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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.

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

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

Archimagira - Head of a Witches Council.


CHAPTER ONE




Samantha grabbed my arm. “Noah, I think we should go until we can figure this out.”

This was showing up at a coffee shop to meet my oldest friend from my time in foster care and discovering she was a witch.

I squeezed Sam’s hand to reassure her.

My diminutive, red-headed roommate — and first member of my coven, which meant we were tied together forever — had a point. Morgan being a witch was too much of a coincidence for me to accept. There had to be something weird going on.

But I certainly wasn’t going to stand Morgan up — it had been months since we’d seen each other.

Either way, it was too late for that. Morgan had turned and saw us at the coffee shop entrance. She smiled and gave me a little wave, then her eyes darted to Sam on my arm and her smile fell before being replaced by a frown of confusion — but the smile came back when I managed my own smile and a wave in return.

“Guess not,” Sam murmured as I started walking.

I squeezed her hand, marveling a little that she was holding it. When my mostly-gay roommate and I decided to form a coven together, I hadn’t expected her to get as touchy-feely as she did afterward. But the two days since the night of the Winter Solstice had been nonstop physical contact, as though we’d been tied together physically as well as bound together through our coven’s magic. My little red-headed witch was all over me and I was good with that.

Sam was back to wearing her usual today — super-tight jeans and a rather irreverent t-shirt — rather than the skirt and blouse she’d worn to sneak away from her Family for our coven founding the night before. They thought she was heading to spend Solstice with me in an effort to mark me into a coven for their Family, not that she was giving herself to me in order to escape them.

Today’s t-shirt had a guy with wild hair and a paintbrush standing next to an easel. The painting was of a massive asteroid about to hit a planet and the caption read “Just a happy little asteroid come to burn this shit to the fucking ground.”

My mind was racing as we walked toward Morgan’s table and I tried not to let it show on my face.

I noticed there’d been another change in Morgan since the last time I’d seen her in person, a bit over six months ago.

Her hair was still short, dyed blonde except for the dark roots she kept on purpose. She still wore the rather pointless fingerless gloves and her battered leather jacket over a t-shirt, but her face looked harder, like she’d aged more than the last six months could account for and she had a little crease between her eyebrows, just at the top of her upturned nose.

The biggest change was still finding out she was a witch, though. There was no doubt about that.

But did she know? How could she know, we’d lived in the same house for five years, we’d talked for hours, hundreds of hours, about everything, except for things a teen guy and teen girl who are almost like family don’t talk about.

If she’d known about witches, she’d have told me.

Like you told her when you found out?

That was different. If Morgan had known she was a witch, she’d have known I was a warlock and she’d have talked to me about it.

And I absolutely had a new set of questions for Felicity, because there was no fucking way the cat-witch had missed another witch sitting next to me for five years.

“Text Mel?” I whispered to Sam as we approached Morgan’s table.

“Got it.”

“Hey, you,” Morgan said, smiling as we reached her table.

“Hey.” I smiled and sat opposite her — Sam sat to the side. “This is Sam — Sam, this is Morgan.”

“Hi,” Morgan said, holding out her hand. “Nice to meet you. Nice shirt.”

“Thanks, nice to meet you, too,” Sam said, “Noah’s told me so much about you, it’s like I know you already.”

“Really?” Morgan gave me a wary look. “Like what?”

“Um.” Sam looked at me and my eyes widened in panic. I’d probably told Sam everything, and I knew Sam. She had trouble when she was put on the spot about something and might say anything — usually the worst possible anything. “Nothing about boogers!”

Morgan’s mouth dropped and she stared at me.

“You didn’t!”

I groaned.

“We were talking about mean things we’d done to other people as kids,” I said, hoping admitting to Morgan that “pick your nose and wipe it on your face” had been a mean dare to give a twelve-year-old, who’d only been in the foster home for a couple weeks, might mollify her.

“I see,” Morgan said, still scowling at me. She looked at Sam. “What did you do?”

“Oh,” Sam said, catching her lower lip between her teeth. “I … may have paid a cousin of mine to, um, put some frogs in another cousin’s underwear on her … ah, confirmation.”

Morgan’s eyebrows rose.

I thought Sam had done a masterful job of concealing the witchery. “Put” meant the older cousin, who was in her second year at Willowmere, had used magic to translocate the frogs, and the “confirmation” was some witch-ceremony in the Prescott Family Grove … a very serious ceremony, it seemed, with nearly a dozen other covens in attendance.

“How many frogs?” Morgan asked, because apparently that was an important detail.

“Thirty-two.”

Morgan’s eyes widened. “I assume she deserved it?”

“Oh, yeah,” Sam said, “Tessa’s a real witch.” Her eyes went wide, I think she was as flustered by discovering Morgan was a witch as I was and having trouble with her words. I know I was. “Bitch. Witch-bitch. Um, she is not a nice person.”

“Cool,” Morgan said, holding out her fist to Sam but looking at me. “I like her.” Sam met her fist and Morgan returned her attention there. “We’ll have to chat about how we’re getting even with him for telling you that booger story.”

“Deal,” Sam said.

“What? Hey!”

Damn it! I’d wanted the two of them to like each other, not conspire against me in the first two minutes!

“So,” Sam said, looking at the empty table. “Coffee? Morgan, what do you like?”

“She wants melted ice cream,” I said.

Morgan stuck her tongue out at me and started to rise. “It’s okay, I can —”

“No, my treat,” Sam insisted.

“Oh, okay — Frappuccino? Two shots of caramel?”

“Coming up.” Sam left for the counter.

“She knows what you want already?”

I shrugged. “Black isn’t hard to remember.”

Morgan made a face. “Nasty.”

We sat in a suddenly awkward silence, something I’d never experienced with Morgan before. The awkwardness, not the silence — Morgan and I had never had a problem just quietly hanging out, but after six months of not seeing each other, it felt weird. Or, maybe that was, you know, the whole witch-thing.

“Nice shirt,” she finally said. “Is someone dressing you now or did you somehow gain a sense of style?”

“In fact, Mel bought it for me and Sam suggested I wear it today.”

Yes, Melaina Seraphina Blackwood, probably the most powerful witch in the Western Hemisphere, a Power in her own right, so powerful she lived independent of any coven by choice, took me clothes shopping. It was fun. And sometimes with Morgan, it was best to just throw ammunition at her like you didn’t care, rather than wait for her to find out and have time to really refine her blow. Since she was convinced Mel had let me stay with her and got me into Willowmere College because she wanted me to be some kind of boytoy, letting her know Mel was buying my clothes these days might distract her from my relationship with Sam.

I’d have to tell her eventually, just as I’d have to explain any other girls I added to my coven before Morgan aged out of foster care the next summer. I’d promised her I’d be there to support her so she wasn’t dumped on the street like I was, but that would become harder with every girl I added to the coven everyone told me I need to form to be safe from the witch Families trying to snap up a free warlock.

I wouldn’t have even brought Sam along for this except … I didn’t want to be anywhere without her.

I glanced over at the counter where Sam was waiting for our coffees, not even dwelling on how good her ass looked in those too-tight jeans, just wallowing in the unbelievable knowledge that she was all mine.

Tearing my gaze away to look back at Morgan, because looking like a lovestruck puppy wasn’t going to do anything to hide this new relationship from Morgan, I noticed the look on her face.

There was a slight tension around her eyes and a flicker of something she quickly blinked away. Morgan licked her lips and her face was suddenly composed and grinning again, but I thought there must be something wrong. That and the other signs of tension I’d noticed made me think things at the foster home weren’t so great — probably that Gabriel asshole — and I made a note to try and get her to open up about it later.

I considered looking at her mana production to see what she was feeling — I didn’t usually have the mental switch flipped on to see that, since it was so disorienting when walking around or out in public. Being able to see the mana being shed by everyone around you made the world look like it was happening in a giant rave with glow sticks and lasers firing off everywhere.

It also seemed like an invasion of privacy — I didn’t even look at Sam that way most of the time. Except during sex — both to see how she was reacting to things and because it was entertaining … like watching a fireworks display.

“They know about each other?” Morgan asked, and it took me a minute to remember what we’d been talking about.

I nodded. “It’s not like I’m dating anyone, I told you that.”

Technically true — Sam and I had bypassed dating and jumped straight to marriage. Marriage-plus, since there was no way out of the coven bond. But that was something I couldn’t discuss with Morgan yet, even though what I really wanted to do was drag Morgan straight back to Willowmere, stand her in front of Mel, and ask my mentor what the hell we were going to do about this?

Morgan, on the other hand was half-convinced that Mel was some kind of Sugar Momma to me. I’m not sure what she thought my relationship with Sam was after I told her Sam was gay.

Morgan gave me a skeptical look. “Six months on your own, four months at a college, and you expect me to believe you haven’t asked anyone out?” She frowned. “You don’t have to hide it from me, you know.” She nodded at Sam who was picking up our coffees. “She was pretty clingy when you guys came in.”

“I am not hiding a secret girlfriend from you. I’ve been really busy with school — not a lot of time to even think about dating.” I still needed time to figure out how to tell Morgan I was going to wind up with thirteen girls, so wanted to put it off even if I only had one at the moment. “What about you?”

Morgan made a face. “Me? Date? High school boys are all dweebs.”

“Hey! I was in high school last year!”

“And you were a dweeb.” She looked me over. “Maybe not anymore — the new clothes are really working for you.”

Sam arrived with our coffees and I thought I might have a few seconds while we sipped at them, but as soon as I raised mine to my lips Morgan turned to Sam.

“Are you two fucking?”

I do not recommend putting hot coffee up your nose.

While I sputtered, Sam’s eyes got wide and her gaze darted back and forth between Morgan and me. I’d told her I wasn’t planning to tell Morgan about our relationship yet, but it had been more of an offhand comment, not preparation for an all-out verbal assault on the subject.

“I … we…”

“That’s a yes,” Morgan said, turning her attention back to me — the furrow between her eyebrows deepened. “Why did you think you couldn’t tell me that? And why did you tell me she was gay when we talked on the phone?”

“She is!”

Morgan turned a skeptical eye on Sam, glancing over the table between us where I’d put the hand Sam was now tightly gripping and staring at me, eyes wide in apology. I gave her hand a little squeeze to tell her I wasn’t mad. It was my fault, really, for not warning Sam about how direct Morgan could be when she wanted to find something out.

“Mostly?” Sam told Morgan in answer to her questioning stare. She squeezed my hand back. “Noah’s … special.”

That’s me — Noah Ashe, special warlock.

Special because I was a free warlock, something rare when witches outnumbered warlocks over thirteen-to-one — which would make all the witch Families want to kidnap me if I wasn’t under the protection of both Mel, one of the most powerful witches in the world, and Willowmere, because the school was supposed to be neutral ground in the witch Families’ machinations. Special for being a trinitara warlock with three resonants instead of the more common two — which would make me all the more desirable to those Families. Special because, being of Mel’s Blackwood line of witches and a trinitara, I could open up a witch’s dormant resonants, making her a far more powerful trinitara too — which was a secret, but could make some of the Families be willing to risk the wrath of both Mel and the Prima, headmistress of Willowmere, to get me.

Oh, and special for having the Control resonant and Command affinity, which gave me the ability to compel anyone, mundane or witch, to obey me — that was another secret, and one that would make half the witches in the world try to kill me if it got out.

“He is special,” Morgan agreed. “He had special classes for it and everything.”

“That was study hall,” I objected, knowing if Morgan was giving me shit, then she wasn’t angry with me for trying to keep something from her.

Morgan shrugged. “If calling it that makes you feel better.”

That seemed to satisfy Morgan’s need to dig at me for a while — I was sure there were more coming, she’d probably been saving them up the last six months — and we started talking about how to spend the day.

“We don’t have to do anything,” Morgan said. “It’d be good to just hang out and talk.”

I nodded agreement to that, but it was also a sort of foster care kid thing to say. If you grew up with no money to do things, hanging out and talking kind of became your thing.

“How about the park?” I suggested — we’d be able to walk around and talk without taking up a table at the coffee shop all day. Besides, the chairs were uncomfortable and my ass was hurting.

“That sounds good,” Morgan agreed.

We quickly finished our coffee and stood when Sam announced the rideshare she’d ordered for us was near.

“Fancy,” Morgan said as we all slid into the back with me in the middle. “No subway?”

I shrugged. “This is more comfortable.”

Yeah, I was going to have to explain the money somehow if Morgan and I were going to start hanging out again, now that the first semester at Willowmere was over and us first-years could leave campus once in a while. Apparently new covens were traditionally granted some startup funds by their Family in witch custom. While we wouldn’t be getting anything from Sam’s Family after they found out I’d marked Sam instead of the other way around, Mel had given us both credit cards on her account until we could set up our own accounts for her to fund.

Hopefully I wouldn’t have to try and explain why Mel herself had so much money. I didn’t think yeah, so she made some investments in 82 B.C. or some shit and they really paid off would be something Morgan would believe.

At least not until Morgan found out she was a witch.

I once more, and firmly, told myself to wait and talk to Mel about it before telling Morgan that, though. There was too much obviously involved in both Morgan and I having magic, and winding up in the same mundane foster home, to jump into anything.

We got to the park and walked around for about an hour, grabbing snacks as we passed the stands and food trucks. Hot chocolate, some roasted nuts, churros … I’d noticed I was eating a lot more the last few days, so apparently lots of enthusiastically phenomenal sex burned calories.

We finally sat down near the Belgian waffle stand, because those aren’t something you can really eat standing up or walking.

Morgan looked over at Sam, who’d gone to the counter after asking what Morgan and I wanted.

“Does she always do that?” Morgan asked.

“What?’

She waved a hand at Sam. “Go and get you things like that?”

Once I thought about it, Sam had been doing that all day. If we weren’t all in line for something, Sam would ask what we wanted and then go get it. She’d been doing the same thing at Mel’s, I realized — ever since we’d formed our coven, she’d been bringing me things. If I went to take a sip of my soda and shook the can because it was empty, Sam would go get me another one. If it was mid afternoon and my stomach growled, Sam was there a few minutes later with a sandwich. It was like Mel’s compulsion to cook all the time, except with delivery.

“I didn’t notice,” I said, but it sure was something I was going to talk to Sam about — I didn’t want her to think she had to do that, even with the coven bond we had now that made her follow any orders I gave.

Morgan rolled her eyes. “You need to notice stuff like that, doofus. You know, you have this really bad habit of not noticing what’s right there in front of your stupid face.”

She looked away and I thought her face became really sad before she smiled again and looked back. See? I do notice things — I just have no fucking idea what they mean, because girls are so fucking complicated.

“How are things with the rental-’rents?” I asked, using Morgan’s preferred term for the foster parents we’d both lived with.

She shrugged. “Same old,” she said.

“What about the new guy? Gabriel? Things okay there?”

Gabriel was an asshole. I’d only spoken to him on the phone, but I knew he was an asshole, giving me shit every time I called to talk to Morgan, and even telling me she wasn’t home when she really was. He was such an asshole that one of the other guys in the home had spent his own money for a longer phone cable so everyone could take the phone into the bathroom, because Gabriel was always hanging around listening to every call.

“Gabriel’s a fucking dick,” Morgan said, loudly enough that a woman at a nearby table looked at her with disapproval.

“Well, he is,” Morgan said, turning to face the woman. “Because he listens to conversations he’s not a part of.”

The woman huffed, then got up and moved to another table.

I had to laugh — that was just so Morgan. She always had to be tough, but I’d seen the other side of her over the years. The side that cried on her birthday, because she knew it was just a guess based on when she’d been left in the babydrop. The side that stayed home on school field trip days, because our foster parents couldn’t afford the trip fee. The side that stayed up with me late into the night, talking about the futures we thought we’d probably never have.

“That reminds me,” I said, reaching into the bag I’d been carrying around all day. I hadn’t really forgotten about it, I was just waiting for a good time to do it.

I pulled out the phone I’d gotten for Morgan the day before, after Mel had given Sam and I the credit cards, and slid it across the table to Morgan.

“So the ‘fucking dick’ can’t gatekeep our calls or listen in,” I said.

“Noah, that’s too much,” Morgan whispered.

It was a decent phone — not the newest, but not some pay-by-minute thing either — and, honestly, it was probably the most expensive thing I’d bought since I aged out of foster care. Which also made it the most expensive thing I’d bought my entire life. I’d felt so embarrassed asking Mel if it was okay for me to spend that much on it, since it was her card, but Mel waved it off like it was nothing.

It wasn’t nothing to Morgan and I saw her eyes, already wide with shock, start to tear up before she scrubbed at them.

“Merry Christmas,” I told her.

Christmas in foster care isn’t great. Unless you put your name on a fucking tree at the big box store, the gifts are usually clothes or, at best, very small gift cards. Sometimes a very small gift card you have to share with one of the other kids, because they don’t make gift cards small enough.

But my life had changed so much from me being a warlock, and I was anxious to get home and talk to Mel about what we could do for Morgan so she’d never have to feel that way again.


CHAPTER TWO




“I’m not sure what we can do for her before her birthday,” Mel said, frowning, and her brow furrowed as she thought. “I’ll be speaking to Felicity about why she didn’t tell me about Morgan as well as you, Noah, but I don’t expect much of an answer.”

