane dubiously — the thing was nearly an inch across and I thought it was a little brutal looking to think about using on the girls.

“Not something like this, you dolt,” Viera shook her head. “You live on a campus called Willowmere, have them go cut a switch for you to use — the anticipation of the walk back will do them good. Little hooligans.”

That actually sounded like a good idea — even spanking Cassandra had been more about making her think about things than the actual act.

Maybe I’d even have Sam go get one just for fun.

“So you’re not mad?”

“Did you think we expected you to get them in line without blistering a few bottoms?” The Crone laughed. “I don’t think even we have enough strength to power a geas with requirements like that. No, a good hiding is exactly what that girl needed. She’s harder on herself than any of you were, and that’s not always a good thing. She won’t be the last, I’d wager — nor will she soon forget it.”

“I don’t know.” I’d been thinking about that myself, and whether the spanking would have any really lasting effect on Cassandra. I hoped so, because I honestly didn’t want to have to do it again. “I’m pretty sure Cassandra knows enough body magic to fix her butt overnight — she probably won’t think of it the next time she gets the urge to be mean.”

“We’ll see, lad. We’ll see.” Viera chuckled. “In any case, that’s not why you’re here.”

“Why, then?”

“To see you’re prepared — what else?”

“Prepared? What? No!” I put my hands up and backed away from her, wondering what would happen if I just turned around and ran into the forest around the Grove. Would I eventually get back to the waking world or would I just be stuck here running through the trees forever?

“I was prepared! I found out who killed Katrina! I saved Cassandra! I fought the Patriarchy! I threw a vampire into a wall!”

“All well done, lad. Well done.”

“So now I’m done!”

Viera shook her head. “You’re young, lad, you’re nowhere near done. I’d just not see you let your guard down.”

“Yeah, right — more ‘I can’t say that I know anything, but you should totally think I know something’ bullshit.”

“I like you, lad. You’ve spunk to you.”

I closed my mouth and gulped, realizing who I’d just been snapping at.

But, still, really?

I just wanted to go to school and fuck my three beautiful witches in peace — okay, maybe a few more than three soon, but, still, was that too much to ask?

“Why me? And what about my whole coven being born in June? What’s up with that?”

Viera shrugged. “Coincidence.”

“Really? That’s the best you can come up with?”

Viera sighed. “Lad, in nineteen fifty-nine, a roulette wheel in Puerto Rico landed on ten six times in a row. No more improbable than it counting one to six in order, or any other six numbers you’d like to think of.”

“So it was coincidence?”

“No, a rather intoxicated witch was on holiday — but my point stands, lad, many unlikely events are really no more unlikely than others.”

“But why me?” Yes, I was whining, but … I threw a vampire into a wall, and now there was going to be more?

I expected some comment about my whining, or even a swat with her cane, but The Crone pursed her lips and furrowed her brow as though really thinking about it.

“We don’t know,” she said, finally.

“How can you not know? Aren’t you … you know, Goddessy?”

“I have a friend,” Viera said after a pause. “Three, actually — weavers. They do truly fine work — you should see the tapestry they gave me for my rooms last Lammas-tide.” She shrugged. “Not what you’re interested in, I’m sure, but the point is, they’re quite handy with threads.”

“Thread?”

“Yes, and yours is … tangled.”

“Tangled?”

Viera nodded. “Knotted.”

“I’m tangled and knotted?”

Another nod. “It’s causing them no end of trouble, I’ll tell you.”

“My thread is tangled trouble?”

“Indeed. It’s as though someone balled you up and threw you on the loom.”

That bothered me. It sounded special, and I didn’t want to be special. I just wanted to live a normal life — well, as normal as possible given, you know, magic and shit. It only reinforced the why-me question.

“So, what? I’m some kind of Chosen One?”

Viera’s face became serious, and she stared at me for a moment.

“Are you just now realizing that, lad?” She gestured around the Grove. “Were you thinking your visits here were for our entertainment and not something larger? Lad, for whatever reason, this is your calling and the fate of the very world depends on you.”

I gulped, staring at The Crone’s impassive face — which quickly broke into a wide grin.

Viera cackled. “‘Chosen One.’ Oh, that’s rich.”

“It’s not that stupid a question.”

The Crone continued to laugh, actually using her cane to support herself, and, for once, being laughed at didn’t bother me at all. Teasing I could take — the responsibility of saving the world, not so much.

“Lad,” she said, “there are no ‘Chosen Ones’ — there are, however, opportunities. Opportunities we try to make the most of when we find them. It’s only that you appear to be a rather unusual number of opportunities. Quite an aberration, in fact.”

“Aberration?”

Viera nodded. “Now, the question is, are you such an opportunity because you’re an aberration? Or are you an aberration because you touch so many opportunities?” She shrugged. “Who’s to say?”

“Great — so I’m an ‘aberration’ who got balled up and tossed on a loom? By who?”

“That, lad, is what we’d all like to know.”

“How can you not know? You’re a goddess!”

Viera sighed. “There are … layers to our knowledge.”

“Layers?” I was probably as tired of questioning every word I heard as Viera was of hearing me do it.

Viera sighed. “I’ll try to explain it in a way you’ll understand.”

That was the Viera I was used to — telling me I was an idiot.

The Crone pursed her lips.

“You understand what I am?”

“An aspect of the Goddess,” I answered, grateful that I’d understood all the words in that question and even more grateful when Viera nodded that I was right.

“Right, then, so you’ve heard how I sometimes say ‘I’ and mean me, and sometimes I say ‘we’ and mean all of us?”

“Yeah, four aspects, right?”

Viera nodded. “Yes … but there’s also the ‘I’ that’s all of us.”

I nodded back. I’d caught that sometimes, a sort of super-I the Goddess’ aspects used when they were talking about all of them together — as one, I guess, instead of individually together as ‘we’.

“Right, so, sometimes, I do things that we don’t know about or even understand.”

I frowned. “Um, do you mean there’s an actual You that’s all four of you combined? Like … another person?”

Viera shook her head. “No, we’re all Me, but when we’re us, we’re only a part of Me. So, sometimes, when I do something, maybe only one of us understands it — or maybe none of us understand it, because I did something that’s beyond the parts that are us.”

I stared at her blankly.

“Being a Goddess is rather a lot of work. I split Myself so that each of us could look after some very specific things for our girls, but there are bigger things that need My full attention — and unless those things relate to one of My aspects, there’s really no need for us to know about it.” She grinned. “Even My aspects have too many responsibilities for us to handle as one — all of us have that problem, so we have helpers — Euphrosyne, Rusalka, Brigid? They’re all aspects of us, just as we’re Mine — they’re not as powerful as me, because they’re part of one of us instead of part of Me, but that doesn’t mean they’re not parts of all of us.”

I know I must have looked as confused as I felt, because Viera’s smile was almost sympathetic and she patted my cheek.

“It’s quite all right, lad. Sometimes I don’t even understand Me, so it’s not as though I expect you to.” She frowned. “Honestly, for all I know, I could be part of some bigger Me that I don’t even know about.”


Chapter Thirty-Three




“What did you do to my ass?”

I jumped back, startled into not paying attention to the coffee I was pouring and dumped half a pot onto our kitchen’s floor. We might not have renovated the place enough to have power everywhere, but we ran a couple extension cords from the one power outlet Peter and the Willowmere staff had installed under the new breaker box on the cottage’s outside wall. One went to the kitchen where we had a coffee maker set up and a second to the living room so we could have a full TV — another went to the room that would eventually become our bathroom, which Cassandra had just come out of, to power the lights around the girls’ new mirror.

We didn’t have hot water yet, but we did have a well-lit mirror where the girls could ensure they’d gotten their makeup glamours right.

I’d suggested they just not bother, since they were all gorgeous anyway and didn’t need it.

That got me three things: smiles, kisses, and adamant “noes”.

“Stop staring at your mess —” Cassandra said, voice tight. Her fists were clenched at her sides and she was actually trembling a bit. “— and tell me what you did to my ass last night!”

“I … spanked it?”

I was reasonably sure I’d remember it if I’d done anything else with Cassandra’s ass — and there were a lot of things I’d like to do with Cassandra’s ass.

“Crone sharts!” Cassandra turned her back to me, grasped her nightgown, and yanked it up to expose her butt. “Look at it!”

“What am I missing?” Sam asked, appearing in the tiny kitchen area as if by … well, magic.

“Cassandra’s showing her ass,” I said.

“Nice.” Sam cocked her head to one side. “Very nice.”

“Shut up, pervert.” Cassandra glared at Sam while taking a few steps backward toward me until Sam couldn’t see her butt anymore.

“What happened?” Rachel asked, joining us in the kitchen.

“This!” Cassandra spun around, briefly showing Rachel her butt before spinning it back to face me.

“What happened?” Sam asked quickly, then in answer to Cassandra’s glare. “It worked for Rachel.”

I may have mentioned that Cassandra’s ass was spectacular. I’d even venture to call it perfect, if it wasn’t covered in several dark bruises, some of them purple around the edges. I did feel a twinge of guilt about that, but Sam had informed me, more than once, that butt-bruises were no big deal, they’d fade in a few days, and if she thought it was a problem, she’d just use some body-magic to heal them quicker. Those on Cassandra’s butt did look a bit odd, though. There actually seemed to be a lot more, and bigger, bruises than there should be. I hadn’t really spanked her that much.

“Why didn’t you use body-magic to fix them overnight?” I asked Cassandra.

The angry witch’s head turned ever so slowly to stare at me over her shoulder.

“What did you just say?”

Code Red! Close the bunkers! my lizard-brain screamed.

“Body magic? Healing?” I suggested, not getting what the problem was.

“I’ve been pouring mana into my ass all night and all morning,” Cassandra said, jaw tight. “It’s done nothing — what did you do to me?”

“I … don’t know,” I admitted.

“What were you thinking?” Rachel asked.

“That I was spanking Cassandra?”

“No,” Sam put in. “What were you thinking? What was your intent?”

“When I was spanking her? I … wanted to make Cassandra stop thinking we hated her, and stop being angry at herself for things she did before … and, I guess, I wanted to give her something she’d remember the next time she thought about being mean to you or Rachel.”

“Oh, no.”

“Shit.”

“Fuck!”

“What?”

Cassandra dropped her nightgown and spun around to face me. I kind of would have preferred she kept her nightgown raised — not because I wanted to look at her butt, but because then her clenched fists would be busy doing something other than possibly swinging for my nose.

I do admit I wanted to look at her butt, too.

“You wanted me to remember the spanking,” Cassandra said tightly, “the next time I was going to be mean to Samantha or Rachel?”

“Um, yeah, what’s the big —”

“You told the coven bond you wanted me to remember the spanking the next time I thought about being mean to Samantha or Rachel?”

I blinked. I hadn’t really considered the coven bond, but I guess it was listening? “I … guess?”

“You put me on the altar, in a Grove, and you told the coven bond you wanted me to remember?”

Sam and Rachel sighed.

“This is going to take some work to unravel,” Sam said.

“I’ll stop by the library before lunch and get some books,” Rachel said.

“You ignorant, feral asshole!” was Cassandra’s contribution.

“I don’t get it,” I admitted.

Cassandra snarled and stalked toward the cottage door — then she stalked back to me, kissed me on the cheek, muttered “asshole” again, and headed for the door.

“I’m going to get dressed in my old room,” Cassandra called over her shoulder. “All my skirts are still there and I certainly can’t wear tight jeans thanks to you!” She paused and felt at her butt. “Ah, fuck, I’m going to have to wear a thong until you fix this.”

“Silver linings,” Sam muttered.

“I fucking swear you’re spending all summer with a tutor! Two of them!”

The cottage door slammed and left me with Sam and Rachel both shaking their heads at me.

“You’re really going to have to kiss her ass, you know?” Sam said.

I nodded. “Yeah, I’ll have to figure out some way to make this up to her, I guess.”

Sam shook her head. “No, I mean whatever rite we find to fix this, you’re almost certainly going to have to literally kiss her ass. Probably every bruise, maybe more than once.” She pursed her lips. “Maybe I can find a potion, but otherwise we’ll have to hope it’s just a really minor rite and we have enough power for it — I don’t think you want to fix this in front of the whole school coven, or even ask the teachers to help at all.”

Yeah … I was pretty sure I didn’t want to face three more years at Willowmere with all the teachers knowing I’d both spanked Cassandra and hadn’t learned enough from them to avoid this — whatever it was.

“I’ll let Prima Rosethorn know we’ll probably need the Grove again,” Rachel said. “I hope we can find something before school’s done.”

Sam sighed. “I’ll text you some potions books if you’ll pick them up for me when you go to the library?”

“Sure.”

“Can one of you explain to me what’s going on?”

“I’ll go to the library this morning, so we don’t waste any time,” Rachel said, hoisting her backpack, then kissing me and heading for the door, too.

I looked at Sam and spread my hands.

Sam sighed. “If you’d told us you were going to spank her in the Grove, we could have explained all this.”

“I didn’t know that’s where she was going!”

Sam nodded. “I know, I know. It’s just there’s so much you don’t know — and it’s hard to remember that, because we grew up learning it. It’s like which fork to use — we learned at, like, five, so we don’t even think of it as knowing something. It’s a reflex, like breathing.”

I raised an eyebrow, drawing another sigh from Sam.

“Ask me if we’re ever invited to a formal dinner — and if you wind up at one unexpectedly, start at the outside and work your way in with each course.”

“Why would I find myself at a formal dinner unexpectedly?”

“Have you not been paying attention to the sort of shit that happens to our coven? I wouldn’t be surprised if we walked into the cafeteria one day and found it set up for dinner with the Archimagira or something.” Sam put her palm flat on my chest and rubbed a little. “You have to be really, really careful with your thoughts during a ritual.”

“But —”

“I know, but remember Chapter One in your Rituals textbook? The ritual isn’t for the Goddess, it’s for us. She doesn’t create the ritual’s form, we do. A ritual’s to help us focus our intent and keep it clear.”

“But I didn’t do a ritual! It was just me and Cassandra!”

Sam shook her head. “You did. In fact, you just created our coven’s first ritual — call it a Rite of Chastisement … or Atonement, or whatever, but getting spanked on the altar is our thing now. You don’t have to, but if you do, it’s going to grow in power every time you perform it, especially if the rest of the coven is there to witness.”

I thought about that — if the end result was one of the girls getting permanent bruises, then it wasn’t a ritual I wanted to deal with. I also had a suspicion that last bit was just because Sam wanted to watch me spank the other girls — or have them watch her be spanked.

“Then I won’t do it there.”

Sam shook her head. “You should. If the Goddess let the coven bond do that to Cassandra’s ass, then She approves.” She frowned. “I wonder what else She’d —”

“We are not going to start doing shit on an altar,” I interrupted her, seeing where that train of thought was going. The last thing I need is one of the teachers walking by some dark night and finding Sam strapped to the altar being paddled.

“Hmph. You know, with all the shit we’re facing, we could use all the devotion we can get.”

“But my intent wasn’t for her to get bruises, it was to —”

“Remember, I know. Do you remember when I told you the coven bond can’t control what we think and feel, it’s a physical compulsion?”

I nodded.

“You asked the bond to — no, don’t say you didn’t. You might not have meant to, but you did. You asked the bond to make her remember, but the bond can’t make her remember something, because that’s mental … but it can keep something physical around that will remind her.”

A chill ran through me. “You mean the bruises? They’re not going to go away until she thinks about being mean and remembers being spanked for it?”

Sam nodded.

“Well … that’s easy, isn’t it? It’s not like she’d have trouble coming up with something to think about.”

Sam shook her head. “Remember how some resonants work? They have to be reciprocal? Like my Love resonant won’t fill unless I love someone and feel loved in return? And how her Malice won’t fill unless she both intends to hurt someone and they’re at least likely to feel hurt by it?”

“Yeah.” I nodded. “That’s why she can’t just troll the internet or something — because nobody on there really gives a shit when someone says something mean.”

“And because Cassandra’s a lightweight compared to them — now, Felicity? That girl is vicious online. Some dude in a game gave her shit about being a girl last weekend and I think she made him cry.” She shrugged. “Anyway, unless Cassandra really intends to follow through, the bond won’t care — and we don’t want her really intending to hurt one of us. Fantasizing won’t do it. And even intending might not … fuck.”

“What?”

Sam rubbed her temples. “Was your intent next time, or ever?”

“I … don’t want her to be mean to you guys … ever? Is that bad?”

Sam stared at me, waiting.

“Oh … shit,” I said, getting it.

Sam nodded. “Yeah, oh, shit.”

“You mean they might never go away?”

“I’m sure we’ll be able to fix it, but it’ll take a while.”

“And meanwhile…”

“Yeah, meanwhile.”

I groaned.

“Yeah,” Sam said. “And another thing…”

“What?”

“Why’d she get those instead of me?”


Chapter Thirty-Four




“Whose idea was this?” Cassandra demanded.

Saturday dinner at Mel’s was getting crowded — and bigger.

What had started as just three — me, Mel, and Felicity — last summer had more than doubled since Morgan began coming over on weekends, then adding Cassandra and Rachel to the coven, and now with Priscilla joining us.

Sam helped Mel carry dishes from the kitchen as the rest of us made our way to our seats and tried to figure out what Cassandra was complaining about.

“What?” Rachel asked.

She was on the other side of the table, next to Sam and one seat down from me at the head, while Cassandra was to my left. Sam would be to my right, with Morgan next to Rachel and Priscilla now taking the seat next to Cassandra. Mel had been sitting next to Cassandra, with Felicity next to her, until she’d moved down a seat when Priscilla joined us.

I’d suggested we change it up occasionally, but apparently there was witch-protocol involved for some meals, and weekly dinners counted. Of all the witch-things I thought my coven needed to do differently, dinner seating was pretty far down the list, so I didn’t fight it.

“This!” Cassandra growled, reaching down and pulling an inflatable, donut-shaped cushion from her chair.

She glared at Morgan, then at me.

“It must have been one of you two, because everybody else would know witches don’t need these when they’re pregnant.” Her glare locked onto me. “And she’d know it was too early in the pregnancy for me to need one even if I was a mundane.”

I spread my hands in actual innocence.

“It’s not for your hemorrhoids,” Morgan said. “It’s for your bruises.”

Cassandra narrowed her eyes. “That doesn’t even make sense. All this would do is concentrate the pressure and make them hurt worse.”

“Oops?”

“I’ll take it,” Sam said, setting a bowl of salad on the table and reaching across to pluck the donut from Cassandra’s grasp.

Mel arrived with a steaming tray of lasagna and I took some salad then passed the bowl.

Cassandra sat, wincing a little, while Sam slid the pillow under herself and bounced a couple times, grinning. The bruises I’d put on her ass the night before weren’t anywhere near as significant as Cassandra’s, but she deemed them adequate, barring a call for divine-assistance.

“Can we not at the dinner table?” Cassandra asked.

Sam shrugged. “You’re the one who brought up your ass.”

I added some dressing to my salad from the little caddy of squeeze bottles Mel had assembled with everyone’s preferences, all homemade, and passed that to Sam.

“Girls.”

It was bad enough everyone knew what I’d done to Cassandra’s ass, and Mel wasn’t even bothering to hide her grin as she added salad to Felicity’s plate, despite the cat-witch’s disdainful sniff.

My hopes of keeping this particular problem from Mel, or even keeping it just within the current coven members, hadn’t lasted past our Friday morning class with Mel. She’d taken one look at Cassandra, then had to leave the workroom for nearly five minutes, leaving us standing around. Then, this morning, Morgan had peeked over Rachel’s shoulder at a book on rituals and asked what she was studying for — Rachel is not good at lying.

“Sorry, Dominus.”

Cassandra waved a hand at Morgan, raising her eyebrows to me.

“No ass jokes at dinner, okay?” I asked.

I knew that no ass jokes at all would be too much to ask … even from myself.

Morgan shrugged and sipped her wine.

“I still can’t believe you spanked her,” Morgan said.

“She was bad,” Sam whispered back before I could say anything. “Papa spank.”

Morgan was staring at me with one eyebrow raised.

“It’s — I —” I sighed. “Thirteen women — Sam says I need some way to handle things when one gets … out of line?” I decided an appeal to authority was in order. “Mel said it was a good idea!”

“Really?” Morgan bit her lip. “What happens when you get ‘out of line?’”

“We outnumber him already,” Sam offered. “Eventually thirteen of us making him miserable? He’ll stay in line.”

“And you’re okay with him spank — never mind.” Morgan leaned back to talk to Rachel instead of Sam. “You’re okay with this?”

Rachel shrugged. “Better than using the coven bond to force us all the time — and he usually says ‘girls’ way before it gets to that, so you just have to listen.”

“Did he not just say no ass-jokes?” Cassandra complained, taking a breadstick and passing the basket to Priscilla.

“That wasn’t a joke,” Morgan said. “It was a serious question.”

“Indeed,” Mel agreed, studiously cutting Felicity’s salad into more manageable pieces. She glanced at Rachel. “Have you made any progress with finding a ritual?”

Rachel shook her head.

“Why do you have to look for one, anyway?” I asked, crunching on some lettuce while the lasagna cooled. “Sam said I ‘created’ one for our coven with this, so why can’t I just create one to undo it?”

Mel chuckled and raised an eyebrow. “That would require you to undo your intent from the first ritual. Would you really be able to, honestly, form the intent that Cassandra not remember her punishment if she were to think about being mean to one of the others?”

Cassandra sighed and viciously stabbed a cherry tomato with her fork.

“Can we please have the rules no ass jokes and no reminding me of what a witch I used to be during dinner?”

“I might have found a potion,” Sam offered, ignoring Cassandra, “but it will probably need some tweaking. Could you help with it, Melaina? I have some questions.”

“After dinner?” Cassandra asked.

Mel nodded. “Of course, dear — we can discuss it later.”

“Isn’t there something you could do?” Cassandra asked.

“I thought you didn’t want to talk about your butt,” I said.

That got me a glare, but it was worth it.

Mel shook her head. “I can honestly say I’ve never encountered this particular problem before. The coven bond is always a bit different, so I’m afraid you’ll have to find a solution to this together. That’s the whole point of working magic as a coven, after all.”

“Great,” Cassandra muttered.

Sam had suggested as much in our cuddle-time after receiving her own bruises, even saying there was a possibility I wasn’t really responsible — not something I’d try to tell Cassandra, but it was nice there was a chance I hadn’t screwed up.

Instead, Sam thought maybe it was Cassandra’s intent that was driving her bruises.

It was possible she hadn’t fully accepted that we’d forgiven her, or felt she hadn’t fully paid for what she’d done, and the bruises might stick around until she did — or even that they were a representation of something else she was feeling.

Since there wasn’t really any way to be sure one way or the other, we decided not to mention that to Cassandra, since knowing that might make it even harder for her to really accept things.

For the lasagna, we all passed our plates down to Mel who scooped it out for us, so we weren’t passing the still-hot tray around, then some roasted vegetables made the rounds, along with the breadsticks again.

Dessert was tiramisu and espresso, and we all sat back with satisfied sighs.

The time after dessert had sort of become our family meeting time, since we were all together.

“Any ideas on how to handle the Fieldings?” I tossed out.

“Pfftt!”

“That seems a bit excessive, dear,” Mel said. “They haven’t actually harmed anyone.”

I tried not to picture what Felicity might have suggested that Mel thought was excessive.

“I left another message yesterday morning,” Sam said.

“Fuck ‘em,” Morgan muttered, draining the remnants of her espresso.

I shook my head. “I’m not happy with the Fieldings either, but that’s not helpful.”

“I mean Hannah and Brittany,” Morgan said. “That’s how the coven thing works, right? Invite them over next weekend and get it done.”

“That’s a little abrupt,” I said. “Hannah didn’t even say she wanted to join, just that she couldn’t.”

Morgan shrugged. “So ask her.”

“I plan to next time we talk about it, but I’d like to not piss off the Fieldings — plus, I do still have that oath to worry about until school’s over.”

I glanced at Sam. “Do you think it would help if I called them myself?”

Cassandra shook her head. “It’s going to take some time for the other Families to get used to a warlock Family Head.”

“What about you?”

Another head shake. “I’m not high priestess or even First Witch — they’d think it was an insult.”

“Mel?”

“To call them?” Mel asked, then shook her head as well. “After the Council Session, they’d likely think I was trying to intimidate them.”

I sighed, part of me wondering why the most powerful witch in the world couldn’t just intimidate people once in a while — it seemed a waste — but also wondering how these powerful witch Families could be so fucking touchy about protocol and stuff.

A couple other ideas were thrown out, all shot down for one reason or another, and we wound up with no better plan than we’d started with, then something about that protocol thought struck me.

“Rachel, do you still have that copy of the Principium you had for the Council meeting?”

She shook her head. “I returned it to the library.”

“Can you check it out again?”

“We should have our own copy. I can ask Grandma for one — they’ve left some things out of the online version.”

“I’m not surprised,” I said. “I want to know everything about that ‘aid to a Lost One’ thing. Everything we might have been able to ask for and didn’t. Money, property … witches — you get the idea?”

Rachel nodded.

The Council meeting and its aftermath had been so emotionally charged that we’d been happy to just get recognition and avoid being locked in a basement.

I wasn’t happy anymore.

“Does the Council keep minutes or anything?”

Cassandra nodded. “I might still have access under the Blake account.”

“Should we have our own?”

Another nod.

“Then start with that. Get us our own access so we’re not reliant on something that can be shut off. Cassandra, you’re our high priestess for that — whatever authority or argument you need, understand?”

“Yes, but what am I looking for?”

“Everything to do with past Family formations, even cadet branches. Are there records of trades of witches between Families?”

“Yes, in the minutes.”

I nodded. “That too. I want to know what was exchanged, especially for the Fieldings.”

“Got it.”

“Do witch Families have any public — witchlic, whatever — business records?”

“No,” Sam said, “we’re pretty private about stuff like that.”

Priscilla tentatively raised a hand.

“Yes?”

“Um, my mom sort of likes to … keep track of things? Investment opportunities.”

Cassandra snorted. “She likes to know when someone’s weak.”

Priscilla shrugged.

I nodded, not really surprised. “Anything she knows about the Fieldings’ business, but especially the ‘value’ of a onesie with Hindsight or Precog? Like the hundred-year value given how many cases they work and how much they’re paid — I forget what it’s called exactly.”

That high-school business class might have actually been useful.

“Mel?”

“Yes, dear?”

“You’ve been around … a while. Do you have any favors you’d be willing to call in to help with this?”

She frowned, thinking.

“Not with the Fieldings directly, but there are others who might have and would be open to an exchange.”

“This is exciting,” Rachel said, grinning. “It’s like spellstick at the trade deadline.”

“Okay,” I said. “Sam, you keep calling, but keep it calm and professional. In fact, don’t just ask for a call back — tell them you’re requesting a meeting for the Blackwood Family Head with theirs.”

“Yes, Dominus.”

I took a deep breath. “Any other ideas?”

“Mrowr?”

“That don’t involve teeth or claws?”

Felicity’s eyes darted to Sam.

“Mrowr.”

“Or shotguns.” I frowned. “And no sniper rifles, either.”

“Pfft!”


Chapter Thirty-Five




Imade it through the next week without needing to show Cassandra’s ass to any teachers.

Sam worked out the potion she thought might help — a lotion, rather — and we planned to try that first.

I was supposed to rub it into Cassandra’s butt every day for a full moon cycle — and, since I was massaging Cassandra’s butt every night, I might as well do Sam’s and Rachel’s too, as it was also beneficial to unbruised asses. I had a bit of a suspicion I’d been set up, but after the first night, Cassandra said she thought it was helping.

Also … a mandate to massage three incredible witch-asses every night was not something I intended to complain about.

Friday breakfasts … at least those Fridays where we weren’t facing a disciplinary hearing … or a special Council session … well, most Friday breakfasts consisted of talking about plans for the weekend, which were, pretty reliably, Hannah and Brittany going into town to hit dance clubs while my coven and I went into the city to stay at Mel’s.

It was just our little group at the onesies … Blackwood Family Table, most of the others who usually sat there, including the two who were sitting with us now, came in later and we mostly saw them at lunch and dinner.

“So are you guys going into town again this weekend?” Sam asked Hannah and Brittany.

“No,” Hannah said, “we’ll probably just hang out here — the clubs get kind of old this late in the year.” She glanced at her sister. “And if you’re so picky you haven’t found a regular guy by now, the only ones left are assholes. What about you? City again to hang out at Magistra Blackwood’s?”

“Yes,” Sam said, “but not until first thing in the morning.”

“Why?”

“Ifferns aim,” Rachel muttered around a mouthful of oatmeal.

Brittany raised an eyebrow.

“Wyverns game,” Sam translated. “We missed nearly two minutes of the stream the last time we tried to get a train on Friday night after class.”

“It was half the first period!” Rachel corrected after swallowing.

Sam shrugged.

“We’re playing the Sirens away! If they win and the Krakens win their game, then we’ll lose first seed in the playoffs! But if we win and the Krakens lose, then we’re guaranteed first seed, so long as the Wendigos at least tie the Ichthyocentaurs, and that gives home field for the first and second rounds!”

“It’s a big game,” Sam translated.

“Gotcha,” Hannah said.

“What’s an Icky-whatever?” I asked.

“I told you already,” Rachel said. “Those stupid, stuck-up girls from stupid Thallassic Academy. It doesn’t even sound good — the Thallassic Ichthyocentaurs? Stupid.”

I nodded. “Yeah, you told me that, then started analyzing their stats and explaining how the refs were totally on their side all last year — what I meant was, what the fuck is the thing they’re named after?”

“Half human, half horse, half fish,” Priscilla said.

I frowned. “That’s too many halves.”

Priscilla shrugged. “You get the idea.”

I did, disturbingly. “That can’t be a real thing, right?”

Sam glared at me. “Sure. You can believe in a platypus, but an ichthyocentaur is a step too far?”

“I’ve seen a platypus.”

“In person?”

“Stupid name,” Rachel repeated. “Even worse than the Sirens — I mean, Sonoma’s in a desert, it doesn’t make sense.”

I glanced around at the others and decided to drop it — I was pretty sure Sam was fucking with me and the icky-whats weren’t real, but I detected a couple grins and suspected the others were on board with that. I’d look the things up later in the library.

“So we’re taking the first train out tomorrow morning,” Cassandra said.

“First?” I asked. “Why so early?”

It wasn’t unusual for the girls to make our weekend plans with Morgan and just tell me where to be and when — I kind of liked it. The girls got to do what they wanted, and I got to watch them have fun. Though, other times they just looked at me blankly when I asked what we were going to do … then all smiled when I picked something. Girls are weird.

“Mihai’s picking up Morgan and Felicity first, then meeting us at the train station — we want time to get a nice breakfast before the store opens,” Rachel said.

“If it’s first thing,” I said, “you should have him pick us up at the station first, then we all go and get Morgan. She’s not going to be happy that early, but some extra sleep might make her less cranky.”

Rachel nodded and pulled out her phone.

“Store?” Brittany asked, eyes going wide.

Cassandra nodded. “We need to expand Noah’s wardrobe.”

“Shopping?” Hannah asked.

I chuckled. “Would you like to come along?”

“Duh!” Brittany said.

Cassandra and Sam pulled out their phones.

Sam: “I’ll update the breakfast reservation.”

Rachel: “I’ll let Mihai know we’ll need a second car. His Caravan won’t fit eight of us.”

Cassandra: “I’ll let the store know there’ll be two more.”
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“Heeelllooo, laši shuvaniya!”

I’d been greeted by the Romani rideshare driver often enough to recognize his call of “hello, pretty witches,” I was even used to being left out of the initial greeting — what was new was the sleek, black van he stood beside instead of his old, battered minivan. The thing even had an air conditioner on the roof.

“You have a kumpani?” Brittany whispered.

“No,” Rachel said, “Mihai just drives for us.”

I took Mihai’s offered hand. The Roma man had a strong grip and pulled me closer, slapping my shoulder a couple times. I slapped his as well in what I’d come to recognize as his greeting.

“Nice car,” I said. “Too nice for your driving.”

Mihai grinned. “Nice witches — too nice for such a face.”

We shared a laugh — I liked Mihai, he was more than just a driver, as he’d been quick to offer to watch over Morgan when Felicity had come to help save me and Cassandra from the Patriarchy, and I’d come to understand a bit of teasing between guys was part of his culture.

It really was a nice van — and new, I thought, as I climbed through the door and got a nose full of new-car smell. The interior was black, with deeply tinted windows. I could see out, but hadn’t been able to see in from outside. The roof was raised so that I could almost stand upright, and it had seats — lots of seats. Three rows of three with a small aisle and four seats at the back, along with the driver and front passenger seats — the thing would fit an entire coven, plus a driver.

I took a place in the rear row where Sam, Rachel, and Cassandra could sit with me, while Priscilla took a seat in the row ahead of us, with Hannah and Brittany filling out that row.

“How much are we paying him?” I whispered to Rachel when Mihai shut the side doors and walked around the van’s front to the driver’s door.

“He wouldn’t accept more than the rideshare rate for trips, but I negotiated him up to a decent hourly rate when he’s driving us all day.”

I nodded. “Good.”

My coven had plenty of money, thanks to Mel, so we could afford to treat people well.
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The drive to pick up Morgan passed with the girls chatting about shopping and what they were hoping to find, so I mostly tuned it out, but I did have a question for Rachel.

“What’s a kumpani?” I whispered.

“Oh,” Rachel said, glancing toward the front of the van. “It’s a group of Roma, but Brittany’s talking about a long time ago when witches and the Roma would sort of team up — like outcasts sticking together — but that doesn’t happen anymore.”

“Why?”

Rachel shrugged. “I don’t know. Maybe things just became harder — a lot of Roma started settling in cities instead of traveling, so maybe witches didn’t want to do that, or when the Families started here they didn’t need the Roma anymore.”

“Need for what?”

“Protection, mostly — it was usually single witches who partnered with a kumpani. There were covens, too, but the Roma always swore their oath to one witch in the coven. The witch brought magic protection and the Roma brought physical protection, so they worked together. Things got safer with real laws and police and stuff — like, it got harder for the villagers to just break out the torches or something, you know?”

I nodded. I wondered if Mel had ever done that — traveled with the Roma — maybe after the Death when she’d been looking for her family and killing vampires?

We pulled up to my old foster home to find Morgan waiting on the steps, looking annoyed.

That wasn’t unusual, but the guy casually leaning against the steps’ railing was.

“Isn’t that the guy from the car that followed us?” Sam asked.

I nodded. “Yeah, Gabriel.”

“Is he bothering Morgan?” Rachel asked. “Should we do something to him?”

“Like what?” Sam asked — a little too earnestly for my taste.

“Is he the creep you were telling me about?” Priscilla asked.

“Yeah.”

“My Family knows a shelter for homeless weres that’s not too picky about donations,” Hannah said.

I tore my eyes away from glaring at Gabriel, who was grinning and watching Morgan’s ass as she walked toward the van, to look at Hannah.

“What would —”

Brittany mimed ripping a chunk of meat off a bone and chewing.

“No!” I said quickly. “We’re not feeding him to werewolves.”

“We’d just drop him off,” Hannah said. “They have their own cooks.”

“What about werewolves?” Morgan asked, sliding into a seat and pausing for Felicity to hop in before nodding to Mihai that he could close the door.

“Nothing —” I started to say, but I trailed off, because I’d looked back out the window at the suggested charitable contribution.

I wouldn’t tell the girls yet, because I didn’t want to spoil the day they’d planned, but I had to get some time with Felicity and Mel.

Yeah, he’d been staring at Morgan’s ass with a weird smile on his face, but in the moment before the van’s door closed, as Felicity hopped aboard, Gabriel’s attention had shifted — to the glamoured cat no mundane should be able to see.


Chapter Thirty-Six




Breakfast was at an elegant — and very popular, judging by the line out front — place I’d never heard of, but we weren’t waiting in line. Sam had made us a reservation, and somehow managed to add three to it with only a day’s notice.

I suggested Mihai join us, but he said something about parking and waved me off.