Even with the furrowing, Melaina Seraphina Blackwood was maybe the hottest witch I’d ever met — which put her automatically hotter than all mundanes, humans without magic, because all witches were incredibly hot. The most powerful witch in the western hemisphere looked to be in her early thirties, with long, dark hair she typically wore in a ponytail or loose bun that left tendrils of silky hair dangling against her long, elegant neck. Startlingly blue eyes drew attention to her face and sculpted features.

After the day at the park with Morgan, Sam and I returned to Mel’s and told her about Morgan being a witch.

Mel took it a lot more calmly than I expected her to — I mean, what are the odds of two unknown witches showing up in the same foster home? There had to be something weird going on, there always was when it came to witches, and I really wanted to get Morgan out of there. The more I thought about it, the more important I thought it was.

“Could we just let her stay here?” I asked hopefully.

Mel paused in putting away groceries … a lot of groceries. Bags and bags of groceries, more than I’d ever seen one person buy — and I grew up in foster homes where the grocery shopping was for a dozen people sometimes. I had no idea how she was going to fit all that in the kitchen — holy crap, there were two turkeys and an entire ham in those bags — but I wasn’t going to bother asking. I’d once seen Mel put eight cookie sheets in her oven, so I assumed the refrigerator could be magic too, no matter how normal it looked every time I opened it.

Mel shook her head. “Not yet. The girl’s in foster care, a ward of the State — she can’t just disappear. That would bring too much attention to our world, as well as you, Noah.”

“Me?”

“Your foster parents surely know how close you and Morgan are, dear. If she were to disappear, their first thoughts will be that she’s with you.”

I shrugged. “No one but Morgan knows where I am.”

“Really? What address did you use for that phone you gave Morgan?”

I froze at the thought of mundane police showing up at Mel’s door to question me.

“Shit.”

“Exactly, dear. It’s almost impossible for no one to know where you are these days.”

My shoulders sagged. I wanted Morgan out of foster care. I wanted her free — or as free as I was — and safe. I wanted her to know how special and amazing she was because she had literal fucking magic. Her life was going to change so much and become so much better than what she’d known all her life.

“Can’t you just … you know?” I asked, wiggling my fingers.

Mel nodded. “Glamour the mundane authorities?”

“Well … yeah?”

“Change the paper they write things down on? The databases they keep? Your foster parents who’ll report Morgan missing to them? All those who live in the house with her? That department which manages such things — their paper and computers, as well? Those at the school she attends, who’ll wonder at her absence and question it?”

“Um … yes?”

Mel sighed. “Glamour isn’t permanent, dear — not unless it’s accepted willingly. In the face of questions and reminders? It would be, perhaps, a month before they were back at our door, and far more suspicious of us — and of what might have so clouded their minds. The … cost of the Veil was far too great to risk it for half a year of waiting.”

I didn’t like it, but I could tell Mel didn’t like it either — it just was.

“Can we at least tell her?” I asked, knowing what the answer was probably going to be.

Mel shook her head again, confirming it for me. “Not advisable, I think. She’ll start coming into her power soon, and if she knows, she may be tempted to try using it before we can give her any training. That can have some unpleasant results.”

“Unpleasant how?”

“Magic is responsive to our intent and coming into your full power at the age of eighteen is more cultural than anything else. The power exists beforehand, you just don’t have conscious access to it. This Gabriel you mentioned? He sounds quite annoying. Perhaps she might tell him to … get away from her?”

I winced, since that was the first magic I’d ever worked, before I even knew I was a warlock or that magic was real. I’d been mugged in an alleyway my first day on my own and I’d unintentionally used my Command affinity to tell the mugger to get away from me. I’d wound up using so much mana that I’d passed out, which was a better result than the mugger who’d run headfirst into a brick wall obeying my order.

“Couldn’t the same thing happen if she doesn’t know?”

“Perhaps, but if she knows she’s a witch and actively tries to use her magic, then it’s more likely — even just knowing it’s possible could trigger something uncontrolled. And she does live with a number of mundanes — there’s our secrecy and the Veil to consider, as well as their safety, and Morgan’s.”

I sighed — Mel was probably right, no matter how much I didn’t like it. If Morgan started doing freaky-shit in the foster home, there’d be a lot of eyes on her. Probably no one would believe it, even if someone in the home did see magic, but that was still a risk to the Veil, a sort of magical misdirection that made the mundanes, regular people with no magic, ignore the magical world and its inhabitants.

And if I had to live with that Gabriel asshole and knew I could do magic, what might I try?

“Okay, yeah,” I said, “Morgan has less self-control than I do — she’d probably set Gabriel’s ass-hair on fire.”

I sighed.

“I still don’t understand why Felicity didn’t tell us about Morgan, though,” I said.

“That is an excellent question.”

Mel’s eyes grew distant and I knew she was talking to Felicity in whatever silent way the two had. I’d never asked if it was some kind of telepathy or just something that had come to be after three centuries together.

Mel frowned. “She says she didn’t know — didn’t see it.”

“Is that possible?”

Mel nodded. “Young witches aren’t particularly different from mundanes unless one looks closely, it’s only when they get closer to coming into their power that it becomes obvious.” She frowned. “It’s possible she only recognized you as a warlock at that age due to her familiarity with me. Morgan’s resonants might not have developed enough for Felicity to notice until after you left that home last year.”

“So I just have to pretend like everything’s normal?”

“Until she can leave that home with no repercussions. You’re welcome to invite her to share your Christmas with you, though.”

“Really?”

“Of course, dear. You’ve said how close the two of you are — isn’t Christmas for family?” Mel looked at the empty grocery bags scattered about the kitchen and frowned. “Do you think there’s enough food for one more?”

[image: ]


I hurried to the living room where Sam was on the couch watching a movie and flopped down beside her.

“Can I use your phone?”

“Of course, Dominus,” Sam said, pulling it from her pocket. “Where’s yours?”

“I left it upstairs when we left this morning.”

Sam started standing. “I’ll go get it for you.”

I grabbed her arm and dragged her back down to the couch. “I can just use yours, it’s not that big a deal.”

Yeah, I was going to have to figure out the “do everything for me” kick Sam was on. It was bad enough she insisted on calling me Dominus — Dominus Ritualis, Master of the Ritual, the male form for the more typical Domina Ritualis, used in a coven led by a high priestess instead of the warlock.

I’d tried to get her to stop, but she’d just switched to the English version — Master.

Since the third option she’d given me was My Lord, I decided to stick to the Latin — at least then strangers on the street wouldn’t know what it meant. Maybe they’d think it was my name and I was Italian or something.

For someone who insisted on calling me Master, she sure didn’t listen very well.

Hey, Morgan




do




do you think theres someone else on the phone you just gave me




I decided to ignore that — and her atrocious typing, since neither of us was all that familiar with texting and stuff.

Are you doing anything for Christmas?




besides eating turkey roll and having to open new underwear in front of a dozen guys?




I laughed.

“What?” Sam asked.

I showed her the phone — since it was Sam’s phone Morgan probably knew Sam could read our texts.

“Really?”

“Yeah,” I nodded. “Karen, the foster mom, takes Christmas as an opportunity to wrap things she’d have gotten us anyway. Sort of pad out the number of presents, right? Morgan’s first Christmas there was also when she started needing a bra.”

“No!”

“Yep, we’re all sitting around opening presents — Karen and Alex had us do it one at a time then — and so it comes Morgan’s turn and she rips the paper and this lacy, pink training bra falls out on her lap in front of everybody.”

Want to come have Christmas dinner at Mel’s?




okay with sugar momma?




I searched desperately for an emoji that adequately expressed my outrage, but couldn’t find one, so settled for:

NOT SUGAR MOMMA!!




Mel suggested it.




:)




yes what time




“Hey, Mel? What time is Christmas dinner?”

There was a long silence, then Mel came into the living room, wiping her hands on a towel. She was frowning and had a puzzled look.

“I don’t know — I’ve never celebrated Christmas before, always Solstice. What time is it usually for mundanes?”

I shrugged. It’s not like I had much experience either — I was pretty sure Alex and Karen weren’t a representative sample of holiday cheer.

“We usually ate in early afternoon, whenever the turkey roll was done. They always opened presents first thing in the morning, but could we maybe wait and do it before dinner so Morgan can be here?”

“Of course, dear. Tell her she’s welcome to come earlier, but we’ll eat early afternoon. Say, one o’clock?”

“Thanks, Mel.”

1:00 for dinner, but you can come earlier.




As early as you want.




Come early - I miss you already.




aw :D




okay




thank you




is 10 too early?




Perfect!




is it a big party?




Just you, me, Sam, and Mel.




ok




see you then




We’ll open presents when you get here, but you don’t have to bring anything.




I didn’t want Morgan to think she had to get us anything, but I also wanted to share my first Christmas with Mel and Sam with her.

i think I can find something for three of you




Okay, but don’t go overboard. We’re just getting small things.




I told Mel when we could expect her. Mel went back to the kitchen and I texted Morgan the address. I thought about offering to send a rideshare for her, but one of Morgan’s things was liking the subway. I think it made her feel tough and independent.

I gave Sam her phone back, then put my arm around her and started playing with her hair. She smiled a little and half-closed her eyes.

“Hmph,” I said. “I should have gotten a soda before I came in here.”

“I’ll get you one,” Sam said, starting to stand, but I’d been planning for that and dug my fingers into her hair, gripping tightly so that she plopped right back down as she tried to stand.

Sam inhaled sharply, then let her breath out in a shivering sigh.

“Yes, Dominus?” she asked, sitting perfectly still.

One thing I’d noticed about Sam over the time since the Event of the Solstice, as I’d once drunkenly referred to our plan to have sex as, and Sam now took every opportunity to tease me about, was that she really liked being manhandled. I hadn’t been sure if that would be the same outside of bedroom activities, but the sight of her mana generation lighting up like a Christmas tree told me it was.

Sam’s shields were transparent to me because of our coven bond and I could see everything she was feeling, looking like dozens, maybe hundreds, of multi-colored, glowing threads of mana filling her — all colored threads of mana generated by what she was feeling.

Some, colored cotton-candy pink and cherry red, went right to her resonant stores of Lust and Pain, though many of the red strands wound around the pink and went to her Lust store, too. Other threads that didn’t match her resonants were shed off into the environment and my own body sucked them up like a vacuum cleaner whenever they got close.

It was a complex relationship that I was still figuring out, but at least I had the cheat codes of being able to see everything she was feeling.

I’d learned, for instance, that stubbing her toe on the way to the bathroom in the middle of the night did absolutely nothing for her Lust resonant — and made her swear by at least six of the witch Goddess’ body parts. While pinching and pulling her nipple at the appropriate time, even to a point that made me wince doing it, would have her swearing in an entirely different, and much more entertaining, way, as well as generating tons of tasty Lust mana.

After just a couple days I was starting to get a better idea of what she wanted — maybe needed — even to the extent of understanding that she really wanted to call me Dominus. I still wasn’t used to that — but I could feel my reaction changing from discomfort to a little thrill of excitement when she did.

I released Sam’s hair, drawing a little whine of disappointment from her, and smoothed it instead.

“What’s up with always running off to get me things?”

“Oh, that.”

“Yeah, that.”

Sam shrugged. “I like it.”

“That’s it?”

She shrugged again. “I like doing things for you. It makes me happy. I’m sure there’s some deep, dark psychological thing behind it — like I’m constantly seeking my mother’s approval or something — but I don’t care. I like it, it makes me happy.” She was silent for a few seconds and I stayed quiet too, because it felt like she was going to say more. “I didn’t realize how unhappy I’ve been until this week.”

I struggled with what to say to that, then decided there wasn’t anything I needed to say. If she was happy, that’s what I wanted. If she was comfortable with her reasons for wanting something, then I’d have to accept that, too. And if she wanted to be my little servant girl for a while, who was I to argue?

I ran my hand down her back and patted her butt.

“Go get me a soda, please.”

Sam snorted as she got up. “The ‘please’ kind of ruins it.”

“Just because I’m polite doesn’t mean it’s not an order.”

Sam closed her eyes and shivered again. “Yes, Dominus.”

It felt weird — both uncomfortable and exciting — but I thought I was getting a handle on what Sam wanted.


CHAPTER THREE




I woke up Christmas morning, went downstairs, and found a tree in the living room.

It hadn’t been there the night before.

The tree was fully decorated, with lights, balls, even a topper that would have brushed the ceiling if the whole thing was even a fraction of an inch taller.

I backed into the kitchen where Mel was finishing up breakfast.

“Um, Mel, did you know there’s a tree in the living room?”

“Of course, dear, I put it up last night.” She looked a little worried. “Is it all right?”

I was about to ask why it wouldn’t be all right when I realized what she was doing and why — and why she was worried she wasn’t doing it right.

Why we were celebrating Christmas at all, which witches typically ignored. Why she seemed to be intent on cooking every holiday treat three Christmas cookbooks and several hours of streaming holiday cooking shows could come up with.

I admit I’m a little dense at times, especially about the witch stuff I’d never heard of before, but I could figure things out once in a while.

A few days back, the day after Solstice when Sam and I became a coven, I’d mentioned to Mel that next year I’d like to go to a real witch Solstice celebration, since I’d missed it this year — not that I’d trade what Sam and I had done instead for any kind of celebration, but Christmas in foster care had always sucked, and I’d like to start having some good holiday memories. I mentioned that too.

And suddenly, Mel was very interested in Christmas.

She asked me questions. She spent an entire day watching Hallmark Specials. She bought enough groceries to supply an aircraft carrier deployment.

I walked into the kitchen, right up to Mel, and wrapped my arms around her.

Mel stiffened for a second, then relaxed and I felt her hands on my back.

This … was actually the first time we’d hugged, I realized.

Our relationship had gone from rescuer to teacher to … well, actual teacher so fast we’d never had a chance for me to realize what Mel had come to mean to me, or acknowledge how grateful I was to her.

“Thank you,” I whispered.

Mel’s arms tightened around me. “You’re welcome, dear.”

Our hug broke and I stepped back.

“The tree’s perfect, Mel, this is already the best Christmas I’ve ever had.”

A smile broke across Mel’s face.

“I’m glad, dear — eat your breakfast.”

I went to my typical seat at the kitchen island and filled my plate with French toast and bacon.

“Is it safe to come down now?” Sam whispered from the stairs.

“Why wouldn’t it be safe?” I asked.

Sam peeked around the banister, looked at me, then Mel, then back at me.

“Okay, safe,” she said, coming down the stairs and giving me a kiss on the cheek before piling food on her own plate. “I didn’t want to disturb the moment.”

“Thank you, dear,” Mel said.

I gestured at her plate, which had about equal parts French toast and bacon. “What happened to bacon being bad for you?”

Back when the school year started, when Sam was a onesie with only one resonant, she’d eaten disgustingly healthy meals because she didn’t think she’d ever have enough mana to manage and clean up her body like most witches did.

“What? That?” Sam said, pouring syrup. “I’m a trinitara now. Pffftt! Plenty of mana to clean this up — and the calories? Double pffftt — this plate is, like, three minutes and thirty-seven seconds of sex tonight.”

“Children.”

“Sorry, Melaina,” Sam said, ducking her head.

We finished breakfast and Mel shooed us out of the kitchen to immediately begin dinner preparations.

“There’s a tree?” Sam said as we entered the living room. “And presents!”

I hadn’t even noticed the presents under the tree, but there were two small, wrapped boxes under the tree with Sam’s and my names on them.

“I’m going to put my presents under the tree!” Sam yelled, rushing back upstairs.

I chuckled and followed her at a more normal pace. For as much as Sam muttered about Christmas being a stolen holiday, a plundering of witch culture, she certainly got into the presents aspect.

We’d gotten gifts for each other and Mel at the same time I picked up Morgan’s phone, and then we’d gone out and each gotten something for Morgan the day before right after I’d invited her, luckily finding some open stores.

Sam and I had agreed to keep the gifts simple and light-hearted — nothing big — but there was a bigger meaning around what I’d gotten for Morgan, and I’d talked to Sam and Mel about it already to be sure I had their support. I hadn’t really doubted it, but it was nice to know for sure. Yeah, I’d already gotten her a phone, but I wanted her to have something from me to open this morning.

We took our presents downstairs and arranged them under the tree, then settled onto the couch to watch a movie.

“Scrooged?” Sam asked. “Like Scrooge in A Christmas Carol?”

“Yeah, you’ve seriously never seen Scrooged before?”

Sam shook her head. “It looks old — and witches don’t pay that much attention to Christmas.” She waved a hand at the tree. “Too many reminders of cultural appropriation.”

I chuckled and clicked play. “Well, this isn’t exactly a faithful adaptation, so I think you’ll like it.”

By the end of the movie, which had Sam laughing out loud and then dabbing at her eyes with a tissue, it was almost ten and a few minutes later the doorbell rang.

I extricated myself from Sam, who’d spent the entire movie wrapping herself more tightly around me, and went to the door to let Morgan in — except, Morgan wasn’t Morgan.

She’d done something with her hair — the short, blonde, pixie cut with dark roots was the same, there wasn’t a lot of styling she could do with that, but it seemed more tame than it usually was — softer waves instead of spiky. She was wearing makeup — less than she typically wore and more understated, but enough to enhance her naturally pretty features.

But the clothes were the biggest change.

No jeans, no leather jacket, no gloves — instead she was wearing the only dress I think she owned, something Karen had gotten her a couple years ago before giving up on Morgan wearing anything but jeans and boots.