I determined to do my best not to let what I’d seen at the foster home interfere with our day, but it was hard. Morgan was with us, so she wasn’t in any immediate danger, and I thought it would be okay to wait until we were back at Mel’s. I might even be able to convince Morgan to not return to the foster home — something that would probably be easier if she was already at Mel’s.

I did text Mel a heads-up about what I’d seen, though. She agreed it could probably wait until we were done shopping, since we were all together with Felicity.

The breakfast place had unlimited mimosas — apparently in both quantity and variety — and I started to get a feeling for what my day was going to be like as the girls placed orders for papaya, mango, strawberry, kiwi, passion fruit, dragon fruit, orange, and pomegranate. Rachel got booed for ordering boring-orange. Seven girls, eight mimosas, the eighth being for Felicity who was in the middle of the table, seemingly invisible to everyone in the restaurant.

“And for you, sir?” the waitress asked, having not blinked an eye at Sam ordering two mimosas to start the morning.

“Just coffee, please — black.”

“It’s going to be a long day,” Sam told me, “you should loosen up a bit.”

“It’s eight in the morning.”

Sam shrugged.

I did consider ordering a drink — maybe four — since it was going to be a day of shopping. I anticipated several hours of standing around bored with the girls holding six of what I’d be certain were the same color and style shirts up to me and arguing about which was best. That was probably something best-endured drunk, but … it was eight in the fucking morning.

Then I looked at the menu and regretted not ordering a few mimosas for myself.

“Forty-two dollars for French toast?”

“It’s totally worth it,” Rachel said. “Grandma takes me here sometimes when the Banshees play the Nagas away — your job now.”

I sighed, reading the rest of the menu. This place was insane, but I had to admit the offerings looked fantastic, so long as I didn’t look at any of the numbers.

A few minutes later, the drinks arrived and the waitress started taking orders while I tried not to do addition in my head.

“I’ll, ah, have a side of fruit,” Morgan said when it was her turn, and held her menu out for the waitress to take.

Fuck — I’d been so busy being shocked by the prices myself that I hadn’t considered what they’d look like to Morgan. This was the first time we’d been to any sort of real restaurant with her since she’d found out she was a witch — eating out had been in pretty standard places, since who needed fancy restaurants when one of Mel’s dinners was waiting back at the townhouse?

“Morgan?”

“What?”

Her eyes were wide and I saw her throat work.

“Rachel recommends the French toast; I think you’d like it.”

“But —”

I locked eyes with Morgan. It wasn’t some kind of silent communication or battle of wills, it was just me looking at the best, only, friend I’d had for a lot of my life and seeing that, as had often been the case, what she wanted to do, thought she should do, and needed to do were all different things — and she was afraid again about what would happen in a few weeks. Some realities were hitting home for her — not just the money, but, I thought, the sudden increase in the number of girls around Mel’s dinner table.

It was one thing when it was just me and Sam but now we’d added Cassandra and Rachel, then Priscilla starts showing up, and now Hannah and Brittany were joining us for things — and it wasn’t as though she could ignore that I wanted them all for my coven.

She’d seemed to accept the idea of a coven at first, but I thought I’d noticed her frowning a lot more when I had my arms around two of the girls — which was a lot.

The changes were going to be huge for her and she needed to come to terms with them.

“She’ll have the French toast,” I told the waitress, “and I’ll have the King’s Benedict.”

I deliberately picked the most expensive thing on the menu, trying to offset Morgan’s sticker-shock. None of the things we’d done together had cost a lot, because I knew how Morgan didn’t like people spending money on her, but it was time for her to get over that. She’d be aging out in a little over a month and moving in with us at Mel’s — maybe I’d ask Sam to help her pick out a few nice things while we were shopping.

“You’re ordering for me now?” Morgan demanded after the waitress left.

I sipped my coffee. “When you need me to.”

Morgan’s face clouded and her eyes narrowed.

Sam cleared her throat. “Who needs to pee?”

With a chorus of “yeah,” “I do,” and “good idea,” all the girls stood and left Morgan and me alone.

“That line we keep talking about? It’s right in front of you, Ashe.”

“Blackwood,” I corrected.

Morgan rolled her eyes. “Yeah, Blackwood, whatever, still —”

The thing about Morgan was that she was actually most receptive to something when she was angry about it. It was like when the anger faded, she was left able to think clearly about what she’d been angry about.

“What are you going to do?” I asked. It was time for that talk — not about joining my coven, that shouldn’t come in a fight, but about what things really were going to be like after she aged out. I’d had the same trouble accepting everything Mel could do for me, so I understood how Morgan felt.

“I’ll smush that plate of French toast right in your smug face, is what I’ll do.”

I shook my head. “Not about breakfast, about everything. This is my life now, Morgan.” I gestured in the direction of the suddenly very long restroom line. “It’s fucking bizarre to me, too, but this is how they all grew up. This place probably isn’t even the most expensive they’re used to for breakfast.”

I paused to give her a chance to say something, but she just stared at me.

“It’s only a few weeks until school’s over, a few days after that for your birthday. The girls are making a lot of plans for us this summer.”

“Us?”

“All of us — my coven, Mel and Felicity. Hannah and Brittany are going home, but Priscilla’s spending the summer with us. You’re part of us, unless you don’t want to be.”

Morgan’s eyes narrowed. “What plans?”

I chuckled. “Cassandra got us tickets to some concert series a couple weeks after you age out.”

“What band?” Morgan asked, looking suspiciously at where Cassandra was waiting in line.

“Classical. A three-night series.”

“Count me out.”

“It’s an Original Trilogy screening with a live orchestra. Film, not digital.”

Morgan’s scowl changed to a dropped jaw.

“You can be a real asshole, you know that?”

“When I need to be, yeah.”

“What else?”

“Sam’s planning a trip to Europe … well, Sweden and Bulgaria, at least.”

Morgan started rubbing her forehead. “Fuck. I can’t even imagine what something like that costs.”

I sipped my coffee and nodded. “Oh, and, apparently, flying commercial sucks too much.”

Morgan’s eyes came up. “Are you fucking kidding me?”

I shook my head. “A lot of the Families have private jets, but we’re going to have to rent.”

I decided to let Morgan think that was because my coven couldn’t afford one, not that it wasn’t on Cassandra’s list, but she and Rachel were still comparing specifications and hadn’t decided on which one they thought we should buy. I was waiting until they decided before making my own argument — which had been reduced to having them do a cost-comparison with renting, based on how often we were likely to travel until after we graduated. That would buy me a few years without owning a jet, at least.

“This is ridiculous,” Morgan muttered.

I agreed, but I’d had longer and more exposure to get used to it. I’d also given up on the idea of working to support my coven, because there was no way I’d ever earn enough to keep them in the style to which they’d become accustomed — well, maybe, but there’d be chafing. I was still going to find something useful to do, but not having to worry about how much it paid opened up a lot more options.

I nodded again. “Absolutely ridiculous. Even more ridiculous is after the summer’s over? Even if we ate someplace like this three times a day? We’re still going to wind up with more money than we started with because of interest or dividends or some shit — I don’t really understand how it works yet — and that’s just my coven, it doesn’t include Mel or Felicity. Did you know Felicity has patents she’s getting payments on?”

Morgan was quiet for a minute.

“I think this is harder to accept than the whole witch-thing,” she whispered.

“I know, but you really only have three options.”

“You think?”

“Yeah — you can walk away from us, from me, next month; stay behind at Mel’s while the rest of us have fun; or you can smile and enjoy your French toast.”

“I’m not gonna smile.”

“Fair — I concede that point.”

“And for every classy-thing you drag me to, I get to pick something crass and cheap.”

I laughed. “Agreed.”

“Including the Original Trilogy thing. I might like it, but I get three metal concerts in exchange. Warehouse bands, not some arena sellouts.”

“Okay.”

“And you have to make Elsa come with.”

I wasn’t sure how I was going to get Cassandra to come with to a metal concert — maybe tell her it was something else until it was too late.

“I’ll do my best.”

I saw a line of servers heading for us with trays, and Sam was leading the girls back — I don’t think they’d all had time to use the restroom, so they’d probably just been hanging out over there watching me and Morgan — probably watching the coven bond for me to stop being tense and relax a bit.

Girls and breakfast arrived at the same time and I had to take a minute to stare at the plate in front of me.

Mel had introduced me to eggs Benedict, and Willowmere served it about once a week, but this was … different. Thick-sliced, butter-grilled bread, topped with poached eggs, then lobster and Hollandaise sauce. I wasn’t sure about the fish eggs and…

“What’s this?” I asked Sam, pointing with my fork.

“Black truffle — if you don’t want it, I’ll —”

“Oh. My. God,” Morgan moaned around a mouthful of French toast.

Her head rolled back and her eyes rolled farther as she chewed.

I had to admit, it looked damn good — both the French toast and Morgan’s extended neck.

The French toast was thick, like, two-inch thick slices of bread, absolutely soaked through with custard and grilled until they glistened with browned butter, then stuffed with three sweetened cream cheeses — Nutella, vanilla, and strawberry flavored — and topped with whipped cream and fruit.

I leaned toward her. “That looks fantastic, can I have a —”

Morgan’s head whipped down and her lips curled in a snarl. “Touch it and you’re drawing back a stump.”

Felicity crawled off the table, into Morgan’s lap, then stuck her head over the table’s edge to stare at Morgan’s plate. Morgan quickly scooped up a bit of French toast, taking care to get a little of everything, and held it for Felicity to nibble at.


Chapter Thirty-Seven




Eight empty plates, six lap-circuits for Felicity to sample everyone’s breakfast a few times, she got most of my caviar, and four more mimosas — each — later, I let Sam take care of the check, because I honestly didn’t want to see it. But I did get an order of French toast and a coffee to go, thinking Mihai might appreciate it.

Mihai gave me a grin as I handed him the coffee and set the foam container of French toast on the passenger seat.

“Baro sastimos, baro phral. Te del tuke Devel baxt thaj zor.1“

I’d picked up a bit of Romani from listening to him and Rachel talk, and I’d learned more from asking Rachel.

“Thaj tume, phral.2“

It seemed like a lot of words for “thanks” “no problem,” but … cultures.

“I can’t believe you have a kumpani,” Brittany whispered to Rachel as Mihai shut the door and went around to the driver’s door. “I’m so jealous.”

“We don’t have a kumpani,” Rachel told her. “Nobody has a kumpani anymore. Mihai’s just a good friend.”

“Yeah, right.” Brittany muttered.

I settled back in my seat and groaned at my full stomach, closing my eyes and resting while we drove to the store. The girls alternated between talking about shopping and discussing the list of work we still had to do on the cottage. We’d decided to get as much as we could done before the end of the semester without impacting our studies, then come back to campus for a couple weeks over the summer to finish things as much as we could — mostly the painting, and anything else that would smell — completed in time for it to air out before the next school year.

High on the list was reupholstering all the pieces of the bed — the dust, or whatever, from them was working its way through the sheets we’d used as a temporary solution. There’d been some delays as the girls argued over stuffing density, fabrics, leathers, and colors, but that was settled and stuff was scheduled to arrive the week after Beltane for us to really start working on it.

I opened my eyes after what seemed like seconds but had been long enough to arrive at the store. We piled out, but Mihai had pulled over around the corner from the entrance, so I started walking that way.

“Noah!”

I turned around to find the girls clustered around a doorway recessed into the brick of the building.

“Where are you going?” Cassandra asked.

I gestured to the corner. “Into the store?”

Cassandra shook her head and beckoned me back, while Priscilla pressed an almost invisible button next to the side door.

Before I’d even reached them, the door opened and a smiling woman came out — maybe in her forties, but impeccably dressed, with perfect hair and makeup. She took in our group, smiling and nodding, but paused at Cassandra.

“Welcome back, Miss Blake — we’re quite pleased to see you again, but I must ask, since we’ve had notice from your family?”

Cassandra smiled back. “We’ll be opening a new account, Sophia — under Blackwood.”

The woman’s smile brightened again. “Wonderful! And congratulations, please come in and I’ll lead you to the showing room.”

Morgan sidled up to me as we entered. “Noah?”

I shook my head. “I don’t have a clue either.”

On my other side, Sam giggled.
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I’d been expecting to spend the day standing around a busy department store while the girls browsed the clothing racks — and shoes, I figured there was always going to be shoes.

Turns out, in witch-world you don’t go to clothing racks, clothing racks come to you.

Sophia led us down a hallway more appropriate to a 19th century robber-baron’s mansion than a department store, no matter how upscale. Polished wood walls, muted lighting, a hardwood floor covered in a thick rug that seemed to go on forever, then through another door to a room crowded with leather seating. The only things I saw that I’d expected to see while shopping were a curtained off changing room and mirrors — three of them, floor to ceiling, surrounding a raised dais at one end of the room.

Three other women waited for us inside and helped the girls set their purses on a low table by the door.

“Would anyone like something to drink before we start?” Sophia asked. “Water, coffee, tea, mimo —”

“Mimosas!” all the girls except Morgan cried.

Sophia laughed and her assistants went to a table I hadn’t even seen and began pouring champagne and juice.

“For you?” Sophia asked Morgan and I.

“Just coffee, thanks,” I said, still trying to take in the room. The lighting was as subdued as the hallway, but there were several unlit lights around the dais and a control panel on the wall that looked more suited to a rock concert.

“Yeah, coffee,” Morgan said, eyes darting around more than my own.

“We have regular coffee at the ready.” Sophia gestured. “Or feel free to ask for anything from the store’s coffee bar.”

Morgan’s eyes snapped to the woman. “Can I see a menu?”

“No menu, my dear — feel free to challenge us.”
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One lengthy, complex, and disturbingly sweet coffee order later, I found myself seated on the center couch facing the dais with a ceramic cup of the best coffee I’d ever had in hand. Morgan sat next to me — close, as though she wasn’t quite sure what else to do.

The other girls all sipped their mimosas, complemented Sophia’s assistants, and found their own seats. Sam and Rachel squeezed in on my other side, while Cassandra had a huddled conversation with Sophia, and a moment later Morgan’s coffee arrived in a stainless-steel vacuum cup that had to be at least thirty-two ounces.

“Everyone settled?” Sophia asked. “Wonderful — who’s first?”

“She is,” Cassandra said, pointing at Morgan.

“What?”

“Yep,” Rachel said, hopping up taking one of Morgan’s arms while Sam got the other and pulled her out of her seat, then up onto the dais. It was pretty clear the girls had discussed it beforehand and decided Morgan was going first.

“Wait — I’m —”

“We’ve all done this before,” Sam said. “We want you to get the full experience.”

“But —”

“Wonderful,” Sophia said, while Sam and Rachel took their seats and Brittany moved over to sit where Morgan had been a second ago. “Arms out, Miss Blackwood.”

“I’m not —”

“Arms, my dear,” Sophia interrupted, and Morgan’s arms shot out from her sides.

A tape measure appeared in Sophia’s hands and she began measuring Morgan … everywhere, calling out numbers which one of her assistants was writing down in a small, leather-bound notebook.

“I’m a B,” Morgan protested at one of the few letters being called out.

“Maybe last year, my dear,” Sophia said. “Not anymore.”

Sam giggled and I stifled a grin.

“Get that smirk off your face, Ashe,” Morgan called over her shoulder, since Sophia had turned her to get more measurements.

“Blackwood,” I corrected her.

“Not after I set your ass on fire.”

Sophia stepped back and studied Morgan, then called out several names I’d never heard before while her assistants wrote them down.

“Next?” Sophia asked. “We can get more measurements while Miss Blackwood’s choices are being assembled.”

Sam popped up. “Me!” She leaned over and whispered in my ear. “Maybe I’ll get an upgrade, too.”

Rachel patted the seat Sam had just vacated and Morgan plopped down into it, face still a little stunned.

I craned my neck to see Cassandra, who was on the couch behind us with Priscilla and Hannah. “Why is she calling everybody Blackwood?” I whispered.

“A lot of covens shop here, so they’re used to a bunch of women with the same last name — they think we’re Mormons.”

I frowned and looked around at the half-finished mimosas. “I thought Mormon’s didn’t drink?”

Cassandra shrugged. “Didn’t say we were good Mormons.”
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“Holy Maiden-loving fuck-basket,” Morgan whispered, staring at the racks of clothing that were being wheeled in by Sophia’s assistants. I shot her a glance and she blinked. “Hexual’s been teaching me.”

Yeah, of all the witch-things Morgan needed to learn about being a witch, I wasn’t surprised she had cursing at the top of her list.

I also didn’t blame her, because the racks of clothing were a little astounding.

Lots of black and white with some deep reds and a scattering of deep blues and greens. Two entire racks were leather — one pants and one jackets. Sophia gestured and I was suddenly alone in the seating as the girls swarmed the racks, pulling things off and holding them up to Morgan to see what they might look like on her.

In less than a minute, Morgan was stuffed into the changing room with at least six different outfits and Sophia had sent an entire rack of clothing back to be replaced by something “less frilly and with edges that will cut”.

A few minutes after that, I started wondering what Morgan was doing in there.

“Miss Blackwood?” Sophia called softly from outside the curtain. “Do you need assistance?” She turned back to the rest of us, looking right at me. “Mr. Blackwood, she’d like to speak with you.”

I sighed, knowing exactly what it was going to be about, and stood. Once at the curtain, I asked, “What’s wrong, Morgan?”

“Noah — I can’t. French toast is one thing, but this is insane. It’s way, way, way, way too much. One of these jackets is two thousand dollars and the nicer ones don’t even have price tags. I’m afraid to even touch the thing, much less put it on. It’s —”

“Morgan, you’re going to get three outfits today. Period. You can pick them out yourself, or I can have Sophia bring back the frilly-rack and I’ll pick them out for you, then I’ll guilt-trip you about not wearing them every single time we go somewhere.”

There was a long silence.

“Morgan,” I said, softer. “You deserve this. You deserve it for eighteen years of hand-me-downs and cheap shit that falls apart the second time through the wash. And I owe you for putting up with me all these years, so there’s that, too.”

“Three?”

“Three.”

Another long silence.

“Can I have four? You’re kind of an asshole sometimes.”

I almost said yes, I almost said, “as many as you want,” but this was Morgan. We’d grown up in the same sort of foster homes — all group homes, where the rules were set to keep a lid on the chaos and, as long as nobody was bleeding too much, the kids were pretty free to do whatever they wanted. Boundaries that were for everyone meant nobody cared about her individually, and no boundaries was worse.

“Three,” I said.

“Thank you.”
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There are certainly worse ways to spend a few hours than watching seven beautiful witches try on outfit after outfit — especially when every one of them but Morgan got a little lax with the dressing room and I was able to relax on a couch drinking coffee and watching the show.

The girls’ shopping lasted past lunch, which was ordered and brought to us from the store’s own restaurant so as not to interrupt the trying on of outfits.

Once they were done, it was apparently time to look for clothes for me — what I thought, foolishly, had been the purpose of the trip. I was a little worried I’d wind up carrying all of their purchases — something I didn’t think I could manage. In fact, I wasn’t sure we’d be able to fit all the bags in Mihai’s new van, either, but it turned out to not be an issue, as Sophia said everything would be delivered to Mel’s townhouse.

I wasn’t entirely sure everything would fit in the townhouse, either.

Shopping for me was done out in the main store and went relatively quickly — a lot more quickly than I’d expected. I wound up with four new shirts, two pairs of slacks, and a new pair of shoes I didn’t think I’d actually wear anywhere.

I had a feeling my “limited wardrobe” was going to be the excuse for future shopping trips, but didn’t care — watching beautiful girls try on attractive clothes, including a few glimpses of lingerie and more, while being served coffee and sandwiches wasn’t that bad of an experience.

Wandering down some of the store aisles, the conversation turned to Morgan and her being stuck at the foster home until her birthday.

“It really sucks that you can’t come back to Willowmere with us,” Rachel said. “Next week is Beltane — it’s for the Maiden so it’s my favorite.”

“I can’t — it’s in the middle of the week, so school, and I can’t go overnight somewhere without a case worker’s permission.”

“Beltane sucks,” Brittany muttered.

“Why are they so hung up on it?” Rachel asked. “You’re seventeen — can’t you just … leave? It’s a month and a half, right?”

“Five weeks,” I corrected. I was keeping close track.

Morgan nodded. “It seems stupid, I know, but until the very day I turn eighteen, Alex and Karen are responsible for me — so if I just leave, they could get in trouble. It’d be a bad mark on their record, at least.”

I sort of tuned things out, because we’d been over and over the options since we’d found out Morgan was a witch. I was hoping those options might change once I told Mel about Gabriel being able to see Felicity. With any luck, Morgan wouldn’t be going back there after we got home.

“I even looked into emancipation,” Morgan went on, “but there’s this whole form you have to fill out with where you’re gonna live, how you’re going to support yourself, everything — I don’t think a judge would accept ‘witchcraft’ as a career choice.”

“That’s messed up,” Cassandra muttered, then shrugged. “Oh, well, where next?”

“Hey,” Rachel said, I glanced at her, but Rachel wasn’t looking at me, she was looking down the wide tiled aisle flanked by multi-colored designer dresses toward a section that was only one color — white.

Something in my chest dislodged, bounced off my testicles with an almost physical pain, and puddled around my ankles cowering in terror.

Wedding dresses.

I winced, waiting for the cries of, “I want a wedding, too.”

It wasn’t that I didn’t want to marry them — the coven was already a lifetime commitment — it was the thought of a wedding. The planning, the time, the drama, the expense — all times Sam, Cassandra, Rachel, probably Morgan, and most-likely Priscilla, and that was just the start. None of them were going to want to wait or even have some sort of combined ceremony. I pictured spending the next year or more visiting venues (because no one would want the same one), tasting cakes (which wouldn’t be so bad, I guess), interviewing caterers (hey, free samples are good), and changing plans over and over again as none of the girls would want to be out-done by the others (fuck this shit).

“What if you married Noah?” Rachel asked.

“What the fuck?” Morgan asked.

Rachel flushed, but went on, “Wouldn’t that make you an adult? Can’t someone under eighteen get married if they have, like, their parents’ permission? So maybe your foster parents would agree?”

Morgan shot me a quick glance, then shook her head. “I’m pretty sure that would get the rental ‘rents in trouble, too. The idiots in the ‘Department’ —” For once, I agreed with Morgan’s use of scare-quotes. “— would figure they’d let Noah and me screw like rabbits or something.” She pursed her lips. “And even if they wouldn’t flip their shit, I’m not getting married just to get out of there five weeks early.” Another narrow-eyed glance at me. “And I’m certainly not going to accept proposal-by-proxy. If someone wants me, I expect wining, dining, flowering, and a big-ass ring.”

1. Great thanks, great brother. May God give you luck and strength.

2. And to you, brother.


Chapter Thirty-Eight




Imanaged to escape the store without anyone demanding a wedding, but I felt like we were just one comment away from that cascade.

Mihai drove us to the park. I suggested we spend some time there before going back to Mel’s — at least my coven and Priscilla, who was going to spend the weekend there with us, would be staying at Mel’s. Hannah and Brittany were taking the train back to Willowmere after they collected their packages, though Brittany had wanted to stay with us at first. Until Hannah brought up a bunch of stuff that I was pretty sure wasn’t nearly as urgent as she made it out to be. I think she was worried about what might happen — not that I’d do something, but that her sister might start feeling even closer to us than she already did.

The girls decided to race swan boats across the pond, but I begged off, saying I wanted to just sit for a while, and that left someone as odd-witch out, since the boats seated two — Felicity was riding in Morgan’s lap. Hannah said she didn’t feel like racing, so stayed behind with me, and I decided it would be a good, or at least less-bad, time to broach the subject again.

While the others rented their boats, Hannah and I went to a nearby ice cream cart for cones.

“Odds somebody winds up in the water?” I asked, settling beside her on a bench where we could watch the race.

“My money’s on Brittany,” Hannah said, smiling and licking her ice cream cone. “She’s not going to be satisfied until she knows how deep it is.”

“I’ve been thinking,” I said.

“Sam says you shouldn’t try to do that.”

Hannah was grinning and I almost stopped — hated myself a little, because I was going to make that smile go away — but the school year was rapidly running out and, along with it, my time to convince Hannah that we shouldn’t care about what her Family wanted, only what she wanted.

“I’ve been thinking about what we talked about before, in the library.”

“Noah —”

“Hannah, if you tell me it’s not what you want; if you say, straight-up, that you’re not interested at all in joining us, my coven, then I’ll drop it — but it is what I want. Can you do that? Can you say you don’t want it?”

“I won’t lie to you.”

“Thank you. Hannah, I care about you, I like you a lot and I’d really like the chance to find out if it can be more than that. Maybe we could just … date, like Priscilla and I are doing — I know that’s not the way witches do things, but —”

Hannah’s hand cupped my cheek and her eyes were wet. “Noah, I don’t need to figure anything out … but I don’t want to see you get hurt.”

I shook my head. “I’m head of a recognized Family now, someone can’t just hurt me.”

“Noah … more than half of the Council’s adjutrices are Fieldings — if someone hurts you — or Sam, or Rachel, or Cassandra — who do you think’s going to investigate it?”

“Fuck.”

Fuck again, I thought, remembering what I’d said to one of the adjutrices at the Council session. Did I call one of Hannah’s relatives a stupid fucking witch?

“Yeah.” Hannah sighed. “It’s too late now to ease them into the idea anyway.”

“What do you mean?”

Hannah glanced over to where her sister and Priscilla were pedaling their swan boat far faster than pedals should allow for, laughing and shouting.

“I’m not supposed to say anything — they’re not going to tell Brittany until after the school year, but my cousin told me … Noah, Brittany’s not going to Willowmere next year.”

“What?”

“The Family’s pulling her — I don’t know where they’re going to send her, maybe nowhere and just concentrate on building her Precog and nothing else — but it won’t be Willowmere.”

“Because of me?”

“Because there’s a risk. I think they almost pulled both of us at the beginning of the year when they heard about you, but the semester had already started and I was a senior — with six more warlocks next year? They won’t risk losing her, Precog is too valuable.”

Valuable. Not about what the girls wanted, just what they could contribute to the fucking Families who only seemed to want two things — power and money. I couldn’t give them more power, but I had a fuckton of money, and I’d trade all of it to keep someone I cared about from not being happy.

“How much?” I asked, then realized I’d let my anger pick some really bad phrasing. “I’m sorry about how that sounded.”

Hannah laughed. “I know what you meant, but it wouldn’t work. Precog and Hindsight are too core to the Family business. Maybe you should offer to pay the Prescotts instead? Sam would love the idea of you having a bill of sale for her.”

I laughed. “Yeah, she would.”

I sat back on the bench and sighed.

Hannah turned to look at me, biting her lip.

“What?”

“You’re … it’s just, you’re pining for me.”

“What? No?” What the fuck even was pining?

Hannah grinned and looked back to the race. “I kind of like it.”

“I don’t.”

Hannah scooted closer to me, then took my hand, entwining her fingers with mine.

“Can we just enjoy the time we have? One thing Regret teaches is there’ll always be time to think about the bad things.”

“I’m going to find a way around this,” I told her.

Hannah looked out over the pond, then sighed and stood up.

“Come on,” she said, dragging me toward a nearby souvenir stand.

“What?”

“Brittany needs a towel.”


Chapter Thirty-Nine




“Are you certain?” Mel asked.

I nodded.

“That shouldn’t be possible,” she said.

“Mrowr!”

“I know, dear,” Mel told Felicity, “but we must take into account what Noah says he saw.” She turned to me. “Felicity’s glamour is well-practiced and her power is not minor — I can’t imagine any mundane being able to see through it.”

We were all gathered in Mel’s living room, except for Hannah and Brittany, who’d caught a ride back to the train station with a load of packages.

“Then he’s not a mundane,” I said, “because he was looking right at Felicity.”

“He’s a mundane,” Sam said. “I’ve seen him twice now — no shields, no resonants, only a little mana production, but more than a warlock. There’s nothing else he could be.”

All the witches nodded agreement.

“Glamour?” I asked, even though we’d been over this before.

“Pfft!”

Mel shook her head. “It would take a great deal of power to create a glamour capable of surpassing Felicity’s will. What would a creature with that much power be doing for a year in a mundane foster home?”

“He’s after Morgan,” I said.

“Why, though?” Morgan asked. “I mean, yeah, I’m a witch, I guess, but there are a lot of witches, right?”

“Maybe you’re a trinitara, too,” I suggested, then turned to Mel. “That would make her valuable, right?”

“Something with enough power to disguise it so well and see through Felicity’s glamour would be unlikely to have an interest in a witch so young as Morgan, even a trinitara.”

“Well, he’s clearly after more than the ass he was staring at.”

Morgan narrowed her eyes. “Something wrong with my ass?”

“What? No! It’s —” I sighed and closed my eyes. “This isn’t about your ass.”

“What is this Gabriel like?” Mel asked, saving me. “How does he behave?”

Mel had ridden with us a couple times to pick up Morgan since Gabriel had followed us, trying to get a look at him, but he’d somehow never been around.

“He’s … creepy,” Morgan said. “Not scary, just icky. It’s not like he does things — it’s just a creepy vibe — he hasn’t really done anything. He even stopped listening to everybody’s phone conversations.”

“When?”

“Um, around the time we saw him following us.”

“That’s not suspicious at all,” I said.

“What else?”

“He … licks the peanut butter knife and then scoops more out of the jar with it?” Morgan shrugged. “He’s annoying as fuck, he seems to always be in the fucking hallway when I’m done with my showers, he stinks, he’s a stuck-up asshole — but he’s not some kind of supernatural creature. He’s a typical kid — he gets up, goes to school, he’s failing Algebra, for fuck’s sake.”

“Does he have any unusual habits?” Mel asked.

“He’s a high school boy,” Morgan said. “Everything’s unusual.”

“You said he stinks,” Mel said. “Of what?”

“Sometimes he’s just rank,” Morgan said. “It’s not like I hang around sniffing him. His roommate says it comes and goes — sometimes it’s hardly noticeable and sometimes Ken has to go downstairs and sleep on the couch.” She shrugged. “It’s not BO, Ken said it smells like something crawled up his ass, died, then got stuck halfway being shit out.” She looked around at us. “It’s not my description, it’s Ken’s.” She frowned. “And he sleeps weird.”

“Weird how?”

“Ken says he just lays there and doesn’t move, and it’s a bitch to wake him up. He just closes his eyes and doesn’t move again until morning. Creeps Ken out.”

“Vampire?” I asked. They did the whole coffin-sleep thing, maybe? Can’t move much in a coffin — maybe it was a habit. “Jennifer said they were good at glamour.”

“Not that good,” Rachel said.

“And he goes out during the day all the time,” Morgan added, then shrugged. “I was sitting right there when Felicity hopped in the van, maybe the creep was looking at my feet or something.”

“You wear boots,” I said.

“Maybe he wants me to stomp on him or something,” Morgan said. “I just don’t believe he’s some super-magic guy who decided to secretly enter foster care to fuck with me. Sure, I can accept that I’m a witch — you all proved that to me — but I’m not some character in a fantasy novel. I’m just a kid whose parents didn’t want her and dropped her in a box.”

“But —”

“No, I’m not some fucking long-lost princess or some shit. It’s only a few weeks until my birthday, I’ve got finals at school to worry about, and I know you’ve all told me ‘mundane’ high school doesn’t matter to witches, but I want to graduate. I worked hard for that and I’m not going to let that little creep take it from me. And I’m not going to let him drive me out of there and get Alex and Karen in trouble.”

“Morgan —”

“No.”

Shit. That Morgan was just saying “no” and not arguing meant she’d made up her mind and it could take weeks of argument to get her off a stand she’d made that clear. This wasn’t something I could force as easily as French toast, and she made some good points — I thought I had, too, but without any proof I knew where Morgan was going at the end of the day.

I looked at Felicity.

“Can you do anything?”

“Something less than fatal for the mundane boy, Felicity,” Mel said, shaking her head.

“Mrowr.”

“She says she has to agree with Morgan — the boy is odd, disturbing even, but she’s seen no sign of him being anything other than a mundane.”

“Mrowr.”

“And she thinks he should see a doctor, as he does stink and it could be a sign of some cancers.”

“Silver linings,” Sam muttered.

“Could it be a sign of some freaky magic thing?”

Mel pursed her lips. At least she was taking this seriously enough to think about it.

“Of the things which would give off an odor like that, all would be very obvious.”

“Glamour?” I suggested again.

“None of those things would be able to cast such a glamour — not one that could deceive Felicity. One of you would likely have the strength of will to overcome it, in fact.” She frowned. “I’ll do some research, however. There are some odd traditions that might relate to the smell, but it would have to be a very powerful witch or warlock to make use of them and maintain a glamour that strong.”

At least Mel wasn’t blowing it off completely like Morgan was.

“Noah,” Morgan said, “I know how you worry, but this isn’t a thing. Gabriel’s a creep, but he’s never really done anything.”

“He followed us — and what about the guy he was with?”

Morgan shrugged. “Maybe he’s a male prostitute.”

“What?”

“He’s a creep — maybe he’s picking up money that way and the guy lived in that area. Coincidences happen.”


Chapter Forty




“Iwas sort of expecting a Maypole or something,” I said, looking at the Willowmere Beltane festival setup.

I realized I was suddenly walking along the spellstick field’s sideline alone, so turned to see where the girls had gone. They’d stopped.

“We don’t do Maypoles,” Cassandra said.

“Nothing to do with Beltane,” Rachel added.

“Patriarchy plot,” Sam said.

“Patriarchy? Really?” I asked.

“Can you think of any other group who so obviously has the inadequacies necessary to try getting a bunch of young girls to run around a twenty-foot-tall dick? It’s clearly compensating for something.”

I shrugged. I didn’t know anything about Beltane, just that it was the beginning of May, and I’d seen a Maypole on TV once. “Okay — what are the giant piles of wood compensating for? Giant flaming boobs?”

On either side of the field, right at the center line, there were two huge piles of wood with about twenty feet between them. They separated the two ends of the field where there were tables being loaded with food and drinks at one end and a third, smaller, pile of wood at the other end.

Also, it wasn’t May first, it was April thirtieth, and the celebration was going to run from sunset today until sunset tomorrow. As Sam said, witches like to party.

“Flaming boobs would be —” Sam frowned, then shook her head. “The bonfires are about assholes.”

I started to ask what that meant, but the school announcement system pinged.

“Five minutes.”

Teachers, with either tablets or their phones in hand, were rushing around supervising last minute preparations. The sun was already behind the branches of the huge willow tree framed by the far end of the field.

“I’ll get the mead,” Sam said.

I nodded. Of course there was going to be mead.

“I’ll help you carry,” Hannah said, heading off with Sam for the drink tables.

“I hate Beltane,” Brittany grumbled as we stood around waiting, but she didn’t elaborate and there was too much going on for me to ask.

“Why?” Priscilla asked, then something seemed to happen, because it seemed like the whole school was coming to the food and drink end of the field, including all the teachers and support staff. Only a few were at the other end or moving around the sidelines, sometimes only straightening one of the unlit torches that lined the field’s sides, then hurrying to our end of the field with anxious glances over their shoulders at the sun behind the willow.

Sam and Hannah returned with mugs of mead and began passing them out, something it seemed like everybody was doing, because mugs were being taken from the tables as fast as they were filled, then passed from hand to hand until everybody had one.

Cassandra got one as well. When I’d questioned her weeks ago about wine with dinner at Mel’s, she’d just put a hand on her belly and said, “Witch.”

I don’t know if that meant, as a witch, she could keep the alcohol from getting to the baby, or, since the baby was a warlock, he needed to start building up his mead-tolerance early. I just know none of the witches were concerned about that.

“Okay,” Sam said. “Get ready.”

“Ready for what?” I asked.

“To drink.”

I nodded. “Ah, sip along with that whole blessing thing like at Samhain? Got it.”

“Nope,” Cassandra said. She was watching the willow tree, too — in fact, I think every eye but mine was on that tree and the sun behind it.

“That was Samhain,” Sam said. “Entering the end of the year — dark, old, somber. This is Spring.”

“Then what —”

“Just do what I say and you’ll be fine. Beltane’s fun.”