It was a deep red sweater dress with long sleeves, a high collar, and reached nearly to Morgan’s knees, but it hugged her like a second skin, showing every curve I’d never noticed before. She was even wearing the shoes Karen had bought her — they didn’t have much of a heel, but it was enough to accent Morgan’s bare calves.

“Shut up,” Morgan said.

“I didn’t say anything.”

“You were going to — and I already feel weird enough in this getup.”

I chuckled. “Then why wear it? This isn’t anything fancy — just the four of us. Not that I’m complaining — you look fantastic.”

Morgan shrugged, her face going almost as red as her dress. “I didn’t want your friends to think I’m a lazy slob, all right?”

I nodded and stood aside, gesturing for her to come in.

“Absolutely,” I agreed. “They should get to know you a little before discovering your slobbiness.”

“Asshole,” she muttered, passing me.

I grinned and walked Morgan to the kitchen, where Mel was peeling potatoes.

“Mel, this is Morgan; Morgan, Mel.”

“Hello, Ms. …” Morgan turned wide, frantic eyes to me and I realized I’d never told her Mel’s last name.

“Blackwood.”

“Hello, Ms. Blackwood — thank you for inviting me.”

“You’re welcome, dear. Please, call me Mel.”

“Okay, thanks, Mel — do you need any help with dinner?”

I was struck by two things. First, Morgan apparently got an automatic upgrade to “dear” and “Mel”; second, who was this alien-pod doppelganger standing next to me, because the Morgan I knew wouldn’t be caught dead in a kitchen. Seriously, Morgan couldn’t even make toast — even if I set the dial for her, she could screw it up just pressing the lever down.

“No, thank you,” Mel said. “Just go enjoy yourself — I’ll be done here in a few minutes and we can open presents.”

I led Morgan to the living room, whispering, “It’s okay if you couldn’t find any presents. It was really short notice and nobody expects it.”

Mel and Sam left it to me to decide whether we should open our presents earlier or wait for Morgan to arrive and I’d really struggled with it. I figured she could feel included or left out either way, so I decided we should include her in the whole thing, just reassure her that it was okay if she didn’t bring anything.

Morgan shook her head. “No, I brought something — nothing special.”

“You didn’t have to,” I said, gesturing at the tree as we entered the living room.

“Wow. Nice tree.”

Morgan opened her purse and pulled out three small, wrapped packages, then set them under the tree. She sat in one of the chairs while I joined Sam on the couch. Morgan seemed nervous and sat forward on the seat, knees together with hands atop them.

“Hey, Morgan,” Sam said, snuggling close to me.

“Hi.”

“Feel free to relax — I don’t think we’re doing fancy-formal today.” Sam put her rainbow-socked feet on the coffee table and wiggled her toes. “Take your shoes off if you want — those look new and uncomfortable.”

Even though that outfit was a couple years old, I was pretty sure this was the first time Morgan had even looked at it since, so it was probably the first time she’d worn those shoes — or anything but sneakers or boots, for that matter. In fact, part of the reason that dress was so close to indecently tight on her was probably that she’d grown, so the shoes must have been really uncomfortable.

“Um, thanks — they’re killing me.” Morgan reached down and slid the shoes off and sat back in the chair.

We chatted for a while, which mostly consisted of Sam and Morgan sharing stories about me. Embarrassing stories. It was, frankly, a little embarrassing that they had so many embarrassing stories to tell about me. Sam had to change up any witch-bits, but she did a pretty good job of making life at Willowmere seem a lot more normal than it actually was.

Eventually, Morgan got comfortable enough to draw her knees up to curl up in the chair, which made me uncomfortable because I got a sudden glimpse of white cotton and had to turn away quickly. I’d hoped Morgan wouldn’t notice, but she did.

“What’s wrong?” Then she went beet red and put her feet back on the floor, tugging her hem down. “Oh, shit. Fuck. Sorry.”

“And that’s why I don’t like dresses either,” Sam said. She hopped up and extended a hand to Morgan. “Hey, do you want to slip into something more comfortable?”

I shot Sam a quick glance, but her face was entirely innocent. That was an odd phrasing, or maybe I’d just seen too many suggestive movies. I was pretty sure Sam wouldn’t start hitting on Morgan, but I couldn’t entirely put it past her.

“I think there are some things upstairs that might fit you,” Sam went on. She gestured at her own outfit — her typical jeans and t-shirt. “It’s not like we were planning to be too formal.”

“Okay,” Morgan said after a moment, and a quick glance at me as though to see if I thought it was safe.

The two went upstairs and that gave me a chance to think about what had just happened, and my reaction to it.

Morgan had always been like a little sister to me, and the sudden urges I’d gotten from just that short glimpse were decidedly unbrotherly. I started to get a little worried about what magic and my Lust resonant might change in me — it wasn’t so big a deal at Willowmere, because … I don’t know why, because. It was just very different when I had sudden thoughts about the girls there, or even the teachers, versus Morgan. Had I become incapable of having a girl as a friend without perving on her?

I even still had trouble keeping myself from staring at Mel’s ass, despite the knowledge that she was some kind of many-greats grandmother, and powerful enough to turn me into a slightly smoking grease spot on her kitchen floor.

To be fair, every guy on the planet would have trouble not staring at Mel’s ass — yes, even the gay ones. It was that good.

The pair came back after about ten minutes of me mentally beating myself up, laughing and grinning as though they’d known each other forever. I’d never seen Morgan like that before — yeah, she’d laugh with me, but it was cynical or teasing. This was … girly.

Sam plopped down beside me and Morgan took her seat in the chair again, this time in —

“Hey! That’s my sweatshirt.”

Sam stuck her tongue out at me. “All my stuff is too small for her. Her boobs would be falling out all over the place.”

“Sam!” I protested, while Morgan went red again.

Sam just shrugged.

I groaned. Morgan was wearing a pair of my pajama bottoms, too, both those and the sweatshirt so big and baggy that she almost disappeared inside.

Morgan wrapped the excessive fabric of the sweatshirt around her possessively. “And you’re not getting it back — comfy.”

I grumbled, but my heart wasn’t in it. Morgan was so obviously more comfortable than she had been in the dress, and there was far less chance of getting flashed again and having to deal with some very confusing thoughts. Or not, because Morgan in one of my sweatshirts and pajama bottoms, baggy or not, was making me notice her in a lot of different ways.

Apparently I have a thing for pretty girls in baggy, comfortable clothes.

Then I heard jingling and my blood ran cold.

I hadn’t thought … hadn’t expected … damn it, she’d been hiding for days!

But not anymore, as a black, white-splotched cat thumped down the stairs, dashed through the kitchen, and launched herself onto the coffee table before extending the leap right into Morgan’s lap.

“Felicity?”


CHAPTER FOUR




“Oh, my God, how?” Morgan asked while I frantically tried to think of some reason for why Felicity, who we’d thought was just the neighborhood cat Morgan and I had known for years at our foster home, was suddenly here, miles away.

I honestly hadn’t expected Felicity to make an appearance. The cat-witch had been hiding ever since she’d revealed to me she wasn’t just a cat, but a witch. She’d taken the form of a cat to escape the Salem witch trials and been so traumatized by it she’d spent the last several hundred years not showing anyone other than Mel that she wasn’t just a cat.

I hadn’t handled the revelation as well as I might have.

It had just been too much, too late. I’d been upset that it had taken Felicity six months from my coming to Mel’s before she showed me, and I’d left the house for a while just to think things through. What I hadn’t known was how difficult it was, for some reason I still didn’t understand, for Felicity to show someone anything other than her cat form. Even when she did, she’d still been mostly cat — with fur, ears, tail, the works — instead of fully human.

She’d been hiding from everyone ever since and I hadn’t even considered that she might decide to come out of hiding when Morgan was here.

Maybe if I’d understood either cats or women better I might have anticipated this.

Felicity had spent almost as much time with Morgan as she had with me over the years, and I’m sure the cat-witch had missed her, too.

“Noah, did you steal Felicity?” Morgan demanded, stroking the cat’s back and glaring at me.

“What? No! I mean, she —”

“It’s an interesting coincidence,” Mel said, coming into the living room. She finished wiping her hands on the kitchen towel she carried, then reached behind to untie her apron before sitting in the room’s other chair.

“Coincidence?”

Felicity was curled up in Morgan’s lap, eyes closed and purring, as though she hadn’t just dumped a giant turd of improbability on the table in front of us all.

Mel nodded. “Yes, you see Felicity used to live with an elderly aunt of mine, but she took ill and I agreed to care for her cat. Noah was quite as surprised as you when he first saw her.”

“One of those weird coincidences,” Sam agreed.

“And you didn’t think to tell me?” Morgan demanded, her glare at me hardening. “God, Noah, I haven’t seen her in months — I thought she got hit by a car or something.”

“I … didn’t think?” I offered, sighing and briefly wondering how this was my fault.

I should have expected it to be, I guess — after all, I was in a room with four women, witches, so of course everything would be my fault, but this? Okay, I hadn’t told Morgan where Felicity was, but … I found out magic is real, started learning it, got sent to magic school, met Sam, saved Sam’s life, agreed to bond with Sam forever … there was a lot I’d been dealing with!

“Didn’t think I’d be worried about the cat I practically grew up with? That’s a little dense even for you.”

“Might be a personal best, do you think?” Sam asked.

I tried to think of something to defend myself, but everything I could think of was something I couldn’t tell Morgan yet. Magic? Warlock? Hiding from witches who’d want to kidnap me? Double-secret powers that could get me killed? Magic school?

I’d been busy, but I couldn’t tell Morgan any of that.

“I’m sorry,” I settled for.

“You should be,” Morgan said, starting to scratch under Felicity’s chin and making her collar bell jingle.

I’d asked Mel about the damn bell once I found out Felicity was really a witch, because did she really go out and hunt birds or something? Mel just said Felicity was still a young girl at heart and she thought it was pretty.

Morgan hunched over the cat-witch making nonsense sounds. “I was so worried about you.”

And I felt like shit, because Morgan had known Felicity as long as I had and I hadn’t even thought to find a way to tell her she was okay. I hadn’t even considered the implications of Felicity being with us at Willowmere and that she’d probably disappeared from the old neighborhood.

“Well,” Sam said, “now that we’ve established Noah is as dense and unthoughtful as any other guy — presents?”

I gave her a grateful glance for taking the heat off me.

“Yes,” Mel said. “I think I have just enough time before the potatoes are done. Samantha, dear, would you pass them out?” She frowned and looked at me. “That is what we do, Noah? Pass them all out before opening?”

“Yeah,” I said, catching a confused glance from Morgan while Sam hopped up and started passing out presents.

“While you’re doing that,” Mel said, standing, “I’ll just get something from my workroom. Back in a moment.”

There weren’t many presents so it didn’t take long for Sam to pass them out, and soon we each had wrapped presents in front of us, with one left in her hands.

“Oh,” Sam said, reading the tag, then setting the last wrapped parcel in the center of the coffee table. “I didn’t even think to get something for Felicity.” She looked at the cat in Morgan’s lap. “I’m sorry, I didn’t think you’d come out to celebrate with us.”

“I didn’t either,” Mel admitted, returning from the basement with another wrapped gift she set in front of Morgan, before addressing the cat. “I assumed you’d be sulking in your room still.”

“The cat has a room?” Morgan asked.

Felicity hopped off Morgan’s lap to the coffee table, sniffed at her gift, then looked at Mel.

“Yes, dear, you’re welcome to go first.”

Felicity started clawing at the package while we all watched, especially Morgan, who was staring at the scene wide-eyed.

In seconds, Felicity had the paper shredded and exposed the little cloth mouse I’d gotten her. She sniffed it twice, then looked at me.

Mel sniffed the air too. “Catnip? Really?”

I shrugged, looking Felicity in the eye. “If you’re going to be a cat, I’ll treat you like a cat — if you want anything else…”

I hoped it would send the message that I was open to her showing me another form again, even if it was the cat-girl one.

Felicity sniffed the toy mouse again, then turned her backside to me and lifted her tail before grabbing the mouse and darting for the stairs. I tried to turn my eyes away but still caught sight of not-cat, cat butthole, something that had never really bothered me until I found out she was a person. I’m pretty sure she flexed it at me, too.

“We likely won’t see her again for some time,” Mel said. “Who’s next? Morgan, as our guest would you like to open yours?”

Morgan looked around at us, her look of confusion over Felicity changing to an anxious one.

“Okay, I can,” she said.

Morgan picked up one of the wrapped packages.

“That’s from me!” Sam said quickly.

“It has a tag — she can read, you know?”

Sam stuck her tongue out at me.

Morgan unwrapped the present and smiled warmly at Sam. “How did you know?”

It was a small, rotating pedestal used to turn miniatures for painting or sculpting. Morgan liked sculpting clay figures and was always complaining that she’d mess them up turning them while painting.

“Noah suggested it — his exact words were, ‘Yeah, that might get her to shut up about fingerprints in the paint.’”

Morgan glared at me, but I just shrugged. “You once spent twenty minutes kicking a tree in the backyard when you left a fingerprint on one.”

Morgan’s eyes narrowed. “The paint was already tacky so I couldn’t smooth it. I had to sand that section and repaint — and I’d gotten everything around it perfect, then had to redo it all.”

Next, Morgan picked up Mel’s gift and opened it, gasping as she pulled out a silver chain and pendant. The pendant was a circle of silver wire with thin, silver strands forming a design inside — I recognized the design from Rituals class as a sigil for protection.

“It’s beautiful,” Morgan whispered, letting the pendant dangle and spin so that I could see its face — an onyx raven’s head with a stone for the eye that almost seemed to glow. It was pearly white with blue and green that seemed to change as the light hit it.

“I can’t,” Morgan whispered, holding it out to Mel, but she couldn’t seem to take her eyes off it.

“It is a gift freely given, dear,” Mel said.

“Can I see?” Sam asked.

Morgan handed it to her and Sam ran a fingertip over the sigil, nodding, before she flipped it over.

“The raven, guardian and guide,” Sam said softly. “Onyx for strength and moonstone for balance and calm in the face of change. This is beautiful work, Melaina.”

“Thank you,” Mel said as Sam handed the pendant back to Morgan.

“You made this?” Morgan asked Mel.

Mel nodded and shrugged. “I dabble a bit.”

Morgan rubbed a fingertip over the raven head. “Even the stone?”

Mel nodded.

“I’ve always wanted to work with stone.”

“We’ll go down to my workroom later, dear, and you can try your hand.”

“Really?” Morgan’s eyes were wide.

She was still holding the necklace away from her, like she couldn’t really believe someone would give that to her — I could understand, because it was probably the nicest, most valuable gift she’d ever received.

I honestly started hoping mine wouldn’t look stupid in comparison as Sam held out her hand again and motioned for Morgan to turn around so she could put it around Morgan’s neck and work the clasp. The pendant settled perfectly over the center of Morgan’s chest.

“Thank you,” Morgan told Mel, still touching the pendant with her fingertips.

There was a moment of silence, then Morgan picked up my gift last and I held my breath, knowing my choice could wind up being either really good or really bad. If it had just been Morgan and I exchanging gifts, I wouldn’t have been worried, but there was going to be a moment of embarrassment before I could give her the meaning.

She pulled at a bit of tape and slid out the contents.

“Really?” she asked, glaring at me.

“It’s tradition, right?” I looked around at the others. “Join a new family and you get a bra for Christmas.”

Morgan’s glare softened as she took in the implication of my words and she looked at Sam, who was just nodding, and then at Mel.

“Noah told us how important you are to him, Morgan,” Mel said, “and of his promise to you.”

Morgan and I had made plans before I left foster care. I’d get out first, get a job and an apartment, then when she aged out a year after me, she’d have a place to stay and get on her feet. The day I’d aged out, Morgan had been worried she’d never see me again, but I’d promised her — pinkie-swore, even — that I’d be there for her.

I thought about that morning and a little chill ran through me.

Morgan’s birthday was the day after mine, so the phrasing of my promise had seemed perfectly logical to me at the time — I wasn’t aware until later how significant it might be to witches.

A year and a day, and I’ll be waiting on the front porch for you.

That seemed another odd coincidence now that I knew Morgan was a witch.

The witches took oaths seriously — they had power behind them — and that phrasing, a year and a day, seemed to have some significance as well. I wondered if my magic had been working even then, making me form an oath I had to keep.

“As well as your concerns about what the differences in his life are now from what you both expected, and what it might mean for that promise,” Mel continued. “You’ll have a place here, dear, no matter if Noah’s at Willowmere or whatever else the next few months might bring. He’ll be able to keep his promise to you — I’ll see to that.”

Morgan’s eyes glistened and she stood up abruptly.

“I need to use the bathroom!” she called, dashing for the kitchen.

“Upstairs on the left, dear!” Mel called after her.

“Thank you,” I told Mel, who simply smiled.

“I can see why you care about her,” Sam said. “She’s got that tough exterior, but the inside’s all mushy.”

“Mushy?” Mushy wasn’t how I’d describe Morgan.

Sam nodded.

We silently waited for a few minutes until Morgan came back down.

“I’m sorry,” she said, taking a deep breath and sitting. “I had a really big coffee on the way over.”

That was more like Morgan, I thought. More willing for people to think she’d nearly peed her pants than that something might have touched her.

“Samantha, dear?” Mel said. “You next?”

“Presents!” Sam cried, reaching for hers.

She opened mine first and squealed, holding it up for all of us to see — it was a new t-shirt for her subversive, funny, and occasionally offensive wardrobe. This one had an image of a guy in a red, button-up sweater, arms outstretched with a gun in each hand, and the caption “Welcome to the Hood, Bitches!”