“Beltane sucks,” Brittany muttered.

Several things happened at once.

The last bits of the sun slipped under the horizon, the bonfires and torches roared to life, and every witch on the field chugged a mug of mead like they were frat guys at a kegger.

“Drink!” Sam ordered as her own mug hit her lips and her head went back.

I obeyed, not understanding why, and poured mead down my throat, trying to swallow fast enough, but some mead still ran out of the corners of my mouth and down my chin. I didn’t have time to wipe at it, though, because as soon as the last of the mead hit my mouth, Sam and Rachel grabbed my hands and started dragging me towards the bonfires along with everyone else.

“Shields up!” Cassandra yelled as we neared them, and it was clear why — those fires were hot, and the space between them was like the inside of an oven.

I strengthened my shields as we ran, trying to block the heat, but enough still made it through that my exposed skin went dry and tight.

Witches bumped into us and elbowed their way past others as they ran, some spinning or stumbling terrifyingly close to the flames, but it seemed like everyone’s shields were holding up okay.

We stumbled to a stop at the other end of the field where the others who’d made it through before us had turned to watch the rest of the school funnel through the gap.

Brittany was slapping at her clothes where a few spots were smoldering and I caught the scent of burning hair.

“I hate Beltane,” she repeated.

“What the hell?”

“Brit sucks at countering Fire,” Hannah said. “This is her first Beltane having to go between the bonfires.”

I wanted to ask more, but Sam grabbed my arm.

“Okay,” Sam panted, “you’ve had more important things to learn than Gaelic, and there’s not nearly enough time to get your pronunciation right, so when the last of them come through the gap, flip off one of the bonfires and yell, ‘Go fuck yourselves, you ignorant assholes,’ okay?”

“No, that’s not okay,” I said, smart enough not to do something like that on Sam’s say-so.

“Do it!” Cassandra, Rachel, Priscilla, and … well it seemed like every witch within hearing distance yelled at me.

Just then, the last of the witches, it looked like the kitchen crew who’d been frantically filling mead mugs right up until the bonfires exploded, crossed over to our side of the field and hundreds of upraised fingers pointed at the bonfires.

“Go fuck yourselves, you ignorant assholes!” I obediently yelled.

It was drowned out by the girls’ shouts of: “Imeacht agus gabh sibh féin, a amadáin aineolacha!”

Then the party got rowdy.
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After the shouting of insults and flipping of birds, came the dancing.

Music came from somewhere, and the whole school started dancing around the smaller bonfire at our current end of the field.

“What … the fuck … was that?” I asked, trying to keep up with the girls, because this dancing was going wild. Lots of jumping up and down and head twirling to send braids, pony tails, and loose hair snapping like whips. I was certain someone was going to lose an eye tonight.

“Beltane is about renewal and fertility,” Cassandra explained, bouncing up and down as feverishly as the rest of the witches.

Have I mentioned Cassandra’s breasts?

It was a magnificent sight.

So was Priscilla hopping around us grinning like a maniac — she looked like she really might just keep dancing all night and never want to stop.

“Do they bounce as good out of her shirt?” Sam asked.

“He’s never seen my boobs!” Priscilla paused long enough to look around at the witches staring at her. “Fuck!” she yelled, then resumed dancing and disappeared into the crowd.

I laughed along with everyone, because, before she turned away, Priscilla’s face had gone redder than any of the fires.

“So, Beltane?” I asked Sam. “About renewal and fertility and flipping off fires?”

“Was about renewal and fertility,” Sam corrected. “Then some asshole drove a herd of cattle between the bonfires and said it would protect from disease.” Sam whipped her head around so that her loose hair covered her face. “Pfft! Pfft! Fuck.” She stopped dancing long enough to part the veil of hair and pull random strands from her mouth. “Guess what came next?”

“Something about witches?” I guessed.

“Damn right, something about witches. They started saying the bonfires would protect against witches, which, given our history, is pretty fucking culturally insensitive, don’t you think?”

“So … you show them the bonfires won’t keep you away and tell them to go fuck themselves?”

Sam nodded and smiled. “You’re starting to get witchy. I’m proud of you.”

“It doesn’t really mean that,” Rachel said. “It’s more like ‘Be off and take yourselves with you, you ignorant fools.’”

“Close enough,” Sam said.

“I’m thirsty,” Brittany said, as she and Hannah bounced within range of us. “Anyone want to go get me a cup?”

“I’m thirsty, too,” I said. “Why don’t we all go get one?”

Hannah laughed, while Brittany pursed her lips. “It’s not funny.”

“What’s going on?” I asked.

“Have you noticed where people are moving?” Hannah asked, nodding toward the food tables at the other side of the field.

Several witches were moving back and forth — some heading for the food, others returning to dancing — but they were all going between the bonfires. No one was taking the other routes, along the sidelines or even up into the bleachers, to avoid the heat.

“We have to go back between the fires?” I asked.

“Every time,” Brittany said, “and Curiosity sucks at Fire. We always get burned.”

“Insulting hundreds of years of ignorant villagers on each trip is optional,” Sam said, “but strongly encouraged.”

I chuckled. “I’ll get you some mead, Brittany — anybody else want anything?”

“A sandwich, too?” Brittany asked.

“No,” Hannah said. “No food in the dance area — Kim Carnegie brought a bunch of girls cake two years ago, and three witches nearly bit their tongues off trying to chew and dance at the same time. They spit blood on everybody. The senior girls will throw you into the fire if they see you with food over here.”

“I’m hungry and thirsty,” Brittany said, pouting. “Beltane sucks.”

“Why don’t you do your shield thing?” Cassandra asked me.

“What shield thing?” Brittany asked.

“The layering thing?” Sam asked. “I’m not traipsing back and forth every time Brittany wants a drink. Sorry, Brittany, but the bathrooms are that way, too, and I’ve seen you when you drink.”

“Not that,” Cassandra said. “The other shield thing.”

“What shield thing?” Brittany asked.

“Yeah,” I asked Cassandra. “What shield thing?”

Cassandra put a hand around her throat. “The shield thing? With the vampire?”

“Oh,” I said.

“What shield thing?” Brittany asked again.

“He can make a shield away from his body,” Cassandra said.

“Really?” Brittany asked. “How?”

“It’s a thing I can do.” I shrugged. “But I don’t think it would work. The vampire thing was, like, this big, but Brittany’s —”

Warning! Shouted my lizard-brain.

“Brittany’s an appropriately-sized and attractive witch.”

“You think I’m attractive?” Brittany asked.

“Uh … I…”

One day I’ll get used to being stared at by witches.

Not today.

I ignored Hannah’s look, because she was clearly begging me not to say anything particularly special, but was I supposed to lie? Go with something like, “All witches are beautiful?”

Fuck that. I liked Brittany. She deserved to hear what I actually thought.

“You’re gorgeous,” I told her.

“None of this is getting Brittany a sandwich,” Hannah said. “Brit, if you’re that hungry, just walk around on the sidelines, no one will say anything about it — a few other girls suck countering Fire, too.”

“But —”

“What about the dough man?” Sam asked.

“What?” Brittany asked.

“It’s his other shield-thing,” Sam explained.

“How many shield things do you have?” Brittany asked.

“A lot,” Sam said. “Melaina says it’s because he’s overprotective.”

“She did?” I asked — I hadn’t heard that.

“Felicity told me he used to have trouble keeping his shields close to his body,” Sam went on, ignoring me. “He’d puff them out way away from him like the thing in those commercials.” Sam shrugged. “So inflate yourself and carry her.”
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So that’s how I wound up princess-carrying Brittany between two bonfires so she could eat a sandwich.

Then back to resume dancing.

Repeating every time she felt the need for another mead, or to unload the previous mead, which was often — and I spent those trips stoically looking straight ahead, as not to meet Brittany’s eyes, because I could tell in my peripheral vision that she was giving me a “let’s stop here between two big fires and stare at each other for a while” look.

Hannah would kill me if I gave in to that look, no matter how much I wanted to. I thought Hannah had to be wrong about whether we could make some sort of deal with her Family, but she was right about Brittany being impulsive, and I wanted to have a decent handle on how to make it happen without things blowing up before I talked to her about it.

Oh, and there were four other witches at the party who also sucked at shielding from Fire and eventually got drunk enough to think, warlock or not, Brittany was on to something.

I went along with it because if they wanted me to carry them, then they weren’t afraid of me anymore, and none of them seemed to be trying to get me into a marking situation. They just giggled a lot.

It was a fun night, even if Sam and Cassandra did start insisting on chaperoning every non-Brittany trip to ensure I didn’t come out of the fire with a new sister for them.


Chapter Forty-One




About a quarter of the witches didn’t make it to dawn.

They were in various heaps along the sidelines, with some laid out in the bleachers.

They weren’t tired … they were blackout drunk.

Just because witches could regulate their alcohol levels, didn’t mean they always did.

Especially not on Beltane, which was dedicated to The Maiden, after all. Excess was apparently a form of devotion.

It was still dark when the music started to fade and the witches’ frenzied dancing began to slow. Yeah, we’d been going all night, just taking breaks to eat and drink.

Rachel had been carefully tracking her mana production, trying to estimate what her numbers would be if she only had the one resonant still. Even with a conservative estimate, she managed about one Heartfire on all of us every forty-five minutes, which got us a lot of jealous looks from some of the sweating, exhausted witches. Even with the mead, I think her calculations were safe, because Coach Briarfield gave her a thumbs up as she was bouncing by us.

All the witches bounced well, but Coach Briarfield was probably the tallest witch on campus and did so with a particular presence that rivaled Cassandra’s.

The witches started walking back to the other end of the field for … yeah, mead.

Even with multiple Heartfires, I was so tired and full of mead that I stumbled carrying Brittany past the bonfires and almost fell. Those other Fire-deficient witches were on their own now, because no way was I going to do any more carrying than I needed to.

The bonfires were still going strong, even after all those hours, so I assumed magic was involved. Back at the mead tables, Prima Rosethorn handed me a full cup and I realized all the staff, including the teachers, had been trading off serving the food and mead all night so that everyone got equal time to celebrate — I had a hard time believing the night had gone that way at most of the Family celebrations.

What I saw now bore a very strong resemblance to the way the witches had prepared for sunset the night before — there was a scramble to get a full cup of mead into everyone’s hands, and the witches who had mead weren’t drinking more than a sip or two.

“Time to insult the villagers again?” I asked Sam.

“Ignorant villagers,” Sam said. “Not the nice ones — and, no, this one’s different.”

“So what do I do?”

“When everybody else does, hold your mead up and shout ‘Áthas!’ then drink!”

“Awus?”

“AW hus!” Sam yelled, which really wasn’t necessary, since the music had stopped, but was probably understandable, since that’s how we’d had to communicate all night.

“Áthas?”

“Yeah!”

I nodded and Sam grinned, then we were all staring to the east, back toward the administration building, which I assumed was to see the dawn, but the building was in the way — far in the distance, a soft glow of the coming dawn lit the horizon. Which I could see, because the administration building wasn’t there.

“What the —”

Sam elbowed me in the ribs. “Get ready!”

“But —”

Maybe it was an illusion? Sure, it could be, but it really did look as though the administration building really just wasn’t there — as though we were looking right through it, across the quad, and down the long, Willowmere driveway.

“Ready!”

A pinprick of something more than a glow showed and I was surrounded by drunk, sweaty witches raising their cups to the dawn and shouting, “Áthas!” at the top of their lungs.

I yelled and drained my cup along with them, a bit better at keeping it off my face now, after a few hours of practice.

“So what’s —”

I was trying to ask Rachel what I’d just yelled — for all I knew, I’d just called the Sun God an asshole or something like that — when the spellstick field exploded in purple flames ten feet high. Columns of swirling purple rose from everyone, including me, and a vibration ran through me that made me worried I was going to get shaken apart, no matter how good it felt. It was like Rachel’s Heartfire … trebled — no, more than that, much, much, more.

It was the most incredible thing I’d ever felt — and I was fucking three incredibly sexy witches on a daily basis. Well, sort of with Cassandra’s issues, but you get the point.

Everybody swayed and staggered, some fell, some stumbled into each other, grasping and swaying in a, not always successful, attempt to stay on their feet.

I caught Cassandra and staggered back a couple steps keeping us from falling, but Cassandra didn’t seem to care that she’d been one step away from falling on her still-bruised ass, and just laughed.

“Damn!” she yelled, shivering. “The Maiden’s in a good mood this year!”

Cassandra laughed again and spun away from me toward the mead tables, leaving me staring at Rachel.

“Rachel!” I called, spreading my hands. “Explain!”

And can you cast that spell? Because … damn.

I was still tingling and felt like I could dance until dusk again — which a lot of the witches seemed to agree with, because many of them were dashing back between the bonfires to where the music had restarted.

Rachel grinned, took a couple steps and launched herself into my arms, wrapping her legs around my waist and smushing her lips to mine. The taste of her lips was almost enough to distract me from the mead she’d just spilled down my back.

“We dance all night to honor The Maiden!” she yelled into my ear. “Áthas means Joy! We greet the dawn with joy and The Maiden blesses us — that was a strong one! She must be happy about something!”

“But what about the building —” I broke off as I pointed to the east, where the light of dawn was now shining around the completely visible administrative building.

“She who dances with the dawn,” Rachel said. “Nothing made by mortal hands can block The Maiden’s light from us on Beltane morn.” Rachel kissed me again, then dropped to the ground and dashed off for the food tables where Magistra Cassian was handing out breakfast sandwiches and even coffee.

I licked my lips, turning slowly in place to take in the scene of hundreds of witches, reenergized by their — our — Goddess, and now ready for hours more of celebration. Of joy.


Chapter Forty-Two




The day went much as the night — mead, dancing, food, with the addition of a bunch of other activities. Witches were playing tag, hide-and-seek, throwing water balloons — or balls of water without the balloons for those with enough water magic — and nearly everything else I could think of to do on a beautiful Spring day. It was more than fun, it was a celebration of pure, unadulterated joy.

The bonfires remained lit, but they’d been toned down, and the school staff was handing out metal sticks with hot dogs and marshmallows for the witches to roast around the fires — I wondered if that was something we’d missed all night.

We joined in some of the games and it was probably the most fun I’d had at Willowmere outside of bed. The witches were all drunk enough — either on mead or the Maiden’s Joy — to loosen up even around me. There was flirting, but it was playful, not serious, and none of my girls chased the others away, so it seemed I was right about that.

Not everyone was happy and friendly — Cassandra’s former cohort were taking their joy in stupid pranks, but the presence of teachers and staff, a lot of them joining in the games themselves, kept it to minor shit.

Lunch was a cookout, with hamburgers, hot dogs, and all the sides.

We ate sitting in a tight circle to one side of the field, then stretched out to relax.

Sam sat behind me and pulled my head into her lap to stroke my forehead, which was a great way to spend an early afternoon, and the others used me as a pillow — yeah, more than just Rachel and Cassandra — which made it even better.

Once we were all rested, we joined in the games again, which seemed to have morphed into some kind of combined game of hide-and-tag-and-dump-water — which I thought was a fine idea, given the number of witches wearing t-shirts. Once I joined though, the game changed once more, turning into one where the warlock was always “it” and the runners’ job was to lead him past the hiders who’d leap out and splash him from behind.

It was a blast and the only thing that could’ve made it better would have been for Morgan and Felicity to be there. I wondered if Felicity would be freaked out by the amount of water being thrown around.

Things slowed down as the day went on and I actually found myself alone for a while. Everyone had run off to do things and I guess they’d lost who was supposed to be keeping track of me and making sure I didn’t add any sisters — yeah, I had no doubt they were doing that.

I found some shade under the bleachers — I wasn’t the only one with that idea, the place was pretty crowded — and leaned back against the flat side of one of the metal pieces holding up the benches above me.

“Hi!”

I jumped, having just barely closed my eyes, as Brittany plopped down beside me.

“Hi,” I chuckled.

“Where is everybody?”

I shrugged. “I’m sure they’ll show up.”

“Yeah, they will — so we’d better hurry.”

“Hurry?”

What would we need to hurry and finish before the other’s got back?

Hello, my dick said.

“To talk,” Brittany said, then frowned. “Why are you grinning like that?”

“Um, nothing. What do we have to talk about?”

Brittany rolled her eyes. “Hello?” She waved a hand at her head. “Precog?”

Oh, shit, Hannah’s gonna kill me.

“You’ve, ah … I thought yours wasn’t very strong.”

“It’s not nonexistent — and it works best for things close to me.”

I nodded. Great. Hannah was going to kill me twice.

“Hey, I always wondered why witches call it Precog instead of Foresight?”

Changing the subject, for the win.

“That happened in the sixties — they thought Foresight sounded too old-fashioned or something.”

“But they didn’t change Hindsight?”

“What were they going to call it? Glowy-memory?” Brittany shrugged. “Anyway, let’s talk.”

Fuck.

I sighed. “So you know…?”

“How about you assume I know everything and we start talking from there?”

I shook my head. “Great.”

“If it makes you feel better, I haven’t seen any futures where Hannah kills you.”

“That’s comforting.”

“But she’s been talking to Sam a lot, so if she finds out we talked about this, you should probably start checking your underwear before you put it on.” She grinned. “Ribbit!”

I laughed. It also occurred to me that she might be playing me — saying she knew everything, when she just suspected something might be up, then waiting for me to spill details.

“So what’s your answer?”

Brittany’s jaw dropped. “You … just like that?”

I laughed again. “If you already know everything, then nothing I say will be new, right?”

Now Brittany laughed. “Clever.” She sobered and sighed. “Yes — but I can’t.”

I felt my heart leap, then fall off a bridge.

“Precog is huge for my Family, Noah. They’d sooner give up Hannah than me — and if it ever comes to where they do agree to give up one of us, I want you to promise you’ll make it be Hannah.”

That surprised me. “Why?”

“Onesies have less power to draw on, so we’re going to be told to grow our resonants fast. I’ve got it lucky — all they have to do is give me puzzles and stuff to take apart and Curiosity’s happy. Hannah’s not so lucky.”

“Oh,” I said, though it made me more determined than ever to find some way around this.

“At least she’ll have a lot of material to work with before they need to start generating more.”

“What do you mean?”

“Hello?” She waved a hand at me. “Hannah’s got more than one picture of you she’ll be staring at late into the night.”

“Really?” I didn’t even know Hannah had any pictures of me.

Brittany laughed. “Don’t tell her I told you that.”

“Sure.” I sighed. “So you haven’t seen any way?”

She shook her head. “No good ones.”

“There are bad ones?” I could see the futures where Hannah and Brittany didn’t join us being bad, but how could those where they did be bad?

Brittany nodded. “Not many, but some.”

“Like what?”

That got me a raised eyebrow. “You really want to know? How about the one where Felicity starts with the Family Head and works her way down?”

“Yeah, let’s avoid that one.”

“It’s past.”

“That’s a relief.”

This really sucked. I was still determined, but not hopeful.

“This sucks,” I said.

Brittany nodded. “Do you promise?”

“To pick Hannah if it ever comes to that?”

“Yeah.”

I wondered if Brittany had already seen some future where that choice was possible, but I didn’t ask.

“Yes, I promise.”

“Thank you.” Brittany sighed. “It’s not set in stone, you know.”

“That’s nice to know, but wouldn’t you have seen it if there was a way to change it?”

She shook her head. “It’s not like watching a movie or something — it’s more like feelings and still pictures. One after another and all mixed up, but I can sort of feel which ones are related. But it can change. Like when you and Cassandra got kidnapped — everything I saw was her getting hurt. Bad. No details, but really bad.” She paused and frowned. “I didn’t see you in any of them.”

“None?”

“Nope, not a single one. I was really worried when you went after her, because I thought — well, I thought it meant you were hurt before you got to her or something.” She bit her lip. “That’s not normal.”

“Me getting hurt?”

She snorted. “Not seeing someone who’s … central. This time, I saw Felicity getting really mad, and Sam calling every day, and even Melaina trying to talk to our Family — but not you.” She frowned again. “That’s weird.”

“Is it?”

“More than weird — in fact, I don’t think I’ve ever seen you in a vision.” She shrugged. “I mean, it’s not like I get them that often, about one a month, and they’re usually small and simple, not like Cassandra getting attacked.”

“Small and simple like what?” I was pretty curious about how it worked — and not sure if it would be a good thing to have or not, depending on how easy it was to change things.

“Well, back in first semester I knew to check all our chairs for ketchup packets one lunch time.”

“Cassandra?”

Brittany nodded.

“So there could be something I can do, but you just haven’t seen it?”

“Yeah, maybe, but don’t go trying anything stupid, okay? And remember your promise.”

“Okay.”

That gave me some things to think about.

We sat in silence for a while, watching the remnants of what the games had evolved into through the bleachers, then I chuckled.

“That’s the Brittany I know — quiet.”

She tapped her head. “Curiosity.”

“I’d think that would make you ask even more questions.”

Brittany grinned. “I learned a long time ago that people like to talk — usually one question fills a lot of time. Any time I spend talking is time I can’t learn something. So it’s one question to get them started talking and not another one until they stop.”

I nodded. That made sense.

“Plus I have another thing.”

“Yeah?”

“Yeah, not really a full Affinity, just something I’m good at. It’s called Willing Ear — it usually comes with the more empathic resonants, but sometimes with Curiosity. It sort of makes the people around me talk more. Sometimes I can focus it, but I only do that for silly stuff or if someone’s really upset and won’t talk about it.”

I kind of wished I’d known that a month ago and had Brittany use it on Cassandra.

Then something occurred to me.

“Yeah? You ever use it on me?”

Brittany stood suddenly, brushing dust off her butt. “I need another hamburger.”

She started walking away.

“Hey! Have you?”

She grinned back over her shoulder.

“Got you to tell me I’m gorgeous, didn’t I?”


Chapter Forty-Three




After sunset, the party was over and weary witches dragged their way back to the residence building, collecting leftovers from the food tables to take back to eat in peace. We stopped at the cottage to pick up some things and hit the gym showers. I wondered if we’d ever get the cottage done or if the girls would still be arguing about tile colors when we graduated.

I finished mine first and headed back — the girls were all standing with their heads bowed, letting the hot water stream over them, but I wanted to lay down and get the weight off my feet.

I did just that as soon as the door closed behind me, kicking off my shoes and crawling onto the couch-bed. I grabbed the remote from the shelf, really just the slightly elevated lip of the massive piece of furniture only a couple inches above the main floor of the room, and turned on the TV.

That was still running off an extension cord, as the girls were trying to decide where to put the electrical outlet for it. Sam, Brittany, and Priscilla were lobbying for midway up the wall so we could mount the TV there and not have any wires showing on the wall, while Cassandra, Rachel, and Hannah thought we should put it at the same height as other outlets, since future covens might not want their TV there and would wind up with an electrical outlet in the middle of the space.

We weren’t just setting up the cottage for ourselves for our time at Willowmere, but making design decisions for future covens, as well, and the girls were taking that seriously, especially since things like plumbing and electrical meant we were going to have to bring lines through the cottage’s stone foundation and walls.

Luckily, wifi had been easier, with Peter just extending a cable to the cottage and plugging in a router.

I watched about twenty minutes of mindless videos while I thought back on the events of the day. I might not have seen all the witches’ holidays yet, but Beltane was a strong contender for my favorite.

I looked up as the door clicked and Sam and Cassandra came in.

“Where’s Rachel?” I asked as they closed the door behind them.

“I sent her to one of the rec rooms for a while,” Sam said.

“Sent?”

“Yeah, she doesn’t need to be here for this.”

“This?” I asked, suddenly wary.

Both Sam and Cassandra were producing a lot of mana — primarily something I took for Determination, along with a whole variety of stuff that made me even more wary.

“I’m tired of being second,” Cassandra said.

“What? You’re not —”

“I am. We don’t have a high priestess, that’s fine, but I’m not First Witch either. I’m the second witch you bound and … is it true? Did you really not have sex before Samantha?”

It was true, but I thought the last four months had more than made up for it. I nodded.

“How? Just, how? How did you make it through high school without fucking half the school? I’ve seen the shows — mundane high school is a sexfest.”

“It really isn’t,” I told her, but I’d noticed the witches had a bit of a blind spot when it came to the difference between real mundane life and the TV shows and movies. So I probably wasn’t going to convince her of that, but I didn’t want her thinking I regretted it, either. “Honestly, I’m kind of glad I didn’t — I like the idea you all will be the only ones I do that with.”

“That’s exactly what I mean — how? How could you walk around saying stuff like that and not get your pants ripped off?”

“I honestly didn’t say things like that until I met you guys, so —”

“Dominus?”

“What?”

“You’re just confusing her more.”

I shut up and let Cassandra glare at me, which seemed a little unfair — I thought the things I’d just said would make her feel better.

“I’m not high priestess,” Cassandra said. “I’m not even First Witch, but I’m having the first baby, so that evens things up — but now I find out I’m just the second girl you’ve fucked — better to be two-hundredth, or something. At least then I wouldn’t be living with the first.”

Cassandra glared at Sam, who just shrugged — at least she wasn’t whistling and buffing her fingernails or something.

“I want to give you something she hasn’t. I want to be first at something so Samantha and I are even — shush! You don’t get to decide if we’re even or not, so I want to do this.” Cassandra looked at Sam. “And I want her to see it — know she had the chance to be first at that, too, but didn’t have the courage.”

That didn’t sound good — I looked closer at their mana production and my heart sank at the green threads growing in Cassandra and streaming toward her Malice resonant.

“Cassandra —”

“Dominus!”

“What?”

Sam looked at me for a long moment. “Cassandra and I talked it over. It’s okay.”

I still didn’t even know what “it” was. I trusted Sam, though I was also a little concerned because we’d just finished twenty-four hours of mead-fueled revelry.

“Are you two still drunk?”

“Of course we are,” Sam said. “I’m not giving up a good buzz when we don’t have classes tomorrow.”

I sighed. “Maybe we should —”

Sam groaned and Cassandra rolled her eyes.

“Dominus, we can sober up in twenty seconds if we want to — this is not an issue.”

Cassandra glared at me. “You do not want to turn this down.”

I looked at them for a moment.

“Okay, what are we doing?”

Cassandra smiled.

“Undress and lay down,” Cassandra whispered.

That instruction, in these circumstances, was something I think no man would ignore.

I undressed and laid down.

Cassandra crawled across the cushions, slid my legs apart, kneeling between them, and Sam knelt a few feet away.

Both girls had come back to the cottage in their pajamas — Cassandra in her usual nightgown, and Sam in a tank top and the wide-legged pajama shorts I liked because I could slide both hands up the legs easily.

With Cassandra between my legs, I was starting to get my hopes up, but still wasn’t sure what this had to do with Sam, then I looked closer at her mana production.

Sam kept surprising me. It was like every time I thought I understood her, another layer got peeled back to show even more complexity.

I could tell she hated the whole idea of this.

She was jealous of Cassandra for being the one to do this.

She was furious with herself for not doing it when she had the chance.

She was humiliated by the idea of watching it — being made to watch it.

Yet all of that was binding with her Lust and filling her resonant rather than being shed. It was as though all of those feelings were not only turning her on, but satisfying something even deeper.

“Are you sure?” I asked Cassandra, worried about whatever it was that was keeping us from having sex. “It won’t —”

“Just keep our resonants out of play and enjoy yourself. Maybe it’ll even help with other things — I do want to. Not just to be even, but because I — I just want to, okay? This is not something I should have to explain my reasoning on, believe me. Now shut up.”

Cassandra ran her palms up my thighs, sending shivers through me and giving me goose bumps.

I saw Cassandra look over at Sam and chuckle, so I looked too.

Sam had her eyes locked on my cock, pretty much ignoring everything else around her, but she did manage to get one hand into her panties to begin probing herself.

Aaaannndddd … I’m a sadistic bastard.

“Wait,” I said.

Cassandra’s eyes narrowed — she’d bent over and was holding the base of my dick to make it stand straight up, so I couldn’t see her nose, just the two narrowed eyes on either side of my shaft.

“You’re looking at me like this, and you say ‘wait?’”

I ignored her and studied Sam, making absolutely certain of everything I was seeing in her.

“Samantha.”

“Yes, Dominus?”

“Spread your legs.”

A slow smile spread across Sam’s face as her thighs spread, giving both Cassandra and I a much better view of her knuckles rubbing against the inside of her pajama shorts.

“Yes, Dominus.”

“Good girl.” I waited a beat for her smile to widen. “Now put your palms on your knees.”

Sam’s smile fell a little and her brow furrowed.

“Y—yes, Dominus,” she whispered, sliding her palms down her thighs in the reverse of what Cassandra had just done to me.

“Good girl.” I gathered a bit of mana and infused it with my intent. It wouldn’t take much, not between Sam and I, but Command always seemed to intensify things for her. “Now don’t move your hands or legs from that spot until I release you. And don’t look away.”

“Ooohhh, Dominus — fuck!”

I turned my gaze back to Cassandra, whose eyes were now wide.

She nodded to me, then whispered, “Respect,” before the world disappeared as she ran her tongue up my shaft and the warm, soft tunnel of her mouth engulfed me.
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My eyes rolled so far back I was convinced the sparks I was seeing were my brain.

When I say “engulfed,” I mean engulfed. All of it. Every single fraction of an inch was inside her. Cassandra’s lips surrounded the base of my cock and her nose pressed into the soft flesh above it.

I had just a moment to try and process the sensation before it was gone and my groan of pleasure turned to one of yearning as the sensation withdrew, exposing my now wet cock to the chiller air. Cassandra exhaled and gulped in a deep breath.

Then the warmth was back, and I retained just enough sense to wonder where Cassandra was putting all of it, because I was pretty sure my dick was longer than her head was deep — but it didn’t matter anymore as the mystery was solved. Half my cock was suddenly squeezed then squeezed again in a rippling sensation running from midway up my cock to the tip.

Oh, Goddess, I’m past her mouth — that’s her swallowing around me. How does —

Ssshhhutttt uuuupppp! my dick yelled at me.

For once, I agreed with it.

I abandoned thought for the sensation as Cassandra tried to, and nearly did, drive me unconscious.

The sensations went on and on, with Cassandra using her mouth and hands to bring me right to the edge before changing her rhythm. I spared an occasional glance at Sam to be sure she was taking this okay, and … she was. In that very odd way I still wasn’t completely used to.

Cassandra’s movements became faster, alternating between the shallow, bobbing of her mouth on my cock’s head while one hand pumped the shaft and the other played with my balls, then taking me deep again.

I groaned, knowing I couldn’t take much more and reluctantly decided to give her some warning instead of surprising her — she hadn’t said how I should finish.

“Ca — Cassandra, I’m — going to —”

Her mouth disappeared from me and I opened my eyes to find her staring at me.

“So do it,” she said, then engulfed my cock again.

I threw my head back so far I thought I could probably see my own ass if I had the concentration left to open my eyes.

I reached down to put my hands on Cassandra’s head, because … Cassandra. I could see her pulling away as soon as I started coming or something. Maybe it was unfair, but there was a lot of history there, it would be the perfect mean thing to do right now, and she was filling Malice. My fingers on her hair seemed to drive her faster, as though she wanted to make it clear that she was doing this at her own direction, and my hands fell to my sides as I groaned.

As my spasms began, Cassandra’s tongue stroked my shaft and she stopped bobbing, taking me deep and swallowing over and over again, almost in time with the spurts of come I was filling her throat with.

My orgasm eventually ended, but Cassandra kept going, changing her pace and pressure to something gentler, sending shiver after shiver running through me from head to toe.

By the time she pulled her lips from me with an audible pop, I was gone, hardly able to move.

Cassandra took several deep breaths, then licked her lips. “I told you I was trained to keep a warlock compliant, didn’t I?”

“I … remember you saying something like that,” I mumbled.

Wait … if “trained” was that with…

“Oh, don’t you start shedding Jealousy at me,” Cassandra snapped. “We didn’t train with real … um, you know. And I certainly never did that for some stupid frat-asshole. Don’t worry, I’ll get better with practice.”

I didn’t get a chance to comment, because Cassandra’s mouth returned.

Slowly, softly, teasingly, she kept me hard through the very brief time I needed to recover and start shifting my hips with her movements to move things along again — then she stopped.

Cassandra turned her head to Sam. “That’s how you please a warlock.”

Sam whined, but Cassandra was already trailing kisses up my stomach, chest, and neck before whispering in my ear. “Be nice to her.”

Then she kissed my cheek and stood, walking to the door and leaving the cottage.

“Please, Dominus, please fuck me. I need you.”

I blinked away the pleasant fog Cassandra had left me in and got to my knees beside Sam.

Her whole body was trembling, eyes wide and pleading, shining with tears.

“Not yet,” I said, ignoring her whine. I reached my hand inside her panties — into soft, warm, sodden flesh, sliding my whole palm over the little nub at the top and drawing a long, low groan from Sam.

I leaned close and whispered, “I said you couldn’t move until I released you.” I started working my fingers faster. “Be sure to ask —”

“Please, Dominus, may I come, please!”
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I pulled Sam closer to me and she mumbled something.

I’d been worried we wouldn’t have enough time for me to be properly nice to her, but once she started, Sam exhausted herself pretty quickly.

I tucked a bit of sweat-damp hair behind her ear. “I wasn’t really expecting you to ask for mercy after, what, six?”

Sam shivered. “It wasn’t … the number, it was the … intensity.”

“So why that?” I asked.

Sam sighed. “Another quiz?”

I chuckled. “Call it a debrief.”

“It’s … I’m mad at myself … for not.”

“So some kind of punishment?”

Sam nodded. “Yeah? Maybe? Then you had to go and add in some denial, which is just —” She shivered again. “Yeah. And before you ask, that’s probably because nobody gave a shit what I did when I was a kid, so it lets me know you care.”

“Really?”

“How the fuck should I know? You tell me — you think about why I do things more than I do.”

I chuckled. Maybe someday I’d understand it — or, maybe, understand my own satisfaction at the evening, at least.

Sam shivered again. “Is that … something you want from me?”

At first, I considered saying something like if Cassandra did it then it was okay if Sam didn’t like it, but that didn’t feel right — for me or Sam.

And, yeah, the idea of Sam, my first love, sucking on my cock, even if — especially if she didn’t want to, but was doing it anyway just to please me? Or, maybe, even to please herself, in that part of herself that longed to please me.

“Yes,” I said. “I want that from you.”

“At least you didn’t try to lie about it — that would have been fucking stupid.” She sighed. “I want to, Dominus, I want to — it’s just … yuck.”

I chuckled.

“Dominus?”

“Yes?”

“I want to give you … everything. Everything. But there are some things, I just can’t on my own.” She turned her face to kiss my neck. “I need to know you want it enough, love me enough, to make me.”

I thought it wasn’t just the blowjob — without a doubt, I did want my first love’s, my first witch’s, lips around the shaft of my cock and to feel the pressure as I bottomed out against the back of her throat, just as I did in her pussy. But it was also despite … or, maybe, because of her not liking it, not wanting to. The knowledge that she really was just doing it to please me — or, that what pleasure she did get from it came from pleasing me.

“I need to think about that,” I told her.

Sam sighed. “Figures.”


Chapter Forty-Four




“You’re sure you’re okay with not going?” I asked Morgan.

We were upstairs at Mel’s while I got ready to go on my date-day with Cassandra.

I’d changed to Sunday when I glanced at a calendar and saw that it was May fourth.

Cassandra thought we were going to a nice breakfast, then the park to just spend a day alone together — there’d be some of that, but after breakfast we’d be doing something different, and I wanted to be sure Morgan wouldn’t be upset about missing out.

“I get it,” Morgan said. “Elsa’s been dealing with some shit and needs a special day.”

“Thanks. We can do it again, all together — maybe next year.”

“That sounds cool. I think it’s cool that you…”

“What?”

Morgan shrugged. “Nothing.”

“Come on, what? Since when have we had secrets?”

Morgan raised an eyebrow. “Since, um, when you found out you had magic, killed a guy, went to magic school, and married a lesbian?” She pursed her lips and nodded. “Yeah, since then.”

I flushed. Not like I could argue, since I’d kept all those things from her when they happened.

“Point,” I said. “But I think I made good on those once we found out you were a witch. Plus, we agreed on no more secrets back then.”

“Yeah, I guess we did.”

“Good — so you think it’s cool that I what?”

Morgan flushed and looked down at her hands, picking at the edge of one finger.

“You know — how you’re trying to make things unique. Special. Tumbleina and the fair, now Elsa.” She shrugged. “I just think it’s cool.”

I grinned. “So you think I’m cool?”

“I think that’s cool — you’re still a dweeb.”

I chuckled and stripped off the t-shirt I’d spent the morning in and grabbed my “date-shirt” from the closet. “I don’t think I’m that much of a — Morgan?”

Morgan’s eyes were wide and she was staring blankly at me, eyes not even on my face.

“Morgan? You okay?”

“What? Huh?” She shook her head rapidly. “Yeah! I mean, yeah, I’m okay. Just … just been a while since I saw you with your shirt off. Been working out, huh?”

I nodded, slipping into the shirt and starting to button it.

“A little.”

“You, ah, you should wear the blue one — I think you’d look good ou — in, in the blue one.”

I shook my head. “Not possible. This is one of the replacement mauve ones Sam got me and I won’t let her catch me leaving on a date in something else.”

“What? Every date?”

I nodded. “Yep. This is, apparently, the Mauve Shirt of Many Meanings. Her latest is that when I wear it to date within the coven, it signifies that I’d make the same commitment again.”

“That’s … kind of nice, actually, but why don’t you — you just try the blue one on. Just for a second. Then we should look at the brown one, too.”

“Nope. I’d just get sent back up here to change.”

I finished buttoning.

“Well, you know, that’s just one girl’s opinion. Maybe — maybe the blue one gives that message to others.”

I shrugged. “I don’t think Cassandra’s going to be looking for messages in my shirt.”

“Yeah, but — wait!”

I froze at the door and turned slowly.

“Yes?”

“Ah.” Morgan looked around the room, then pointed at me. “Yeah, yeah — that event thing you told me about?”

“What about it?”

“Well, if they all want their own ‘Events’, then how do you think they’re going to feel about having to share your shirt?”

“Those … were words, yes, but —”

“You’re hopeless. Listen, if they all want different Events, they’re going to want their date-shirt, not the same one for everybody.”

I frowned. “That does sound like girl-logic.”

“Hey!”

I did not say, I don’t think of you as a girl.

Even despite it not being true anymore, I can recognize some dangers.

I’m learning.

“Well? Doesn’t it?”

Morgan sighed. “Yeah, I suppose, but it’s still true. So try on the blue shirt?”

I shook my head. “Naw. Cassandra and I need to get going.”

Morgan hopped up from the bed and shoved past me to go downstairs.

“Well … well, fine! Wear your stupid shirt! That’s not even mauve, it’s wisteria!”
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“I don’t understand why you were so insistent I wear jeans,” Cassandra said, again, as we got out of our ride.

“I like you in jeans.”

Cassandra rolled her eyes and took my arm.

I guided her toward the restaurant. It wasn’t as fancy a place as we’d had brunch at before shopping — in fact, it was kind of a hole-in-the-wall, but had fantastic breakfast and brunch reviews.

“Yeah, well, my butt’s still bruised and sore, so you’re going to have to do the lotion twice tonight.”

“I don’t object a bit to that.”

That got me another eye roll, but also a little smile.

Brunch was good — not fancy-place good, but good, and we both enjoyed it.

After, I led Cassandra down the block.

“The park’s the other way.”

I nodded. “We’re not going to the park.”

“Where are we going?”

I must have been getting good at the whole time-the-reveal thing, because just as with Priscilla and the fair, we’d arrived at the corner just as she asked and all I had to do was point.

“The end of that line over there,” I said, pointing.

“What’s — wait, really?”

The line of people extending from the hotel’s entrance was moving, but there were enough people to identify the groups of white armor, brown robes, and a few girls with tentacles or whatever on top of their heads. I gave Cassandra a glance — probably not the sort of tentacles she was interested in, but still fun to think about.

“Yep.”

Cassandra squealed and wrapped her arms around my neck, pulling me into a deep kiss, then grabbed my hand and dragged me toward the crosswalk.

“I haven’t been to one of these in years — I think I was seven. Hurry up before more people get ahead of us!”

I laughed and let her drag me along until we got to the convention registration, where we got our badges.

Cassandra was practically bouncing with impatience as the woman checking us in looked at her paper list again, then froze as the woman handed us an envelope.

“And here are your passes for the saber classes.”

Cassandra’s eyes followed the envelope as I slid it into my back pocket, then raised her eyes to my face.

“You are going to be so compliant tomorrow.”
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My anticipation of being made compliant was tempered a little by knowing Cassandra still hadn’t gotten over her issues with us transferring mana — which meant we still couldn’t fully have sex, since it continued to trigger something in her.

While I was certainly looking forward to another fantastic blowjob — and I was absolutely thinking that two of those in four days should be setting some kind of precedent going forward — I kind of wanted a chance to make her feel as good as she did me.

We spent the morning going to panels and spent nearly two hours in the saber fencing class, then wound up in the hotel’s restaurant-bar in time for nachos and a drunken trivia contest.

“What are you going to do when you start showing?” I asked as Cassandra drained half a mug of beer.

“Showing what?”

I gestured at her stomach and raised my eyebrows. “When we go out somewhere like this? Once people can tell you’re pregnant — how are you going to handle drinking?”

Cassandra made a face, refilling her mug from the pitcher on the table.

I had a whiskey sour.

“Nobody’s going to see — oh! They’re starting!”

She scooped up a huge pile of nachos, stuffed it in her mouth, chewed, then washed it down with beer. Next she rolled her head and shoulders, shaking her arm out so that her hand and fingers flapped around.

“What are you doing?”

“Loosening up.” She stretched her arm high over her head. “This baby’s going up a lot tonight — I don’t want to pull anything.”
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Cassandra killed the trivia competition.

You could almost hear the groans as each round’s winner was announced.

It was the last day of the con, so a lot of attendees had checked out, leaving rooms available, because neither of us wanted to make the ride back to Mel’s — and I sort of thought it would interrupt the mood if we had to traipse up to a room past Rachel and Mel and Felicity and … Sam.

Yeah. This was definitely a better place to end the night.

Afterward, I propped myself on one elbow and lightly traced fingertips over Cassandra’s face while watching the corners of her lips twitch in a soft smile.

I lay back and pulled her close to me.

“I’m sorry.”

I sighed. I guess this was now as much our thing as the girls’ Events — apologizing to me for something while cuddling in bed.

Even Rachel had done it — of course, that was for nearly biting my thumb off when I made the mistake of brushing it over her lips when she was distracted.

“For what?”

“The whole … thing.”

“Well, sure, the first one was better, but this one wasn’t bad.”

“Asshole,” Cassandra muttered, snuggling closer — which was quite an accomplishment, given how much and how tightly she was already pressed against me. “I know this one was better because you started making gurgling sounds and your left eyelid kept twitching.”

“I didn’t gurgle,” I protested.

“You gurgled — I kept waiting for little spit bubbles.”

I laughed. “How about we go with: I have no idea which was better, because my mind shuts off for a little bit?”

“Better.” She sighed. “You know what I mean.”

“It’s only been two months — maybe you just need more time. It’s okay.”

“I don’t want it to be okay — I want it to be fixed. I just don’t know what’s wrong.”

I’d really thought things might improve after the spanking — odd as that sounds — but it didn’t seem to.

“I don’t get it,” Cassandra went on. “I know you don’t care about how much mana I have and you’re not going to get angry with me for not having enough. I know you guys don’t hate me — and I do feel better about myself, even. I even know you all care about me as much as I do for you. I just don’t understand.”

“Are you still mad about the bruises?”

“Of course I’m still mad about the bruises, but I don’t really blame you. It’s not like you did it on purpose.”

I kissed the top of her head and another possibility occurred to me.

“You know I don’t need you to be like Sam, right? The things she and I do?”

“I hadn’t really thought of that … thanks so much for sticking another anxiety in my head.”

I chuckled. “We’ll figure this out.”

“How? I don’t even know what the problem is.”

I shrugged. “Well, Sam had the whole Love-resonant thing we couldn’t figure out, but that got fixed by us being kidnapped and locked in a basement — I’m kind of hoping you don’t need something that extreme.”

“It’d be worth it,” Cassandra muttered.

“Really?”

“I am not going to spend the rest of my life with the best sex I’ve ever had being locked in a basement with a vampire. That’s probably the pervert’s thing, but it’s not mine.”

“I don’t think Sam’s into vampires.”

“Did the vampire have tits? Because I’m pretty sure she’d do it.”

I gave it a couple seconds.

“Best?”

“If you didn’t know that already, you’re an idiot.” A deep sigh. “Can we not talk about this tonight?”

Yes, she’d brought it up. Yes, we hadn’t really been talking about it for that long.

But this was pretty typical for Cassandra — she could handle about a minute on the topic before wanting to stop talking about it — and she didn’t respond well to attempts to continue.

I thought about what she’d said, though — about what she knew, but maybe didn’t fully believe or feel — and started to get an idea. A thought started to form about, maybe, what she needed, and whether we could give it to her. I’d have to talk to Sam and Rachel — Mel, too. Maybe Magistra Cassian. Sam had said the plea Cassandra used for Rachel’s binding had been old, but I’d liked it.

I tilted her head back and we spent some time kissing, before Cassandra drew back and whispered.

“Hand me my purse?”

“Sure.” I rolled to the side and retrieved her purse from the nightstand.

Cassandra rummaged in her purse for a moment, then slid it off the bed and rolled onto her stomach.

“Rub,” she said, holding out the jar of lotion Sam had made for her ass.


Chapter Forty-Five




On the Tuesday after Beltane, we were finally able to start serious work on the cottage — not plumbing and electrical, though, because we were planning to learn enough about that over the summer and come back for a couple weeks in August to work on the place, which would give time for it to air out. And give Peter a chance to check our work and make sure we didn’t burn the place down or fill the school coven’s cottage with sewage.

I broke off hauling the bed cushion — more of a large ottoman, really — out of the cottage into the cleared area we’d decided on for trying to reupholster the things. Opening one inside the cottage had released the scent of a hundred years of musty straw, horsehair, and down — along with little bits of those things that covered everything around. That had been a mess to clean up and triggered the rule that everything be dragged outside first.

Now that the supplies we’d ordered had arrived, we were ready to start work on them, and bolts of fabric, sheets of leather, and bags of white foam stuffing were piled on the cottage’s front porch, along with various rolls of memory foam. The girls had decided we’d have sheets of different density foam over the surface, to smooth out the bumps and dips of the ottomans, while also giving places with softer or firmer cushioning for people to rest and sleep.

Rachel and Cassandra were just about to pop a seam on the ottoman/cushion I’d brought out before, while Hannah and Brittany were sorting through the insides of yet another one, trying to salvage what they could.

I didn’t hold out much hope for that, given what I’d seen so far. The straw crumbled into powder at a touch, as did the feathers and down, while there was some horsehair in the mix that had become compacted, but might be reusable. Even the leather coverings were mostly brittle enough to crack and flake when we removed them and laid them flat.

I’d be okay with just replacing everything with modern materials instead of trying to salvage anything, but the girls just glared at me when I suggested it.

I huffed to clear my nose of the dust disturbed by carrying the ottoman outside.

“No!” Cassandra snapped at me, pointing. “Not there, there.”

I stared at where she was pointing — five feet to the left of where I’d put the thing.

“What difference does —”

“There! And bring out —” Cassandra pulled out her phone. “D4 next. It’ll go just to the right of that one.”

I sighed. Cassandra had put sticky notes on all the pieces so we’d know how things went back together. I almost wished I’d joined Sam and Priscilla in cleaning what would eventually become our coven’s downstairs bathroom — the space currently had some dividers up with a few old chamber pots. The girls wanted it thoroughly clean before the tile went down and the plumbing line was run to make it a proper bathroom. I’d settled for doing the heavy lifting for Cassandra instead when Sam started muttering about how warlocks two hundred years ago couldn’t hit the chamber pot either.

Cassandra probably wouldn’t have let me work on that anyway, since the ottomans were too heavy for her telly and I had Strength. Which didn’t change how hot and sweaty the work was.

There was a sudden ding that seemed to come from everywhere around us.

“Will the Blackwood coven please report to the Quad immediately,” Willowmere’s announcement magic said.

“We didn’t do anything!” Sam’s somewhat muted shout sounded from within the cottage.

A moment later, she and Priscilla came out of the cottage, stripping off rubber gloves.

Sam glared around at the rest of us. “Which one of you did something? I’ve been scrubbing piss-wood all morning, so I know it wasn’t me this time.” She pointed at me. “When we get the bathroom finished, you are sitting down.”

I shrugged and saw the girls all do the same.

Despite not being bound to our coven, Hannah, Brittany, and Priscilla all followed us as we made our way down the forest trail from the cottages, then around the dormitory building to the quad — maybe it was to support us, or maybe they were just curious about how we could possibly be in trouble again.

I was certain we were in trouble. The school’s announcement voice had sounded a bit annoyed.

There was a crowd of students and even some teachers on the quad, but I could tell immediately what the commotion was, because the school’s circular drive was filled with vehicles — some pretty big — but I had no idea what that might have to do with us. As we got closer, the crowd parted to make a lane with Prima Rosethorn at the end.

I was a little surprised the witches at the gate had let so many vehicles through.

“Explain!” the Prima ordered sharply, staring at Rachel — which was refreshing, since her glare was usually focused on me.

Closer to her, I was still trying to make sense of the scene.

There were over a dozen vehicles in the circle, ranging from a tiny Prius to a semi-truck pulling a flatbed trailer with pallets of tightly wrapped items. In between were two full-size RVs, three big passenger vans, four pickup trucks pulling travel trailers, and another half dozen passenger vehicles, including a red Caravan right at the top of the circle in front of Prima Rosethorn.

“Explain,” the Prima demanded again, “why there is a kumpani of —”

“Heeeellooooo, laši shuvaniya!” Mihai called, climbing out of his Caravan and hurrying over.

All along the drive, Roma were pouring out of their vehicles and streaming over to stand behind the grinning Romani rideshare driver.

“No,” Prima Rosethorn said, holding up her hands. “No! We’ve only just made the decision to allow warlocks back, we are not —”

Mihai ignored her, instead walking up to Rachel, going to one knee, and bowing his head — all the Roma behind him did the same.

“Pal o yag so hatarol thaj o drom so vakerel, amen chingare humale thaj sevavi tuke, Rachel Blackwood. Tiri zaštita te dena amen tatipe, tiri čačipe te vakerel amen, thaj i hem amari vasta, ilo, thaj jilo sen tuke te džan andre poradzipe. Te amaro vakh te ačhel nephrasto sar i roata, thaj te i jilo te ačhel so kalo opre amende. Ande tiro nav, amen džan jekhethane.1”

I heard enough gasps around me that it had to have been all my witches, plus quite a few in the surrounding crowd.

“What’s going on?” I whispered to Sam.

“Told you you had a kumpani,” Brittany said, rather smugly.

“Mihai…” Sam said. “He just pledged his kumpani to Rachel…”

“Mihai, I —” Rachel swallowed hard and licked her lips.

She shot me a look that was half pleading and half apology, but I certainly didn’t know what to do. I didn’t even know what was going on.

I shrugged and waved a hand at her.

This seemed like it was mostly between the Roma and Rachel, even if it would impact our coven in ways I didn’t understand. I decided it was Rachel’s decision, as she probably knew more about what was going on than any of the rest of us.

Rachel took a deep breath. “Pal o yag so manžen tumen thaj o drom so peren, me kabularel tumaro vakh, Mihai Bogdani. Ande mire zaštita tumenge te avel sigurnipe, thaj le mire čaroben mange te gajdel tumare drome. Sar tumare vasta, ilo, thaj jilo sen mire, sar tumen le muršipe, čačipe, thaj dikhipe sen tumare. Jekhetane, amaro vakh te ačhel sar i čerena ke kham.2“

“Let me guess,” I whispered to Sam. “She accepted?”

Sam nodded. “It would dishonor them to refuse.”

“Of course it would.”

Prima Rosethorn turned her glare on me. “Did you arrange this?”

I held up my hands. “I’m as surprised as you are.”

“I swear I didn’t know they were coming, Prima Rosethorn,” Rachel said. “I’ve just texted with Mihai a few times about our rides and to chat a little and…” Her eyes scanned the group. “I don’t know how this happened.”

The Roma were standing and looking around now, grinning.

“Where cottage?” Mihai asked. “We fix.”

Prima Rosethorn’s eyes went wide and she spun on Rachel. “You told a Rom you needed home repairs?”

Mihai turned to her nodding and grinning. “You need too?” He eyed the Willowmere buildings. “Roof? Driveway?” He gestured back down the drive. “Dead tree back there. Very bad. We take out? Family price, very good deal!”

“No!” Prima Rosethorn said quickly. “Willowmere asks you to do nothing, do you understand? Any business you have on this campus is solely with them, am I clear? They are responsible!” Her eyes went wider and she suddenly dashed away into the crowd of students who’d been edging closer to the now-standing Roma. “No! You there! Yes, you! Back away from the girl!”

Ding! The school announcement system chimed. “All students are to return to their classrooms or the residence building immediately!”

The crowd of students grumbled, but eventually the girls dispersed back into the buildings — not before I noticed a few waves between witches and the Romani men.

By the time the Prima returned from separating Willowmere girls from Romani guys, Mel had arrived.

“If you so much as giggle,” Prima Rosethorn told Mel, “there will be consequences.”

Mel shrugged. “It’s none of my doing, Evelina.”

“This is all of your doing, Melaina. There hasn’t been a kumpani on campus since…” She glared at me. “Since before there were no warlocks.”

Mel somehow managed to keep her face sober, but I could tell it was an effort.

“That would make sense, Evelina, since the school charter only addresses kumpani pledged to a bound witch — which we appear to have again.”

The Prima sighed and looked around at the band of Roma, then at Rachel. “There is a side road off the drive … very near the dead tree your man mentioned. It will lead them to the campsites, which they will receive no staff assistance in clearing. Please make it very clear to them that the main campus itself is off limits — I’ll be holding you —” Her gaze ran over us. “— all of you, responsible for them.”

“Girls!” the Prima yelled, spinning around and stalking off toward a couple of the girls who were still smiling at the Roma with cocked heads. “Residence! Now!”

1. By the fire that warms, and the road that speaks, we give our word and offer our service to you, Rachel Blackwood. Your protection will grant us safety, your wisdom will guide us, and so too will our hands, our hearts, and our spirits be yours to walk beside in loyalty. May our bond hold unbroken like the wheel, and may the spirit of it rise like the sun above us. In your name, we go together.

2. By the fire you honor, and the road you walk, I accept your vow, Mihai Bogdani. Under my protection you shall have safety, and with my magic I will guide your paths. As your hands, your heart, and your spirit are given to me, so too are my strength, my truth, and my sight given to you. Together, may our bond endure like the stars beneath the sun.


Chapter Forty-Six




“Are you mad?” Rachel asked. “I didn’t plan it, so I don’t think I should get a spanking.”

“I’m not mad,” I told her. “Nobody’s getting spanked — I just don’t understand what’s going on.”

The Roma had taken the afternoon to settle in, then invited us to a party.

Well, most of them had taken time to settle into their new campground — Mihai and five others had come to the cottage after lunch. Two of the men, under the direction of one of the Romani women, had started moving the ottomans back into the cottage while another woman went through the rolls and boxes of material we had piled up, asking question after question of the girls through Rachel’s translation.

Mihai and another man had spent a couple hours examining the cottage from roof to foundation, taking copious notes and asking more questions of the girls. He also spent some time examining a shutter I’d tried to fix. One of the hinges had come loose and we didn’t have any screws, just a box of nails, so I’d tried that, thinking I’d start the real renovations with something small and easy.

Mihai just shook his head and had one of his guys add it to a list.

“We have a kumpani,” Cassandra said. “It’s very cool.”

We were making our way through the forest on an overgrown trail. The only reason I knew it was a trail was because Rachel told me it was the trail to the Romani camps.

“But what does it mean?”

“We help each other,” Rachel said.

“How?”

“Mihai drives us, he and his men guard Morgan, whatever we need. Then we — mostly me, I guess — help his clan with magic.”

“It’s a good thing,” Sam told me. “An amazing thing — I can’t even remember when the last kumpanivin broke up.”

“Eighteen thirty-seven,” Rachel said. “At least in the US. It lasted longer in Europe. Grandma says the Roma were pissed, because they’d come all the way here and then things went to shit.” She shrugged. “Grandma says.”

It was just the four of us, even though Priscilla, Hannah, and Brittany all wanted to come, as Prima Rosethorne had made it clear only my coven was allowed anywhere near the Romani camp.

I could hear music and catch glimpses of a large fire ahead of us, and I started to catch glimpses of the camp.

We came out of the trees into a large clearing. Much of it was overgrown, with long grass and even a few saplings, but the Roma had already cleared much of it, setting up a camp around a central fire pit.

“Heeelllooo, laši shuvaniya!”

Mihai met us a few yards from the group gathered around the fire and held out his hand.

“Te aves baxtalo, phral baro.”

“Thaj tume, phral.”

Mihai grinned, reaching behind him as he released my hand.

I was a little concerned, because that’s where he kept his big dirk, but what he pulled out was a yellow, plastic, toy hammer.

I frowned as Mihai offered it to me.

“I see your work on cottage, brother,” Mihai said. “Start smaller.”

I had something ready, but decided to save it for another time, because Mihai’s roast was just too good. I accepted the toy hammer from him and bowed my head.

“I have no words to respond, brother,” I said, holding the hammer to my chest. “I will treasure this as a reminder of your cleverness.”

Mihai laughed and wrapped an arm around my shoulders, guiding me toward the fire.

“Come, brother, rakia will give you words.”

Turned out rakia was alcohol — a sort of golden-colored, plum brandy served in tiny glasses that almost looked like small flower vases. Only a couple inches tall, with a bulb-shaped bottom that narrowed then flared out again at the top. A Romani woman came by with a tray, nodding and smiling at us, and we all took one.

“Sip,” Rachel whispered.

Sam nodded. “It’s not a shot — savor it.”

I nodded back and sniffed at the glass.

The scent was rich and fruity; intense with an earthy undertone. I had barely a moment to think about how Mel’s wine-schooling had me noticing things like that, before Mihai raised his glass and another Romani woman followed the one passing out the not-shots. She had circlets of woven willow-branches looped around her arms and smiled as she came to our group and slapped one on each of our heads.

“Živeli!” Mihai yelled, then downed his as the rest of the Roma followed suit.

“Živeli!” the girls yelled back, downing theirs as well.

“It’s a toast.” Sam shrugged. “Sip the next one.”

“Živeli!” I yelled, raising the glass to Mihai and pouring it into my mouth.

The first taste was fruity — smooth and tasting like I’d just bit into a ripe fruit — with an almost syrupy texture. Then a fiery sensation coated my tongue and I got a hint of almond-like bitterness along with a touch of cinnamon, before it burned its way down my throat, leaving a lingering heat that spread out across my chest.

It wasn’t harsh at all, but it was intense.

Romani women were moving among the crowd with jugs, refilling everyone’s glasses. I held mine out, then took a small sip. Others were carrying platters of bread, fruit, and cheese, with some thinly sliced meats.

“Come, brother,” Mihai said. “Let us speak together.”

I nodded and followed him toward a log near the fire.

“Pace yourself,” Cassandra whispered. “It’s stronger than you think.”

I glanced behind me, but Cassandra was already gone, along with Sam and Rachel. The girls were moving off into the crowd, joining the Romani women while someone started playing music — several someones, actually, as I saw a violin, a clarinet, and a guitar before the players were hidden behind the fire and I sat with Mihai.

“Mihai,” I said once we were sitting, “I’m very confused about what happened today. Rachel explained your pledge to her, to us, but —”

Mihai held up a hand. “I ask forgiveness, brother, for not speaking to you before.” He took a deep breath. “O vrama rodel sar grast bi laso. Time moved like a horse with no reins these last days — first with my baro and then with your Bibi Khashni.” He grinned. “I thought in moments she would make us leave.”

“Who — what? Prima Rosethorn? What’s bee-bee.”

“Ah…” He frowned. “Mother’s sister?”

“Aunt?”

Mihai nodded. “Yes, aunt. Aunt who —” He started tapping his fingers against his thumb rapidly — that hand-puppet talking motion — and scowling. “— always grr-grr-grr.”

“Angry?”

“Little, but always,” Mihai said, nodding more.

“Cranky?”

Mihai grinned.

“Cranky Auntie?”

Another grinning nod.

“Maybe, not call her that where she can hear — fuck!” I looked around, behind us, overhead. “— that’s everywhere here. Just … don’t. Don’t call her that here. Or … twenty, thirty mile radius, just to be safe.” I frowned. “I appreciate being rushed and all, but could you explain now? I’m pretty lost here.”

Mihai laughed and pointed to his ear. “I have ears to hear, brother. Always you are asking your shuvaniya to explain.” He took a deep breath. “Since we first met and the pretty witch danced the Ederlezi, I have thought a thing. I have spoken to the others about my thought, and sought the guidance of elders. I spoke to our baro, our headman, our leader, you understand?”

“I thought you were the leader, I mean you’re the one who —”

“Patience, brother. Words are like steps on a road, they must be endured one after another to reach the journey’s end.”

Shut up and listen — not my first rodeo.

“My baro does not listen, but I tell others.” He waved a hand at the group. “When I return two days ago, he sees the new, fine car and tells me, ‘You are too much with these shuvaniya. Roma and shuvaniya have no ties and never will again.’ I said to him, ‘These are different. They are not the shuvaniya of today.’” He spat to one side. “Not these Chorofamìlja — families of thieves, taking from all with nothing in return.”

Mihai shrugged.

“Still he does not believe. He says to me I must not drive for you. I must not see you. I must abandon the pretty witch.” He sighed. “I tell him o drom pherel sa o vrama — the road changes with the time, and I have seen it.”

He pointed to an older woman, now talking to Cassandra and Rachel. Sam had joined in the serving, carrying a tray of cheese around the fire.

“I say to him, ‘Daj Drina has seen this, as well.’ She sees beyond the firelight and what she sees gives hope.” Mihai looked down and shook his head. “Still he will not believe, so I must say to him, amare drom si aver — our road is different now. We must part.”

That was … big. He’d left his whole group over us? Yeah, we were different than the Families — and I kind of liked the families of thieves name for them — but this?

“You left your kumpani?” I asked.

That had to be a huge deal, even with as little as I knew about Romani culture.

Mihai shook his head, smiling, and spread his arms to take in those around the fire.

“This is my kumpani, brother. All who heard my words and believe the road is turning. All now follow me as baro.”

He gripped my shoulder hard.

“I have seen your heart, brother, and we will walk this road with you.”
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We sat in silence for a while — Mihai grinning and me trying to come to grips with what he’d just said. A coven of thirteen witches was hard enough to grasp, but now we were partnered with a kumpani of Roma?

I noticed the music change — going softer and quieter as those who’d been standing and milling about took seats. The pitchers and trays of food stopped making the rounds, and Sam sat down beside me, using the pitcher she held to top off my glass, as well as Mihai’s. Then Cassandra was on my other side, Mihai scooting down the log to make room, and the Roma began to sing.

Sa o Roma daje

Sa o Roma bahtale

Sa o Roma daje

Sa o Roma bahtale

Rachel wrapped her hands around me from behind, resting her chin on my shoulder and whispering.

“All the Roma, mother

All the Roma are blessed

All the Roma, mother

All the Roma are blessed”

Sam and Cassandra pressed against my sides as the Roma continued to sing.

Avela baxtalo o Del

Avela baxtalo o Del

Sa o Roma daje

Sa o Roma bahtale

“God will bring good fortune

God will bring good fortune

All the Roma, mother

All the Roma are blessed,” Rachel whispered.

The song started repeating and I found my foot tapping with the beat.

“That’s the refrain, like, the chorus,” Rachel whispered.

“I’ve heard about this,” Sam whispered, “but I never thought I’d see it.”

The singing went on, repeating over and over until the old woman Mihai had said was named Daj Drina stepped out of the crowd. When the last line of the refrain ended, the Roma stopped singing, and her surprisingly clear voice filled the night.

Rachel’s breath tickled my ear as she translated the words.

“We walked with witches, side by side

Fire to fire, no need to hide

Their circles and our wheels turned as one

Beneath the moon, beneath the sun.”

Daj Drina stepped back as the refrain was sung again by the group, then a man stepped into the firelight.

“Then stone houses rose, and hearts turned cold

They took new names and bartered gold

They called it Family, we called it loss

And left our friends upon their cross.”

“How old is the song?” I whispered.

“The refrain is old,” Sam said. “The rest is new.”

“Brand new,” Cassandra said.

“Ederlezi is more than a song,” Rachel whispered. “It's an oral tradition where each singer adds their own truth in verse, tying personal memory to a shared past. The refrain binds them together, but the verses are living history, carried voice to voice, fire to fire.

“We Roma sing what is in our hearts this night,” Mihai whispered as the refrain went on again.

Every time a Rom stepped back from the fire, the refrain was sung again and someone new stepped forward.

“The roads grew quiet, the fire dim

No witch sang songs, no coven kin

We begged the stars, but none replied

Their temples stood — but their souls died.”

A young Rom stepped forward and his strong baritone seemed to form one with the beat.

“I was a child around the flame

Heard tales of witches, without name

Elders sang of oaths, well-kept

And roads I thought I’d never step.”

Now a Rom entered the firelight and pointed at Mihai.

“But one stood still where others ran

Not marked by blood, but by the land

He bore the weight and spoke the truth

And in his eyes, we saw our youth.”

And the next waved her hand at us.

“Not every circle broke the thread

Some lit lamps and wept instead

Now daughters flame where ashes glowed

And walk again the old, shared road.”

My chest tightened as I realized where the Roma were going. I’d come here thinking we were making allies. But they weren’t allies — they were family. And they were singing us into their story.

Daj Drina returned and looked at us — not past us, not through us, but right into us. Her nod was almost imperceptible. But it was enough.

“Now wheel and circle meet again

The fire lit — not if, but when

The road turns forward, not to wrath

And we shall walk a better path.”


Chapter Forty-Seven




“Yeah? Yeah? Come on, then! Let’s see!”

“Rachel —”

“Big talk! Bring it, witch!”

“Rachel! Ball down!”

That got Rachel to turn around and watch the field while I tried to make placating gestures to the witch three rows back in the stadium.

Note to self: Pro spellstick also has a visitors side of the field and it’s important to read that notice before buying tickets.

We were two people in Banshees jerseys surrounded by a few thousand screaming witches in the Nagas’ colors.

“Goooooaaaaallll!!!”

Rachel leapt to her feet, arms in the air, while I layered our shields to deflect the shower of popcorn and mead targeted at us.

“Watch the game,” I told Rachel, grabbing the top of her head to keep her from turning around again. “Just watch the game.”

A foot-long hot dog bounced off our shields right in front of my face.

“See if that’ll put her in a better mood!” the witch who threw it yelled.

“Rude,” I muttered, turning my back and sitting.

“What?” Despite my reaching for her head again, Rachel managed to turn around and see the hot dog on the floor of the row behind us.

“Just ignore it,” I told her.

“Oh, hell no. They don’t get to insult my warlock.”

I sighed while Rachel started scanning the crowd behind us, hoping the witch who’d thrown the hot dog might keep her mouth shut. She did, but when she waved an empty bun at Rachel it became pretty obvious.

I was momentarily relieved when Rachel just glared instead of screaming at the witch again, then she made a circle with her thumb and forefinger, about the size of the hotdog, before expanding it to a highly improbable size.

Rachel turned around, grinned at me, then kissed my cheek before going back to watching the game.

“This is fun,” Rachel said, as the period ended. “I’ve never sat in the crowd before.”

“Where do you usually sit at away games?”

Rachel pointed to the other side of the stadium. “Up in the middle box there — it’s where the visiting team’s owner and staff sit.” She stood up and waved. “Hi, Grandma!”

“Sit down!” the witches behind us yelled.

“Can we maybe not antagonize the home fans?” I asked, dragging Rachel’s arm down and wrapping one of mine around her shoulders — maybe I could keep her in her seat.

“Nagas suck,” she whispered.

The witch next to her glared at us.

I started to think maybe I should have made Rachel’s date-night a nice dinner and something more peaceful — like an underground cage-fighting event or something.

Nah … with my luck, Rachel would probably enter it.

Probably win, too.
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We made it out alive, but I really felt for the stadium cleaning crew.

The floor around us was a mess of sticky, soggy popcorn and half-eaten hot dogs — if not for my shields being good against physical objects, we’d have been covered in everything.

We stripped off our jerseys and tucked them under our arms as we neared the stadium’s boundaries and the edge of its glamour.

The rest of the crowd was doing the same — or just adding their own glamours to appear as though dressed for the sold-out concert the signs claimed we were attending. A few were also dropping the face-paint glamours they’d worn for the game.

“That was fun!” Rachel said, taking my arm as we got out of the stadium and the crush of the crowd spread out onto the streets, heading for taxis and parking lots. “I want to sit in the crowd for every away game!”

“The crowd wanted to kill us,” I said, quite a bit quieter than Rachel.

“I know! Wasn’t it great?” Rachel was practically skipping next to me. “It’ll be even better when I’m on the field and score a goal! They’ll absolutely hate me!”
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“Toblerone!”

I took a deep drink of my eleven-dollar bottle of water and admired the view as naked-Rachel bent over to peer into the room’s minibar.

The hotel was a short walk from the stadium and I’d decided hotels were a good option for date nights — going straight home would wind up with looks and questions and distractions, all of which could wait until morning.

It wasn’t as nice a hotel as the one I’d taken Sam to, but was maybe a bit nicer than where I’d stayed with Cassandra.

Idiot! a lizard screamed in my head.

I had to agree with it — I should stop comparing the hotels and start praying the girls didn’t compare notes about their dates…

Fuck.

If they hadn’t done that already, it wouldn’t be long.

I took another long drink, knowing I had about half a candy bar’s time to rehydrate before the next round, then yelped and jumped as Rachel landed on the bed. Water spilled onto my bare chest and Rachel giggled as she bounced again to straddle my hips and lean in to give me a deep, chocolate-flavored kiss.

She sat up, took another bite of chocolate, and held the bar out to me.

“’Oo ’ant?”

I shook my head and drank some more water.

Rachel took another bite, then tossed the bar onto the nightstand and laid down, resting her head just below my chin. She let out a long moan.

I chuckled. “Is that for me or the chocolate?”

“’Oth.”

I moved some hair out of the way so I could get my fingers up to the top of her spine and run them slowly down to her tailbone.

“Mmmmmhhhh.” Rachel kissed my chest. “That was all for you.”

I drew some random patterns on her back, and I could feel myself stirring again, but there was something I wanted to talk to Rachel about now that I had her alone.

“So what’s up with you and Sam?”

“What?” Rachel raised up on her elbows to see my face. “Did she say something? Is she mad at me?”

“Whoa!” I said, sliding my hands to cup her face. She actually looked worried. “Sam didn’t say anything — this is me asking.”

Rachel relaxed her forearms and laid down again.

“Oh. Oh — um, why would there be anything up?” she mumbled.

I’d been thinking of how to address the subject — or not, since it was really between Sam and Rachel. Or … maybe yes, because Sam and Rachel were both mine. Maybe … that was a little possessive — the girls’ relationships between each other shouldn’t matter unless it did something negative to the coven’s dynamic as a whole, right? On the other hand … what I thought was between Sam and Rachel was different than them just hanging out or something. But … should my jaw really be aching at the thought of them pursuing something outside of my involvement? Could be … a pro was if they did get, let’s call it more friendly, I’d probably be able to get by with less hydration. Now … the con would be it made me a jealous asshole.

Fuck.

I decided to address the issue head on and let the girls decide if I was being a jealous asshole later. It wasn’t like they were shy about telling me if they didn’t like something.