“I love it!” Sam cried, grabbing me and kissing my cheek.

She opened Mel’s gift next, and froze.

“Oh, Melaina,” she whispered, pulling out a necklace like Morgan’s, only this had an onyx fox head and an emerald eye almost as green as Sam’s own.

“What does it mean?” Morgan asked. We all looked at her and she licked her lips nervously. “You said what mine meant, is that different?”

Sam nodded, tracing the outline of the fox gently with her fingertip. “Protection and strength are the same, but Fox is cunning and he adapts, he can either trick you or guard you from deception.” Her finger brushed the green stone. “Emerald?”

Mel nodded.

“Healing and love.”

Sam’s voice cracked a bit on the last word, making me think of her primary resonant — Love, romantic love, which was mana she’d only generate if she truly felt that for someone and was confident it was returned. I wanted so much for her to feel that, because I did truly love her — but our decision to form a coven had been more practical and a result of our friendship than romantic, no matter how I felt about her. Mostly, I figured we’d have to wait for Sam to fall for another witch, a girl, and bring her into our coven, for her to feel that.

“It will complement your — the Harmony you bring to relationships,” Mel said, disguising her reference to the Harmony affinity we’d discovered Sam had just a few days ago. It was a passive affinity, something she didn’t have to think about or consciously do, that would help balance the emotions and tempers within our coven.

“Thank you,” Sam said, then held the necklace out to Morgan while pulling her hair away from her neck. “Will you?”

Morgan nodded, but she looked like she’d seen a ghost, and reached for the necklace like she thought it might burn her. She took it tentatively, then clasped it behind Sam’s neck.

“I think I like Christmas,” Sam said, grabbing her last present, the one from Morgan, and quickly opening it. She squealed again. “He’s so cute!”

As soon as I saw it was a figurine of some sort, I knew what Morgan had done for gifts. She’d always loved sculpting things — with homemade clay made of flour and salt when she’d first arrived at Alex and Karen’s, then when she had a little money she moved on to these polymer clays that didn’t distort their shape so much when they were heated and were already colored.

Once I saw it I understood why Morgan looked so weirded out, because what were the odds of both Mel and Morgan deciding to give Sam a fox? It wasn’t like Sam had a well-known thing for foxes or something.

“Did you make this?” Sam asked, examining the figurine.

Morgan nodded, shrugging.

“He’s beautiful!”

Morgan always did exquisite work, and the detailing on the fox was up to her standards. The colors blended perfectly and you could almost see the little guy’s fur ruffling in the wind.

“He’s got little toes!” Sam squealed again. She hopped up and leaned over to give Morgan a hug. “Thank you!”

“Noah’s turn,” Mel prompted.

Sam settled next to me and I reached for my presents. Sam’s gift was clearly a book, which was a little confusing, since we all had plenty of reading to do for our classes, so I took that one first — then I saw the corners of Sam’s mouth turn up in the beginnings of a grin and very carefully peeled back the wrapping paper.

“Yeah, I’ll open this later,” I said, tucking the package beside me on the sofa.

One glance at the cover, where a nude woman was bound and blindfolded, convinced me I’d rather have Mel and Morgan wonder why I wouldn’t show them than let them know what it was. I glared at Sam, but her evil grin was up to deflecting it.

I reached for another present to move things along before Mel or Morgan, especially Morgan, could start asking questions.

I was torn between opening Mel’s or Morgan’s first, because I had a feeling they’d be the same as for the others, and I was curious.

I decided on Mel’s and opened it to confirm it was another pendant, this one an onyx wolf head with a blue gem for the eye.

“That one’s easy,” Sam said. “Sapphire, right?”

Mel nodded.

“Yeah, it screams leadership and protection,” Sam said.

“That’s Noah,” Morgan agreed, nodding, but she was staring at her own present for me.

“Really?” I asked. I didn’t consider myself much of a leader, really — in fact, I was a little nervous about expanding my coven and having to be in charge of it. Taking care of myself was daunting enough without adding thirteen witches to my responsibilities.

Sam made a rude noise.

“Are you kidding?” She turned to Morgan. “Did he ever tell you about our first day of class?”

Morgan shook her head. “No, he doesn’t talk much about school.” She glared at me. “Even when he does call.”

“I got you a phone,” I protested. “And that Gabriel guy kept us from talking, like, a hundred times.”

“Still,” Morgan said. “We have our own phones now, so you can’t use that as an excuse anymore.” She turned to Sam. “What did he do?”

“Okay,” Sam said, “so it’s actually the day before the first day of classes. He’s been on campus for, like, three hours and we go to dinner in the cafeteria. He sees this girl getting bullied and just … stands up. He’s a freshman, he doesn’t know anybody but me, and he just walks over and starts helping her. Then he absolutely crushes the bully. I mean, I saw her soul leave her body for a second.”

Morgan nodded. “Yep, that’s Noah. I showed up at our foster home — I was the youngest and the only girl, but Noah got between me and everybody right from the start. He did everything but put a sign on my door that said ‘No Shit Zone’ — except for him, but I always knew he was just kidding.”

She glanced at me, then back down at the present in front of me.

I picked up Morgan’s gift and immediately knew it was another figurine, but couldn’t believe it when I saw what it was — a wolf, just as finely detailed as Sam’s fox. He stood, legs straight and head up.

“That’s so weird,” Sam said, looking at Mel. “How did you two wind up making the same things for us?”

“I don’t know,” Morgan said. “But it is weird.”

“Sometimes we just know what to get someone,” Mel said.

Morgan laughed a little nervously. “At least I can’t have gotten you the same thing, since I didn’t know you at all and you’re not giving yourself a gift.”

Mel was silent long enough for us to notice, staring intently at Morgan, then she reached for the neck of her blouse and tugged a pendant from between her breasts.

Morgan gasped as it came into view. “How…”

Letting her pendant hang free, Mel reached for Morgan’s gift, opening it to reveal an owl figurine, just as her pendant was an owl head.

“How?” Morgan repeated.

Mel had stopped staring at Morgan and was instead closely examining the owl figurine.

“This is truly fine work,” Mel said.

“Thank you, but … I don’t understand how this happened.”

Mel shrugged. “Perhaps only a bit of Christmas magic, dear — who could say?”


CHAPTER FIVE




Christmas dinner was … overboard.

I’d managed to convince Mel she only needed to cook one of the turkeys, especially since there was also a whole ham on the table, but her massive, fourteen-seat dining table was still so full of dishes, bowls, and platters that I could hear it groaning, and there was barely room for the five place settings at one end.

“Noah, dear,” Mel said, bringing yet another dish of food to the table, “would you be so good as to go and bring up the wine?”

“Sure, Mel,” I agreed, heading for the basement stairs.

The first level of Mel’s basement had several racks of wine bottles, and she’d given me a lecture on wines at nearly every dinner over the summer, so when she’d asked me to go and pick one an hour before dinner, I was pretty confident in my selection. I’d opened and poured it into a decanter earlier, so all that was left now was to bring the decanter upstairs.

Sam and Morgan were at the table and Mel was bringing what I hoped was the last of the side dishes from the kitchen. I was glad to see that Morgan was so busy staring at the table that she might not have noticed Mel had pulled a turkey, a ham, and — I counted quickly — seventeen side dishes from the same oven. I’d seen her put eight cookie sheets in there at the same time, but I think this was a new record.

“Felicity,” Mel said, setting the last dish on the table. “Dinner’s ready. If you’re functional, that is.”

A door slammed upstairs and a moment later Felicity came down the stairs to the accompaniment of thumping paws and a jingling bell. She slipped a little making the turn into the dining room and her paws scrabbled on the hardwood floor for a moment.

Morgan stared at the cat as Felicity hopped up into the chair to the right of the table’s head where Mel usually sat. Morgan was taking the seat next to Felicity, so I motioned for Sam to take the seat next to Mel so I could sit across from Morgan.

I poured the wine while Mel fussed with the last bits of presentation she felt were necessary. Felicity’s went into a small bowl, easier for a cat to lap at than a wineglass, and then I gestured at Morgan’s glass questioningly.

“Seriously?”

I wasn’t sure if she was asking about being offered wine when she was just seventeen or the cat lapping it up next to her. I decided to answer the former.

I nodded. “Mel doesn’t really care about a glass or two with dinner.”

“I do care, dear,” Mel corrected me, “it’s only that I care in quite a different way than others might these days. Wine completes a meal and a few years on a calendar shouldn’t interfere with that.”

“Um, okay.” Morgan nodded at me and I filled her glass — there was, maybe, a single glass left in the decanter. Maybe a bit more, since Felicity didn’t get a full glass.

Mel went to her seat at the head of the table and I started passing platters and dishes after spooning a portion of each to my plate. The turkey and ham had already been half-carved so that there were ready platters of sliced meat to go around.

“Which wine did you pick, dear, and why?” Mel asked, forking a slice of turkey onto Felicity’s plate before passing the platter on to Morgan.

The cat-witch had a slightly dazed look as she rested her chin on her plate and fixedly stared at the turkey as Mel cut it into more manageable bits.

I sighed at Mel’s question, but I should have expected it.

“A pinot noir,” I said. “The Autumn Crest Reserve, 2018.”

“And why?” she asked, setting a spoonful of green beans, sautéed in garlic and onions, on Felicity’s plate. “Oh, don’t hiss at me, young lady, they’re good for you.”

“Um, can cats have onion?” Morgan asked, then, as Felicity got her front paws on the table and bent to lap at her bowl of wine again, swaying slightly from side to side, “or … wine?”

“She’ll be fine,” Mel, Sam, and I said together.

Mel chuckled while Morgan gave me an “are you all crazy?” look. I realized we were all doing a pretty poor job of hiding the witch-stuff from Morgan, and maybe it would be better to just tell her now, despite Mel’s misgivings.

I caught sight of Mel’s raised eyebrows and sighed, realizing I wasn’t going to get out of her wine quiz.

“It’s light and balanced, but with enough acidity to cut through this gravy,” I said, pouring a bit of that over my mashed potatoes. “And it’s light on tannins, so it’s sort of … approachable for a beginner.”

I finished with a quick glance at Morgan, who stuck her tongue out at me.

“A good choice,” Mel said, raising her glass to her nose and inhaling, then raising it further. “A toast to begin, perhaps?”

We all raised our glasses, except for Felicity, who was poised over her bowl, swaying slightly from side to side.

Mel smiled, but she had a distant look in her eyes, like she was remembering something terribly sad.

“To family.”
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“You don’t need to walk me, you know,” Morgan said.

It was a cold night and I was glad she was wearing my sweatshirt and pajama pants beneath her coat, instead of the short, thin dress she’d arrived in — even if it did mean I was losing another one of my favorite shirts. Sam had already claimed a different one and made herself pretty free with all my others.

“I know.”

She looked around the neighborhood — street well-lit, but silent, and bright lights shining from all the windows.

“I’m more likely to get mugged on the subway than walking to it here.”

“Then maybe I should get you a car.”

“Don’t you dare.”

I chuckled.

We walked in silence for a moment — the station was several blocks from Mel’s. I’d definitely be getting a rideshare back, rather than walk the distance again in this cold.

“That was fun — thank you for inviting me.”

She said it mostly to the sidewalk, looking down instead of at me, and I knew something was bothering her.

“We’ll do it again,” I told her. “There’s another school break around Easter and we’ll be back in the city.” The Willowmere break was the week of the Spring Equinox, regardless of when Easter happened to be. “We might be able to come into the city some weekends, too. And then it’ll be summer and your birthday, so —”

“You don’t have to,” Morgan cut me off.

“What? Have dinner with you?”

I knew what she meant, and I knew why, which meant we were going to have another of the Talks she’d needed once in a while since she was twelve. Morgan had a lot of trouble believing it when people wanted to spend time with her, even me.

“Give me a place to stay,” she said, quietly. “I’ll figure something out.”

“You’re moving in with me and Mel on your birthday, Morgan. It’s decided.”

She shook her head. “Melaina doesn’t even know me and you have a … you have a girlfriend now. It’s too much to ask.”

“Morgan,” I said, “you’re doing it again.”

“Doing what?”

“Pushing people away because you think you’re going to lose them.”

Morgan inhaled sharply and held it for a few steps before letting it out.

I knew that was exactly what she was doing, because I’d watched her do it since we met. She’d come to Alex and Karen’s house as a foster at twelve — leave aside how hard it was to change foster homes, but she’d come in as the youngest kid there and the only girl. Before that she’d had six homes. More than me, and none of the moves were because of anything she’d done — just … reasons. The system always had reasons.

But that meant six groups of kids, six sets of foster parents, six new schools, sometimes in the middle of the year, six times making new friends at school — and six times losing them all.

She’d come into Alex and Karen’s like a bear getting ready to hibernate — cranky as hell and mostly hiding in her room. I don’t know what it was that made me wait out her initial reluctance to speak more than two words with someone — maybe even then some part of my own magic had recognized she was a witch. Or, maybe, I just knew how she felt.

“I’m not twelve — I don’t do that anymore.”

“Uh huh.”

“I don’t — I just can’t understand why she’d … why Melaina would just offer to let me move in. She doesn’t even know me.”

“Mel loves me and I love you.”

I readied myself for the jab — it’d been certain for years that Morgan and I were family and loved each other, but it wasn’t something we said … ever. The only reason I said it now was because I could tell how uncertain Morgan was about her future.

I stopped walking as Morgan did the same and she turned toward me. Her eyes were wide and her lips slightly parted, but then she bit her lower lip and narrowed her eyes. She shook her head, sighed, then looked away and resumed walking.

“Fuck you, Ashe.”

I chuckled — that was what I’d expect from Morgan, even if it sounded a bit like her heart wasn’t in the insult. She was probably tired from a long day.

We got to the subway station and I didn’t try to follow her inside to wait for the train, she wouldn’t want that. Instead, I stopped walking.

“The first few weeks of the semester are going to be busy again,” I told her, “but it’s supposed to get easier in February, so we can get together again then? Maybe go to the aquarium or something?”

The real reason was that Willowmere didn’t allow first-years off campus until February, but I couldn’t tell her that, since it wasn’t exactly a normal college restriction.

Morgan nodded. “Sure.”

“Good,” I said, then pulled her close for a hug.

Hugs were another thing Morgan didn’t do — her idea of an affectionate display was a shoulder nudge or an open-hand smack to the back of the head. I felt her tense up for a second, but then she melted against me and her own arms went around me.

I pulled my head back to see her face and maybe give her some shit about mellowing in her old age, but the sight of her face so close to mine, eyes wide again and lips parted, made me want to kiss her — and not the chaste, brotherly peck on the cheek that would make her taunt me, but a sudden, raging desire to press my lips to hers and try to expand that tiny opening with my tongue.

With Morgan, that would probably get me neutered.

I cleared my throat and released her, stepping back.

“I’ll call you when I get back to school to make some plans, okay?”


CHAPTER SIX




Something woke me late the last night of Solstice break — or, rather, early morning, because Sam and I had been busy well into the late-night.

I opened my eyes. I was on my back, with Sam beside me, sprawled on her side with her head on my shoulder and my arm around her, fingers spread across her lower back.

There was a warm spot on my chest, and I heard the thump of paws on the hardwood floor. I felt at my chest, but there was nothing there anymore, just a circle of warmth.

“Felicity?”

I got no response, but Sam stirred beside me.

“What is it?”

“I think Felicity was sleeping on my chest, but she’s gone now.”

I sighed. Other than her brief visits with Morgan on Christmas Day, I’d barely gotten a glimpse of the cat-witch in days. I suppose it was a good sign if she’d come into our room to sleep on my chest … unless she’d been trying to steal my breath and kill me in my sleep. That was a cat thing, right?

“That’s a good sign,” Sam said, echoing my thoughts.

She cuddled closer and I drifted off again.

I woke before my alarm, but not enough to warrant trying get back to sleep again.

It had only been a few hours since Sam and I had gone to sleep, but my morning erection was in full form, despite seeing quite a bit of use only hours before.

I grinned — she’d said anytime I wanted, after all.

Edging away from Sam, I let her slide off me to lie face down, then I rolled on top of her, pinning her to the bed. My morning erection was scrunched up in my underwear, so I slid those down. I pressed myself on her, dick sliding along her thighs, and the curve of her butt pressing hard into my lower belly.

“Mmmhh,” Sam murmured, which was all the encouragement I needed to grasp the waistband of her panties and pull those down. I got them to midthigh before I had to sit up to slip them the rest of the way off and quickly return to my place atop her — only this time, Sam spread her legs so that I slid along her wet folds before entering her.

The position drove me crazy.

The underside of my cock pressed hard against the forward wall of Sam’s pussy, providing far more pressure and friction than any other position we’d tried, and her butt pressing into me felt incredible. The extra distance covered that last inch she couldn’t take in other positions, making me feel like I’d buried myself in her to the hilt.

I moved slowly, almost not at all, just shifting my weight back and forth for a time, enjoying the feel of being inside Sam while I laid little kisses on her shoulders and neck.

“This is how I want to wake up every day,” Sam whispered.

“I can arrange that.”

I slid a hand underneath her, reaching for her, but Sam stopped me.

“Uh uh — just do it for you.”

I paused. “Do you want me to stop?”

Sam sighed. “If I ever don’t want you inside me, I’ll tell you; but if you ever want me and don’t take me, I’ll have my cousin teleport a frog into your butthole. Now be quiet and use me.”