“You smack her every time she talks about another girl, you effectively told her your boobs were the only ones she should be looking at, and every time she leaves a room, you stare at the door for half a minute like a puppy waiting for her to come home.”

“Well — but — that’s not weird. For all you know I stare at the door like that when you leave a room. In fact, I do, so —”

“I think that sort of makes my point.”

Rachel buried her face in my chest.

“Nothing’s up,” she murmured.

“Rachel?”

“Yes?”

“Remember what Cassandra got when she wouldn’t talk to us about it when something was wrong?”

“Eep!”

Rachel didn’t even breathe for a minute — which gave me time to realize my dick was rousing again at the thought of putting my sweet, little Rachel over my knee and feeling the smack of my palm against her tight ass.

“You wouldn’t,” Rachel whispered.

Hello.

Rachel gasped.

She pushed herself up again and looked down between us.

“You would.” She raised her head and glared at me. “And you’d like it.”

“I sure would,” I laughed, rolling Rachel onto her back and kissing her.

“Yeah?” she whispered as I explored her earlobe with my tongue. “You want me to be your naughty girl?”

“Speaking of changing the subject from Sam.”

Rachel gasped again. “Grrr. How did that not distract you? I did that perfect.”

“You did,” I agreed. “I was just expecting it.”

“Hhmp — mmmmhhhh,” she moaned as I shifted my hips to slide inside her.

“Tell me what’s wrong,” I whispered.

Rachel sighed. “I don’t know.”

I laughed again. “But you want to?”

“I don’t know — I’ve been so busy learning dirty-things with you that I haven’t had time to think about dirty-things with her.”

I chuckled. “But you’d like to find out?”

“Maybe? If it’s okay.”

“Why wouldn’t it be okay?”

“You’re my warlock. I’d never do something like that if you didn’t want me to.”

“Oh.” That … actually turned me on a little bit. “Well, yeah, it’s okay.”

Oddly, giving permission made me feel better about it.

Rachel sighed. “It doesn’t matter — I still don’t know what to do.” Another sigh. “I can’t even tell if she’d even want to.”

“I’m pretty sure she does.”

“Then why hasn’t she done something? She knows more about stuff than I do. I don’t even know what to do.”

I had to think about that for a second. “I’m, ah, pretty sure there’s some overlap between what I do to you and what you could do with Sam.”

“You think I pay attention to what you’re doing?”

“You … don’t?”

“I haven’t even gotten used to what I’m feeling — how am I supposed to figure out how you’re doing it?”

“I’m pretty sure Sam has a handle on things you two could do.”

“But Sam hasn’t said anything about it,” Rachel whispered. She started running a fingertip over my left nipple. “And I’m scared to ask her — what if she isn’t interested?”

Now it was my turn to sigh. Yes, I knew I was being manipulated, but … sometimes that’s okay. Especially when it was so blatantly obvious.

“I’m going to have to talk to Sam about this for you, aren’t I?”

“Would you?” Rachel asked, giving her hips a wiggle.

“I will.”

But if we have to get involved in this — we’re going to be involved in it.

For once, Dick, we agree.

“Thank you!”

Rachel propped herself up again and kissed me.

“I’ll talk to her after school’s over and Morgan ages out, okay? We’ve got a lot on our plates before then.”

“Okay!”

Rachel put her head back on my chest and we laid still for a little while, just enjoying being close with me inside her.

“Noah?”

“What?”

“I … want to do something for you … if it’s okay.”

“Why wouldn’t it be okay?”

Rachel shrugged. “I’ve never done it before, and I might not be as good at it as you want.”

Hello, again.

I had to agree with my dick, as I was getting my hopes up, too.

Rachel must have felt it, too, because she giggled as my dick tried to communicate its interest in sign language.

“Well, somebody’s interested,” she giggled again.

“All of me’s interested,” I assured her, “and you shouldn’t be worried about first times.”

Rachel looked up at me again, biting her lip. “Yeah?”

I nodded, holding my breath.

Rachel grinned, then rolled off me, giving me a shock of cool air to what had been inside her and a pretty loud slap as it flopped against my lower belly. She put her head on my stomach, facing it, then tentatively ran a finger down its underside from tip to base — that made it flex, trying to press against her finger.

Rachel giggled.

“Hello there, Marvin.”

I choked. “Marvin?”

Rachel nodded. “Yeah, he’s got a little helmet like the Martian in those cartoons.”

I sighed, reasonably certain having a name wasn’t going to make keeping my dick quiet any easier.

Rachel’s finger continued to stroke me as she whispered. “You’ve done so much to make me feel good since you bound me — I want to make you feel like you make me feel.”

“How’s that?” I groaned, hoping she was actually talking to me and not, Goddess help me, Marvin.

Rachel rolled off me again, edging my legs apart to get between them and look up at me.

“Like I’m the most important thing in the world,” she whispered. “Like nothing else matters, except to make me feel good.” She bit her lip. “Like you love me.”

“I do.”

Rachel smiled. “I know.”

The very tip of her tongue grazed the underside of the head and I groaned. Another light touch, then another, and then more — soft and tentative. Exploratory.

“Is that what I taste like?” she whispered.

I nodded, not wanting to let any air out to speak, since I clearly wasn’t going to be breathing for a while.

“Do you like it?”

I nodded — it not mattering if she was talking about what she was doing or how she tasted.

More tentative touches, then a tender kiss on the tip, followed by her lips wrapping around, maybe, a quarter inch. The featherlight touch of a tongue ran from the tip to base, following the path her finger had earlier, but softer and hotter.

“Is it what Sam tastes like?” Rachel asked, her breath flowing hotly over my balls.

That question did absolutely nothing to improve my ability to breathe, and the idea, the image, of Rachel and Sam together — of Rachel and Sam and I together ran through my head. Images of Rachel learning to please Sam as tenderly and eagerly as she was learning how to please me … maybe me teaching her, directing.

Oh … yeah…

I have no idea if that came from me or Marvin, and I didn’t care.

I realized there was a pending question.

It took two throat clearings and a gasp or two before I could speak.

“Sam’s … different …” I gasped. “All of you … taste a little … different.”

“But good?”

“Oh, yeah.”

I opened my eyes and found Rachel staring at me while she ran her tongue back up my shaft before circling the head.

I fell into those soft, warm eyes and couldn’t look away, watching as she explored me with her tongue, staring back at me, and I realized I was the most important thing in her world right now. Nothing mattered to her except making me feel good. I was loved.
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Rachel kept that eye contact with me the whole time as she explored my body with her tongue and lips, gradually gaining more confidence as she tried things and watched my reactions. There was a minor incident with teeth, which was soon forgotten as she started taking me farther and farther into her mouth — not as deeply as Cassandra did, of course, but it felt incredible all the same.

As I got closer to finishing, I realized I was as bad at asking my witches where they were okay with me finishing as I was about where they wanted their coven mark. In my defense, both Cassandra and Rachel had sort of snuck up on me with this.

“Rach … Rachel? I’m … close — close to —”

I groaned as her mouth left me.

“Is it okay if I swallow it? I’ve watched movies, but I might make a mess the first time.” She frowned. “Unless you like a mess and want to do it on my face?”

“Swallow,” I managed to croak out as my brain exploded wondering how the hell I’d managed to get this lucky, then soft lips surrounded me again and everything exploded as I pumped jet after jet of come into Rachel’s mouth.

Her eyes never left mine, only crinkling a little as she made little gulping and snorting sounds trying to take my load.

There was a little mess, but even that was amazing to watch, especially since, as soon as I was done twitching and thrusting a bit erratically, Rachel’s tongue went to work cleaning up every drop like it was the best thing she’d ever had in her mouth.

I drew in deep breaths, trying to recover as I watched Rachel work her way over my balls and along their sides up the crease of my thighs — all the while wondering what the proper offering to the Maiden would be for blessing me with this amazing witch.

From what I knew of that Aspect, it would probably be another round or two, which was the sort of worship I could get behind.

Rachel broke eye contact to crawl from between my legs and laid her head on my stomach again, returning to running a fingertip along my shaft, which was showing no interest in diminishing.

I let my head fall back and my eyes close, then jerked as a spot on my dick tingled and Rachel giggled.

“What —”

Another tingle, then another, accompanied by more giggles.

“Little Heartfire touches,” Rachel explained. “I like it when he jumps.”

That went on for a while, before Rachel reached farther between my legs and cupped my balls.

“Noah?”

“Y — yes?”

“So, in the movies, guys seem to like it when a girl takes his whole thing in her mouth, and you seemed to like it the deeper I could?”

“Y — yeah, I did, but it’s okay if —”

“Do you mind if I practice? I mean now?”

Goddess … thanking the Maiden for this is going to kill me…

“That’s … that’s okay, yeah.”

“Yay!”

Rachel hopped off the bed and rushed to her purse, leaving me blinking in confusion.

She pulled out a stoppered bottle with a yellow-orange liquid inside and took a drink.

“What’s that?” I asked.

Rachel stoppered the bottle and returned it to her purse.

“It’s a potion Cassandra gave me,” she said, grinning and waving a finger at my dick. “It makes the … stuff taste better.”

She smacked her lips.

“This one’s peach — I like it.”

The grin went scary.

“A lot.”


Chapter Forty-Eight




“Hello? Is someone there?”

I stopped and looked around.

“I’m hurt! Is someone there?”

It was a girl’s voice, but I couldn’t really tell which direction the voice was coming from in the dark.

I was on the path back to our cottage and it was a couple hours before lights-out.

The girls were back in the library for more studying, but I was exhausted and decided to go back to the cottage early.

The forest was dark and creepy — there was even a little bit of mist visible off amongst the trees.

That was what made me hesitate — I’d read enough books and seen enough movies to know a strange voice calling for help in the dark, misty forest of a magic school was exactly the sort of setup some sadistic writer would use to bring in some sort of horrible, soul-rending monster.

“Please! I’m hurt — is someone there?”

“Hey!” I called, getting over my momentary heebie-jeebies. “Keep calling — so I can find you!”

“Oh, thank the Goddess! I’m this way!”

That actually wasn’t helpful, but I thought I’d narrowed down the direction a bit.

I headed through the trees in the direction of the voice. Mist swirled around my ankles and it was even darker off the path, with just slim columns of moonlight able to make it through the thick leaves.

I gathered my will and held a hand out in front of me, fingers shaped in a cone, then sent out mana in a bright beam of light that let me see where I was going. I was getting pretty good at the light spell and needed almost no concentration to keep the beam steady.

When you sleep ten minutes down a dark, forest path, from the toilet, you practice some spells more than others.

“I can see your light! This way!”

Again, less than helpful.

I stood still and shone the beam of light straight out into the trees.

“Tell me when the light’s the strongest!” I called out, slowly turning in a circle.

“There! Now!”

“Okay, I’m coming!”

I headed in that direction.

I had her refine my direction with the light once more, then broke through some underbrush into a small clearing. It wasn’t really that far from the school, only forty or so feet from the lawn around the residence building, it was just farther away from the main path.

I shone my beam on what waited for me.

Yep — horrible, soul-rending monster.

“Hi, Liza.”

She was sitting on the forest floor, one leg drawn up and holding her ankle. There were leaves and twigs in her hair and smears of dirt on her face.

“Oh! Noah, thank the Goddess you’re here.”

“Uh huh — what happened?”

“I — I was taking a walk and I stepped on something. My ankle’s all swollen — I think it’s broken.”

I eased off on the narrowness of my light beam, making it more general so it wouldn’t be shining right in her eyes, and knelt in front of her.

Her ankle did look swollen, even though I was immediately suspicious of her after overhearing her conversation with Cassandra … and seeing one of the alarm-wards on the sauna door was hers … and listening to Cassandra tell me what a sneaky, manipulative witch she was … several times.

There were only a couple weeks of school left, and Liza was a senior, so we’d kind of been expecting her to try to pull something.

“A walk?” I asked, looking at her dirt-smeared face.

It looked exactly the way a movie make-up department would make the lead actress look to show she’d been through a harrowing experience, but not detract from her looks — in fact, it enhanced her looks, making her eyes and teeth seem to shine more.

Liza licked her lips, making them glisten.

“Y — Yeah, a walk. I like to walk in the woods — it’s peaceful.”

I nodded and stood back up, holding out my hand.

“Okay, well, let’s get you up and back to the dorms.”

Liza shook her head.

“I — I can’t! I’ve tried!”

I liked how there was a little catch in her voice when she said “tried” so that it kind of sounded like “cried,” too. I thought that was a clever touch.

“It hurts too much,” Liza went on. “Every time I try to stand, it just hurts so much.”

Her eyes were glistening even more now and any second I expected…

Yep, there’s a tear.

I wondered if she’d picked which eye the tear should come from based on how it would interact with the dirt smudges. Did they go that far in the movies? Probably.

“Okay,” I said, standing. “Well, I don’t have enough telly to float you, so I’ll go and get one of the teach —”

“No! No, please.” Liza grasped at my ankle, catching the cuff of my jeans. “Please don’t leave me. I’ve been sitting here alone for so long and … the woods are so scary.”

I nodded.

The peaceful woods you like to walk in at night are scary. Got it.

I think she’s tricking us, my lizard brain said.

Late to the party, I told it.

Damsels in distress are hot, my dick said.

Then we’ll have Rachel wear a sinister mustache and tie Sam up in the basement so we can rescue her.

Damsel-villian threesome?

I’ll work on it after graduation.

Deal.

All of my body parts in agreement, I sighed.

Okay, I was ninety-nine point — however many nines that filter company says they make the water pure in their commercials — percent sure this was Liza’s move. It was all a sham designed to get me to … well, just get me, however she planned to do that.

“Please don’t leave me all alone out here in the dark.”

I glanced at the light emanating from my hand.

Liza was a senior.

I added a few nines.

Then I sighed again, because, sure as I was, there was a chance she was telling the truth, right? Then I’d be an utter asshole to leave her here to go get a teacher.

“What are you actually doing out here, Liza?” I asked.

She stared up at me. Her lip trembled, then she hung her head.

“Oh, fine,” she said. “I wasn’t just taking a walk.”

I nodded.

“I — I was going to play a prank on the first-years coming back from their late classes. They — they have some stupid rumor that there’s a banshee living in the woods and I wanted to scare them.”

I thought that was particularly clever — admitting to one shitty thing to cover up the shitty thing she was actually doing.

Liza tilted her head to look at me again, and there were more tears.

“I know it’s mean and I’m sorry! Please — please don’t leave me alone!”

I groaned.

“Fine,” I said kneeling. “Put your arm around my neck and I’ll carry you to the infirmary.”

Liza’s hands locked behind my neck and I slid my arms under her to stand and pick her up. She pulled herself close to me and buried her face in my chest.

“Oh, thank you! Thank you, Noah,” she whispered. “I thought I was going to be out here all night.”

Her hand slid from behind my neck, over my shoulder, and came to rest lightly pressed against my chest.

I had to admit, there was something about having your arms full of soft, warm girl that triggered some thoughts, even when you knew she was a lousy person.

“So, ah, why didn’t you just use some healing?” I asked.

Most witches could heal themselves, a lot pretty quickly, even if they couldn’t heal others. If Liza had really been out here for a while, she should have been able to take care of even a broken ankle — at least enough to hobble to the infirmary.

“I —” Liza licked her lips and swallowed, which, coincidentally, moved her face softly against my chest. “Body magic would take days to heal a break, it works so slow, and I don’t have any personal healing I can control … I don’t have any of the empathetic resonants.”

“I can believe that.”

“What?”

“Huh? Oh, just that all sounds a lot more plausible than the ‘taking a walk in the woods’ thing.”

“Oh.”

She was silent while I carried her back to the trail, but her hand kept moving to caress my chest and the fingers behind my neck were playing with my hair. I was adding quite a few nines to my certainty, since I didn’t think girls would turn on the flirting so soon after being hurt and lost in the woods — at least outside of a movie.

It’d been a lot easier to move between the trees and bushes when it was just me — now I was having to maneuver Liza through gaps that had been just narrow enough for me without banging her “injured” foot into anything.

“I’m so grateful,” Liza whispered into my chest, her breath warming me through my shirt.

“It’s no problem.”

“But I am. I’ll have to find some way to repay you.”

“Not necessary.”

“You’re so noble,” Liza said, nestling closer against me and rubbing my chest with her hand. She tilted her face up so that her breath washed across my neck. “Maybe … maybe not a repayment then? Something just … just because I want to.”

“Like what?” I asked, slowing to edge between a tree and a hanging vine I remembered as being a bit thorny.

Liza’s eyes half-closed and her lips parted.

“Maybe just a little kiss?”

“Nah, I’m good.”

“What?”

We reached the trail and I shifted Liza in my arms a little to get a better grip.

“I’m pretty good on the kissing-front,” I explained. “I mean, between Sam and Cassandra and Rachel — not to mention I’m dating Priscilla. You knew that, right? I expect it’s all over the campus that Priscilla and I have been going out. Anyway, they all have the kissing-thing pretty well covered.”

“But —”

“So Rachel,” I interrupted her, “she’s so cute — I love her. Kissing her’s like kissing a butterfly — just these tender little brushes of her lips to start — while Sam, now, she just charges into things.”

“I meant —”

“It’s like, bam! The tongue’s out before our lips are even close. The enthusiasm’s a huge turn-on, you know, and then —”

“I don’t really need to know —”

“I bet you wouldn’t think it, but Cassandra’s a great kisser, too. Kind of methodical, like there’s a certain progression that has to be followed, but that’s just build up to an incredible ending, to start slow and build up to really, really hot.”

“Noah, I’m right here —”

“Now Priscilla? Holy cow, that girl can kiss. You’d think it would be more Rachel, right? With the Winthrops being so close to the Maiden and everything? And don’t get me wrong, Rachel’s a literal fireball in bed … well a Heartfire ball, if you get my meaning — but I was talking about Priscilla, sorry.”

“This isn’t —”

“Anyway, Priscilla’s just intense, you know? Like her whole focus is right there on the tip of her tongue and that’s the whole world right there, nothing but our mouths matters.” I laughed. “Not that anything but our mouths can matter yet, what with my oath and all, but boy am I looking forward to it if she decides to take things farther. Did you know she used to be a gymnast? There’s this thing she can do with her legs that’s —”

“Okay, now I really —”

“Which isn’t to say anything’s lacking in that department from Sam, Rachel, and Cassandra — don’t think I’m saying that — and, honestly, I’d be perfectly happy to live with just the three of them forever because I love them so much, but also because it’s hard to keep up with their expectations, you know? And it’s not to say they can’t do some interesting stretching, too. Sam’s been doing a lot of yoga — something about French Canadians — and there’s this one pose that —”

“Noah, please —”

“Oh, and then there’s this thing Cassandra can do with her tongue that’s fucking incredible. It’s a sort of curling twist that —”

“Ahem.”

I’d had my eyes on the path to make sure I didn’t trip over something and drop Liza on her ass — unintentionally — and hadn’t seen the girls coming home to our cottage.

“Oh, hi, girls! I was just telling Liza how incredible you are.”

“Uh huh.”

“What exactly is this?” Cassandra asked, waving a finger at Liza.

“What? This? Oh, Liza was crawling around in the muck again, about to be her typical shitty self to the first-years, and karma came calling, so I’m helping her get to the infirmary because she’s too cold-hearted to have even a shred of personal healing, apparently.”

Even the crickets went silent.

Duuudde, my dick whispered. That shriveled me.

“I … think my ankle’s better,” Liza whispered. “You can put me down.”

“What? No, best not to chance —”

“Put. Me. Down.”

“Okay.”

I didn’t drop her, but I did drop half of her, letting her legs fall and hearing her feet thunk into the path.

The hand she pressed against my chest pressed harder and she shoved me away.

“Are you sure you don’t want —”

“Don’t,” Liza said, holding her palm up but not looking at me. “Just don’t.”

She squared her shoulders, rolled her head, then took a deep breath and started walking down the path.

She wasn’t limping.

The girls parted, letting her have the path, and Liza stared straight ahead as she walked past them.

Cassandra’s lips twitched. “Liza, do you want —”

“Don’t!” the witch yelled, not turning around. “Don’t talk to me. Don’t any of you talk to me. Ever.”

I walked over to the girls, putting my arms around Rachel and Cassandra while Sam backed up to my front. We all watched as Liza continued down the path.

“How much did you guys hear?” I whispered.

“We came in at butterflies,” Sam said.

“I — I think she was crying,” Rachel whispered.

I shrugged and kissed Cassandra on the cheek.

“I didn’t like the way she talked to you in the grove,” I said. “Nobody gets to treat one of you like that.”

Cassandra’s eyes widened. She glanced at Rachel.

“I am so glad I got chased by a vampire,” she whispered.

We watched until Liza disappeared from view.

“I call a special-circumstance schedule exception,” Rachel said.

“Yeah.” Sam nodded. “Rock, paper, scissors for who gets him first tonight?”


Chapter Forty-Nine




Two more weeks, and two more dates, into our first attempt at evening-out everyone’s date-number with Priscilla, we’d come full circle and I was out with Priscilla again. I’d been right about the whole date-night precedent becoming overwhelming, though — even this early I could see where things were going.

Next week was finals and, while Sam, Cassandra, and Rachel were back on campus, I was losing another night of studying — and the girls were already starting to whine, playfully for now, at least, about how long it was between dates.

Thirteen girls, one date a week…

Idiot, my brain said in Lizard.

At a rate of one date a week, there was no way they’d be happy with thirteen weeks between their own dates, and this was before even thinking about evening out the dates for future initiatae.

I’d known guys in high school who’d dated more than four girls at once — how the hell had they managed it without flunking out?

Priscilla’s hand squeezed mine and I made a new rule for myself — no whining about how complicated date-night scheduling was while on a date. I squeezed her hand back and ran my thumb over the back of her hand.

Despite how close it was to the end of the school year, I hadn’t even looked for a hotel — despite wanting to.

Priscilla was a calming influence on the group, and having her around all the time was giving me a certainty that she’d fit in with us long-term, not to mention that she smelled like cinnamon tonight and her hand was soft and warm in mine.

Yeah … I was pretty gone already.

I thought Priscilla was, too, despite her looking up the name of the spiky, grate-door thing and telling me there were a couple portcullises yet to get through, along with a barbican supported by a pair of machicolations — between that and Sam researching siege weapons, I thought maybe they were taking the whole castle-analogy a little far.

They seemed to be having fun with it, though.

“Not going to ask where we’re going?” I asked, a little surprised since we’d been walking some time since dinner.

Priscilla shrugged. “You did pretty good last time.”

“Now I feel like every date is being judged.”

“They are.” She grinned. “There’s a whole panel of judges. Three guesses to name them.”

I groaned.

“I’m not judging this date, though.”

“That’s a relief.”

“It wouldn’t be fair to judge our own, so we have to abstain and let the others do it.”

Okay, not a relief.

“Seriously?”

Priscilla nodded.

So that was what some of the huddled whispering was about after every date. I wondered if that was a witch-thing or just a girl-thing.

“Um, how am I doing?”

“Overall? So far, you’re at seven point three.”

“Seven?”

“Point three.”

I thought I’d done pretty good with our last date — better than a fucking seven, at least.

“It might go up — we’re still trying to work out some kinks.”

My step faltered and I shot her a quick glance.

“Not … fuck,” Priscilla muttered, ducking her head and blushing. “That’s not what I meant … okay, Samantha judges on that, but it’s not what I meant. It’s just that with only three available to judge things, it’s hard to get a good average. Samantha keeps bringing your D-score down and if we throw out the lowest and highest for your E-score, then there’s only one judge left.”

“E-score?” I wanted to know what the other one was, too, but maybe if I only asked about one, Priscilla would explain both and I’d look like less of an idiot.

“Execution — it’s supposed to be six judges, then we throw out the lowest and highest and average the other four scores.” She shrugged. “Then Samantha insists on taking off a minimum of three points on the difficulty score for us, because of, um, ‘lack of completion.’”

I didn’t have to ask what ‘lack of completion’ meant — at least where Priscilla was concerned.

I groaned. “That doesn’t seem fair.”

“She has pretty high standards around that.”

She did, but it wasn’t that I didn’t want to complete things with Priscilla, it was just that I was still bound by my oath. Sam had already suggested I go ask Prima Rosethorn to release me from it for Priscilla, since we did have the go-ahead from her mom, but things were already weird enough without going through the rest of my life with the knowledge I’d once asked my principal for permission to fuck my girlfriend.

“But my head would explode if we … um —”

Priscilla grinned. “I appreciate your confidence in me.”

I had to return the grin. “You did say you were still a little limber.”

Priscilla flushed and ducked her head, but she was still smiling. “A little?”

I shrugged. “It’s been a while since you took gymnastics, right?”

My next step was brought up short by Priscilla letting go of my hand as she stopped.

“What?” I asked.

I’d just been playing with her, not seriously doubting her … limberness. Maybe suggesting she’d let that go a little was an insult to gymnasts?

Priscilla narrowed her eyes, then took a deep breath.

She tilted her head back, extending her neck in a pretty distracting way, then I was distracted from even that when she lifted one leg, extending it behind her. Her back curved in a way that thrust her breasts at me, but the really distracting part was where she reached over her head, behind her, to grasp the long, thin heel of her shoe and draw it up to touch the back of her head.

I blinked.

Then I blinked again as she straightened and swung her leg forward and straight up to hug it against the front of her body.

She peeked at me around her calf and raised an eyebrow.

“‘A little?’”

I gulped. I wasn’t even sure what to do with that sort of flexibility, but I was anxious to experiment.

For Science!

“I acknowledge your limberness,” I told her. And look forward to exploring it.

Can she fold both legs like that at the same time? my dick asked.

Our head will explode, I reminded it.

Exactly.

Priscilla nodded, satisfied, and unfolded herself.

I took her hand again and we resumed walking.

“So, ah, what else goes into these scores?” I asked.

I wasn’t planning on changing anything to enhance future date-scores, but it might be nice to know what I was being judged on.

Priscilla shrugged. “We’re still working that out — it’s not like there’s established criteria for date-difficulty — but it’s stuff like how hard it is to plan and keep secret, plus how much you have to work … that’s where Samantha’s points get taken off. You got some good difficulty points for taking Cassandra to that convention on short notice. Execution is more subjective — and, like I said, we really should have more judges for that.” She paused. “We thought about bringing in Morgan but decided to wait until you guys actually have a date.”

I choked a little, having to stop and clear my throat a couple times.

Priscilla chuckled, but it faded as our destination came into sight.
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“I haven’t done this in years,” Priscilla said as she laced up her skates.

I was having trouble with mine, never having roller-skated before — or worn anything that had laces this fucking long. Even after tying the knot the ends hung down to the floor.

“You need to tuck those in, so you don’t roll over them,” Priscilla pointed out.

“Why are they so long?” I asked, tying a second bow and tucking the loose ends inside the top of the boot.

Priscilla shrugged. “I think the rink employees just like to watch people fall.”

It was a little hard to hear her over the pounding beat from the DJ booth — and the flashing lights and strobes made watching her lips for a hint pointless.

I stood up carefully, ignoring Priscilla’s barely suppressed laughter.

No, it wasn’t suppressed at all — she was faking suppressing it to make it even more obvious she was laughing at me.

I shuffle-rolled my way to the gap in the half-wall surrounding the rink and paused. Priscilla was already out on the skating surface of narrow, polished boards.

“You can go take a lap,” I said, waving her away. “I’ll just stand here and get used to these things.”

“Sure.”

Priscilla skated away, grinning — also, backwards and making an I’m-watching-you gesture, pointing two fingers to her eyes and then to me.

I sighed and grasped the half-wall tightly as I tentatively raised one skate and stepped down to the rink’s surface.

A guy blasted past me so close I thought his jeans actually brushed mine and so fast I barely heard his muttered, “Watch out.”

“Asshole,” I muttered back.

I knew nothing about skating rink etiquette but could guess it included giving a little fucking space to the entrance where people who didn’t know what the fuck they were doing would congregate.

I was displeased to discover that the skate wheels rolled a lot more freely on the wooden surface of the rink than they had on the carpet. Steps had been mostly manageable on the carpet, but a couple tentative attempts quickly showed me that wasn’t an option.

A pair of twelve-year-olds passed me, laughing.

Maybe they weren’t laughing at me, but the pointing and looking over their shoulders made me suspicious.

Rolling wasn’t exactly working out for me either, because trying just seemed to make my skates go back and forth while I stayed in one place.

I’d made it about three feet from the entrance before Priscilla returned.

“Have … you never skated before?” she asked, grinning.

I sighed.

“You really haven’t!” Her grin widened. “Oh, you’re gonna get both D- and E-points for this.” She held out her hands. “Gimme.”

Slowly and carefully I took one hand off the railing and put it in hers.

“Both,” she demanded.

I sighed, swallowed against the sudden certainty that falling on my ass and dragging Priscilla down on top of me was in my very near future, then released the railing with my other hand.

Immediately, my skates started sliding forward, but Priscilla tightened her grip and pulled in a way that put me upright and stable again.

“You can’t fall unless I do,” she told me, “and that doesn’t happen.”

I nodded. “If you say so.”

“Proprio says so.”

She did something with her feet that sent her gliding backwards, bringing me along with her. I tried to move my feet to go along, but a wheel dragged and my other knee buckled. I would have gone down, but Priscilla adjusted our balance and I was able to straighten up again.

“You’re doing good,” she told me after a few more yards of gliding. “Now try pushing off with one foot — no, don’t watch my feet, backwards is different. Let one foot go back a little and push — turn your toe out just a bit — then bring it back to roll.”

I got it after a couple tries, but would have fallen if not for Priscilla’s grip on my arms.

After one lap, she slowed us and we came to a stop back near the entrance.

“Let’s rest a minute,” she said.

I knew she was really saying I should rest, but I was grateful enough not to insist we do another lap right away.

I probably should have, because our stopping gave some assholes the opportunity to approach us. Why are there always assholes?

“Hey,” one of the assholes said, gliding to a stop next to us.

I could feel the presence of a couple others behind me and readied myself for the “inadvertent” nudge or shove I knew would be coming.

“Nice of you to teach your retarded cousin how to skate and all,” Asshole One went on, “but he looks like he needs a break — how about I buy you a drink while he rests up?”

“I don’t think so,” Priscilla said.

I tried to brace myself to tell him to fuck off, but my skate slipped and I had a moment of distraction, which gave him time to speak. Also time for him to rest one hand on the rail and loom over Priscilla.

“Come on, one drink — then maybe a lap or two.”

I took a breath, but Priscilla squeezed my hands. “Trust me?” she whispered.

I nodded, suspecting Asshole One was about to have a carny-moment.

“How about,” Priscilla asked, giving the guy an innocent look, “we do a lap first — if you can beat us, you can buy me that drink?”

He laughed. “And what if you beat me? You get to buy me a drink?”

Motherfucker — that’s my line!

Priscilla shook her head. “If we win —” She glanced at the two guys behind me. “— you and your friends go ask the DJ to play Baby Shark and do a little dance in the middle of the rink.”

Did you notice she said “we”?

I didn’t.

I also didn’t scream.

Much.

I will give the assholes credit — they put a lot of energy into their dance.


Chapter Fifty




Finals sucked.

Worse than high school, even, because I actually cared what my Willowmere grades were — in high school, I’d known I wasn’t going to college, so all that really mattered was graduating. Morgan was the opposite — even after knowing her grades mattered even less now that she was a witch, she still wanted the straight As she’d shot for her whole life.

Our extra class with Mel was probably the easiest, believe it or not — she said since everything she was teaching us was practical, she’d be basing her grade on how we’d done over the course of the semester. Magistra Thornwell said our “demonstration” of layered shields had been sufficient and we were exempt from the Combat practical final, too.

I was pretty comfortable I’d memorized all the important stuff from our History class — even if I felt like I didn’t have the context to fully understand a lot of it — and I’d gotten an A on my semester paper: The Impact of the Veil on Mundane History. Magistra Nightingale said I had a unique perspective on comparing witch (real) history with what the mundane world really thought happened.

Even Rituals was something I thought I’d get a decent grade on, even if a lot of it was pretty open to interpretation. Setting the circle for a new Grove, for instance, consisted of placing stones — “an appropriate number and spacing for the desired size of the warded circle.”

What the fuck was “appropriate?”

Sam, Rachel, and I all came up with different answers and when we asked Cassandra to check us, she said we were all right.

As confusing as that was, it was nothing compared to studying for my and Cassandra’s Covens final.

“This doesn’t make any sense!”

I glanced over Cassandra’s shoulder.

We had some light background music playing from Rachel’s laptop while we cuddled on the reupholstered side of our giant bed. Cassandra had her back against my shoulder, while Sam and Rachel lay with their heads in my lap — Sam to the side and Rachel in front.

I hadn’t had a chance to talk to Sam about the two of them yet — another thing I had on the list for the summer when we wouldn’t be so busy.

“What doesn’t make sense?” I asked.

“This!” Cassandra said, jabbing her finger into her laptop’s screen so hard it made the image and colors distort.

I recognized the equation she was working on, but the inputs weren’t any of the sample problems Magistra Hawke had given us. I rested my chin on her shoulder and checked her calculations.

“It looks right to me.”

“It’s exactly what the book says it should be, but it’s wrong!”

I chuckled. “How can the right answer be wrong?”

“Because it’s all wrong! Look, this input right here?” She jabbed at the screen again and I started to wonder how often we were going to have to have her laptop repaired.

“Yeah?”

“This is the estimate, based on age and resonant size, that the chart says to use, but it’s, like, half what it should be.”

“But if it’s from the chart —”

“The chart is wrong. The fundamental numbers are wrong. This —” Another screen jab. “— is what you should have collected from a trinitara witch with two matching resonants, but this —” A quick scroll and another jab, “— is what you actually got. Nearly twice that! And the chart assumes a fourteen-day harvest schedule, not every fucking night!”

I frowned. “Are those Sam’s numbers?”

“Yes — and they’d be a lot more accurate if you’d let me measure things.”

“We are not going to start measuring sex.”

Cassandra growled. “How are we supposed to make good decisions without good data?”

Sam raised her hand. “I, also, object. I need to track things to ensure we nip any downward trends right in the bud.”

I frowned. “Why do I get the feeling you two aren’t talking about the same thing?”

“Because I’m talking about mana production and the freak’s talking about how many times you can still hear her screaming from fifty yards down the trail.” Cassandra snorted. “There’s a rumor going around the first-years that the woods behind the dorms are haunted — or there’s a fucking banshee loose on campus.”

“That’s not fair,” Sam protested. “You can hardly hear me outside the cottage when I’m gagged, and that’s … not nearly often enough, actually. I need to track that, too, I guess.”

Cassandra sighed. “There’re, like, four other calculations that need to be added to this — emotional compatibility, intensity —”

Sam nodded. “Intensity, yeah, I need to start —”

“Shut up, pervert. The point is the book’s so wrong it’s practically useless! Everything needs to be changed!”

I chuckled — it wasn’t the first time Cassandra had criticized the mana-generation equations since joining us.

“Maybe just concentrate on coming up with the answers for the test Friday?”

“But the answers are wrong!”


Chapter Fifty-One




The Willowmere graduation ceremony was in the school’s Grove at dusk on the last day of class.

The school coven started with a Plea that the Goddess favor the graduates in their future lives, then, one by one, those graduating came out of the tree line to stand with the school coven around the altar. There was a repetition of the Plea, followed by a sip of mead.

It was simple, but moving, marking the change in the witch’s life.

Only those attending Willowmere were allowed at the ceremony, and even that was limited to those the graduates specifically invited, so the ring around the grove wasn’t terribly crowded.

Sam told me the Families had some sort of ceremony, as well, to welcome the graduates back home — usually with recognition that the witch was grown and it was time to start contributing to the Family — but at Willowmere, it was just this short ceremony for each.

There was a party.

Witches like to party.

There was a sort of unwritten rule that the third-years skipped the last day of classes and spent their time decorating the common areas of the residence building for a big blowout the last night of school. Some of the girls left after their last class the week before or over the weekend, but most were still around, wrapping up loose ends, packing, turning in papers they hadn’t quite finished and been granted an extra day or two on, that sort of thing.

The party wasn’t an all-night thing, like Beltane, but it had a respectable noise level and free-flowing mead.

I sipped mine, taking in the chaos of the cafeteria — the light show from Halloween-month was back with a vengeance and music blared through the strobing glimpses of dancing witches.

“I wonder how many bees they have to milk for all this mead,” I pondered.

I’d had a bit.

“They don’t — urp — milk bees, you dumbass — urp — feral!” Cassandra yelled over the music as she staggered back to our group from another round of saying goodbye to the other senior witches.

We’d already asked about what was coming for us next year, since Cassandra was graduating, and the cottages were for the entire coven, so long as any member was enrolled at Willowmere.

We’d have to pay for Cassandra’s food next year, but it wasn’t that much — and I thought the charge was mostly symbolic, since I was pretty sure Willowmere wasn’t hurting for money.

Unfortunately, we’d also have to pay for Cassandra’s mead next year — and she seemed to be intent on loading up while it was still free.

After her fourth cup, she started apologizing to any witch she thought she’d been mean to … and she’d had hiccups for the last hour.

You know that thing where they say you can get rid of hiccups by drinking a glass of water? Cassandra tried that about six times, but it didn’t help. She also didn’t like water, so found something else to drink.

Yes, in fact, it was mead.

Cassandra bumped into my chest, sloshing mead over her hand. She tilted her face up to kiss me, then rolled away, raising her cup and shouting.

“Ignerent warlock thinks you milk bees! Urp. You, hey, you!” She planted her feet firmly, blocking the path of a passing witch. “Who are you? Never — urp — mind — I’m sorry I was — urp — so mean to you!”

The witch said something I couldn’t hear, but Cassandra drew her head back, eyes wide.

“Really? Urp. I’m sorry I — urp — left you out, then. Don’t feel bad … urp … let me think. Okay … urp. That nose is soooo big — you should use it to — urp — go up a cup-size.”

The other witch frowned.

“Don’t you … get it?” Cassandra reached out and pinched the girl’s nose. “You should — urp — move this, to these!”

“All righty, then!” Rachel yelled, sliding between the two and taking Cassandra’s grasping hands on her own chest while easing the blonde witch out of the flow of traffic.

“Now I’m — urp — sorry I was mean to you!” Cassandra waved at the other witch, completely oblivious to her other hand cupping Rachel’s boob, as Rachel dragged her away. “B — urp — bye!”

“She’s very drunk,” I whispered to Sam, the music had gone to a much slower tune.

“Five million!”

“What?”

“Bees!”

“You’re yelling. The music isn’t that loud.”

“What? Oh. Sorry.”

“Five million bees?”

“Where?”

“You said — five million bees,” I prompted, trying to get a hand on her chin to make her stop looking around for bees.

“I did? Oh! Yeah, it was in my Coven Economics class.” Sam’s brow furrowed and she took a long drink of her mead. “The average witch needs a liter of mead to stay drunk for six hours, so Willowmere goes through three barrels per event, on average, but they stock five for each to be sure we won’t run out. There are six major events per year — so that’s thirty barrels. The school keeps another twenty on hand for … incidentals.” Sam looked around to see if anyone was listening, then leaned close to whisper. “That’s what they call it, but I think the teachers just like mead.”

I nodded, sagely. It made perfect sense for the teachers to like mead. I liked mead.

“So,” Sam went on, “a barrel’s seventy-five liters and it takes a kilogram of honey to make a liter of mead.”

“That’s a lot of honey,” I agreed.

“Witch mead is more potent, so it uses more honey,” Sam said. “Anyway, that’s seventy-five hundred kilograms of honey total, but some is wasted or spilled, plus there’s the offerings to the Goddess to bless the ferm … fermn …” Sam frowned. “To bless the little yeasties, so they need a little over eight thousand — and the average bee makes…” Sam held her fingertips together close to her face and squinted at them. “Just a leetle bit of honey, but a whole hive makes a lot and the school has a hundred hives and each hive has about fifty thousand bees, so there are five million bees. Oh, and the school has a couple hundred acres of some special mix of flowers for them.”

Sam frowned at me.

“But nobody milks them.”

“You paid attention in a class?” Rachel asked, sidling in between Sam and I so that both of us had an arm around her.

“‘Course I did,” Sam said, waving her cup at Rachel. “‘Sbout’ making sure we’ll have enough booze!”

“Where’s Cassandra?” I asked Rachel.

“She saw someone she hasn’t apologized to yet.”

“She’s been at it for hours, there can’t be anyone left to apologize to.” I checked my phone for the time and looked around for her. “It’s getting late — we should get on to our thing. Before anyone else tries to get her to ‘make up for the things she did.’”

We’d already dealt with that once, pulling Cassandra off the steps as three third-years led her up to the stage with a pair of scissors and a box of permanent markers.

They were disappointed, but I bought them a mead to make up for it.

That was clever of me, because the mead was free.
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“Where are we going?” Cassandra asked.

I thought it should be pretty obvious, since the path we were on only went to the school Grove, unless you went past that into the forest and the state park beyond campus.

“You’ll see.”

Cassandra stopped dead in her tracks and pointed at Sam.

“The Priscilla you’ll-see or the freak’s you’ll-see?”

“The Cassandra you’ll-see,” I told her.

“I get my own you’ll-see?”

I nodded, turning her back to the path and giving a little shove.

“I get my own you’ll-see!” Cassandra giggled, then looked at me over her shoulder. “Rachel needs a you’ll-see, too — it’s not fair she doesn’t have a you’ll-see.”

“Let’s concentrate on yours tonight,” I told her, nudging her into a walk again.

“We’re gonna need another million bees just for her,” Sam muttered.

We reached the juncture where the smaller path to the Grove’s preparation area branched off and I steered Cassandra onto that. There weren’t that many witch ceremonies that celebrated a single witch, and Cassandra had already missed two of them — first her binding and now the Family ceremony she’d been expecting when she graduated from Willowmere.

From what Sam told me, the Family graduation was more about marking the end of sponging off the Family money and time to start contributing in some way.

My coven wasn’t doing that shit.

“The Grove?” Cassandra gasped. “What are we — school’s over! Are you biting Priscilla already? Wait! That’s not fair, you guys have only had two dates — we want more than two dates!”

“I’m not binding Priscilla tonight,” I told her, trying to ignore Sam’s and Rachel’s giggling.

Rachel had our robes in her backpack and the girls helped me get Cassandra out of her clothes and into her robe, before we put our own on.

“Should I — urp — sober up?” Cassandra asked. “Fucking — urp — hiccups are back.”

“You’re fine,” Sam assured her. “Perfect level of intoxication for this.”

“‘Kay.”

I lined the girls up — first Sam, then Rachel, with Cassandra last.

“Remember to go deosil,” I told Cassandra, squaring her shoulders to the path into the Grove. “Never mind — just follow Rachel.”

“Funny, fucking — urp — feral.” Cassandra put one hand on my chest, then the other, patting at my chest and shoulders. “Big, manly, muscle — urp — feral, with —”

“Hold that thought and follow Rachel,” I told her.

I went to the front of the line and took a deep breath — I was leading my coven into the Grove tonight, and I was the one who was making the Plea. More, since there really wasn’t an established Plea for this, I’d had to make the whole thing up myself. Sure, I’d talked to Rachel and Sam, as well as Mel and Magistra Cassian, about the idea and structure, but I’d come up with the words myself, and hoped I wasn’t giving Cassandra years of humiliation material to use against me.

I shrugged — she’d enjoy that too, I guess.

I took a step, then another, feeling the girls behind me and turning left to go deosil, clockwise, around the clearing — all the while keeping my thoughts on Cassandra.

How grateful I was to have her, despite the horrible circumstances that brought her to us, because I honestly couldn’t imagine us without her. She brought an attitude to the coven that seemed to complement both Rachel and Sam, not to mention acting as a willing foil to Morgan’s snark, letting the rest of us be amused by their antics instead of being the target. Every time I saw her happy or just enjoying herself with the other girls, I couldn’t help but think of how different things would be for her if she hadn’t joined us — and feel a little thrill at how blessed we were to play a part in that.

“Hop up on the altar,” I told Cassandra as we all gathered around the stone.

“Oh, no, no, no,” she said, holding up her hands. “I remember what happened the last — urp — time you put me on an altar, you — urp — strong … brutal … magnificent — urp — feral.”

Sam cocked her head at me. “You realize you’re becoming a fetish now, right?”

“Wards, girls,” I said, trying to keep my mind on what I was doing, rather than both Sam’s comment and Cassandra’s hands running over my chest and shoulders.

We all touched the stone of the altar and gave it just the tiniest bit of mana to wake the Grove’s wards. They sprang to life around us, enclosing the clearing and the benches set around its edges.

“Hop up,” I ordered Cassandra again.

She gave me another suspicious look, but complied.

“Why is Magistra Blackwood here?” Cassandra asked, peering into the shadowed edges of the Grove. She seemed to be sobering herself up a bit. “And Priscilla? You said you weren’t — Hannah and Brittany?”

“Your friends,” Sam said, taking Cassandra’s hand.

“And family.” Rachel took her other hand.

“Should’ve stayed drunk, sister,” Sam said. “‘Cause you’re about to ugly-cry.”

I cupped Cassandra’s chin and turned her face to meet my gaze, even if her eyes were sort of rolling, and hoped I didn’t fuck this up.

“We call upon the Child,” I said, staring into Cassandra’s wide eyes, “to open our sister’s heart, that we might fill it with our love.”

“What —”

I’d talked to Magistra Cassian about the wording, since it felt weird to call Cassandra “sister,” but she told me, as the warlock leading the Plea, it was more that I was telling the girls what to say.

“We beg the Maiden,” I went on, after Rachel and Sam finished repeating the first line, “to grant us the power to show our sister a fraction of the joy she brings to us all.”

“Noah — what —”

“We ask the Mother to guide our sister, first among us to bring forth life, that she might show us the way, in turn.”

Cassandra’s lips were trembling and her eyes glistened in the moonlight.

“We call upon the Crone, ever wise, to clear our sister’s thoughts, that she might see, without doubt, the love we have for her.”

Tears overflowed Cassandra’s eyes and streamed down her cheeks.

“We thank the Goddess, in all Her Aspects, for blessing us, our family, with our sister and our love for her.”

I took a deep breath — Greek was fucking hard, and I’d asked Magistra Cassian for the oldest ending we could find.

“Su hēmōn ei. Hēmeis soi esmen. Mia — mechri tou teleutatiou alsous marathē, ho eschatos lithos dialuthē, kai hē selēnē mēketi lampē.”

Hopefully I’d pronounced everything right and it meant what I thought it did.

You are ours. We are yours. One — until the last grove withers, the final stone crumbles, and the moon no longer shines.

I thought it had a nice ring to it.

Cassandra’s arms went around me as Sam’s and Rachel’s went around us both, and we simply stood, holding each other while Cassandra sobbed.

“Thank you,” Cassandra whispered. It was followed by a long, wet sniff. “You mispronounced teleutaiou, though.”

I laughed.

“You get a pass because I fucking love you,” Cassandra whispered, breath hot against my chest.

“I love you, too.”

Cassandra trailed a finger over my chest. “You really do.”

She frowned, standing, then stepping back from me.

“What?” I asked.

“My ass is hot.”

“Yes, it is,” Sam agreed.

“Shut up, pervert. It feels like — hey!” She turned her back to me and lifted her robe over her ass, bending over. “Are the bruises gone?”

Sam wolf-whistled.

“Shut up, pervert — are they gone?”

Cassandra’s ass gleamed pale in the moonlight, unmarred.

“Yeah,” I said. “All gone.”

She spun around and grasped the front of my robe, pulling me into a hard kiss, then pulled me back to the altar and hopped onto it.

“Do it,” she whispered, only breaking the kiss long enough to say it.

“Mwut?”

She broke the kiss and looked at me under heavy eyelids.

“Do it. Take it. Take me.”

I hesitated just a second. It wasn’t the sort of thing I’d like to think I needed to be told twice, but we had an audience.

Fuck it, I thought. If I can do this in front of a vampire, I can certainly —

“Rachel?” I whispered. “Can you ask Mel not to watch?”

I didn’t wait for her to do that, though — Cassandra deserved my full attention.

I grinned and pulled my own robe aside. Cassandra had already spread her legs, and I stepped forward to wrap my arms around her. Our lips met as the head of my cock touched her soaking pussy and entered her.

I didn’t know how we were so wet and so hard after just those few seconds, but I slid in to the hilt in a single thrust.

I braced myself to pull back if her fear spiked, and I entered her resonants, but Cassandra only moaned.

“Goddess, I love that.”

“Me, too,” Sam said, crouching down beside us for a better view.

Cassandra glanced at her, but then closed her eyes and moaned again.

“I’ve had a vampire watch me fuck, pervert — you don’t bother me.”

“Bar’s open!” Brittany called out.
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I wandered over to the benches ringing the clearing and sat, watching the girls cluster around Cassandra. Hannah, Brittany, and Priscilla had all brought bottles of mead, and cups were being filled and refilled as Cassandra smiled — the center of attention, as everyone in my coven deserved once in a while.

Mel sat close beside me.

“That was well done, dear.”

I decided she was talking about the Plea and not … the other thing. “Thanks. Magistra Cassian helped a lot with the form and stuff.”

“I don’t mean just the Plea, dear.” Mel gestured at the girls. “You’ve brought so much joy and love to all of us — joy and love we would never have known without you.”

She reached over and squeezed my hand.

“I have never been prouder of a warlock of my line, Noah, and I’m certain this will not be the last time I speak those words.”


Chapter Fifty-Two




“You’re missing an L,” I said.

“Huh,” Sam said, glancing up. “I’ll see if I can find it.”

I stared at the balloon letters hanging from the ceiling of Mel’s townhouse, just where someone coming through the front door would see them, then back at Sam.

“Put up the L,” I said.

“Morgan will think it’s funny!”

Sam pouted. I raised an eyebrow — I’d been practicing that.

“Fine, I’ll put up the stupid L.”

I left Sam digging through bags to find her L and complete her “Welcome Home” sign, then went to the living room to see if any of the others needed my help with anything.

We’d been home at Mel’s townhouse for a week now, and we’d be picking up Morgan on Thursday. She’d be taking her last few days of school before that and not coming over to the townhouse, so we had time to decorate — yeah, it was a little early, but everyone was getting really into it. They were real decorations, too, not glamours — Cassandra said the time and effort to “put up stupid mundane decorations” would show we really cared.

I made a note to explain that to Morgan, since no glamour would seem normal to her — and she’d probably be more impressed by the effort of real glamour.

Was three days early too soon to put up decorations?

Not when Mel had taken to the idea of welcoming Morgan here and combining it with her birthday party and mine with the same fervor she had Christmas. There were four half-eaten cakes on the kitchen island for us to sample and give our opinions about which Morgan might like best — I was reasonably certain all four were going to be baked again for Thursday.

I eased myself toward the living room where the other girls were dealing with boxes and bags of presents they’d bought.

I just watched them for a moment, a little sad that Hannah and Brittany weren’t with us.

The goodbyes the morning after graduation had been more bitter than sweet.

I’d whispered to both of them that I was going to find a way to change their Family’s minds about them joining us — somehow — but I’m sure they didn’t believe me.

“Do you think we’re missing anything?” Priscilla asked, looking down at the array of items laid out on Mel’s coffee table.

Rachel pulled out her phone and started tapping at it.

“Scrying bowl?” she asked.

“Check,” Cassandra said.

“Athame?”

“Check.”

“Chalk?”

“Check.”

“Potions kit?”

“Check. Do you think it’s too much for a real beginner? There are some things in there that —” Cassandra looked up from the table and caught sight of me. She pointed at the roll of silk with little vials and pouches tucked into pockets. “Samantha might get ahold of this — whatever the pervert tells you,” she said, “do not snort the pink glittery one, got it?”

I nodded. “No snorting glitter — got it.”

Rachel went through the rest of the list: robe, a leather-bound notebook, what looked like some kind of sculpting tools, and a few other things.

“Okay,” Cassandra said. “Wrapping.” She turned to me. “Which will annoy her more? Individual wrapping or one big box she has to pull all this out of?”

“Mrowr.”

Felicity hopped up onto the table and dropped a cat brush into the mix of items, then hopped back to the floor and began twining between our legs.

Mihai and a few of his clan were keeping an eye on Morgan at school today while Felicity’s contribution to our prep was decorating Morgan’s new room upstairs. I had no idea what she was doing up there, but dozens of boxes had been delivered and carted upstairs and I’d seen quite a few computer parts, so I assumed Morgan was getting a setup similar to the cat-witch’s.

With just a few days until Morgan could leave the home, I was getting more and more anxious that something might happen — but also starting to wonder if I was wrong about Gabriel and he really was just a creepy little mundane kid. Maybe I’d been overprotective. I just couldn’t shake the nagging itch in the middle of my back whenever I thought about him.

“Cat brush,” Rachel said. “Check.”

I snorted. “How is that part of a magic kit?”

“Mrowr!”

“Grooming is calming and centering,” Rachel said. “It helps focus will and intent.”

“Where do you think the whole stereotype came from?” Sam asked, bouncing in to wrap her arms behind me from behind.

I rolled my eyes. I also wondered why I’d never gotten a magic kit, but I was happy to see all the girls, even Cassandra, taking so much trouble to welcome Morgan.

“One box,” I told Cassandra, “and you need to get some packing peanuts or something so she can’t tell how many things are in there and has to keep digging for the next one.” I had a thought. “Oh, and wrap them individually, too.”

Cassandra narrowed her eyes. “Are you sure you don’t have Malice as a fourth resonant?”

“He’s paternally sadistic,” Sam said, peeking around my shoulder before stretching up to kiss me. “I love it.”

“You would,” Cassandra muttered.

“I have something else,” Priscilla said. “I just don’t know if it’s … too much.”

“What?” I asked.

Priscilla retrieved a box from one of the chairs and opened it. She reached inside. “I just figured, since she grew up mundane and we’re always kind of joking about what she used to think witches were like and all, but … I don’t know Morgan enough to know if she’ll take it the wrong way?”

She pulled a bundle of black fabric from the box, pinched one end and let it unroll.

It was a pointy witch hat.

“Oh, I like that,” Sam said.

I had to laugh, but Priscilla wasn’t done. She set the hat on the table and pulled a second from the box.

“I, um, got them for all of us … I thought we could hide them, then put them on when she opens hers.”

“I’m … impressed,” Cassandra said.

“Perfect,” Sam said.

“Mrowr?”

Priscilla put the second hat back in the box and pulled out a much smaller one with a rubber band strap to keep it on.

“Mrowr!”

Felicity rose up on her hind legs to put her front paws on Priscilla and stretch toward the little hat, which Priscilla held closer so she could sniff it.

“This is going to be so much fun,” Rachel said, grinning. “Morgan’s going to —”

She went suddenly pale, clutched at her chest, and staggered.

“Rachel?”

I moved quickly as I saw her knees buckle, wrapping my arms around her and easing her onto the couch.

“What’s wrong?”

Rachel gasped and clutched harder at her chest.

“Mel!” I yelled, brushing some hair from Rachel’s face.

“Mihai,” Rachel whispered.

“What’s wrong —” Mel broke off and rushed to us, kneeling beside me and tilting Rachel’s head up, staring at her intently.

“Mihai’s hurt,” Rachel whispered. “I have to help him —”

She started to rise, but Mel pushed her back down.

“Cassandra,” Mel said. “Get me a glass of cold water — chill it yourself — no ice, just water. Samantha — in my workroom, far wall from the stairs, the cabinet door with a four-pointed star carved on it, fourth shelf, orange jar with green cloth over its mouth. Bring it.”

Sam and Cassandra dashed away.

“Can I do anything?” Priscilla asked.

“A wet cloth.”

Priscilla followed after Cassandra.

“What’s happening?” I asked.

“I have to go —” Rachel said, breaking off.

“Keep her in place — don’t let her stand,” Mel said, standing herself to take the glass of water and jar Cassandra and Sam were returning with.

“Her kumpani is in danger and she’s too far away to help them.” Mel took the water, then lifted the lid on the jar and took a handful of powder from it, dumping that in the glass and swirling it.

My blood ran cold as I realized what my concern for Rachel had hidden. If Mihai was hurt —

I stood up. “What about Morgan?”

Priscilla yelped, then scrambled to the far wall to put her back against it.

I didn’t even need to turn around to see what had startled her, because the low, rumbling growl that filled the room couldn’t possibly come from a cat. Instead, a jaguar crouched in front of the television, tail twitching and lips curling back as the undulating growl filled the room.

Felicity’s voice sounded loudly, almost painfully in my head.

Open the Road, Melaina.

“In a moment — Rachel needs care first,” Mel said, holding the glass to Rachel’s lips. She squinted, then nodded. “Samantha — take the glass. See she drinks it all, slowly. Sips, not gulps, and ten minutes after it’s finished, another — a handful of the powder infused with intent to restore.”

“Yes, Melaina,” Sam said, hurrying to Rachel’s side and taking the glass.

“Rachel?” Mel asked. “Look at me — your oath is whole, Rachel. It does not demand you keep them from all harm, only that you do your utmost.”

“But —”

“Look inside, Rachel — your oath is whole. Do you see? Tell me you see.”

Rachel nodded. “I see, but I still —”

“All of it, and in ten minutes another,” Mel told Samantha, standing.

As Mel stood, Felicity’s roar filled the room along with her voice in my head.

The Road!

The girls were all rubbing their heads as though the words had echoed in their own minds as well, except for Priscilla who was still staring at Felicity with wide eyes. Cassandra went to her and started to explain.

Rachel’s phone rang and she tried to get up, but Sam pushed her back down. I hurried over to where the girls’ purses were and picked up the phone.

“It’s Mihai,” I said, swiping to answer and putting it on speaker. “Mihai? Are you okay? Is Morgan okay?”

A flood of Romani came from the phone, but it wasn’t Mihai’s voice.

Mel came closer and a rapid conversation occurred which I didn’t understand a word of — I could tell it wasn’t good, though, because Felicity stopped growling. Instead, she crouched, every muscle trembling as if she was only barely restrained from some wholesale slaughter.

The call ended and Mel took a deep breath.

“Morgan’s been taken.”


Chapter Fifty-Three




Mel stared at Felicity, speaking slowly and calmly. I wanted to start screaming, myself, and demand to know everything that had just been said, but I could see Felicity needed to be calmed before she ran from the townhouse and tried to make her way to Morgan’s school on her own.

“The Roma are on their way here, Felicity. They have a blade Mihai used, with the blood of one who took Morgan on it. You know it will be faster to wait for them and use that blood to find Morgan — to open a Road to where they are, rather than where they have been.”

Felicity snarled, but the trembling seemed to ease.

Mel turned to me.

“Mihai and the Roma were watching outside Morgan’s school. A car arrived and two men got out — Mihai recognized one of them.”

“Gabriel,” I said, grinding my teeth in frustration.

I’d known it. I’d said it and no one listened to me, least of all Morgan, and now this.

Mel nodded. “Gabriel and the other man went into the school and Mihai moved his car to be behind theirs. He waited on the sidewalk, appearing to be waiting to pick someone up, while his men came from their positions, but the pair came out too quickly with Morgan. He told his men Morgan didn’t even look at him, only straight ahead.”

“Glamour?” Sam asked.

“Or Command?” Cassandra added, glancing at me.

“Nobody has Command anymore,” Priscilla said.

Yeah, we hadn’t had that conversation yet, but now wasn’t the time.

“When they reached their car, Mihai’s men were still too far away to help, so he attacked alone. He stabbed Gabriel but was knocked away. His man says it was a mighty blow of magic, and Mihai struck the school’s flagpole. He’ll be alright,” Mel said quickly to Rachel. “He struck his head and his shoulder is broken, but he’s awake and aware — it doesn’t sound like anything we cannot heal once they arrive.”

Mel took a deep breath and I saw flickers of white sparks in her eyes — she was as angry as any of us, just containing it better.

“How long?” I asked, struggling not to head for the door right away, but that wouldn’t help me find Morgan. Morgan’s school was back in my old neighborhood, though, and there could be traffic or —

“Sooner than you think, dear,” Mel said. “The Roma are not without their own magic. They are on the road with a dire purpose and that makes their travels swift.”

Felicity growled.

“The Roma will arrive,” Mel told her, “and I will use Gabriel’s blood to locate them, then I will open the Fairy Road for us and we will end them.”

She went and knelt beside Felicity, stroking the jaguar’s head.

“You must be in your smaller form to travel the Road, dear — else I can only bring one of the others.”

Felicity growled.

“I’m coming,” I said at the same time Rachel tried to get up again.

“I’m coming, too,” she said, struggling against Sam’s hands, but finally sitting back. “They hurt Mihai and took my sister — I’m going to kill them.”

I’d known the others assumed Morgan would be joining our coven, but not how thoroughly they’d already accepted her.

“These men owe a debt to Noah and Rachel, as well, dear,” Mel whispered. “With cold intent, not burning rage, yes?”

Felicity raised her head and roared, then collapsed, her form blurring and shrinking until she found her more usual form.
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The wait seemed endless, but every time I checked my phone, only a minute or two had passed, sometimes not even that.

“We have to find her,” I muttered, pacing from the kitchen to living room and back again.

“We will, dear,” Mel told me — she was at the dining table with a laptop.

Sam had an arm around Rachel, raising the glass of orange liquid to her mouth periodically.

“What are you looking for?” I asked.

“Some hint of what these two want with Morgan.”

“We should have gotten her out of there when Gabriel followed us.”

Mel nodded. “You were right, dear. I can do nothing more than try to correct my error. Still —”

“What?”

“I must wonder if Morgan’s insistence on returning there might not be of their doing, as well.”

“Some kind of glamour?”

Mel nodded. “If they truly are so powerful, then glamouring Morgan would have been trivial.” She frowned. “Still, her amulet should have protected her from all but the strongest glamour.” She turned back to her laptop. “I’m searching for something, some reason, a being powerful enough to bypass those protections might want a witch so newly come into her power.”

I looked around again, wondering what felt off.

Sam was still helping Rachel drink the last of the orange liquid. Cassandra had Priscilla to one side, whispering — probably telling her that, yes, this sort of shit happened in our coven all the fucking time.

I frowned.

“Where’s Felicity?” I asked, walking back to the living room and looking around.

Sam frowned. “She was here just a minute ago.”

Mel sat back from the laptop and looked around as well, then her eyes went vacant as though she was listening to something the rest of us couldn’t hear.

“Oh, dear,” she said quietly.

“What?” I demanded. “Is she okay?”

I had a sudden fear that something had happened to Felicity, too, then I realized what must have been growing underneath that rage — because it was the same thing I was feeling for not having dragged Morgan back here and locking her in the basement months ago.

“Fuck.”

I looked at Mel, suddenly certain of why Felicity was hiding.

“Is she behind the couch?” I asked.

Mel nodded.

I stood. “Hold on to Rachel,” I told Sam.

I got some weird looks, but Sam steadied Rachel as I went to one end of the couch.

“Noah, if she’s upset, maybe you —”

“No — I know what she’s feeling and it’s not okay.”

I didn’t even bother to try reaching behind the couch, I just lifted, and pivoted the couch away from the wall enough for me to fit back there.

“Noah?” Sam asked.

“She thinks it’s her fault,” I said, catching sight of the cat-witch in the space, huddled into a small ball.

“What? Why?”

“Because she was supposed to be there.”

I crawled behind the couch and gently lifted Felicity, cradling her in my arms. Her ears were flat against her head and her eyes wide, but she wouldn’t look at me, averting her gaze every time I turned her, so I stopped trying and just held her.

“It’s not your fault,” I whispered into her fur. “It’s not.”

Without the initial rage, the cat-witch seemed to have sunken into herself, becoming smaller and lighter, as though she was a tiny kitten, trembling in my arms.

I sat down, not bothering to move the couch back against the wall because I had all my attention on Felicity. Priscilla and Cassandra came to sit with us.

“It’s not your fault,” I repeated. “The only ones to blame are Gabriel and his fucking friend. They did this and they’re the only ones to blame.” I buried my face in her fur. “We’ll find her. We’ll find her, but we’ll need your help, Felicity. Morgan needs you.”

I paused. It was a risk, but Felicity had spent years with Morgan and me. She knew how we teased each other as a way of showing how much we cared, and she’d seen that same thing between Sam and me — she knew the biggest teasing, about the most inappropriate things, was how we showed the biggest love.

“We’ll find her and whoever took her,” I whispered, praying to the Goddess that it would work and not make things worse. “We’re going to rip them apart, but we need you there. We need that gigantic, scary panda to make them pay.”

I paused, waiting.

“Mrowr?”

I caught Mel’s eye and she looked both worried and sad, but she nodded slightly.

“What? That panda-form you took to bite the patriarchy-dude’s head off.”

“Mrowr.”

“She says that was a jaguar,” Mel said.

I shook my head. “Couldn’t be — jaguars are all black, not black and white. Had to have been a panda.”

“Mrowr!”

“She says you’re an idiot.”

“Yeah,” I agreed, stroking Felicity’s fur and nearly crying when I felt her head move to rub against my chin. “Fine, you can call it a jaguar if you want, so long as you rip that Gabriel-fuck apart, okay?”

I held her away from me a bit so I could see her face. Her ears were up a little and her eyes were no longer so wide that she looked like she should be in a cartoon.

“Mrowr.”
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“It has to be the Patriarchy,” I insisted, pacing again. “They have that mana-blocking shit. Mel’s pendant didn’t protect Morgan, so it has to be that.”

“That would be a huge coincidence,” Sam said, “and you said there were only eight of them at that house — we got rid of all eight. Probably.”

“Probably?” Priscilla asked.

Sam shrugged. “It’s hard to count bodies when some of them are dripping down walls into a puddle.”

“Ew.”

“Sometimes things get messy in this coven.”

“It’s not the Patriarchy,” Mel whispered. She was still at the dining table with her laptop, researching something she thought might help. “Goddess, how could I have been so blind?”

“Blind to what?” I asked, hurrying over to her.

She was on what honestly looked like a recipe site, except the ads were all witchy-stuff, like ritual robes and herbs.

“Noah, did Morgan have any friends? Other than you — any at all?”

She sounded desperate for a yes, so I thought for a moment. “No, never. Even I had to sort of force my way in. She always said she’d had enough of being moved and losing people. Why?”

I looked at Mel and nearly lost my shit again, because Melaina Seraphina Blackwood, The Blackwood, looked … scared.

“When we met at Christmas,” Mel said, “I looked in Morgan to see what animal to use for her pendant.”

“A raven.” I nodded. “Guardian and guide, Sam said.”

Mel nodded, but looked at the other witches. “All things have more than one meaning.”

I looked at Mel’s screen. She’d highlighted a line.

A Vessel, empty. Lost and abandoned, alone with neither kith nor kin.

“What does this mean?”

I looked around at the others, hoping someone would take pity on my ignorant ass, but all the girls were pale and staring at Mel.

“Someone is trying to bring back the Morrigan,” Mel whispered.

I heard the sound of screeching tires outside.

“Mihai?” Rachel asked, looking up.

Mel gestured, the front door swung open with a loud bang, and half a dozen Roma crowded in, carrying a seventh.

Mihai’s clothes were covered in blood and his eyes were closed.

Mel surged to her feet, pulling the laptop away from the table and sweeping her arm across to send placemats and the centerpiece crashing against the far wall.

“Put him there!” Mel yelled, pointing at the table. “Čhiv le akate! Samantha! Come here!”

It was chaos for a moment as the Roma rushed Mihai to the table and laid him down, Sam stood to hurry over, and Rachel struggled to her feet, screaming, “Mihai!”

One of the Roma said something and Mel translated. “He fell unconscious on the road. Samantha, place your hands here and here.”

“What —”

“Here and here!” Mel ordered and Sam jumped to comply. “You’ll have to heal him. If we’re to face the Morrigan, or even one with enough power to think to raise her, I have none to spare.”

“But I don’t have Healing!”

“I have a little,” Priscilla offered, but Mel shook her head.

“Not enough. Samantha — you are this coven’s heart. You hold their love and that Love gave you Harmony to heal their hearts — Pain could give you no other Affinity than this.”

“I don’t know how!”

Priscilla elbowed her way by me, joining Mel and Sam, then she laid her hands over Sam’s.

“It’s easy,” she whispered. “Just take hold of the mana, and send it down to Mihai. Let it flow into him, then tell it what to do.”

“But I don’t know what to do! I don’t know how to fix a head, what if I break something? I don’t even know how to intend something like that.”

“Just let the mana flow.” Priscilla’s hands began to glow with gathering mana. “Let it follow mine into Mihai, then tell it you want Mihai back. You want Mihai to be Mihai again.”

“That’s it?”

“The hardest part will be starting,” Priscilla said. “Use all your will to get the mana started.”

“But that’s all I have to intend?”

Priscilla nodded. “That’s Healing — one of the hardest to get, but the easiest to use.”

“The Goddess wants us healed, Samantha,” Mel whispered. “She wants us whole — this is the closest power there is to directly executing Her will.”

Sam closed her eyes and took a deep breath.

Her lips were moving, but I couldn’t hear what she was saying. I could see her mana, though, flowing out of her stores — then slowing, stopping. Sam whispered more and it started again, edging forward, then backward, then forward again.

“Please,” Sam whispered, and it flowed forward, not stopping this time, filling Mihai.

I’d never seen a healing like this close up before. It wasn’t like in the movies where everything goes back together in slow motion. Spots of mana began forming over Mihai’s injuries, brightening and obscuring him before fading.

Priscilla looked up and caught my eye.

“How strong are you guys?”

Mel stepped back from the table.

“He just needs to rest now,” she said, then to the Roma, “Upre e duj anga, kaštale.”

I assumed that was directions for where to bring Mihai, because the Roma immediately picked Mihai up and made their way up the stairs.

Rachel hugged me tightly.

One of the Roma paused long enough to hand Mel a silk-wrapped bundle.

Mel unwrapped it to reveal Mihai’s dirk, but it wasn’t covered in blood — instead it was stained with something black and sticky that I could smell from several feet away.

“What is —”

My phone rang and, for a moment, I couldn’t move, because nearly everyone who had my number was in this room.

I fumbled getting my phone out of my pocket.

It was Morgan’s number and I quickly jammed my finger down on the accept icon.

“Morgan?” I asked desperately. “Are you okay? Where are you? We’ll —”

“Hey, cousin.” Gabriel’s voice, bright and cheerful. “How are you doing?”


Chapter Fifty-Four




“Gabriel? Where’s Morgan?”

I heard him call me “cousin,” but didn’t care. Whatever sick game Gabriel was playing, the only important thing was getting Morgan back.

“Good, good, cousin — straight to asking about the girl. Ignore the whole cousin thing to start with. Tasty tidbits before family; hoes before bros, am I right?”

“Where’s Morgan, you asshole? What have you done with her? If she’s hurt, I’m going to —”

“Yeah, yeah, cousin. I know. If I harm a single curly hair on her pretty little mound you’ll do terrible, horrifying things to me. Yadda-yadda-yadda. Look, I already have her, do you really want to start the bargaining with what happens after I hurt her? Let’s shift the window back to the part where you think there’s anything you can do to get her back.”

“How do I know she’s okay?”

“Good! Excellent. Proof of life. Good first step. Here we go — tell him you’re okay.”

“Noah! Don’t listen to him, it’s a trap!”

“It’s a trap!” Gabriel yelled. “Of course it’s a trap you stupid witch. He knows it’s a trap — he’s not going to care it’s a trap so long as he thinks there’s any chance at all of rescuing your annoying ass. But, okay, you’ve got what might be your last chance to say something to him, and it’s not ‘I love you’ or ‘I’m sorry we never got a chance to fuck’ or anything meaningful, you go with ‘it’s a trap’ — fucking pathetic.”

There was a pause.

“You still there, cousin? Give up on the stupid witch, yet?”

“I’m still here.”

“Amazing. You spent five years with this witch and still want her back? I was ready to drain her after five days in that house.”