It took me a few seconds to follow her sentence, it was early, but then I resumed rocking myself inside her. Without worrying about Sam’s physical pleasure it left me free to concentrate on the sensations I was feeling, and those were incredible. It was more than the physical feelings for me, too, because I was still processing the emotional impact of my beautiful, red-headed witch telling me to just use her for my own pleasure.

Sam moaned — not with arousal, but more a contented sound — and began spamming the environment with threads of a muted, beige mana I recognized from cuddling on the couch with cups of hot chocolate while we watched a movie. I could kind of correlate it with what I’d been feeling at the time, which could best be described as happy contentment — it was the sort of feeling of being in exactly the place you wanted to be, doing exactly what you wanted to do, and being entirely content if the moment lasted forever.

The knowledge that one of those places for Sam was with me on top of her and inside her made my heart swell and I had to wonder what I’d ever done to get this lucky.

The corner of Sam’s mouth quirked upward and she started clenching and releasing the muscles surrounding me, tighter as I rocked into her and looser as I withdrew by just fractions of an inch.

I stopped even rocking and just pushed myself into her as hard as I could, letting Sam flex around me until I groaned and let loose, filling her with an orgasm more peaceful than I’d ever known.

“Go. Snoozy-time,” Sam grumbled.

I chuckled and checked the time. “You sleep. We have a few hours before we need to catch the train.”

I got dressed as quickly as I could, given that I had to search for clothes that had been flung all over the room the night before. As I found things that belonged to Sam, I set them on the bed for her.

Dressed, I brushed my teeth and checked the rest of the brownstone for Mel, but she’d already left with Felicity.

There was a note on the counter telling Sam and I that there were fresh cinnamon rolls in the breadbox, to be sure we ate them this morning, and took any left with us to Willowmere to share with our friends so they wouldn’t go bad while we were all at school for the semester.

I made some coffee, had one cinnamon roll, then put another on a plate for Sam and packed the rest to go with us. The fridge was already empty of everything else that might spoil while we were at school for the next semester — just some cans of soda and bottles of condiments left. What Mel had done with the Christmas leftovers I didn’t know, but hoped they hadn’t gone to waste — there’d been enough to feed a small country, I think, and days of us gnawing at them hadn’t made much of a dent.

Coffee refreshed, I wandered around the brownstone, just enjoying the quiet and the sense of home and belonging for a bit.

I ran a finger over the top of the game consoles beneath the TV in the living room — since Felicity had revealed she was a person and not just a cat, I’d figured out that the games were hers … and I suspected the reason she seemed so irritated every time I played was that she thought I sucked.

I was eager to return here for the summer break — hopefully Felicity would be comfortable enough by then to try showing me her cat-girl form again, or even her human one, and we could play together. I thought she’d get a kick out of beating me — and Sam would enjoy watching that too.

After a while, I went down to the basement’s lowest level where Mel’s circle was. The first level of the basement was just a basement, with all the typical storage and mechanical systems for the house, and the room Mel used as a wine cellar, while the second level was Mel’s workroom. I’d never been in there and didn’t try now. On the third level, I entered Mel’s circle — our circle, she’d told me — and touched a finger to the silver strip inscribed in the puzzle mats that lined the floor. They were certainly more comfortable than the cobblestones that floored this level — even if there were still some uneven spots that would make your ass hurt if you sat on them too long.

The circle’s wards sprang to life at my touch, creating a blue-white dome over the circle — globe, really, since they extended beneath the circle as well.

I sat at the circle’s center and pulled the wolf pendant Mel had given me from beneath my shirt, running fingers over the carved surface of its front and closed my eyes. I didn’t try any magic, I just relaxed into my own thoughts, taking deep breaths and letting my mind wander. I guess it was meditation of a sort and it did calm me — not that I’d been edgy or anxious to begin with.

Okay, I was edgy and anxious to begin with, since we were headed back to Willowmere to face Prima Rosethorn and whatever consequences came from Sam and I forming a coven. The Prima had made it clear the first day of school that any marking would wind up with both the students being expelled — and even the confidence Mel expressed that Sam and I were right about the school rules not applying on Solstice break, since we were then technically not under the school’s authority, couldn’t make me entirely confident.

My phone alarm sounded — I’d left it outside the circle, because sometimes magic and technology didn’t mix well — and I took a last, deep breath, stood, dismissed the circle’s wards, and squared my shoulders for the coming battle.
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“Sleepy-time!”

I pulled harder on the blankets Sam had clutched over her head.

“We need to catch our train.”

“We should stay here and sleep — we’re just going to have to come back after we get expelled anyway.”

Her voice was a little muffled from under the blankets, but I got the gist of it.

“Train. School. Time to go,” I insisted. I really considered waking Sam up as I had earlier, but knew we wouldn’t be getting back out of bed any time soon if I started that.

Sam peeked at me from beneath the blankets, holding them over her nose.

“I didn’t put my underwear back on,” Sam said, teasingly. “I’m all naked and spread under here.” Her hands moved under the blanket, rising up her chest. “Oh! And my top rode up in the night … boobies and more all spread open and vulnerable, helpless before anyone who might —”

I gave the blankets a hard yank and managed to get them down to her waist, then another yank got them off the bed entirely, exposing Sam to the room’s chill air. She was trying to distract me and if I did get back in bed with her … well, we wouldn’t be going anywhere soon.

“Cold!”

I nodded even though Sam had her eyes scrunched up, refusing to open them, and tried not to be tempted by how spread open and vulnerable she really was. We were already in enough trouble with Prima Rosethorn without missing our train and maybe being late returning to campus.

“Yes, it’s cold, because you insist on opening a window even though it’s, like, thirty fucking degrees out there. You said you like the cold.”

Sam tried to curl up in a ball, but I was wise to that trick and grabbed her ankles before she could get her arms wrapped around her knees and form the tight ball I’d found was nearly impossible to get her out of.

“I like the cold when I have blankets and a nice hot warlock to cuddle up with — both of which you took away, because you’re a big meanie!”

I chuckled and resisted the urge to hop back into bed and warm her up. It would be nice, but we’d almost certainly miss our train.

“Time to get up,” I insisted, stepping away from the bed with her ankles still in my grasp so that she slid with me until her butt was hanging off the edge of the bed. “Come on, you have time to shower before we have to leave, if you want.”

Sam opened her eyes enough to glare at me.

“There are a lot nicer ways to wake someone up, you know,” she said. “I mean, geez, what’s the point of having a witch who’ll do anything you want if you don’t make use of her once in a while?”

I set Sam’s heels on the floor and quickly grabbed her arms to pull her upright before she could squirm back into the bed.

“I made quite a bit of use of you last night, if I recall, and then again this morning, wasn’t that enough?”

Sam tensed up and stared at me, eyes narrowing. “Was it enough for you?”

I highly recommend paying attention to that deeply buried, lizard-part of your brain in these situations. Sometimes ancient instincts to drop our tail and run are far more useful than logical thought, and mine were telling me there were shadowy dangers about.

“No,” I said, carefully and thoughtfully, “I can never get enough of you, but we need to catch our train.”

Sam narrowed her eyes, considering. “Okay. Acceptable answer. You’re still mean.”

Now that I was pretty sure she wouldn’t just crawl back into bed, I let go of her arms, pointed her in the direction of the bathroom, and gave her butt a little pat.

“Come on — let’s shower and get going.”

She grumbled, but shuffled to the doorway before turning and glaring at me again.

“You know,” she said, “if you’re gonna spank me you could at least do a proper job of it.”


CHAPTER SEVEN




Our rideshare from the train station dropped us at the top of Willowmere College’s driveway loop, just on the one side of the quad that wasn’t flanked by buildings. To the right was the classroom building, left were the dorms and cafeteria, and directly across from us was the administration building.

We joined the other students filing into the dorms with their suitcases and backpacks, then climbed the five flights of stairs to the first-year’s rooms on the top floor.

Sam grunted as she dragged her wheeled suitcase up one stair after another.

“Now that I have more power,” she said between grunts, “I’m going to see if I can learn some telly, because this is a pain.”

I nodded in agreement, but not sympathy, because I’d offered to carry her suitcase and she’d refused — in fact, it had been a chore to get her to let me carry my own, which was a little ridiculous. It was funny that she’d let me do some things for her, like brush her hair or rub her shoulders, but others she acted like I was encroaching on some privilege or right if I so much as offered.

We made it to the top and then to our room midway down the corridor, on the left side that faced the forest behind the building. One thing about being on the top floor was that we had a gorgeous view.

We’d no sooner taken our hands off our bags when a bell sounded and a voice said, “Noah Ashe and Samantha Prescott, please report to Prima Rosethorn’s office immediately.”

I was absolutely certain the announcement had been limited to our room and been timed to let us set our bags down and nothing more.

“That is so creepy,” I muttered.

Not only were there no speakers for it to come from, none anywhere on campus that I’d been able to find, but I was reasonably certain it wasn’t even a person’s voice.

“Of all the things you’ve seen here, that’s what you find creepy?” Sam asked.

“Yeah … and the fact that it knew when we were here.”

“The campus has strong wards — the staff knows where everyone is, and when we arrive or leave.”

“That’s a little creepy too.”

We left our room, went downstairs, and left the dorm building.

Surprisingly, there weren’t any stares or whispers from the other students — that had been the norm for me when I first got to Willowmere, and again when Katrina had been murdered just a few weeks ago. In the first case it was because I was the first warlock to attend Willowmere in a couple hundred years, and in the latter because everyone thought I was the murderer. I guess they’d gotten used to me, and the reassurances from Prima Rosethorn that I’d been questioned under a truth potion and had nothing to do with the murder had gotten through to them — though I was a little surprised both Sam and I weren’t being whispered about for forming a coven over Solstice break. We’d been back on campus for nearly ten minutes, after all, and the Willowmere rumor mill was usually more efficient than that.

Prima Rosethorn’s office was on the second floor of the admin building at the very end of a long hallway flanked by other offices. Her secretary had a desk that spanned the width of the hallway and she just stared at us as we exited the stairwell and approached.

“We are so dead,” I muttered.

Sam patted the arm she was clutching. “Been nice knowing you, Noah, see you on the other side.” She paused. “Can spirits have sex?”

I shrugged.

“I’m going with yes,” Sam said. “No way am I spending the afterlife without sex this soon after finding out how good it is.”

The secretary didn’t say anything as we approached, just raised an eyebrow and gestured to the Prima’s door — which indicated we were the most important thing Prima Rosethorn had to deal with right now.

I paused at the door, swallowed hard, took a deep breath, and entered.

Prima Rosethorn was seated behind her desk, glaring at us with narrowed eyes and thin lips. I was relieved to see Mel was already here, seated in one of the chairs in front of the desk, and looking entirely calm and unconcerned about what might happen next.

“Sit,” Prima Rosethorn said, nodding to the two empty chairs.

I sat in the middle one next to Mel and Sam scooted hers closer to mine before sitting — she reached over and took my hand, squeezing it hard.

“I should expel the both of you.”

Mel raised her eyebrows.

“Yes, yes, I know,” Prima Rosethorn said. “They were off-campus during break.” She shuffled some papers on her desk, holding them like she’d prefer to be throwing them at someone, before turning her attention back to Sam and me. “That might satisfy the letter of my injunction, but certainly not the spirit. A rather specious distinction, if you ask me. What do you have to say for yourselves?”

“Evelina —” Mel began, but Prima Rosethorn cut her off.

“You’re no longer the boy’s guardian, Melaina, and you don’t head a recognized Family their coven would fall under. They’ve both taken an action that makes them independent adults now and you’re here only as a courtesy.”

Mel raised an eyebrow, but nodded, the corners of her mouth quirking up.

I struggled for a moment, trying to think of what to say — the Prima had just done away with our main argument, that we hadn’t been under the school’s authority when we formed our coven, and I didn’t think I had any arguments other than that — then, for some reason, the tightness in my chest eased and I took a deep breath, wondering why Prima Rosethorn’s office smelled of fresh turned earth when she didn’t even have any potted plants in it.

Before I knew it, I was standing, edging a bit in front of Sam and moving the hand she held behind my back.

“I don’t think it’s a specious argument at all, Prima,” I found myself saying. “In fact, I think it was the injunction itself that was specious.”

What the actual hell? Did I just call her argument meaningless?

I swallowed hard, waiting for her to explode.

“Do tell, Magellus Ashe,” Prima Rosethorn said.

Maybe an explosion would have been better? Now I had to back up what I hadn’t known I was going to say.

I took another deep breath, smelling more of the deep, rich earth, and just started talking, trying to express a feeling I hadn’t really thought about or even realized I had, only knowing that it felt right.

“You’ve said yourself that there used to be warlocks at Willowmere, right?”

The Prima nodded.

“Well, then there must have been covens formed here back then. I can’t imagine a bunch of college-age warlocks and witches running around together and not doing that.” I pointed at the sitting area of chairs and a couch that made up part of her office. “In fact, just a few weeks ago I sat there and listened to Priscilla’s mother try to convince me to take her daughter — and you were right there, too. You explained that it was part of Willowmere’s function to, what was it you called it? Facilitate those offers? Warlocks had to have been included in that way back when, too.”

“Maybe this hasn’t happened for a long time, maybe because there haven’t been any warlocks here, but that’s because of the Families, isn’t it? They started keeping their warlocks under wraps, so there were fewer here, and it eventually became none?”

I shook my head.

“That’s wrong — the whole thing is wrong.” The next words just came into my head and I said them without thinking, but I knew in my core they were true. “It’s contrary to the will of the Goddess.”

Prima Rosethorn raised her eyebrows. “You’ve known about our world for less than a year, but you think to lecture me about the will of our Goddess?”

I swallowed hard, but nodded. Sam squeezed my hand.

“I admit I don’t know much about it — not nearly enough, really — but I can listen. And I can tell when things don’t make sense. The Family covens are all about power —”

I thought about what I’d heard about them — how the witches just accepted that they’d be told what coven to join. Rachel being raised thinking the first man she ever saw would be her warlock — without even knowing him. Sam telling me what happened in those covens with witches who had some really bad resonants. For fuck’s sake, the witch mothers telling their daughters to try marking me, to tie themselves to me forever, without caring if those daughters even liked me.

“That’s all they care about, and that’s not what your —” I paused. “That’s not what our Goddess wants, it’s not what she’s about.”

I took a moment, thinking Prima Rosethorn would say something, but she stayed silent, just looking at me, so I went on.

“Nothing, not a single thing I’ve heard here at Willowmere, or before that with Mel, would make me think that’s what she’s about. Everything I know says she’s about love and joy, family and wisdom — not just about being the most powerful whatever. Even the oaths you and Sam swore not to tell anyone about my resonants — ‘by my Power, by my Grove, and by the Goddess,’ right? But it’s never just that, is it? It’s ‘by the Goddess I adore,’ ‘by the Goddess I love with all my heart’ — that says something. It has to mean something.”

I was surprised I remembered that — how they’d each phrased it.

“Even Magistra Cassian says it in our Rituals class — a coven is love, a coven is family.”

My lips twitched as I remembered my first day in that class and how Magistra Cassian had expressed her disdain for the Families.

“‘Coven is not spreadsheet,’” I quoted.

I took another breath and still no one interrupted me.

“I love Samantha and I know she cares about me as much as she’s able to.” I couldn’t say she loved me, because that wasn’t going to happen, but I’d find someone she could love to join our coven no matter what it took. “She’s my family and I’m going to spend the rest of my life showing that to her, and every other witch we bring into our coven. Because that is the will of the Goddess.”

I took a deep breath.

“I think you knew this would happen — that I’d form a coven with someone here. You knew I’d have to eventually, because a full coven will be all that keeps me safe from one of the Families just grabbing me off the street. Maybe you didn’t think it would happen this soon, but…” I shrugged. “It did.”

I realized my knees were trembling and I sat back down.

They were all staring at me — Sam with her eyes watery and lips quivering, Mel with half a smile, and Prima Rosethorn with no expression whatsoever.

The room was silent for a long time.

“That it occurred off-campus while school was not in session will satisfy the board,” Prima Rosethorn said. “Barely — and it will take more of my influence on the board to make it so than I’d like to spend on this.”

I blinked. Prima Rosethorn was going to influence the board for us.

“I am not a fool, young man.” She pinned me to my chair with a glare. “Of course, you need a full coven to be safe from the predations of the Families — my injunction was designed to protect you from the more predatory witches while you found suitable candidates. To bind over the summer.”

The Prima took a deep breath and I could see the muscles of her jaw working.

“Do you have any idea how much time and effort I’ve spent on your behalf? There are Families — board members, mind you — who would like nothing better than to see you gone. They have plans for their daughters and view your presence as a danger. Others are lobbying against my injunction in the hopes of their daughters marking you. And if you think there’s pressure on those girls now, you have no idea what you might face if some sort of open season were to be declared on warlocks at Willowmere. There are girls on this campus who would be perfectly happy to drag you into a closet and mark you by force if it would please their mothers.”

She shook her head.

“The point, was to have a school year — an entire school year, mind you — that was uneventful. To show the nervous mothers that they had nothing to fear from you, or any other warlock, and the avid ones that Willowmere was not the place for their shenanigans.”

I thought, maybe, it would have been nice if someone had explained that to me in the first place — then I realized it was pretty much what I’d been planning to do anyway until Sam asked me to mark her at the Solstice. Well, I really hadn’t been planning anything at all, but I certainly hadn’t been planning to mark anyone while at school.