“Anyway, so now you know she’s alive and it’s a trap. Ooo, scary. We can get down to business. So! Here’s a quiz to see how well you know our girl — how many fingers does Morgan have?”

A cold lump settled in the pit of my stomach.

“No answer? Fuck, cousin, we’re just getting started here. I’ll help you out — ten! Morgan has ten fingers. It wasn’t a trick or something, stop overthinking. Ten fingers. That gives you ten easy chances to follow my instructions. Argue with me, disobey, try to get around things … I break a finger. Ten chances — okay, nine if you make me prove I’m serious right out of the gate, but still that’s a lot of chances before I have to start playing This Little Piggy. You don’t want me to start playing This Little Piggy with Morgan — even I don’t want to have to play This Little Piggy. It’s messy, the screams get really shrill and hurt my ears, the blood takes forever to clean up, and, frankly, it’ll be a pain in the ass if she can’t walk to the bathroom on her own. So let’s … hold on a second. What?”

I could hear another voice in the background, but couldn’t make out what it was saying. Felicity hopped up onto the dining table and stared intently at the phone in my hand.

“Seriously?” Gabriel asked. “Yeah, I know, I’m just … sure, but how does that apply to me? Oh, that’s some bullshit, man … fine, fine, fine! I’ll stick to fingers and … oh, come on! Are you kidding me? She’s a fucking war goddess or some shit — are you telling me she can’t heal up a finger or two?” A deep, heavy sigh. “Fine. I said fine, okay? You people are almost as annoying as witches. You still there, cousin?”

“I’m here.”

“Right. So, my partner is being pretty fucking anal about some rules he has to play by. He thinks they apply to me — I disagree, but … well, we’re on the clock here. So … no This Little Piggy. That was a lie. I knew it was something I couldn’t do and regret not being entirely truthful with you. And, apparently, his hot-shit Morrigan is going to be angry or something if she has to heal a fucking finger or ten right away. Now, personally, I think getting a whole new body would be worth a little inconvenience like that — especially one this hot, I mean, have you seen this witch’s tits?”

He paused.

“That was a question, cousin!”

I ground my teeth. “No.”

“Five years and you didn’t get a peek? Not even an accidental walk-in? I’m disappointed in you, cousin. You don’t know what you’re missing. I set up this little camera in the shower at the foster home — had to fast forward through a lot of dicks doing a lot of disturbing things, but it was worth it — little Morgy likes the shower massage, don’t you, Morgy?”

“Fuck you!” Morgan’s voice came through the phone.

Gabriel laughed. “Hey, cousin? Do you want to know what she always screams at the end? I’ll give you a hint — it’s a name and it starts with —”

“Fuck you, you disgusting piece of shit!” Morgan’s voice carried well even through the phone. “Once I get loose I’m going to rip your dick off and fuck you with it!”

“Five years, cousin?” Gabriel asked. “You’re a lot more patient than I am.”

I restrained myself from screaming at him.

“That was some fine self-restraint right there, cousin! You might actually have a chance of getting her through this without her getting hurt too bad … well, until she’s, you know, her soul’s destroyed and replaced by some kind of fucking war goddess or whatever. Just so we’re clear, though, no finger-breaking and no This Little Piggy doesn’t mean I can’t hurt her.”

Morgan screamed, then screamed again.

“Hold on again, cousin … Hey! That was cool, right? … Great, thanks! I’m back, cousin — got confirmation. No physical damage and I can hurt her as much as I want. I’m really good at that, cousin. Not as … impactful for you as the sound of breaking bones, but, trust me, it’s much, much worse for her. Are you with me? Understand? Ready to start following instructions?”

“What do you want?”

“Good question. Good start. Nice control over your tone — tense and angry, yeah, but clearly listening. Is The Blackwood there?”

I glanced at Mel.

“It’s not a tough question, cousin!” Gabriel snapped his fingers. “Quick answers, don’t think! Blackwood? There?”

“I’m here, Gabriel,” Mel said.

“This is so cool! I’m talking to the actual fucking Blackwood! Even we have stories about you!” He laughed. “Nah, never mind — I’d never heard of your ass until my buddy here wouldn’t shut up about ‘bloody Blackwood warlocks’ — still don’t get it, but our talks did clear up some things about the family tree. Alright, listen up … hold on … I had it here just a minute ago … hey! Do you have another copy of the … never mind, got it! Alright, are you still there Melaina? Hey, I can call you Melaina, right? I mean, we’re like family — I know it’s not blood, but your boy’s mom, my mom’s brother, that’s kinda tight, right? Never mind, I don’t care what you think, just listen up.”

He started reading some long, complicated oath that had to do with Mel staying right here where we were.

“Alright, that’s it — swear it, Melaina!”

“Why should I, Gabriel?”

Gabriel sighed and Morgan screamed again.

“We just went over that, Aunt Melaina. I thought I was clear. I thought, being right there and hearing it, you’d understand the consequences. I thought you’d be smarter than the average witch — they talk so big about you.”

Mel gestured to the phone and I muted our end, but Gabriel went on before Mel could say a word.

“What’s that?” Gabriel asked. “What’s that? Was that the sound of muting? Wait, let me guess — she’s saying what a good oath that is, there’s nothing she can see that would get her out of it, if she swears it she’ll be stuck in that house there for forty-eight hours, and won’t be able to help you. Am I right? Am I right, Aunt Mel?”

Mel nodded and I unmuted the phone.

“Yeah,” I said.

“Look, cousin, I’m not mad. I’m not saying you’re stupid or anything. I’ve had a long time to think about this, including some expert advice, and, honestly, everything you’re going to do or think of doing … it’s just human nature, okay? I’ve already thought of it. I know what you’re going to do. I’ve been planning for this day for three fucking years — planning to kill you for a lot longer, but this particular day and this particular way? Three years. Three years since I found you, and if I’d acted five minutes sooner and just rushed into that house and killed you instead of wanting to make it hurt, we’d be done with this. But, no, I wanted to make it hurt.”

Morgan screamed again.

“It’s a character flaw, it really is. I should probably talk to somebody about it, because that time it really bit me in the ass. This asshole’s raven sees me and the next thing I know — do you know what he did, cousin? Can you guess what he did?”

“He bumped into me on the sidewalk. That’s it. He bumped into me on the sidewalk — didn’t even knock me down, but I did that stupid thing people do when it’s not even their fault, right? I said, ‘Oops, sorry.’ I said sorry, and next thing I know I owe this asshole fae a debt and I have to wait for three fucking years and help guard this stupid fucking witch before I can kill you.”

“I don’t care what they say — all cultures are not equally valid, because that shit’s just stupid.”

Gabriel paused and I saw all of the girls, as well as Mel, were staring at the phone as though it was a snake. I didn’t blame them. This guy was absolutely batshit.

“Anyway … I don’t hear any oath-making, Auntie Mel, do you want to hear the song again?”

I looked at Mel helplessly.

“Noah, if I swear this oath, I can’t go with you — I can’t help you.”

“Going once!” Gabriel yelled.

“Please, Mel.”

“Going twice!”

Mel closed her eyes and started repeating the oath Gabriel demanded. With every word her face grew more and more pained and I knew what she was thinking — she’d only just found one of the descendants she’d thought were lost forever, and now I’d be going into danger without her.

“By my Power, by my Grove, and by the Goddess who made me,” Mel finished.

“Excellent!” Gabriel said. “Now that’s out of the way — go sit down and shut up, witch. The men are talking. So here’s what we’re going to do, cousin — tonight, you’re going to stay at Auntie Mel’s townhouse. Tomorrow evening I’m going to text you an address. Yeah, tomorrow — guess what tomorrow is. Can you guess? I’ll give you a hint.”

Gabriel started singing Happy Birthday to Morgan.

“You thought it was Thursday, didn’t you, cousin? Didn’t consider the whole baby-box-guess-your-age game? Bit of an oversight, if you ask me. Anyway, you’re going to have one hour from the time I send it … no, we’ll be fair, one hour and five minutes from the time I send it — you get the extra five because your phone plan’s shit and it might take some time to go through. It really sucks — are you telling me The Blackwood couldn’t afford a decent network plan? Anyway, if you’re not at the address in time, I get to take out some frustrations on Morgan — and, believe me, I had to live with this witch and go to mundane high school for a fucking year now. I have frustrations. Got it?”

“Yeah,” I said. “I got it.”

“Oh, and bring your coven with you.”

“I don’t think so, Gabriel.”

I looked at my girls, but then had to look away, because they were glaring at me now and not the phone. They didn’t want me to go alone, and I understood that, but I wasn’t putting them at risk too.

“Cousin, cousin, cousin, you were doing so well. On track, eye on the ball, reading the same page right along with me, cousin! Don’t fail me now! You know how this is going to go down, you know I’m going to get what I want — how many witches do you even have now, anyway?”

“Three!” Sam, Cassandra, and Rachel yelled at the phone together.

I groaned.

“You’re not going alone,” Sam said.

“Oh, shit!” Gabriel shouted. “You need to get those witches in line, cousin!” He laughed. “I’ll say, though, three’s not bad for just a year — I’ve had more in a year, of course, but I’m older. More practice and shit.”

I shared a glance with Mel — older than me? He was in a foster-home going to high school.

“I gotta say, though, I’m disappointed in you for keeping them around. Anyway, see you tomorrow, cousin. And none of those fucking gypsies, either — that fucking knife hurt. If I see a single one of them with you, I’m going to play This Little Piggy no matter what this asshole over here says about it.”

The call disconnected and I had to resist the urge to throw my phone at something.

Mel took Mihai’s dirk down to her workroom and I went to sit on the couch. The girls crowded around me, with even Priscilla squirming into the pile. I stared ahead for a while, trying to think of what I could do, but had no ideas. Mel came up sometime later and simply shook her head.

Whatever that was on the blade, she couldn’t trace his location.

“What even is it?” I asked. “It’s not blood, right?”

I was really hoping there wasn’t some kind of creature out there than had black blood.

“Partly human blood,” Mel said. “I’ll spend the night trying to find out what else it is.”

We sat for hours until the girls got up, pulled me off the couch, then led me upstairs to bed.

Rachel and Cassandra held me while Sam stroked my forehead until I finally fell asleep.


The Maiden


“Ō dysosmē skōlēkosagage! Eithe ho peos autou xērantheiē kai hoi orchis syntribointo! Ō bdelyre kai diephtharmene, miasm’ anthrōpou!”1

The Maiden’s screaming reached me even so far from the Grove as I normally appeared.

If I hadn’t been absolutely certain it wasn’t me she was screaming about, if I wasn’t certain to my bones that I wished everything she was wishing on Gabriel just as much as she did, I might have tried huddling down and waiting out her wrath.

Instead, I hurried toward the grove, certain that of all the Goddess’ aspects, an infuriated Aveline was who I wanted to see right now — who I wanted to give me whatever she could to face him.

“You!” she screamed as I entered the clearing and she spun to face me. She stalked toward me, grasped my shirt, pulled my face close to hers, and I could feel drops of spit hit my face as she went on. “You will destroy him, do you hear me? I want his bones broken, his teeth ground to dust, his organs fed to pigs, and what remains of him rendered down to grease and given to the fattest, ugliest, most stinking goat fucker you can find to ease his way! Will you do this for me?”

I looked down into her enraged face and nodded. “Twice.”

Aveline took a deep, shuddering breath and stepped back from me, smoothing my shirt.

“You’re a good boy, Noah, no matter what Viera says about you.”

She took another breath, this one smoother.

“You didn’t know,” I said.

“Shadows cloak him like the stink of a sewer. We can’t see him — he and his are so far removed from us.”

Aveline seemed a lot calmer now that I’d agreed to turn Gabriel into goat-lube … I kind of hoped that was a metaphor for just killing him.

“But he’s a warlock? How could you not know about him?”

“How did we not know about you?” Aveline asked. “Many were lost to us in the Death — not all of them perished. They left us, some because we’d failed them — others simply forgot or had no one left to teach them. We would welcome any of them to return to us — long for it — but this one? To aidoion autou khoireiou skatos kekalummenon esti2!”

“What is it he’s done? I mean, I know why I hate him. What did he mean about ‘keeping them?’ Does he have some way to break the coven bond?”

“He is sympsychophonos,” Aveline whispered. “Slayer of the soul-bound.”

I needed a moment to take that in. “He doesn’t stop,” I said. “He doesn’t stop and mark them, he just takes it all?”

Aveline nodded. “He kills them, Noah. He murders my girls.”

I nodded — I’d sort of expected that, but knowing didn’t help me with how to kill him.

“How are we supposed to fight him?” I asked. “I don’t even have half a coven.”

“We don’t know, but you must.” Aveline turned away and took a deep breath. “We can’t tell you much about him, because we can’t see him directly. Not even through Morgan, for she doesn’t look to us yet. As sympsychophonos, he will be attuned to darkness and death — perhaps not true Affinities, but his magic will reek of it and his power will show it.”

I nodded again — about as helpful as any of the Aspects had been, but it probably didn’t matter, because I wouldn’t remember any of this anyway.

I’d seen The Maiden be seductive, I’d seen The Maiden furious, but as she turned back to me, I saw The Maiden cry.

“Please, Noah — no geas, just my plea. I beg of you, stop him.”

1. Oh foul-smelling worm-feeder! May his penis wither and his testicles be crushed! Oh vile and corrupt one, a stain on humanity!

2. His penis is covered with the dung of a pig!


Chapter Fifty-Five




“You sure?” the rideshare driver asked.

I nodded as we left the car and thanked him.

We were a couple blocks from the address Gabriel texted me, in a dark, abandoned industrial area. The lots were all fenced off, with padlocked gates that looked like they’d never been opened again since they first closed.

I checked my phone again, zooming in to look at the terrain.

The warehouse we were supposed to go to looked like it had a back door, but Gabriel would probably suspect that and be watching it, too. There seemed to be some side windows that might work to sneak in — or at least get a look at what was going on inside. We were early enough to spend a little time trying to figure out what we were walking into.

My shoulders slumped as my phone vibrated and Morgan’s name flashed on the screen.

Reluctantly, I took the call.

“Hey, cousin! Right on time!” Gabriel’s voice was almost cheerful. “You think we didn’t set some really subtle wards? This dude I’m with might be a fucking asshole, but he does know his shit. Anyway, come on in! Front door’s open — no need to skulk around out there.”

The call disconnected and I turned to the girls.

“Please go home?” I tried once again — I could order them, I suppose, or even use the coven bond or Command, but they’d never forgive me.

“A coven acts as one,” Cassandra said.

“Gabriel dies tonight.” Rachel had been a little scary all day and was even more so now.

Sam worked the fore-end on her shotgun, loading a shell now that we weren’t in some stranger’s car. “Red,” she said, then grinned. “You know, this safeword thing is kind of growing on me.”

I had a feeling that was going to be a problem if I let Sam keep getting away with it, but the bigger problem was getting through the night alive, so it wasn’t the time.

“Let’s go, then,” I said, pushing my shields out to pick up theirs and layering them before we walked to the warehouse and entered.

The interior was well-lit and Gabriel and Morgan were in the middle of the mostly empty space about a hundred feet from us. I wanted to rush them and beat the shit out of Gabriel, but he’d already shown so much power that I wanted a better feel of him before we attacked, counting on our layered shields to hold off any initial attack until we could respond.

Or, if it looked like we had an opportunity, we had a couple plans to attack first ourselves.

“Noah!” Morgan yelled. Bands of mana encircled her, locking her in place. “Get out of here!”

I shook my head, eyes never leaving Gabriel as we slowly walked nearer. We’d all agreed in a day’s worth of planning that I’d focus on Gabriel and the others would keep an eye out for any sort of ambush until I gave a signal for what plan to go with.

Gabriel was just standing there, grinning, so I thought we might be first to act.

“Too late, witch,” Gabriel said. “No chance he gets —”

I gave the girls one of the signals and three things happened at once: First, Rachel, who was on my right, with Cassandra between us, stumbled and fell to her knees; second, with Gabriel’s attention drawn to Rachel, Cassandra flung a hand at him throwing a spike of ice, while I poured mana into our shields in preparation for a counter attack; and, third, Sam raised her glamoured shotgun and pulled the trigger.

Blam!

The fourth thing that happened was Gabriel laughing as our shields collapsed, Cassandra’s spike of ice shattered, showering Gabriel with snow, and a heavy force wrapped around me, trapping me in place, unable to move.

That wasn’t part of the plan.

Gabriel cocked his head and narrowed his eyes at the shotgun slug hanging in midair a few inches from his face.

He raised a hand and pointed at the slug.

“That was unexpected.”

Gabriel took it between two fingers and frowned at Sam. “You need to be more careful — you could hurt someone with this thing.”

He tossed the slug aside and started pacing.

I couldn’t move more than my face. I could see the girls were equally as frozen as I was, but there was no visible magic affecting us.

“What are you?” Sam asked.

Gabriel chuckled. “Just a warlock, like any other — but.” He fingered an amulet hanging around his neck. “I do have friends.”

Another figure stepped out of the shadows — a man, well-dressed in a deep blue suit, grey and bearded, with a silver tipped walking stick.

“Is your need for the enhanced glamour ended, Gabriel?” he asked.

“It is, Fíorghráin, I think I can handle it from here — and I’d say thank you, but you’d probably make that another fucking debt.”

The man, Fíorghráin, nodded and brushed a fingertip along Gabriel’s shoulder. He began to change, growing older — only by a few years, but enough to show he wasn’t some kid who belonged in foster care. His mana changed, too, from the open, dimness of a mundane to the bright, glowing shields of a powerful warlock.

“What the fuck?” Cassandra muttered.

“No glamour should work like that,” Sam whispered.

“Sidhe,” Rachel said.

“Indeed,” Fíorghráin said with a little nod to Rachel. “Fíorghráin, of the Cait Sidhe.”

“Powerful friends,” Gabriel chuckled.

“Indeed,” Fíorghráin repeated, though his lip curled. “And our bargain?”

“A moment,” Gabriel said. “I want to savor it.”

“Foolish.”

Gabriel shrugged.

“Why?” Rachel demanded. “The Cait aren’t evil, why are you doing this? Working with him?”

Gabriel raised his arms in the air, fists clenched. “She thinks I’m worse than you!” he cried out, grinning.

Fíorghráin sighed and shook his head, staring at me. “This would have all been so much simpler if you’d simply walked away — left her behind as any other would have. Instead, I’ve had to work with this fool.” He glared at Gabriel for a moment, who simply grinned back. “Why? You know what the Cait are?”

“Soul thief,” Rachel said.

Fíorghráin shrugged. “A bit dramatic, but yes. We take souls — the unwatched dead, the unguarded.” He paused. “Do you have any idea how difficult that is these days? Everything is watched — cameras everywhere, even on the dead as they await burial. Your mundane cameras in the nursing homes, in the hospitals, on the bloody streets where a fellow can’t even die unwatched. It can be months between finding a soul unguarded in that special time between death and moving on.”

“Ah, shit, you got him started,” Gabriel muttered. “Three years I’ve had to listen to this shit — whine, whine, whine. For fucks sake, man, you’ve been on the job for six thousand years or some shit, just fucking retire already.”

Fíorghráin shot him a disgusted look, but didn’t respond.

“With the Morrigan returned to her proper role, though,” he said to us. “It will be a feast — war on a scale not seen for decades — bodies left alone, sinking into the mud, hidden in the forests, trapped in their war machines.” He shrugged. “Everyone likes to be useful.”
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“Why Morgan?” I asked.

“A fae vessel would be best, but —” Fíorghráin shrugged. “Problematic. A witch from a powerful line is the next best choice, but she must have no ties. She must feel alone, with neither kith nor kin to hold her here.” He sighed. “Do you have any idea how difficult it is to changeling a witch?”

He glared at me.

“The mundane foster system was ideal for my purpose. The crowded homes where children come and go, moved time and again to break any ties that might form. It was a fine plan, until you.” The fae sighed. “I should have moved her when I discovered your presence, but that task is so difficult with these mundanes and their computers, and I’d just gone through it to get her into a new home. If I’d had any idea you would form such a bond, I would have. And I suppose I became interested in the purpose of your presence there, as well — curiosity, a failing of my kind.”

“All that to find a witch who feels abandoned and alone?” I asked. “Have you not met the Families?”

The fae ignored me. “Or I should have let Gabriel kill you, but that would have drawn The Blackwood’s interest every bit as effectively as if I’d done so when I discovered you, so I forced him to wait.”

“Asshole,” Gabriel muttered.

Fíorghráin glared at him. “Our bargain is nearly done. I suggest you not antagonize me.”

“Meh. You’re going to have your hands too full teaching the Morrigan how to use a cell phone to worry about me.” He grinned. “Besides — can’t you fae tell when someone’s speaking the truth? Am I lying?”

The fae gestured at Morgan. “Are we done here? I have preparations to make.”

“Of course.” Gabriel jerked on Morgan’s arm, thrusting her toward Fíorghráin. “I’m done with her. I do intend to have some fun with my cousin and his girls first, though.”

Fíorghráin took Morgan’s arm. “Hurry yourself — there’s little time, else I’ll hold you to your debt.”

“I’ve time enough, still. Have no fears.”

“I fear little,” Fíorghráin said. “The rite must be completed before the end of the first day of her power, else all is wasted. By midnight, she must be a proper vessel.” His eyes turned to me. “You know what that means.”

“Let go of me!” Morgan yelled, struggling, but Fíorghráin’s grip was firm.

“What does that mean?” Sam demanded.

“I’m going to kill Noah,” Gabriel said. “In case you were confused. He’s the only one who loves her, the only one she loves — once he’s gone, she’ll have nothing. Right, partner?”

Fíorghráin gave Gabriel a disgusted look, but didn’t deny it. Instead, he spoke to Morgan. “Empty and alone, with neither kith nor kin — just as I need you.”

“Noah?” Morgan’s chest heaved as though each breath was an effort.

“It’ll be okay,” I told her, staring into her eyes.

Fíorghráin chuckled. “No, it won’t.”

He dragged Morgan toward the double doors at the back of the warehouse.

“Noah!”

“Hold on! I’m coming for you! I won’t leave you! Just hold on!” I struggled against my bonds, holding Morgan’s gaze until she disappeared behind that door.

“Why are you doing this?” Cassandra demanded.

“I promised his mother I’d take care of him,” Gabriel said, shrugging.

“What?”

“Yeah … I mean, it was in the ‘kill-him’ sense, but I’m pretty sure she understood. Right before I killed her, I promised her I’d find him and take care of him, too. Kind of wanted her to bring that knowledge into the After with her, you know? That she’d fucked up and got both herself and her son killed — and her warlock, and, like, six of her sisters. I forget exactly. Could’ve left well enough alone, kept her fucking mouth shut, but, no, you witches are all, like, ‘We’re all sisters. You hurt a sister. I’m gonna tell on you!’”

I stared at Gabriel, trying to make sense of his ranting — he claimed to have killed my mother, but just months ago, at the Council session, the Rite of Consanguinity had shown me she was alive.

“Your coven would never go along with that,” Cassandra said.

“Alright,” Gabriel went on. “I’ll be blunt for the slow witches. I don’t have a coven — don’t want one. I just drain you. Got it?” His lips curled in a smirk. “Oh, don’t look so disgusted, cousin! It’s the way of things — why do you think there’s so many more witches than warlocks? Predator-prey ratios! Have you ever been out to a bar with a bunch of them? They even move in herds.”

I struggled more against my bonds, trying to find any weakness I could exploit, while Gabriel paced.

“And you have no idea how good it is, cousin. Oh, man, I’d almost let you live a little longer so you could drain one of yours and just see how good it is. You get all the mana. Every fucking bit.” He frowned. “You don’t get it, do you? Oh, cousin, here’s the deal — you know that thing with the eggs? They’re born with all the eggs they’re ever going to have, right? The mana’s the same — it’s all right there! Every bit of mana they’ll ever generate — more even, their full potential, even if they never make it there. It’s inside them right from the start. And when you take it? You get it all! It’s a hundred-year hit, cousin, all at once. It’s like mainlining that shit.” He shrugged. “Sure, almost all of it goes right through you and out the other side — sort of like bad Mexican, you know? But, damn, it’s a trip!”

He grinned at me, then looked down at his left wrist.

“Huh — you ever do that? Probably not — too young. Years of wearing a watch, then you stop and still look at your fucking wrist to check the time. It’s weird how we program ourselves like robots that way.”

Gabriel pulled a phone from his pocket.

“Time’s short, so let’s get on with the story. I want you to know, cousin. Know everything I took from you and why.”

“You’re dying, because your mom saw me with a witch who disappeared. My fault — way too close to home — but she could have just kept her fucking mouth shut and none of this would be happening. She told my mom. Mom got pissed. I got pissed. I went to kill your mom, but it was just your dad at home, so I had to kill him. Mom got even more pissed I killed her brother. Let’s just say she said some things she came to regret. Then I had to hide for a few weeks, because witches get all pissy when you kill their warlock and I had to hunt your dad’s coven for a while. I got about half of them, before your mom got the picture and ran — well, waddled, I guess, she was pretty far along with you. I didn’t catch up with her until after she squeezed you out — and she didn’t even have you with her at the end. That would’ve been fun. Crack your little skull right in front of her? Awesome.”

Gabriel shook his head, face contorted in disgust.

“I had it good. My own room, all the bills paid, mom was a great cook — Freudian slip, there, right? Was. Anyway, I got a little impulsive, and it all went to shit.”

“Gotta say, though, a witch leaving her kid in a mundane baby box? That was some thinking. Threw me the fuck off for years, before I figured it out.” He gestured at the door Fíorghráin had taken Morgan through. “I told you about that asshole, right? I finally find you, I’m ready to go in and get started on you, just savoring the moment a little, and he cons me into owing him a debt. So I have to wait for two years until your fucking cat isn’t dropping by every day, then I have to live with the witch for a year making sure she doesn’t make any new ‘kith or kin’ — boy, was he pissed when I told him how close you two were. Ravens can’t really communicate that sort of thing — they don’t get that sort of weird disconnected connection you get when two people feel different things for each other, you know?”

Gabriel spread his arms wide.

“So … here we are. A little delayed, but right on track, and everybody’s going to be happy now. Fíorghráin has his little vessel, who’s going to be so empty when I toss your head in there for her to see. The Morrigan gets her new body. I get to kill you. You get to die knowing what I’m going to do to your witches…” He frowned. “Wait … one of these is not like the others. Oh, well, not everyone can have a happy ending.”

He walked over to us and began pacing, looking each of us over, then paused in front of me, frowning.

“Something’s not right here.”

“There’s a fuckton not right here, Gabriel,” I said, “and it’s all you.”

He shook his head, narrowing his eyes.

“No,” he said. “No — I’ve spent a lot of time thinking about this, cousin. Everything I say, everything you do — so far, you’ve been right on one of the paths.” He shook a finger at me. “I just told you I killed your mom and dad and this isn’t right.”

“What isn’t right is that you’re still breathing.”

“Yeah, yeah, angry. Glaring at me, yeah, but where’s the — this has always gone one of two ways in my head, cousin. Either you’re all sad that you’ll never fulfill some stupid eight-year-old fantasy that you’ll find them one day — or that cool, devastated look when you realize you’ve hated them for abandoning you when they really did it to protect you. Now, I know dad’s dead — hard to breathe with no lungs left. So it’s mom, right?”

He paced for several seconds, then got right up in my face. Morgan was right, he really did stink like a decomposing gerbil was hanging half out of his ass. I tried to make my expression fit one of the things he described.

“Fuck!” Gabriel spun around and stomped away, waving his arms. “I knew I should’ve looked for a body, but that was a big fucking bridge, for fuck’s sake, and the locals kept talking about fucking hydraulics or something — like shit never came out of the river once it went in.” He faced us again. “Yeah, I cornered her on a bridge and she jumped. Fucking waste, but — damn it! I thought I’d be done with this shit after you. Fucking witch made me go to West Virginia to find her, do you have any idea how fucking boring West Virginia is? No telling where she is now. Fuck — I really thought I was going to get to relax now, maybe take a fucking vacation.”

He took a deep breath and sighed.

“Oh, well — a warlock in hand is better than two witch bushes … wait … that didn’t sound right, did it? Never mind — I’ll catch up with Mom later. Now you get to die knowing I’m going to ‘take care of her.’ That works, too.”

He stopped his pacing a few yards from us.

“I’m going to kill you — I believe I said that once already?” He shook his head. “But first, I’m going to take your witches.”

He ran his eyes over Sam, Rachel, and Cassandra.

“Maybe I’ll save one for a snack later — three at once might waste too much.”

I felt magic begin to form in the room, swirling out of Gabriel toward Sam. I couldn’t tell what it was, only that it was there.

“I understand you got Lust,” Gabriel said, almost conversationally as he paced. “Fun, isn’t it? But no Allure — you’re missing out.” His mana encircled Sam and she shuddered. “Allure’s really fucking useful, you know? Now, imagine having Desire, too — with a double-down in Allure.”

The magic flowing around Sam seemed to double and she swayed.

“Sam? Sam!”

It was like she was mesmerized, staring at Gabriel and ignoring me, and I thought of the effect Magistra Fallowell had on me when she’d accidentally let her double-Allure affinity affect me. For a moment, I’d been unable to think about anything but her, and I wondered how strong Gabriel’s will must be, to overcome Sam’s so quickly.

Gabriel grinned. “Then let’s mix in Pleasure, with —” He paused and raised his eyebrows. “Can we guess?”

The magic around Sam increased again and she took a step toward Gabriel, then another, then a third, her shotgun clattering to the ground behind her.

“Allure triple-threat for the win! It’s almost as though I was made for this, isn’t it?” Gabriel asked. “I suck ‘em in, then I suck ‘em dry.” He laughed. “I just came up with that — what do you think? Good catch-phrase?”

I reached for my magic, pouring as much into Command as I could, hoping to break through whatever held us and somehow through Gabriel’s shields, but whatever block he’d placed on me held no matter how I strained. “Let her go!”

Gabriel jerked, contorting his arms and twisting his head to one side. “What?” He jerked again. “What is that?” He looked around the room, eyes wide. “Is that … is that Command?”

He chuckled and relaxed. “Nope. None of your magic can make it out of those spells.” He fingered the pendant he wore. “Pays to have powerful friends, doesn’t it?” He raised his voice, turning slightly toward the doors Fíorghráin had taken Morgan through. “Even if they are fucking assholes!”

Sam had continued walking, as though in a trance, and Gabriel took a step to meet her, wrapping her in his arms and pressing his lips to hers. I clenched my teeth, unable to look away.

Gabriel broke the kiss and tilted his head to look at me over Sam’s shoulder.

“Everything you have, cousin. Everything you love. Everything is mi — urk!”

Sam’s knee came up into Gabriel’s groin. I had a brief glimpse of his eyes widening before Sam grasped the back of his head and pulled with his natural reaction to double over, bringing her knee up again to crunch into his face.

“I like girls, you piece of shit!” Sam yelled, ripping the pendant from Gabriel’s neck.


Chapter Fifty-Six




The bonds keeping me in place disappeared as Sam struck him a third time, bringing her elbow down on his head, driving him to his knees, and breaking his concentration.

“Go after Morgan!” Cassandra yelled, rushing toward Sam and Gabriel. “We’ve got this asshole!”

I hesitated for a moment, but between Cassandra throwing spikes of ice at him, causing his shields to flare and spark to repel them, and Sam kicking him in the face, chanting, “Not! My! Warlock! Prick!” while Rachel rushed at him looking like the fucking human torch. I thought they had the little asshole well in hand, so I ran for the door Fíorghráin had pulled Morgan through.

The doors were the industrial type, with a handle on my side and I assumed a push bar on the other. I slowly twisted the handle and eased the door open to slip inside.

This half of the warehouse was dimmer, lit only by dozens of candles that surrounded a circle carved into the concrete floor and a makeshift table to one side. Fíorghráin was at the table, back to me, reading from a large, leather-bound book, while Morgan lay atop a rough-cut stone in the middle of the circle. How the fae had gotten that stone here, I still don’t know, but I didn’t bother to wonder at the time.

I eased into the shadows on the side opposite Fíorghráin and crept toward the circle.

I wanted to get Morgan loose from the bands of mana I could see binding her to the stone before facing the fae — what I was going to do to face the fae, I hadn’t figured out yet. Maybe we could both sneak out while he was reading and just fucking run.

I was nearly to the circle’s edge when Fíorghráin’s shoulders stiffened and he spun around, with his circle and Morgan between us.

We both started at the same time, rushing forward.

Near the circle’s edge, I leapt, throwing myself forward and tucking my legs just as Fíorghráin reached the circle to touch it with a finger and send a crackling, blue-white dome to cover Morgan and I.

Fíorghráin stood, brushing dust from his slide off his pants and glaring at me.

“Noah, get out of here,” Morgan whispered.

I shook my head. “I’m not leaving without you.”

“This is pointless, you know,” Fíorghráin said, pacing outside the circle. “The rite was prepared and initiated when the circle activated — the Morrigan is coming and neither of you have the strength to stand against her.” He pointed at me. “She will destroy you and take her, just as was plan —”

He broke off and flicked a hand at the doors we’d come through. Mana formed a solid covering and I heard pounding and shouting from the other side.

Fíorghráin sighed.

“I wish I could believe your witches had killed him. I think I can honestly say he’s the most foul mortal I’ve ever met.” He met my eyes. “And, mind you, I spent a number of years with Stalin.” He sighed. “Go to your end knowing your witches are safe — they’ll get through that door, but I will be long gone with my new Queen.”

I tried to ignore the fae and examined the magic holding Morgan to the altar — it appeared too strong to just use brute force, so I’d have to figure out some other way. Then figure out some way to either get out of the circle or resist a fucking war goddess. Then, if we managed that, get past what would probably be a very angry fae.

I kind of figured the girls were going to blame me for being stuck out there, too, so I should probably have a plan to survive that.

Part of me was glad they were locked out there — safe, if the cait could be believed about not going after them. They’d be pissed if the Morrigan killed me, but at least they’d be alive.

On the other hand, I could really use some help.

With a crash and the tinkle of falling glass, a jaguar, black and spotted white, fell through the skylight above.

Her paws thudded to the floor and Felicity crouched low, snarling at the fae.

I could use a lot more help?

It was worth a try, I guess, but a strike team of adjutrices didn’t follow Felicity through the ceiling.

“Felicity!” I yelled. “The girls are locked out! Let them help!”

Fíorghráin’s eyes narrowed. “You should not be here, little one.”

I don’t know if Felicity deliberately included me in her response or if it was simply her almost palpable rage forcing it into every mind nearby.

Yet I am, Cait.

“Felicity!” I yelled. “Get the girls or get out of here! He’s too strong!”

The cat-witch ignored me, focused on the fae.

Mine mind was the last I had inviolate, Cait — and thou hast taken even that from me. Now you seek my family?

Fíorghráin shook his head, face sad. “I am sorry, little one,” he said, “I would have spared you.”

Both Morgan and I cried out as the fae waved his hand, streams of mana flowing to strike Felicity, but she shrugged it off with a shake of her head and a curled snarl, stalking closer.

“How — I’ve seen your power, little one, you are not that strong.”

But you are.

“What?”

A glamour and a geas, Cait, do you not recall? Your words, your charge to me: “in return, and above all, you will take on their duty and guard the girl from danger as zealously as you do your own charge.” Above all, Cait — above your glamour, above the rest of your geas.

The fae’s face blanched and he backed away, throwing another wave of magic at Felicity with no more effect than the last.

Above your power, Fíorghráin of the Cait Sidhe, for none may cause another to forsake that which they placed themselves.

“I withdraw the geas!” Fíorghráin yelled. “I release you from —”

With a chainsaw-roar, Felicity was on him, front claws latching tight, jaws closing on the fae’s neck, and rear claws raking his flesh as he screamed.

“Noah,” Morgan said and I turned back to her. “It’s too late, Noah. Get out of here.”

I shook my head, examining the magic that bound her to the altar.

“Noah, get out. She’s coming — I can feel her inside my head.”

“Fight it, Morgan.”

“I can’t! She’s too strong!”

My mind raced, trying to think of something I could do. I was still full of mana — could I give it to Morgan to help her fight? What if I just marked her now? Would being in a coven keep the Morrigan at bay?

Neither of those seemed right, though.

Morgan had just come into her power and didn’t even know how to shield herself, much less fight a being thousands of years old — if I couldn’t figure out how to break the bonds that held her in place, I doubted she could. And this fight wasn’t about magic anyway — it was about something else.

“She needs an empty vessel, Morgan.” I gave up trying to break the ritual’s bonds, they were far too strong. Instead, I took Morgan’s face in my hands and stared into her eyes. “She can’t have you as a vessel. You are not empty. You are not alone and you are not abandoned. I’m here.”

I could feel the ritual’s power tearing at her, ripping her from her body to make room for the Morrigan.

“Fight it with me.”

Morgan shook her head, tears streaming from her eyes. “She’s too —”

“She’s nothing! You’re stronger than her! We’re stronger than her! You are not alone — I’m here and I’ll never leave you. You are not abandoned — I came for you, and I always will.”

The sense of another presence in the circle became stronger, overpowering. It swirled and spun about, as though searching.

The world around me closed in and my vision narrowed to Morgan’s eyes, terrified that in a moment I’d see something else there. The circle felt as though someone was filling it with cement, weighing me down, as the Morrigan’s essence filled it.

“I love you, Morgan. Felicity loves you. You’re going to join my coven — the other girls need you to help them make fun of me.” I tried to caress her cheek, but I couldn’t feel my hands. I sank to my knees, unable to stand in the face of what filled the circle. “We are your family. You have kith and kin and she cannot have what is mine.”


Chapter Fifty-Seven




I’d been trampled and smothered by the essence of a goddess.

It hurt and I didn’t like it.

“Don’t worry, he did this with me, too. It’s like he can’t rescue someone without passing out.”

“We’re sure he’s okay?”

“Yeah, the coven bond would tell us if he wasn’t.”

The voices were echoing in my throbbing head so much that I couldn’t tell who was speaking.

“Should we try to wake him up or wait for Melaina to get here?”

“He’d probably prefer to be on his feet — or at least conscious.”

“I’m awake,” I mumbled, my head clearing a bit.

“Then open your eyes,” Sam said — I think it was Sam.

I managed to crack one eye open, then the other.

Cassandra and Sam were crouching on either side of me, Rachel was next to Sam, and I thought I was sitting on the concrete floor with my back resting against the altar.

“Morgan?”

“Over here, Ashe.”

“Blackwood,” I told her.

“Whatever.”

Her voice came from my right, but I couldn’t seem to turn my head.

“I can’t turn my head.”

“Neither can I.”

“Melaina thinks it’s an aftereffect of whatever happened in the circle,” Sam said. “I texted her and she said it should start fading on its own, but if it doesn’t, just wait until she gets here.”

I groaned — not sure why, since I couldn’t feel anything.

“What about her oath? Has it been that long?”

Sam shook her head. “She said the intent of her oath was to not interfere with Gabriel’s plans — plans were pretty interfered with already, since he’s dead.”

“You killed him?”

“One of us did,” Sam pointed to Cassandra and nodded at Rachel. “I was busy kicking him in the throat, Cassandra got an ice spike through his shields and into his eye, and Rachel sort of stuck a flaming fist into his chest and squeezed his heart … all about the same time, so it could have been any one of us.”

I felt a bit of relief at that — I’d killed someone before and it still bothered me. Sam had, as well, in rescuing Cassandra and me from the Patriarchy, but at least neither Rachel nor Cassandra would have to live with the certain knowledge she’d killed someone.

“It was me,” Cassandra said. “Can’t live with your brain skewered.”

“No,” Rachel shook her head. “I’ve seen pictures on the web of some guy with a spike through his eye and he was fine — I got his heart. He was toast.” My shy little witch giggled. “Get it? Toast?”

Sam made a rude noise. “I felt his throat go first — you guys might have hurried him along, but he was a goner anyway.”

I chuckled. “I love you guys so much.”

Sam worked her mouth and spit. “Goddess it was hard waiting for the right moment — I can still taste his tongue. Nasty. Do any of you have a mint or something?”

I felt a twinge of guilt that I’d ever, even for a moment, doubted her, even under Gabriel’s Allure — it must have shown on my face, because Sam scowled at me.

“You’re the only dick-bearer I need, Dominus — count on it. Now, if Wonder Woman ever lassos me, you might have something to worry about.”

I chuckled. “As a reward for kicking Gabriel in the nuts you can have a hall pass for Gal Gadot.”

“Really?”

I immediately realized the potential dangers of what I’d just said. “Don’t start stalking her or anything.”

“Hmph.”

“Where’s Felicity?”

“In your lap.”

I blinked and tried to look down, managing to get my head to fall forward and loll about.

Felicity was in my lap, in her smaller cat form, but covered in blood I assumed was the fae’s and not hers, since she was busy cleaning herself.

“Okay, that’s gross … can someone lift my head back up so I don’t have to watch?”

Cassandra grabbed a fistful of my hair and pulled my head back up to rest against the side of the altar.

“So … what happened in there?” Sam asked.

“You didn’t see?”

Sam shook her head. “No, when we got in here the whole circle was just a big black ball — then it popped and you two were just lying there.”

“Morgan? Do you remember anything?”

“I don’t remember anything after you proposed.”

“I what?”

“‘You’re going to join my coven.’ Suckiest proposal ever — no dinner, no dancing, not even some lousy flowers. Maybe you think the stupid circle-thing counts as a ring, but that sucked too.”

Fine, if she was going to call it a proposal, then I’d go ahead and lock things in right now — I was never going to let Morgan out of my sight again, anyway.

“How about you say ‘yes’ now and we’ll go get you a ring next week?” I asked.

“I want a ring!” Cassandra and Sam said together while Rachel nodded.

Morgan laughed. “I was saying ‘yes’ about three years ago — you’re just slow.”

Sam nodded. “He is slow at the start, but he catches up quick.”

“Fine,” I said, “we’ll all go ring shopping next week.”

“No,” Morgan said. “I’ll do designs and then Mel can help me cast them — I saw a furnace in her workroom when she was showing me how to work stone.”

[image: ]


Morgan and I managed to stand, at least with the assistance of the others, and slowly half-walked, half-slid to the door. I tried to avoid looking at the … well, smear that was left of the Cait. Felicity seemed to have done a thorough job.

We paused a few steps into the other room and I cocked my head to one side.

“How long were Morgan and I out?” I asked.

“Not that long,” Cassandra said, staring at what I was.

There was a body, but it wasn’t Gabriel — at least, unless I had been out longer than I thought. Like, months? Maybe a year? Several years?

How long did it take for a body to get to the sort of dryish-putrid stage?

“Is that … Gabriel?” Rachel asked.

“Was Gabriel a zombie?” Cassandra asked. “Because that looks like a zombie.”

“Gabriel wasn’t a zombie,” Morgan said. “I lived with the dude for a year and I’d know if he was a zombie.”

“How?” Rachel asked.

The thing was, she asked it completely seriously, as though she was fascinated to learn whatever zombie-identifying lore Morgan might bestow.

“I just would, okay? He’d … I don’t know, eat raw meat or something, and I never saw Gabriel do that, so he wasn’t a zombie.”

“Then who the fuck is this?” Sam asked, edging forward as we all followed her.

The body was not in particularly good shape, even leaving aside decomposition.

One eye was rotting, but the other was gone — a deep, round hole bored through the socket into the brain tissue beyond; its throat was gone, the flesh ripped and torn to display the white bone of its spine; and there was a gaping hole in its chest surrounded by burned edges. The smell of rotten meat fought with the smell of burned rotten meat as we approached. Black goo like what had coated Mihai’s dagger oozed from the wounds and cracks in its skin.

“Ew,” Sam said.

“Yeah,” Rachel agreed.

I noticed Morgan had gone almost as pale as Cassandra and was staring at the corpse with wide eyes and her hand to her mouth.

“Urk!”

The others and I danced back from her as she bent over and spasmed — but, at the last possible moment, Morgan turned and staggered the three steps back to the corpse, then spewed all over it.

Various ews echoed from the girls.

“Are you okay?” I asked Morgan, going to her and laying a hand lightly on her back.

She waved a hand up at me, still crouched over. “It’s just — it’s just — I’ve never seen anything like — ah, furgh!”

More spewing, and Morgan staggered away to the warehouse wall where she propped herself against it with one hand and clutched her stomach with the other.

“I’m fine. I’m fine,” she muttered.

“Well, that was gross,” Cassandra said.

Morgan flipped her off and started spitting to clear her mouth.

I looked back at the now slightly more disgusting corpse.

“Are we sure this isn’t Gabriel?” Cassandra asked. “Because that looks an awful lot like what we did to Gabriel.”

“I fucking hope it was Gabriel,” Morgan said. “And I’ve got a couple more things I’d like to do on his fucking corpse.”

“And, more gross,” Cassandra muttered.

“Gabriel was alive,” Sam said, “and talking — and casting spells and shit.”

“Unless…”

All eyes turned to Rachel.

“Unless?” Morgan asked.

Rachel flushed and looked down, then back up as she caught sight of the body again.

“Well,” she said, tentatively. “If that’s not Gabriel … especially if that’s not Gabriel, then there had to be somebody here to be Gabriel, and it was probably Gabriel.”

Silence.

“What?” Rachel asked, then sighed. “We all saw something that didn’t look like that and we talked to ‘Gabriel’ — well, zombies aren’t known for their speech ability and they certainly don’t cast spells, so somebody had to be here to cast a glamour and talk, pretending the zombie was Gabriel, so isn’t it most likely that was Gabriel?”

“Zombies are real?” I asked. “We can raise the dead?”

“We can animate the dead,” Sam clarified. “Raising them is somebody else.”

“This was more than animation, though,” Cassandra said. “If this was a zombie, even with a really strong glamour, then how did Samantha kneeing it in the balls even hurt it?”

I raised a hand. “I don’t know anything about zombies, but Billy Miller cheated in a fight we had in sixth grade and, let me tell you, if there’s any pain that could reach you in the afterlife, that’s it.”

“So we think Gabriel glamoured a zombie and isn’t dead?” Cassandra asked. She paused for a moment, then her face lit up and she pointed at the zombie’s face. “Hah! Zombie! You have to destroy the brain and my ice spike got its brain — that’s proof I killed it.”

“I don’t think that’s how real zombies work,” Sam said.

“Well, until you can show me it not working on a real zombie, I’m taking credit.”

“Fine,” Rachel said. “But if it was a zombie, not Gabriel, it doesn’t count as much.”

“Huh,” I said, interrupting before they could start assigning point values. “I guess he wasn’t so confident as he wanted to appear and put the zombie out there to take the hit if we got out of hand.”

“And we did get out of hand,” Sam said, grinning. “Look at that throat — I almost kicked his whole head of … of … oh, no … fuck…”

Sam’s face had gone white and she was staring at the zombie in horror.

I looked down, but the thing wasn’t coming back to life, so I couldn’t figure out what the problem was.

“What?”

“No. Nonono!” Sam started pacing, then stuck her tongue out and started scraping at it with her fingernails. “No! Water! Do any of you have water? Fuck!” She looked at each of us, desperately. “Mouthwash? Whiskey? Anything! Perfume? Didn’t any of you bring a fucking purse?”


Chapter Fifty-Eight




When Mel arrived at the warehouse, she had three of the Roma with her, along with their cars — the other three remained at her townhouse to look after Mihai and help protect Priscilla in case something else happened.

After hugging all of us and ensuring we were okay, she carefully picked up Gabriel’s amulet with a square of silk and tucked it away, then examined both of the bodies — or, rather, one body and one set of Cait parts.

“There’s a foot by those crates over there,” Rachel told her, then looked up. “I think that’s a hand in that wire basket thing around the sprinkler head up there, too.”

Morgan and I were still a little unsteady, so we sat against the wall, waiting while Mel examined everything and the girls followed her, watching intently. I guess watching The Blackwood examine things was educational or something.

I had my head resting back against the wall while Morgan’s hung heavily.

“Thank you,” she whispered.

I scooted closer and put an arm around her shoulders, feeling the familiar vibration of her shed mana, quite a bit stronger now that she’d come into her power, but still determined not to look at it until she could shield herself. That would be first on her list to learn as a new witch.

“I’d say anytime, but let’s not do this again, okay?”

Morgan nodded.

“Hey, at least we know when your real birthday is, right?”

She started to chuckle, then it turned into a sob and I pulled her closer.

I think Mel was almost done looking at things, but Cassandra caught my eye, then started saying something to the others that got them heading for the far side of the warehouse.

Morgan buried her face in my chest and I held her tighter.

“He took me,” she whispered. “He took me, Noah — all these years I thought they … but he just took me?”

“We’ll find them, too,” I told her.

Between her real parents and my mother, we had a lot of searching to do. Maybe I could hire the Fieldings — Hannah said her Family looked into things.

I held her for what seemed like a long time before she spoke again.

“You don’t have to, you know.”

I didn’t think we were talking about finding her parents anymore.

“I don’t have to what?”

“What you said in the circle — I know it was —”

I cupped her chin and tilted her face up so I could see her.

“Morgan — I love you. I know I’m an idiot sometimes, but that’s just because —” I looked over at the others clustered around Mel, then back at Morgan. “— you are so amazing and beautiful and … I just can’t believe you’d see anything like that in me.”

Morgan snorted. “You are so fucking stupid.”

“So I’m told.”

We piled into the Roma’s cars and returned to Mel’s townhouse.

Mel immediately set about making tea, while Sam rushed to the bathroom, and the rest of us collapsed in the living room. Rachel went upstairs to check on Mihai, then came down to announce he was still sleeping, but the Rom with him said he’d briefly woken up and asked after us.

Felicity paced across our laps, rubbing us with her cheeks and sniffing as though to assure herself we were all there and okay until Mel and Priscilla brought out the tea, then, once they were sitting, too, she hopped to the table and stared at Mel.

“Mrowr.”

“You could tell them yourself, dear,” Mel said. “I think all of New England heard you battle the Cait.”

“Mrowr!”

“I’m sure you were angry, but that doesn’t change that you were screaming into people’s minds. I imagine a great many mundanes had horrible nightmares last night.”

“Mrowr.”

“I doubt very much you’re so tired now, but, very well, I’ll tell it. Don’t blame me if I get things wrong.”

Mel took a sip of tea.

“Gurrglegurgurgurg, spahew!”

“Close the bathroom door please, dear?” Mel called.

Slam!

“Felicity?” Mel said. “Would you remind me to add mouthwash to the shopping list? I have a feeling we’re all going to be out before she’s done.”

“Mrowr.”

Mel took another sip of tea.

“The Cait placed a glamour and geas on Felicity, such that she was unable to tell anyone or lead anyone to Noah until he left the foster home, and after that she was bound not to return there.”

“But she went to guard Morgan — how?”

Mel nodded. “A miscalculation on the fae’s part — so long as Felicity knew of no danger to Morgan, the geas forced her to leave and not return, but once there was a hint of possible harm — Gabriel and the fae following her, for instance — the binding to protect Morgan became foremost. I’m not sure if the fae made an error or thought he was being clever, binding Felicity to guard Morgan for him, but his phrasing, ‘above all,’ allowed her to return, overriding the fae’s order to stay away. Then, once she heard his voice on the call with Gabriel, the glamour began to break because it was the fae himself who was the danger to Morgan.”

“But why couldn’t he just blast her?”

“The fae’s own magic powered the geas which compelled Felicity to protect Morgan — above all, including the fae’s glamour and geas. The parts of the glamour that would prevent her from doing that were negated, as well as any other part of the geas that might interfere, such as the compulsion to forget about Morgan and never return. His own magic compelled Felicity to defend Morgan, and that magic could not work against itself — no one can use their own magic to force another to fail at a geas they’ve set. Oh, we can set up roadblocks or twist things, but nothing magical in direct opposition to the geas — the magic simply cancels out.”

“But he’s dead now? Felicity killed him, right?”

“She killed his mortal vessel — the Cait himself will have returned to Fairy. It will be decades, though, before he can regain enough power to return here — and that’s assuming the other Cait do nothing to him.”

“Why would they?”

“The Cait do not normally ally with a power like the Morrigan. They might seem to have similar goals, but what he did? A changeling witch? Effectively a human sacrifice? Meddling in mundane affairs to the extent a return of the Morrigan would cause?” Mel shook her head. “No, I think this Fíorghráin’s troubles are just beginning.”

I shook my head. “Why didn’t he just take Morgan earlier?”

“Mrowr.”

Mel nodded. “Felicity suspects it was the fae’s inability to understand the sort of connection Noah and Morgan had in the foster home. He truly expected Noah to leave and never return, leaving Morgan abandoned. Once he discovered he was wrong, taking her wasn’t an option — she’d know Noah hadn’t abandoned her, and that could make her an unsuitable vessel for the Morrigan. Noah had to die, leaving Morgan bereft, but if he took that action he knew I would never rest until I’d seen to his destruction.” She shook her head. “He wouldn’t want to face that without the Morrigan to back him, and the Morrigan could not be summoned until the vessel came of age, so Noah had to die on that day as well.”

“But dying isn’t abandoning,” I said.

Mel nodded. “No. It wouldn’t be as useful to him as you truly leaving her behind, but … those left behind by a death often feel abandoned.”

“What about Gabriel? How was there a fucking zombie there?”

“There are ways, but they are very dark. The Evenki — they’re an indigenous people in Siberia — have traditions under which a shaman can project his consciousness into a corpse. The Yoruba and some Tibetan traditions, as well.” She paused. “For it to be a witch — warlock — of our traditions, even so far removed from the Goddess as this Gabriel must be, he likely used the methods of the vrăjitoare — they’re Romanian and do not follow the Goddess, but the methods can be compatible. Some of the compounds I could isolate from the blood on Mihai’s dirk indicate that tradition, as well. He would be able to project his consciousness into a corpse and control it. See what it sees, feel what it feels.”

“I hope that fucker felt every bit of it,” Sam muttered, returning.

Cassandra scooted away from me to make room for Sam, but Sam just plopped herself on the floor between my legs and let her head fall back so I could stroke her hair.

“If the corpse was still moving,” Mel said, “then Gabriel’s consciousness was still there, and he did. Moreover he has much to worry about in his future.”

“No shit,” I said.

Mel smiled. “He failed to fulfill a bargain with a fae, dear. Gabriel’s troubles are just beginning, I think. Any fae that scents him will look to punish that failure.”

“What is up with that dude, anyway?” Sam asked. “He’s completely nuts, right?”

Mel nodded. “When the sympsychophonos drains a witch, they take more than the mana that’s been generated, they take all the witch holds — the wild and raw. The way it’s drawn from the witch changes it a bit, which is why the sympsychophonos isn’t destroyed by it himself, but it does change him. It’s both addictive and damaging, just as it is for vampires.”

I shuddered. I couldn’t imagine doing that to someone, and the thought of what might have happened to my girls made me sick.

“But … where did he even come from?” Rachel asked. “I’d think even the Outcasts would report something like that.”

“From the true Ferals, I imagine,” Mel said.

“But he knew about the Goddess, I thought the true Ferals were all lost and didn’t remember Her?”

Mel pursed her lips. “Many do not. Many don’t even know they’re witches. But there are those who know about the Goddess, know about us, and choose to remain apart. They remember her, but they also remember the Death and blame her for their losses. That blame has come down through generations and they have no interest in returning to Her.”

“You’ve met them,” I said.

Mel nodded. “Some — I contact those I know of from time to time to see if a new generation might come back to Her.” She shrugged. “None ever do. Gabriel will have come from those, though I suspect he placed no such limits on his hunting — not all the witches who’ve disappeared over the years should be laid at the Patriarchy’s door, it seems.”

“That’s where I came from,” I said. “Where my mother came from — is.”

Mel nodded. “And where we must seek for her.”

“What about the Morrigan?”

Mel looked at Morgan. “How are you feeling, dear?”

“Tired and cranky.”

“So the usual,” Cassandra said.

Morgan shrugged. “Pretty much.”

Mel pursed her lips. “There should be no lasting ill-effects. The rite was performed, but the Morrigan found no suitable vessel — she will have returned to Fairy.”

I glanced at Morgan. She’d leaned forward and put her head in her hands.

“The Cait — he, um, said something about a witch from a powerful line.” I licked my lips. “Does that mean, maybe, Morgan’s of your line, too?”

That would certainly throw a wrench in my plans for her.

Mel shook her head. “I wish I could say yes.” She raised an eyebrow at me. “Or, perhaps not. Regardless, the Consanguinity Rite would have shown it, if so — the rite works by generations, showing each until it reaches its target. We would have seen it.”

I nodded. That made sense, and I could understand Mel wishing it could be true.


Chapter Fifty-Nine




We sat around for a while, sipping tea and eating cookies, which seemed pretty surreal after what we’d just been through, but it was comforting.

Even more comforting was Morgan sitting next to me and not objecting that my arm was still around her. More importantly, she hadn’t said a word when I told her she wasn’t going back to the foster home except to pick up anything she’d left there — and she’d be going with all of us and however many Roma I could get to come along.

I was at the point where I wasn’t going to let any of my girls out of my sight for a while, and none of them objected when I said that.

The decorations for Morgan’s party were still up, but none of us were in a mood for a party, despite knowing it was Morgan’s actual birthday — or had been, since we didn’t get home until after midnight.

There was some talk of having the party after everyone got a chance to sleep, since it was now my “birthday” and we could celebrate both together. I didn’t say anything about it, but it didn’t feel right to me — I’d never been particularly excited about my birthday, since I could never know if it was true or not.

Eventually, Mel declared she was going to bed, taking the time to hug each of us before going upstairs.

I knew none of the girls would be going anywhere until I moved, and I had too little energy to even think about it.

It took me a while, but I did finally realize that the day was special, just not for my birthday.
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“Noah, dear, all the bedroom doors are open — did you not sleep at —”

Felicity warned us all when Mel woke and started to come downstairs so we could get ready.

We’d already been up all night, taking down the welcome and birthday decorations and replacing them with glamours, since it was unlikely there was a party store open at three a.m. — and I didn’t want anyone outside the wards in case Gabriel was still around somehow.

“— all?” Mel trailed off, stopping at the foot of the stairs to stare at us.

We were all clustered in the living room under the glamoured banner that read: Blackwood Family Reunion.

“Oh, dear.”

Mel raised a hand to her mouth and I went to her, taking both her hands in mine.

“My birthday was always a guess,” I told her, staring into her eyes, “but I know what today is.”

The girls followed me and formed a circle around us, enclosing us in their arms while Felicity wove in and out around our legs.

“It’s the anniversary of the day I found my family. And so long as I’m Family Head, every year, every Blackwood will come together — to celebrate that, to take joy together, and to show you just how much we love you.”


Epilogue




“Samantha,” Cassandra said. “You’re first.”

“Mrowr.”

I am cat — fleet of foot. I should be first.

Felicity had, at least, started talking to me mentally, as well as the others, a couple days after our fight with the Cait and Gabriel, but she still made cat sounds.

“Not this time,” Cassandra told the cat-witch.

“Pft!”

Sometimes she didn’t need more than the cat sounds to get her point across.

Cassandra shrugged.

“If you’d let me bring my shotgun,” Sam said, “I could just blast them.”

“You can’t have a shotgun.”

“Guys,” Rachel said. “We need to hurry — they saw me when I peeked around the corner.”

“She’s right,” Cassandra said.

“I’m going to rush them,” Sam said.

“No! We need to stick together,” Priscilla objected. “We’re stronger if we stay together and support each other.”

“Nope,” Sam said. “I bet I can take all three even without my shotgun. I’m rushing them.”

Cassandra pursed her lips. “Okay, so, ‘Zena’ —” She air-quoted it. “— rushes the three goblins. They were alerted by seeing Rachel, but they’re still surprised, because they’re not expecting —” She sighed. “A six-foot-three barbarian princess to be rushing around the corner at them —”

“Don’t forget my battle-cry!” Sam insisted.

Cassandra rolled her eyes. “Yeah, fine — the goblins were absolutely not expecting a barbarian screaming —”

“By Gabbie’s luscious buttocks!” Sam yelled, miming an overhead ax swing.

“Roll for attack,” Cassandra said, shaking her head.

Sam rolled the twenty-sided die and consulted her laptop. “Eighteen, plus … five. Twenty-three!” She was already rolling another die. “Aw, fuck, are you kidding me?” She sighed. “One. Plus three, so four.”

“It’s just a goblin,” Priscilla said. “That’s still pretty good.”

Cassandra nodded. “More than half its health — the goblin staggers back, bleeding from a slash through its armor across its chest. Felicity?”

“Pfft!”

“Fine, Shadow Meow, your turn.”

“Mrowr.”

I shall slay the creature to Zena’s left.

Cassandra nodded and moved Felicity’s figure on the game mat to just in front of the leftmost goblin.

“Okay, you get there — roll an attack. With disadvantage.”

“Pfffttt!”

Cassandra shrugged. “You’re the one who just stuck her head in a bag of catnip — disadvantage.”

One must wonder, exactly why a goblin in so remote a place should be carrying so much catnip.

A corner of Cassandra’s mouth quirked up. “Well, maybe you should have asked him before you ate his head,” Cassandra said. “Maybe he has kittens at home waiting for him to get back, did you ever think of that?”

They would be better off without such a creature over them. Now they will be free to grow and hunt as they will.

Felicity batted a die into the little wooden corral Mel had built for her.

Twenty.

Cassandra narrowed her eyes and Felicity’s tail twitched.

“Disadvantage.”

Felicity sniffed, pawed the die out and batted it again.

Twenty.

“Is that one of the dice Melaina made for you?” Cassandra looked toward the kitchen. “Melaina, did you give Felicity enchanted dice?”

“I have enchanted no dice,” Mel said, appearing with a plate of cookies that didn’t make it to the table before we’d all snagged a couple.

Cassandra cocked her head. “What about the dice box?”

Mel shook her head. “Sometimes cats are just lucky, dear — I’ve enchanted nothing to do with your game, for Felicity or anyone else.”

Cassandra stared at Felicity, who met it calmly, tail twitching, before responding.

In a quantum system with four hundred equally probable states, each representing a unique pair of outcomes from two twenty-sided dice, the system exists in a superposition of all pairs — such as twenty-twenty or twenty-one — with equal probability until measurement, at which point the wave function collapses to one pair, each with a probability of one in four hundred.

“Did you just fuck with reality again?” Cassandra demanded. “We dealt with this in character creation. Session Zero, Rule Four, no fucking with reality, remember?”

“Cassandra?” I said. “Let the panda win.”

“Pfft!”

I took one of my cookies and offered it to Felicity, who crouched down to nibble at it.

Twenty.

“Fine,” Cassandra said, making a note on something behind her tri-fold screen. “But I’m keeping track of your ‘randomness’. Roll for damage.”

Felicity barely looked up from her cookie to bat at a couple dice.

“Four from claws, five from biting,” Priscilla read for her.

“That one’s dead,” Cassandra said. “Morgan?”

“Ahem.”

Cassandra rolled her eyes. “High Sorceress Morgan Merde aux Fées of the Fuck the Fucking Fae guild.” She rubbed her forehead. “Look, first of all, you’re level one, you’re not high-anything, and second, you’re the only one in that guild.”

“Give it time,” Morgan said, moving her figure past the corner to face the goblins. She squinted at the board for a moment. “Fireball.”

We all groaned.

“Sam and Felicity are right there,” Priscilla objected.

“You guys aren’t leaving me any goblins,” Rachel pouted.

“Lesser Fireball,” Cassandra corrected. “And I can’t believe I let you talk me into even that coming from your backstory.” She shook her head. “I should have said no homebrew.”

Morgan shrugged. “I gave up two charisma points to steal it from the stupid magic school library before I got kicked out.”

She leaned over the board.

“I’m targeting the door.” Morgan pointed. “The goblins are just within the ten-foot radius, but Zena and Shadow are outside it.”

Cassandra narrowed her eyes, but I saw her lips twitch. Felicity must have seen it, too.

“Okay, so we’re in an enclosed space, so the volume of the —”

Wait.

“What?” Cassandra asked a little too innocently.

You are about to suggest the spell will fill more of the corridor than the ten feet from door to goblin. This is not possible.

“Sure it is,” Cassandra insisted, ignoring a glare from Sam. “It creates a sphere with a ten-foot radius, so it has to —”

You have already established that blockage of part of the sphere does not transfer to the radius of what is not blocked.

“What? How?”

Previous usage of the spell.

Cassandra shook her head. “No, I didn’t! She hasn’t used it inside yet! There was nothing to block it!”

Felicity cocked her head to one side.

I speak of the ground. When previously cast, half of the sphere would have extended below the ground, however you did not increase the sphere’s range. In fact, you used the ten-foot radius to exclude three of your minions from the spell’s effect.

“They’re not ‘my minions.’ I’m an impartial —”

Sam snorted.

“Fine,” Cassandra muttered. “Ten feet, then.”

However…

Cassandra’s shoulders slumped. “What?”

The laws of conservation of energy do suggest the effect blocked by the corridor’s walls must go somewhere. Possibly affecting whatever is beyond the door we face or proportionally increasing the damage done to those within the effect.

Morgan nodded. “I like that.”

“You are not getting the ability to cast fucking fireball through walls. And I’m certainly not letting you double damage or some shit!”

Quadruple.

“What?”

The spell is a sphere with a ten-foot radius, given the goblins are approximately ten feet from the door and you have stated the corridor is approximately ten feet by ten feet, the force of the spherical blast must be compressed into a ten-foot cube. By Boyle’s Law, we can deduce that the expended energy should quadruple within the cube. Four point one nine, to be exact.

Cassandra shook her head. “No. No, it’s magic. There’s no other ‘force.’”

Felicity’s tail twitched.

Indeed, though in the previous usage, you claimed the ground cover was incinerated and the ground itself was so hot we must wait before crossing it. This implies that the extra force was imparted to the ground itself.

“You did say that,” Morgan agreed.

I wish only to achieve some semblance of consistency in this imaginary world’s rules.

Cassandra sighed. “I am not allowing quadruple damage inside. The ‘extra force’ goes into what’s blocking it, like the ground, or the stone walls.”

Very well.

Morgan stared at Felicity for a moment, then nodded.

“Fireball,” she said. “On the door.”

Cassandra took out a ruler to measure.

“Fine, roll damage for the two goblins and the door — the stone can take it.”

Morgan rolled the dice, immediately killing both goblins, then grinning at Cassandra as she rolled for the door.

“Eighteen.”

Quadrupled.

“What? I just said —”

You have claimed the blocked force is passed to what is blocking it, as the sphere does not extend past the blockage. Therefore, all of that force must act upon the stone walls and the door — since you deny the extension of the spell into the next room, we can only assume it acts on a very small portion of that which blocks it — such as the superheated ground when the spell was last used. Now, that force is transferred to the stone walls … and the door. Which is wood.

“Seventy-two damage to the door,” Morgan said, grinning.

Cassandra gave Felicity a long look, but the cat-witch ignored her and nibbled on her cookie. Cassandra sighed, rolled a few dice of her own, then sighed again. “Roll for damage again, four more.”

“All right,” she went on after the dice were rolled. She reached for her stash of miniatures and started placing goblins. “The two goblins out here are dead and the door blows apart, splintering. Behind it you see two goblins down on the ground, maybe dead or just unconscious from the blast. There’s another one with part of his face missing, so he’s clearly dead, and a fourth is backed up against the far wall next to an iron bound chest, looking like he’d rather be anywhere else.”

“I charge the goblin!” Rachel yelled. “Then I throw my darts right at his stupid face!”

Sam leaned closer to me and whispered. “She charges a lot for a rogue.”
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We’d finished off the goblins, looted everything, then started cleaning up the dining room, when both Mel and Felicity looked sharply at the brownstone’s front door, just before there was a rapid knock.

“I’ll get it?” I was closest to the door, but I waited until Mel gave me a little nod, indicating the building’s wards weren’t signaling any ill intent.

I wondered if the wards were maybe in need of refreshing, because when I opened the door, there was a black-suited adjutrix on the front steps with a beige envelope in her hands.

“Kentrox Blackwood?”

“Uh uh,” I said, quickly tucking my hands behind me. “I’m not taking anything from you. No blue envelopes, no Council summons, no demands from the Prescotts or Blakes. Nothing. We’re on vacation.”

“What is your purpose here?” Cassandra demanded, elbowing me aside, glaring at the witch while the other girls crowded behind us, and Felicity launched herself to sit on my shoulder.

The adjutrix raised the envelope — it wasn’t blue. Instead it was beige with some kind of calligraphy on one side and purple wax sealing it.

“Sororix Blackwood?”

“What is it?” Cassandra demanded again.

The witch looked behind her at the black SUV idling at the curb then back at us and shrugged.

“The Blackwood Family Head is invited to the Lammastide Conclave.”


Author’s Note


Thank you for reading — I hope you’ve enjoyed the series so far as much as I’ve enjoyed writing it. And I’ve enjoyed the writing a lot.

If you’d like to further support the series, the best way is to leave a review on Amazon or Goodreads — reviews are the lifeblood of independent authors and help new readers find the next books they’ll love.

There’s also a Discord (https://bit.ly/warlock-books) where you can join in on rampant speculation about what’s coming next, and a Patreon (https://www.patreon.com/DanielKensingtonAuthor) where you can get early access to chapters of the next book, as well as early access to additional scenes, such as alternate POVs.

If you’d like signed, paper copies of the books, they’re available at my website (www.darkspace.press).

And we should have some additional merch available there by the time this comes out — t-shirt anyone?
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So thus ends Noah’s first year as a warlock and first year at Willowmere.

When I first started writing Warlock, I thought it would be four books — one per year at Willowmere — then maybe continue the series if it was feasible.

One school year of story time, three books, fifteen hundred pages, and nearly half a million words later … yeah, probably more than four books. It might even be more than half a million words, since, as I’m writing this, I’m still actively adding chapters to this book, and it’s almost certainly going to be the longest so far.

I will probably (at least I hope so [image: smiling face with smiling eyes][image: smiling face with smiling eyes]) say this in the Author’s Note for every book, but the response to the Warlock series has been overwhelming. I never expected to have a single series that had this much enthusiasm around it, and I can’t thank all of you enough for the experience. Over in the Discord, in less than a year, there’ve been over a million words in just one channel discussing the story.

I can’t say it enough: I love you guys.
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I want to say a little bit about the inclusion of the Roma.

I really like to bring other languages and cultures into my work. Not always successfully, but I just don’t like it when everyone speaks perfect English and there are no real cultural differences.

In my Alexis Carew series (written as J.A. Sutherland), I used a lot of French and German for those characters who would be native speakers of each. I once got an email from someone in Germany who quoted one of the phrases and said, “Usually I can figure out what you mean from context, but these … these are not words.”

It’s been years, but that still makes me laugh.

The French was actually easier, since I knew French speakers from five different countries would be telling me I’d gotten it wrong, all with different opinions on what was right.

Translation tools have come a long way, so I hope I’ve done a more accurate job with the Romani language in this series, and any errors are accident and not design.

I did take some liberties with the Ederlezi, primarily trying to go back to capture the spirit and style of an older refrain and usage. Partially this is because modern recorded versions are copyrighted — as well as verses being so personal in historical usage. As well, pretty obviously, I rhymed the English for the verses here, rather than the Romani — I figured I’d been hard enough on the narrators by that point.

It’s interesting to me that the word refers to both the song and the celebration — more so, because as I was finishing up the book and was writing the scene where Mihai’s kumpani are singing Noah’s coven into their history, I realized that I’d placed the scene in the week after Beltane. May 6th. Saint George’s day — the spring festival of Ederlezi. The very day I was writing it.

Coincidences happen.

If you’re interested in learning more about the Romani culture, you should check out the 1988 film Time of the Gypsies by Emir Kusturica, as well as the song recordings by Goran Bregović.

Daniel Kensington

June 11, 2025

Orlando, Florida
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