I also realized that it wouldn’t have mattered if someone had told me. If I’d known when Sam asked me, would I have told her to wait until summer? No, for more than one reason.

“I’ll be fielding calls from mothers for the next month, thanks to you two — all of them, I assure you, entirely convinced that the difference between at Willowmere and on Solstice break is every bit as specious as you seem to think it isn’t.”

She sighed, then turned her gaze on Mel.

“I will not be opening the cottages for them, the board would never stand for it so soon after a warlock was admitted. Perhaps next year,” she said, “if he’s marked another witch into his coven and they need more space.” She glared at me. “Over the summer, not at Willowmere.”

Mel started to say something, but Prima Rosethorn held up a hand.

“Nor will we be admitting the two warlocks from independent Families who’ve applied for next year — I’d have to take that to the board and they’d need extraordinary circumstances to approve such a thing.” She glared at me and Sam again. “Perhaps if we can have an uneventful semester I might be able to push them, but the major Families still have a majority on the board.” She sighed and looked back at Mel. “These things take time, Melaina.”

“Should they?”

“When the majority of the school’s board is from those same Families and they’ve been gnawing at Willowmere’s neutrality and independence already? Yes. I know your penchant for jumping in and breaking things so that you might put them back together to your preference, Melaina, yet I would prefer this school not be broken.”

“Perhaps it already is — and if the board is the cause of that, perhaps it’s time for a new board.”

Prima Rosethorn snorted. “Much as I would love that, there’s no cause.”

She looked back at me. “Do you understand and agree? No other witch is to be bound to your coven until after the school term ends?”

I nodded. “Yes, Prima.”

I had Sam — that was more than enough for anyone.

Prima Rosethorn pursed her lips. “I believe I’ll ask for an oath on it.”

“Evelina —”

“It’s not unreasonable of me, Melaina, given what these two have already done. I should have asked for it at the start of the year, and saved myself no end of trouble. Besides, if I can tell the mothers, both the fearful and persistent, that an oath’s been sworn, it will both alleviate their concerns and provide a bit of protection.” She turned back to me and Sam. “Will you swear an oath, Magellus Ashe? Don’t swear it yet, but tell me what it will be — let us see how much you learned in class last semester.”

I thought about it, sniffing. Would the Prima keep potted plants in her desk drawers for some reason?

I couldn’t just swear not to mark someone — that would mean I couldn’t resist if one of the girls really did drag me into a closet — and a blanket “I won’t do that” didn’t feel right to me. I thought about back in October when Sam had nearly died — what if I’d sworn an oath like that before? Without Mel there to distract me, I would have marked Sam right then — would an oath not to have kept me from even starting the process and draining the wild mana she’d been generating?

I frowned and took a deep breath. I wasn’t swearing it yet, just telling the Prima what I would swear to, so it wasn’t binding yet if I screwed up.

“An it bring harm to no other,” I said, “I will instigate the binding of no witch until after the end of the current semester.”

Prima Rosethorn’s eyes narrowed. “Have you been tutoring him?” she asked Mel.

Mel shook her head, chuckling. “It’s not my handiwork — he must have been listening closely to Magistra Cassian’s lectures on ritual bindings.”

“The instigate bit will allow him to resist,” Prima Rosethorn said. “I’ll trust you, Magellus Ashe, not to ask a witch to start things?”

“I won’t, Prima.”

“Why the harm-phrase?”

I glanced at Sam. “If I’d just sworn not to bind a witch to my coven at the start of the year, would it have kept me from helping Sam?”

“It might have,” Prima Rosethorn agreed. “Or, at least, warned you in some way — though I do hope we wouldn’t have a second incident like that in the same year. Melaina?”

Mel shrugged. “I have no objection.”

“Very well, Magellus Ashe, swear the oath.”

I took a deep breath — my first oath as a warlock and it was to not have sex with anyone but Sam for the rest of the semester. A fair trade.

“An it bring harm to no other,” I said, “I will instigate the binding of no witch until after the end of the current semester. I swear it by my Power, by my Grove, and by the Goddess who guides me.”

I wasn’t sure why I said that last part — only that all the witches seemed to add their own take on things, and maybe it was more like a plea. I sure could use some guidance. “That’s all,” Prima Rosethorn said, nodding and waving at the door.

I had a little trouble standing, so offering a hand to Sam as she rose was half so I’d have someone to lean on too. We nodded to the Prima, then headed for the door.

“Oh, Magellus Ashe,” Prima Rosethorn said, stopping us. “I’m quite glad you enjoy Magistra Cassian’s class. I fought quite the battle with the board to bring her here — it’s satisfying to see she’s having an effect on some of the students, at least.”


CHAPTER EIGHT




Sam held my hand tightly all the way back to our room — that got us some stares and whispers, which I was almost grateful for because it made it seem like Willowmere was Willowmere again.

I sat on my bed — which meant Sam sat beside me, because that’s where my hand was and she gave every indication of not letting go any time soon — and took a couple deep breaths, letting the last one out with a long whoosh.

I took a moment to wonder where those words had come from — I believed them, entirely believed them, but before now they’d just been feelings, not really conscious thoughts, and I was a little angry at myself for saying I loved Sam like that.

I did — with all my heart — but I hadn’t wanted to tell her that yet. It was a lot of pressure to put on her when I knew she couldn’t say it back, and I thought there was probably a better place and time to do it than in the Prima’s office when we were wondering if we’d be expelled from school.

I’d have to talk to her about it and reassure her that I didn’t expect her to reciprocate my feelings — she cared about me, I knew that, and that was enough for me. A coven was thirteen girls, after all, and the most I could reasonably expect was that we’d like each other a lot, not necessarily all be in love. Maybe — I didn’t like that idea, but was it even possible to love thirteen people like that?

That could wait until later, though. I thought we were both a little emotionally drained after what we’d just been through — I knew I was.

Still, the silence was dragging on and we needed to talk about something.

“What are the cottages?” I asked. “And why would Prima Rosethorn open them for us? Or not, I guess.”

Sam took a deep breath and leaned into me, putting her head on my shoulder.

“There are a bunch of cottages in the woods behind the classroom building,” she said softly. “That’s where the teachers who are in the school coven live — and the student covens used to.”

“Student covens?”

Sam nodded. “Yeah, you were right about that — it used to happen, not a lot, but enough for them to build the cottages instead of trying to stuff a whole coven in one of these rooms. I think there was some talk about renovating them for the senior girls a few years ago, but it didn’t go anywhere.” She sniffed. “They’re old and in rough shape, I guess — the last one was built in the early 1800s.”

She sniffed again.

“Are you okay?” I asked.

Sam nodded quickly. “Yeah.” She stood up. “I just need to blow my nose.”

She got up and went into the bathroom, closing the door, and a few minutes later I heard the shower come on — which was weird, because Sam hadn’t showered alone since the Solstice. Instead she dragged me in with her, even if we were in a hurry and didn’t have time to do anything more than soap each other up a little.

I thought about flipping the mental switch that let me see mana and checking her out with the cheat codes, but that seemed like an invasion of her privacy right now. If she wanted to shower alone to think something through that was her choice, and I figured she’d talk to me about whatever it was if she wanted to — Sam wasn’t exactly shy about expressing her feelings.

I laid down on my bed and closed my eyes, concentrating on my breathing and practicing cycling mana from one resonant store to another. It was a technique Mel had taught me early on to keep things balanced — when one store had more mana than the others, it had a greater effect on the warlock, or witch, and could influence their personality and behavior. For instance, if my Lust resonant was significantly fuller than the others, then I’d get horny. Really horny. Sometimes uncontrollably horny to the point where I’d once been about five seconds away from trying to bend Mel over her kitchen island.

I don’t think that would have gone well for me.

Keeping things in balance evened things out, and cycling mana through my stores like this let me get some experience about what each one felt like if it was too much fuller than the others, so I could recognize the effects and balance them instead of being controlled by them. It was something only warlocks could do, because we refined the mana we absorbed — meaning it was no longer associated strictly with what generated it, so could fill any resonant store.

Witches had to balance themselves by generating mana, experiencing whatever would fill their stores. Maybe that was why the witches seemed a lot more moody than warlocks — well, moodier than guys in general, since I hadn’t really met any other warlocks to make the comparison. The witches, especially if they had one resonant significantly worse than the other, wound up with the easier, or just better, one filled all the time and needed a warlock to harvest what’s in their stores and then push the refined mana back evenly.

I thought I had a pretty good handle on when things were out of balance for me, but still tried to practice regularly and keep fresh on how to spot a problem. Lust was honestly the least of my worries, but if my Pain resonant got fuller than the others, I started getting these urges to hurt someone. Like, really hurt someone, not the kind of fun Sam and I had started playing with. And if my Control resonant started … taking control? Well, then I felt like taking charge and giving orders.

I didn’t like those two — they scared me a little — so I tried to keep my Lust resonant filled more than the others.

That had been sheer torture before the Solstice and finally marking Sam into my coven, but it was a huge benefit now.

Sam’s only resonant had been Love, romantic love she’d always thought she couldn’t have, before she’d taken too much of a potion meant to increase her power and I’d had to open up her other resonants to keep her from dying. That gave her Lust and Pain, too, since opening them up had to mirror two of mine.

So Love was something she couldn’t fill and Pain, by itself, was something no one would want to fill — which left Lust, and she’d been jumping me every chance she got. I sometimes had to cycle a little more into my own Lust store, just to keep up with her.

I heard the shower cut off, then silence, so I knew she’d be in there a little longer drying her hair, but then her phone started ringing.

I frowned.

The only person I could remember calling her was Morgan back before I had a phone, but Morgan had my own number now, so there was no reason for her to call Sam.

I rolled out of bed and took a look at the screen to see who was calling.

Shit.

I hurried to the bathroom door and knocked, calling out, “Sam! Your mom’s calling you!”

The bathroom door opened. Sam was wrapped in a towel with her hair still mostly wet. I got out of her way so she could go to her still-ringing phone.

She stared at it.

“You can let it go to voicemail and call her back,” I suggested. “If you’re not ready to —”

“No.”

She picked up the phone and tapped it a couple times.

“Hello?”

“Is it true?” I heard her mother ask through the speaker Sam had turned on when answering.

“Is what true?”

“Did you fail to mark that feral?”

“Feral” was the term witches used for warlocks who weren’t part of their Families. It was sort of offensive, but I didn’t really care because I had no respect for Samantha’s mother anyway. Not since I’d heard how she treated Sam.

When she’d found out Sam only had one resonant, she hadn’t hugged her daughter again until last October when I’d opened up Sam’s other two. Sam was seven years old when they found out she was a onesie. Then in an attempt to be sure Sam’s single resonant could generate mana, or something, she’d tried to get Sam to fall in love with someone … at twelve.

Honestly, if it came down to a choice between eating a shit sandwich and saving Sororix Prescott from a bloody, painful death — I’d order two.

“Did you fail to mark him?” Sam’s mother repeated.

“I didn’t even try,” Sam said.

“Samantha!”

“I’m sorry, Sororix Prescott, but I have my own coven now, independent of the Prescotts, so it’s properly Sororix Ashe if you want to address me — something I can’t imagine you should ever need to do again.”

She tapped at the phone again, hanging up the call, then frowned.

“How do you block someone on these things?” she asked.

A couple taps and we figured it out together, then Sam tossed her phone on her desk and took a deep breath, letting it out slowly.

“That felt … really, really good.”

I wrapped my arms around her from behind, ignoring the damp hair soaking my shirt. She’d said it felt good, so I wasn’t going to ask if she was okay — and I couldn’t see any really negative emotions in the mana she was generating now.

Yeah, I checked — the call from her mom was serious enough that I wanted to be sure she was okay.

“Ashe?” I asked instead.

Sam nodded. “Covens take a family name, usually the high priestess’ — we’re certainly not going to use hers.”

“I like it,” I said, kissing her neck.

She turned in my arms and met my lips with hers.

“I do, too,” she whispered when the kiss was done, and put her head on my chest.

After a minute of just enjoying the feel of this incredible, beautiful witch pressed against me, my stomach growled and I sighed. I could see the clock on my desk and it was almost time for dinner, which was the one meal where everyone had to come at the same time. If we missed it, there’d be nothing until breakfast the next morning, and I realized we’d both missed lunch.

“Ready to get some food?” I asked.

Sam nodded. “I’m starving.”


CHAPTER NINE




In the time since Sam and I had arrived on campus, where no one paid any particular attention to us, and entering the cafeteria for dinner, the Willowmere rumor mill had done it’s work in full and the stares and whispers were dialed up to eleven.

Or maybe it was that I had my arms wrapped around Sam while we moved through the cafeteria line and she kept turning her face up to mine demanding a kiss.

Could be either one — who knows?

“How do you think your mom found out?” I asked.

It had been only two weeks since the Solstice — or, as I’d drunkenly called it once and Sam now used on a regular basis, the Event of the Solstice — and Sam hadn’t been home or even talked to her mother. Scratch that — she hadn’t been back to her former Family’s compound since. Home was now with me at Mel’s.

Sam shrugged. “Prima Rosethorn probably called her after we left. I’m sure there’s some notification necessary now that that woman’s not allowed to have any say in what I do here.”

We got our trays and silverware and shuffled our way along the food line with the rest of the students.

There was roast beef tonight, so I got that with mashed potatoes, gravy, and a side of buttered corn, but I barely noticed my own plate as I watched Sam go through the line.

Last semester her meals were salads, fish, or anything light — now…

“Chicken fingers, please … fries? Thank you. Oh, could I get some onion rings, too? Thanks. Just a little bit of the mac and cheese? A little more? Perfect, thanks!”

The dessert table had cheesecake, so I took one — Sam took two.

“What?” she asked when she noticed me watching. “I’m working on a calorie deficit here — and you better keep it that way.”

“I’ll do my best,” I promised.

We were the first to arrive at the onesies table — an out of the way table at the back of the cafeteria where the witches with one resonant sat, because even magic school has stupid cliques and bullies. The onesies were looked down upon and picked on, but that didn’t apply to Sam anymore and never had to me, since I was a trinitara warlock with three resonants, but it was where all of our friends sat, so we’d never changed.

What changed from last semester was that Sam sat next to me, instead of across from me, so she could press her body against mine, which I wasn’t about to complain about.

The two dark-haired sisters, Hannah and Brittany, arrived at the table next and sat across from us. The pair looked enough alike to be twins, except that Hannah was a senior and Brittany was in her first year like Sam and me, so Hannah had a more developed figure, while Brittany still had a bit of a coltish look about her.

They didn’t even take a bite of food before they eagerly leaned toward Sam.

“Is it true?”

Sam nodded, grinning.

“Oh, congratulations!” Brittany squealed.

“I’m so happy for you! But how did you not get expelled?”

All of this was directed at Sam, as though I wasn’t there at all. After not seeing us for two weeks, the girls hadn’t even said hello — which I was perfectly okay with, because Sam was practically glowing as she answered them.

“We were on break, so we weren’t under Prima Rosethorn’s authority, and there’s no school rule that says we can’t attend just for being in a coven.”

“So you decided over break and then just did it? That’s quick.”

Sam shook her head. “No, we decided right after I took that stupid potion, we just had to wait until the Solstice.”

“And you didn’t tell us?”

“I couldn’t — if Sororix Prescott found out I wasn’t even going to try to mark Noah she’d have tried to stop it.”

I noticed Sam had completely stopped calling her mother “mom” or even referring to her as “mother”, and I made a mental note to do the same.

“Oh. Yeah, that would have been bad.”

“Hey, everybody — hi, Noah.”

While I’d been busy being ignored by the girls, the fifth member of our little group arrived.

Rachel was just a little taller than Sam with shoulder-length dark hair and gentle, brown eyes. She had an oval face, with almond shaped eyes and a petite, slightly upturned nose that complimented her delicate features. I knew she had a wonderful, warm smile, but we rarely saw it because she was so shy — her resonant was Passion and she had to keep a tight lid on her emotions, otherwise it would overfill her resonant, and without a warlock or enough magic use to drain the mana, it could be painful for her.

The only times I’d seen her get worked up were at the witches’ favorite sport, spellstick, and when she was defending one of her friends — something she almost never did for herself alone.

Rachel hesitated with her tray for a second, as though trying to decide where to sit, then took the open space next to me.

I had to grin at her hesitation. Last semester Sam had become certain the shy little witch had a crush on me, something confirmed when Rachel accidentally gave Sam a love potion she meant for me. It was a weak potion that would only work if there were already feelings there — because of the dangers of the Passion resonant that ran in their Family she’d spent all her life thinking the first man she met would be her warlock, so meeting me had brought up a lot of confusing thoughts and feelings in her.

The thing was … the love potion had affected Sam, which meant she had feelings for Rachel that the potion could work on, and that confused the other girl even more.

We’d worked things out and were now all close friends — close to the point that Mel had asked if Rachel was the next witch I’d be bringing into my coven. I was open to that, even enthusiastic, but I didn’t want to rush things, and decided to see what developed — which didn’t mean I wasn’t going to tease the shy girl a little.

“Hi, Rachel — and thanks for saying hello after not seeing me for two weeks. That’s more than those two did — at least somebody loves me.”

Rachel flushed bright red and hung her head as though that would keep everyone from noticing.

“Aw, did the big, bad warlock get his feelings hurt?” Hannah asked.

I grunted, secretly thrilled that the older witch felt comfortable enough to tease me after last semester. When we’d first met she’d been as scared of me as most of the witches at Willowmere, because I was a scary feral, a warlock not raised in the Families. Then later, when she’d found out about my Control resonant, she’d been terrified — it had taken a pretty blunt lecture from Sam to get her over that.

“Well, tough,” Brittany said. “Sam just got bound, so you don’t matter right now.”

“Sam got bound?” Rachel asked. “To who?”

The other girls went silent and stared at Rachel, who went even redder than when I’d teased her.

“Oh.”

“Yeah, ‘oh,’” Sam said, grinning. “You think I’ve got a spare warlock in my pocket?”

“I was just surprised,” Rachel murmured.

“It’s okay, Rachel.” I gave her a quick hug.

“Anyway,” Brittany said, turning her attention back to Sam, “tell us all about it.”

“Yeah,” Hannah agreed. “Details.”

Since “it” consisted of a night of phenomenal sex and the even more intimate connection of our resonants, I got a little uncomfortable.

“Um, I’m right here,” I said.

“What difference does that make?”

“It’s a little personal, don’t you think?”

“This is a girl thing — you don’t matter.”

“I’m the one she got bound to!” I protested.

“So?”

“Hmph,” Sam said. “Fine. I’ll tell you guys later.”

The rest of the meal was silent and quick, as the girls seemed to be shoveling food into their mouths to get to Sam’s story quicker. Once finished, we all got up and left the cafeteria as a group.

“Are we going to your room?” Brittany asked.

“Let’s use one of the rec rooms,” Sam suggested. “There’s more space for this many people.”

“I’ll wait for you in our room,” I said, leaning over to give Sam a kiss.

Sam’s eyes got wide and she put a hand on my chest. “Wait, I didn’t think this through.”

“What?”

“If we go to a rec room and you go to our room, you and I won’t be together.”

I nodded. “Yeah?”

“I don’t want to be not-together. We’re going to have to be not-together when classes start and I don’t want to waste the time we have together before we have to be not-together.”

I blinked a couple times while I parsed that.

“Okay,” I suggested, “so let’s go upstairs and you can tell the girls … whatever it is you’re going to tell them, later.”

I really didn’t want to think about what she was going to tell the girls. I knew she was going to do it, because … girls, but I wanted absolutely no knowledge of what they were going to talk about.

“No!” Hannah and Brittany practically yelled together. “We want to know now!”

At least Rachel wasn’t insisting, but she still looked anxious to hear.

“I’ve got an idea.” Sam took my arm and pulled. “Come on.”

“Sam, I really don’t want to hear this — I know you guys are going to talk, but I don’t want to be there for it.”

Sam’s face completely changed. First, it went blank, then her brow furrowed, then, ever so slowly, her lower lip came out in an adorable pout.

“You want to be not-together with me?”

It was a complete act. I knew it was a complete act. It was even a bad act, because it was so fucking obvious it was an act.

Apparently, there was some deeply ingrained guy-instinct that made none of that matter in the face of pouty-lips.

“Fine,” I said. Maybe I could have her rub my shoulders while I covered my ears with my hands or something.

Sam’s face brightened into a smile, then she gave me a quick kiss and pulled me toward one of the rec rooms.

“Wow,” Hannah said. “I need to learn that one.”

The bottom floor of the dorm building had several rec rooms. The one Sam led us to had a round table with a few chairs, a big TV on one wall with a game console below it, a couple bean bags, and near the game console were three of those floor chairs that were basically just a cushion with a back that sat right on the floor.

Sam dragged me over to those and pushed me down into one, then handed me a game controller and one of the headsets that were there for anyone who didn’t have their own. Then she popped a game she knew I liked into the console.

“There,” she said. “Problem solved.”

I started adjusting the headset while Sam plopped herself into my lap, facing me with her legs wrapped around me and the chair back while the other girls dragged bean bags over to sit behind me.

“So,” Sam said, resting her chin on my shoulder to talk to the girls behind me. “What do you want me to start with? Size or technique?”

I slammed the headset over my ears and turned up the game’s volume.


CHAPTER TEN




I almost didn’t want to get out of the shower.

Willowmere had a seemingly endless supply of hot water — maybe those instant-on heaters or maybe just magic — and standing there with my head down, letting the hot water stream over me, stinging a little in places that weren’t used to it, seemed to melt away the remnants of a very stressful day.

The only thing that would have made it better was if Sam was in the shower with me, but she’d gone into the bathroom alone again. Something was clearly bothering her, despite all the laughter and shrieks of amusement that had managed to get through my headphones down in the rec room.

I also thought staying in the shower longer might give Sam more time to deal with whatever was bothering her — maybe get to the point where she’d talk to me about it — but it was nearly lights-out time and I had a feeling the school wouldn’t let me stay in the shower past then. The water would probably turn icy cold the second the lights-out announcement was made, or something worse.

So I reluctantly shut the shower off, grabbed my towel and dried, then opened the bathroom door to find the room lights mostly out — only the little reading light at the head of my bed was on.

And Sam had opened the fucking window, so it was freezing.

I hurried toward my bed. I had pajamas there, but if the last couple weeks held true, I wouldn’t be needing them for a while — then I saw Sam in my bed, which answered one of the pending questions.

Our room had two twin beds and we couldn’t push them together or anything — doing that would block the entry hallway and we’d have to clamber over the bed to get to and from our desks near the window — and we hadn’t had time to talk about what we were doing about that. Try to cram ourselves together into one twin or sleep separately?

Since Sam was in my bed, I figured she’d decided on us sleeping there, since she didn’t like to move much after we’d finished the evening’s activities.

Then I frowned, because I saw she had her pajamas on already — not the typical start to those activities.

Well, I thought, it’s been a long day with lots of stuff.

Maybe a night off and a good rest would be best. I was honestly feeling a little worn out myself, so I took the cue and quickly slipped my own pajamas on, then slid under the covers with her.

Sam slid smoothly into my arms and put her face in my chest.

“Can you just hold me tonight?” she whispered.

I gave her a little squeeze and kissed the top of her head — her hair smelled fresh and clean, with just a hint of strawberry from her shampoo.

“Always,” I assured her.

I turned out the reading light and closed my eyes, idly rubbing Sam’s back with the arm she wasn’t laying on. She nestled closer to me and sighed, then her breathing got deeper, but I knew she wasn’t sleeping, because I was cheating and watching her mana generation. Privacy was one thing, but so upset she didn’t want sex? That was serious.

There was a lot going on there.

Aside from my body tingling as I absorbed what she was shedding, I didn’t recognize most of it. They were murky colors, though, not the bright ones I’d come to associate with positive emotions and experiences. There was something wrong, but it didn’t feel like she wanted to talk about it yet — if she did, she’d be doing it. Sam wasn’t one to hold things in, and there was so much going on in her emotions that I knew this had to be something big, so I just held her, rubbed her back, and waited.

“I’m sorry,” Sam whispered.

Now I was even more worried, because that hadn’t been a little sorry or even a medium sorry, it sounded way worse and I couldn’t think of anything she might think she’d done wrong.

“Why?” I asked.

I felt her jaw work against my chest like she was swallowing.

“For not being able to love you.”

Well, shit. I’d had a feeling saying that in Prima Rosethorn’s office was going to come back and bite me somehow. And it wasn’t something I could brush off with, “Oh, it’s okay” or some shit, because anyone would know that wasn’t the truth. Yeah, it did hurt a little — maybe more than a little, if I let myself be honest.

“Hey, I knew going in that I didn’t have the right parts for —”

“Shut up.” Sam poked me in the stomach. “Love’s not about parts, and even if it was, the coven bond’s enough to make up for that.”

I shut up and waited.

“I’ve tried. I should — there’s every reason I should. I made a stupid list over the summer when I was thirteen and except for the ‘parts’, you’re fucking it, everything I wanted … everything I dreamed of and so much more, but I can’t feel it.” She sniffed loudly. “You love me. I know it — I can see it.”

She traced a finger across my chest, following, I assumed, some thread of even the little bit of mana a warlock generated.

Her finger started tracing more and more lines, but I didn’t bother to look, because I was too busy listening.

“I’m sitting here telling you I can’t love you and you’re not even mad — you’re just worried about me and loving me more.”

She sobbed and I held her tighter until she calmed.

“I think I’m broken,” she whispered.

“You’re not broken,” I told her, but I don’t think I believed it. Was it possible? What could a whole life of thinking you’d never find love do to someone? What would being forced to try when you were a child do? What might the constant pressure from your mother to find that do? Make it harder? Impossible?

“I must be,” she went on. “When you’re not touching me I feel like a part of me is missing. When I see something funny or special and you’re not there to share it … it’s nothing until I show you. You make me feel safe and protected and secure for the first time in my fucking life. And happy? I’ve been happier since I met you than ever in my life and it just keeps growing — not just the sex, just being with you. Every day, more and more.”

She took a few deep, shuddering breaths.

“I’ve tried,” she whispered. “I’ve really tried, but even when you’re making me feel the happiest, the most loved I’ve ever felt in my life, I look inside and … there’s nothing. I’m just empty. What if I can’t feel that, Noah? What if I never can?”

“Hey, we’ve still got twelve spots in our coven to fill, that’s twelve chances to —”

“You’re not listening! Goddess, stop being so fixated on me liking boobs — that’s not it. It hasn’t been it for a long time. I don’t want to love someone else. I don’t care if I could love the whole fucking coven! The whole fucking school. I want to love you!”

Okay, yeah, that had been a stupid thing to say. Maybe I had been using Sam liking girls as an excuse — something to ease the situation in my head. I mean, that wasn’t something I could control, right? If she didn’t love me because I didn’t have boobs, that was one thing, but once that didn’t matter?

I was suddenly regretting the cheat codes, being able to see what Sam was feeling through the mana she generated, because if I didn’t know about mana, had never had this world opened up to me, and a girl had told me everything Sam just had about how she felt about me?

I’d be sure she loved me.

I didn’t see how Sam could be feeling those things and not generate that kind of mana. Wasn’t the mana supposed to come from everything we feel? If it was, then where was hers?

“‘For a long time?’” I asked. I needed a couple minutes to think … and I was curious.

“Seriously?”

“I’m curious now.”

“You first.”

I chuckled. “I asked you first.”

“Right,” Sam said. “You brought it up, so you have to answer first.”

“I don’t think that’s the way it works.”

“It does tonight. So when?”

“When what?”

Sam sighed. “When did you start feeling that way about me.”

“What way?” I wanted her to say what she was asking, clearly.

A heavier sigh. “When did you realize you … loved me?”

It was hard for her to say. I think she had as much trouble accepting that I loved her as she seemed to be having feeling it — but that was part of what her resonant needed. She had to both love someone and believe she was loved in return. I decided I wasn’t going to let her not feel that. I’d been hesitant about telling her I loved her because I didn’t want her to feel pressured or guilty about saying it back, but now I thought that might have been a mistake.

“When you took the potion,” I said.

“What?”

I nodded. “Seeing you like that, hearing Mel and Prima Rosethorn talk about how much danger you were in — I realized how scared I was of losing you. I couldn’t bear to feel that. I couldn’t imagine being without you.” I paused. “Even if it would just last the few milliseconds until you blew me up.”

Sam snort-laughed. “Fuck. You’re the only one who can make me do that.”

“Snort?”

“Stop it!” she snorted again, then sniffed. “Make me laugh when I’m upset.”

“So — you? When did you start feeling the way you just said?”

Sam took a deep breath. “Samhain Eve,” she said finally.

“Yeah? Not when I risked my life to save yours?”

Sam shook her head. “Nah, you owed me that.”

“How do you figure?”

“If you’d given me normal essence for the potion instead of that triple-strength trinitara juice I’d have been fine.”

Now it was my turn to laugh. “So what happened on Samhain Eve?”

Sam was quiet for a minute again. “Rachel.”

I waited. Sam knew she’d have to elaborate, so I knew I didn’t have to push her.

“You should have been so mad at her for trying to give you a love potion — or tried to take advantage of it. You probably could have started your coven with her that night, you know?”

I shrugged. Maybe? I could see it going that way if I’d pursued it.

“Instead, you were just worried about her. You made sure she was okay. Then you made sure she and I were okay. It was … it was like we were already a coven and you were taking care of us.” She giggled. “And then you asked me to sleep naked.”

“I was drunk!”

“You were very drunk.”

“So were you.”

“I know.” She took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “Goddess, I can’t believe I went along with that. But it was so much fun tormenting you.” She giggled again. “I thought you were going to explode.”

“I almost did.”

Sam was silent for a few seconds.

“And that’s a big part of it. I did some pretty horrible things to you, teasing … but you just laughed with me. You get me and I don’t think anyone ever has before. I just … started thinking about you. Not the … you know, sex part — that sort of grossed me out —”

“Hey!”

Sam shrugged. “Not any more — but I wasn’t thinking about that. I was thinking about … everything else.” She sniffed again. “Who I want in my life. Who I want to run to when I’m happy and sad and scared … everything. And that’s you. It’s only you and it’s only gotten stronger, and I hate it so much.”

“Why?”

“I’m scared, Noah. I’m terrified of us filling our coven.”

“Why?”

“Twelve more spots? Twelve more girls? None of them will be broken like me. All of them are going to love you — there’s no way they couldn’t. They’ll all be able to give you … what I can’t. I’m scared you won’t love me anymore, that I’ll get pushed to the side. I’ve only just had a little time knowing you love me and … it’ll be gone. I’ll just be the littlest onesie again, left out and —”

“Stop,” I said, shivering because the breeze through the window had picked up and it was damn cold out there — it even smelled like snow was coming … and fresh cut grass, but who the hell would be mowing the lawn the first week of January?

I wormed my hand between us and under Sam’s chin, pushing up even though she resisted.

“Look at me.”

“Don’t wanna,” she whispered, shaking her head.

“Look at me,” I said, pushing harder, and her head came up. Her eyes were glistening with unshed tears and her face was wet with those that came before.

“I love you, Sam. It is not a trade. I loved you when I thought you’d never love me back and I love you even more now that I know it’s possible — no,” I interrupted her as she tried to object. “My turn to talk. I love you — unconditionally — and nothing will change that.” I pursed my lips. “Well, maybe if you start acting like Cassandra.” I shook my head. “No, if you do that I’ll just spank you.”

Sam made a noise halfway between a sob and a laugh.

“Promise?”

“What? That I’ll always love you or that I’ll spank you?”

Sam bit her lip. “Yes?”

“Yeah, I promise.” I kissed her forehead. She settled against me and took a couple deep breaths. I did too. “Sam, I think we should talk to Mel about this.”

“What?”

“Yeah.” I stroked her hair gently. “Look, if we were mundanes and knew absolutely nothing about magic or mana generation and you told me all of that about how you feel about me? I would be absolutely certain that you loved me. Not a single doubt.”

“Really?”

“Yeah, you don’t think so?”

She shrugged. “How would I know? I’ve never been in love with anyone before.”

I nodded, more sure than ever, but I didn’t think Sam would feel better until she started generating mana that filled her Love resonant — the witches were so fixated on that.

“Maybe … things are plugged up,” I suggested. “Maybe we need to, I don’t know, rotorooter your resonant or something.”

“Ew!”

I shrugged. “All I know for sure is that I love you and we’ll figure this out together.”


CHAPTER ELEVEN




“Aw, fuck,” I muttered, looking around the sunlit forest. “Again?”

“Still, lad,” a voice behind me said and I sighed, turning around to see Viera, the Crone aspect of the witches’ Goddess. “‘Again’ would suggest we’d ever stopped with you.”

Viera was everything you might think of when you heard “Crone” — for all I know, she might be where the word came from in the first place.

Old, grey, wrinkled, hunched — everything.

And cranky.

“Fine, still, whatever.” I took a deep breath, then frowned — the air was filled with the scent of dark, rich earth and I had a sudden thought. “Are you why I keep smelling shit?”

Viera straightened a bit from her normally hunched posture and narrowed her eyes. I gulped, realizing what I’d just said, and who I’d said it to.

“That’s … not what I meant to say.”

“Indeed?”

It sucked and pissed me off a little that I couldn’t remember these dreams when I was awake. Or not dreams, I guess, but visions? Visitations? Whatever, but it was only here that I could remember them and that meant it was only here I could make the connection between the scents each of the Goddess’ aspects had here and smelling those same things when I was awake.

“I meant shit in the … you know, general, descriptive sense?”

“The word you’re looking for is ‘dysphemism,’ lad, unless you’d like me to send you back smelling of something yourself.”

I decided to shut up and follow Viera into the Grove, where we stood next to the waist-high stone block of the altar.

“The scents are likely how you perceive our presence,” Viera said, leaning her hip against the stone but not sitting. “What is it you smell?”

I didn’t think dirt would be taken much better than shit, so I decided to misunderstand and go with someone other than her.

“Um, I guess, like Aurora always smells like fresh cut grass?”

The Crone sighed. “I don’t think that girl has ever met a shoe she didn’t despise — always running about barefoot in the grass. You can’t imagine the stains on the rugs — and how Idalia manages to keep her bedding clean, I can’t fathom.”

I had to pause at the implications of that — apparently the aspects of the Goddess all shared a house together and The Mother did the laundry?

“What about the rest of us?” Viera asked.

“Well, Aveline, I guess, smells like flowers?”

Viera grunted. “That’s appropriate — spreading her petals for every passing bee.” She snorted. “‘Maiden?’ A likely story — the girl’s not been a maid since Rome fell. And?”

“Um, fresh-baked bread for Idalia.”

Viera nodded. “She is a wonderful cook — though I wish she’d use a bit more spice in things. Aged taste buds, you know?”

“Great!” I put in before she could ask. “So what do you need from me now? Another geas or something?”

Previous visits with the Goddess’ aspects had resulted in them each putting a geas on me.

Viera wanted her children, the witches, back, saying they’d strayed — which I particularly agreed with. The Maiden, Aveline, wanted her girls, the witches, to start having fun again. Idalia, The Mother, wanted me to live a life full of joy — which was nice until she wanted me to also bring that to her children, again the witches. Aurora, The Child, said there was someone who misunderstood her once and I should tell her that Aurora wouldn’t do that.

Not a one of them had suggested how I should accomplish these things.

“Not so fast, lad,” Viera said, “you’ve left someone out, haven’t you?”

I sighed. Fine, let’s get it over with.

“Dirt,” I said, closing my eyes so I wouldn’t see whatever the powerful witch Goddess was about to do to me.

Please don’t let it be a toad, I begged. Sam would probably dissect me if I came back as a toad.

Instead of the blast of magic I was expecting, The Crone laughed — and not even her typical cackle, it was a real laugh.

“Don’t look so fearful, lad,” she said, “we’ve no delusions about what we are — and it’s not as though it’s dirt of the grave I give off. You’ll find as you age that a bit of gardening will do you well — reminds one of life’s cycles, it does.”

I cracked one eye open to be sure it wasn’t some trick, but The Crone was actually smiling, with a faraway look in her eyes.

“Gardening?” I asked.

I suppose it made sense that the witches’ Goddess would have … hobbies? They were thousands of years old, after all, and probably needed some way to pass the time.

“Mostly vegetables and fruit,” Viera said, nodding, “I’ve some wonderful cherry trees, but flowers as well. You should see my hydrangeas.” She frowned. “Might be time to change, though — only so much one can do with a hydrangea. Maybe give tulips another go — been since sixteen…” Her brow furrowed. “…thirty-six?” The Crone nodded. “Aye, maybe tulips … probably won’t happen again.”

I stayed quiet, wondering what the hell happened the last time The Crone decided she wanted tulips, but decided not to ask.

Instead, I thought about the times I’d smelled those things when I was awake. Were the Goddess’ aspects controlling or influencing me somehow?

I didn’t think it was control — maybe they nudged things or gave me something I didn’t have. Maybe Viera had given me the words I’d used in Prima Rosethorn’s office, but they weren’t anything I didn’t feel.

And the most important time?

Sam on the school infirmary’s exam table, wild mana roiling like a storm inside her, and me trying to drain that wild mana from her, feeling like I couldn’t take any more and would explode myself — then those scents, strong enough I thought I was having a stroke, and the feel of hands comforting and supporting me. Giving me the strength to save her.

“Thank you,” I said.

I figured I didn’t have to say for what — she was a freaking Goddess, after all.

“You’re welcome, lad.” The Crone actually smiled a little.

“Can you help her now? Is that why you brought me here?”

Viera shook her head. “That’s your task.”

“How?”

“You know the answer I’ll give to that.”

I sighed. “Can I at least start remembering these … dreams, visits, whatever?”

Another head shake. “There are rules.”

I grumbled, but it wasn’t as though I was likely to win an argument with The Crone, and I suspected I’d get no answer to whose rules and why, in any case.

“Why the visit then?”

Viera looked away. “Can’t an old woman stop by for a chat?”

Now I was worried, because Viera was acting so strangely.

The last time I’d met her and resisted following her to the clearing, she’d threatened to grab me by the dick and drag me there — now she was being … nice.

“There’s going to be some shit going down, isn’t there?” I asked.

Viera chuckled and shrugged.

I sighed. “Fine, what is it?”

“What’s what, lad?” Viera asked. “You’re babbling.”

“What’s going to happen?”

The Crone frowned, but it was done almost comically — quite unlike the other frowns I’d seen on her face, which tended to leave one frozen at an eight on a scale from zero to gorgon. Now I knew something was up.

“Are you asking me for the future, lad? Can’t do that, not at all. Rules, you know.”

“You can bring me here and tell me something’s going to happen, but not what?”

Viera’s frown shifted to an equally exaggerated look of wide-eyed innocence.

“Whatever do you mean, lad? I’ve said nothing about happenings. Just stopped by to see how you were doing. Checking in is all. See if you had any questions.”

I snorted. I had questions, but the Goddess’ aspects rarely gave answers — the idea that Viera had brought me here to answer any was laughable.

“Right,” I said, sighing. “You know, I really don’t see the point of you dragging me here to tell me something’s not up when I won’t even remember that it’s not-up once I’m awake.”

“You might not remember what we say here, lad, but the knowledge is still there in your head. Everything we say here will stay with you, should you choose to pay attention.” She chuckled. “Those little feelings we get? The itches between our shoulder blades? All things you don’t know you know.” She paused. “Not that there’s anything to know that I know about, of course. I’ve only stopped by to see that you’re well, after all. All good? Healthy? Bowels well-regulated?”

“My bowels?”

Viera nodded. “Oh, yes, lad, bowels are essential to good health, take it from an old woman. Teeth and bowels, that’s what you want to keep on track for your later years.”

“My bowels are fine.”

“Wonderful, then my work here is done.” She paused. “Oh, and, lad, keep a thing in mind for me?”

I sighed — how was I supposed to keep something in mind if I couldn’t remember it.

“What?”

“Sometimes people think they have no choice.”


CHAPTER TWELVE




There were no classes our first day back from break, instead it was spent getting our second semester schedules, which were in a mailbox outside our dorm room in the morning, exchanging our books, and a few other administrative details.

Sam and I both overslept a little, worn out after an emotional night. It wasn’t too big a deal since the cafeteria was open for breakfast from 5:00AM to 10:00AM to accommodate many different schedules and class times, except that Sam had agreed for us to meet the other girls for breakfast at 8:00 — so we were rushed. We only had time to freshen up, empty our backpacks of everything except the textbooks we’d be returning, and grab our new schedules from the mailbox outside our room, before heading downstairs.

Neither of us mentioned our conversation from the night before and Sam was her usual bright, smiling self, but if I looked closely I could see strands of mana from the feelings she was keeping locked up — all fear, anxiety, and frustration. They were dim, but there now that I knew what to look for.

“Took you long enough,” Brittany said as we joined her, Hannah, and Rachel at what had become our end of the onesies table. There were some other girls who still sat at the other end despite Sam and Hannah trying to get them to join us.

“I’m sure they were very busy with more important things,” Hannah said with a sly glance at Sam, and my normally brash witch actually blushed.

“Okay, schedules?” Brittany asked.

The girls all produced the envelopes holding their schedules and put them on the table, so I did as well. They seemed to be taking it a little seriously, which I didn’t get, because it was just a class schedule, right?

“What’s the big deal?” I asked.

They all stared at me and Sam sighed.

“Second semester is when you get at least one specialized course. The teachers were evaluating us all last semester and they get together and come up with what they think we should be taking.”

“That doesn’t seem right,” I said. “Shouldn’t we choose what classes we want to take?”

It seemed reasonable to me — sure, my first semester schedule had been set without any input from me, but I’d only been admitted a week before the first day of class — but all I was met with were stares and another sigh from Sam.

“Choice? Have you been paying any attention at all to how witches do things?” Sam asked.

“Yeah,” Hannah agreed. “Choice isn’t really part of the equation.”

“It’s not like it’s arbitrary,” Rachel put in. “The teachers do a ritual for guidance from the Goddess and cast auguries and stuff.”

“And if you really hate what you get,” Brittany added, “you can request a change, but that’s pretty rare, I think.”

Hannah nodded. “Yeah, they’re usually right, even if you don’t agree right away.”

It still seemed a little arbitrary to me, having teachers who’d only known us for a few months decide something like that, but I’d take a look before I objected any more.

I started to open my envelope, but Sam slapped my hand.

“What are you doing?”

“Ow! Opening my schedule — what’d you do that for?”

“We do it one at a time,” she said. “And it’s not your turn.”

I sighed. “Fine. Whose turn is it?”

Sam nodded in satisfaction, and I was reminded again of how I seemed to get smacked and bossed around a lot more than I’d expected for being her Dominus and in charge of our coven — but I knew if I really objected, Sam would stop in a heartbeat, and it was how Sam had been even before we formed our coven, so I kind of liked it. It was cute and part of what I loved about her.

“Who wants to go first?” Sam asked.

“I just offered to go first!”

“No, we’re going last.”

“Why?”

“Because our schedules are going to tell us how much we’re going to be not-together starting tomorrow and I want to put off knowing as long as possible.”

“I’ll go,” Rachel said, putting a thumb under her envelope’s flap. “Winthrops always get EMO, so it’s no big mystery.”

“Emo?” I asked.

“Mastery of Emotional Energies,” Rachel explained. “Working with the big, difficult ones like Passion or Rage.”

She opened her envelope and unfolded the paper inside, quickly scanning it.

“Yep, told you, EMO 101. All the rest are the usual —”

She broke off, staring at her paper, which had begun trembling in her hand.

“Rachel?” Sam asked at the same time as I asked, “Are you okay?”

She didn’t answer, but I saw she was blinking rapidly, her hands were trembling even more, and her throat convulsed as she swallowed hard.

“Hey, what is it?” I asked, reaching for her schedule tentatively so I could see what had her so upset.

When my fingers touched the paper and Rachel didn’t object, I pulled it from her loose grasp and quickly scanned it.

The next semester of Magistra Nightingale’s history class, then the second semester of Mel’s spellcasting class in the morning — followed by her EMO class right after lunch.

1:00 - 2:00, Workroom 4a, Magistra Fallowell:

EMO 101: Introduction to Volatile Resonants - This course focuses on powerful yet unpredictable resonants such as Passion, Fear, and Rage, teaching students the techniques required to safely harness and manage the significant but unstable mana they generate.

I saw it was Magistra Fallowell teaching the class. The diminutive witch had both Passion and Lust resonants, which had given her a double Allure affinity, making her irresistibly attractive if she wanted — or even if she just got distracted — so it made sense for her to teach about dealing with that.

Then Rachel had the next level of Magistra Cassian’s Rituals class that we’d both been in last semester.

“This looks pretty —” I broke off and blinked at the page for a second when I saw Rachel’s last class of the day — an extra one in the afternoon — then looked around the cafeteria to see if Cassandra was anywhere around watching.

Cassandra Blake was Willowmere’s nastiest, meanest witch, and she’d taken particular delight last semester in targeting Rachel for her bullying.

Her worst … prank … wasn’t even a good word for it and I couldn’t think of one strong enough.

She’d sent Rachel a fake invitation to try out for the “Junior Wyverns” a fake junior squad of the school’s spellstick team. The shy little witch was obsessed with the witches’ sport — she could name nearly any stat of any team, college or pro, and couldn’t wait until her junior year when she could try out for the Willowmere team.

The “Junior Wyverns” invitation had been like a dream come true for her. She’d been utterly crushed and humiliated when she’d showed up to the Wyvern’s practice with her stick and only found out it was a trick when she talked to the team’s coach in front of the whole team.

If there was ever a time in my life where I’d been tempted to deliberately use my Command affinity to hurt someone, it had been when I’d looked up into the bleachers and seen Cassandra and her clique of mean girls laughing and pointing as Rachel dropped her stick and ran away in tears.

“What?”

“What is it?”

I read the class description again, then set Rachel’s schedule down on the table so the girls could see while I kept scanning the cafeteria, because if Cassandra was around someplace laughing, I was going to burn this fucking place to the ground.

4:30 - 6:00, Spellstick Field, Coach Briarfield:

ATH 210: Pre-Spellstick Skills Development - Focused on developing essential spellstick skills, including spell accuracy, defense, and teamwork in a competitive environment. (Invitation only.)

“She wouldn’t,” Hannah whispered, leaning forward to see.

Sam stood up and went behind us to sit on the other side of Rachel, wrapping the other witch in her arms.

“Is it another trick?” Rachel whispered.

“We’ll find out, sweetie,” Sam said. “Right after breakfast we’ll go find Coach Briarfield and find out.”

“We’ll all go,” Hannah said. “And if it is a trick…”

Yeah, “if it is a trick” — if it was, then, girl or not, I was going to throw that fucking witch out a window with her broom.

No, the witches didn’t use brooms, but I thought Cassandra would look pretty good flying through a window with one shoved up her ass.

“Is it a real class, even?” Brittany asked.

“It is,” Hannah said, “but it’s for second-years who are sure to make the team when they’re juniors.”

“It’s a pro track,” Rachel whispered.

“What?”

“It’s for girls they think could go pro.” Even Rachel’s voice was trembling.

I didn’t blame her, she’d already had her hopes raised and then dashed in the most humiliating way.

Sam gave her shoulders another squeeze and put her free hand over Rachel’s.

“We’ll find out,” she promised. “Let’s see what everybody else got and then we’ll go see Coach Briarfield, okay?”

Rachel nodded, not looking up.

“Brittany?” Sam asked.

“Okay,” Brittany agreed, opening her envelope. She scanned the page, nodded, and showed us her schedule. “Huh, I expected DIV, but not 201. I must have done really good on the placements.”

2:00 - 3:00, Augury Room, Magistra Kindrel:

DIV 201: Applied Divination Practices — A course designed to train students with precognitive abilities in the practical application of divination techniques, including Foresight and Precognition for strategic planning, enforcement, and counseling.

Brittany had a Curiosity resonant with the Precognition affinity, while her sister Hannah’s resonant was Regret with a Hindsight affinity. They were like magical bookends, with one being able to see the future, and the other able to recreate images from the past.

“You already know the fundamentals, so it makes sense to bump you up,” Hannah said, then looked at Sam and me. “Well? You’re next — I’m a senior and already went through this crap.”

Sam set her envelope on the table and spread her palms flat on it. She had to take her arm from around Rachel to do that, but she scooted closer to the other witch to maintain contact.

“Together?” she asked, looking at me.

“Sure.”

We opened our envelopes together and I quickly scanned mine.

Hannah gave a low whistle — both Sam and I had our schedules flat on the table so we could compare, and the two sisters were leaning over to read them upside down.

Noah Ashe - 1st Year, Spring Semester

9:00 - 10:00, Lecture Hall 1, Magistra Nightingale:

HIS 102: Intermediate Magical History - A continuation of Foundations of Magical History, focusing on significant magical events, figures, and the evolution of magical societies and laws.

10:00 - 11:00, Spellstick Field, Magistra Thornwell:

COM 301: Offensive Magic - This advanced course focuses on the theory and practical application of combat spells, including offensive elemental manipulation, energy projection, and tactical spellcasting techniques for self-defense and conflict scenarios.

1:00 - 2:00, Room 411, Magistra Hawke:

CVM 401: Coven Structure and Maintenance - This course explores the dynamics of coven formation, the roles within a coven, maintaining balance and harmony between members, and the rituals necessary to ensure the coven’s magical strength and cohesion over time, optimized for mana generation.

3:00 - 4:00, Room 204 / Elemental Grove, Magistra Cassian:

RIT 102: Intermediate Ritual Practices - A continuation of Elemental Ritual Practices, this course covers more complex rituals and introduces students to personalized, coven-based rituals for seasonal and elemental magic.

“This can’t be right,” Sam muttered, looking back and forth between our schedules. “History makes sense, everybody takes that, but Offensive Magic is a third-year course and we both have it. And Coven Structure is a fourth year course, but I’ve got Coven Economics that period and it’s fourth year, too.”

“Maybe because you’re a coven now?” Hannah suggested. “The seniors usually take the coven courses because they’re going to be bound to one right after graduation. Maybe the teachers decided you need to know some stuff sooner.”

I nodded, that made sense.

“But why offensive magic?” Sam asked. “That’s not even a core class — it’s an elective.”

“It’s so we can defend ourselves,” I said, just then getting how much trouble we might be in after forming our coven.

“What do we need to defend ourselves from?”

“Think about it — Mel was always telling me to be careful because one of the Families might go beyond just offering me houses or daughters to join them because I’m a trinitara.” In fact, last semester, Priscilla’s mother, Sororix Hearst, had offered me both a megamansion and Priscilla if I’d join the Hearsts — and as many other Hearst witches as I might want. It was kind of an embarrassing meeting for both Priscilla and me — especially at the end when Priscilla’s mother had told me to ask her daughter about the Family’s stud fees.

“Now they’d get you, too,” I said to Sam.

“Two trinitaras,” Hannah agreed. “That’s a big temptation.”

“Great,” Sam muttered. “This is going to be so much work. Junior and Senior level classes and we haven’t even taken the first-year core classes yet? And look, I’m in Rituals now, too, but I didn’t even take Fundamentals last semester because I was in Magic for Faster Floor Mopping.”

Sam was referring to the Remedial Mana class she’d been put in as a onesie with a resonant that wasn’t generating much or any mana at all. It was supposed to help her make the most of what magic she could do, but it had also been a constant reminder to her that she’d probably never be able to join a coven and would probably be a servant working some menial job for the more powerful witches in her Family.

All that changed when I’d had to make her a trinitara to save her life, and was changed even more now that we’d formed our own coven.

“I have my notes from last semester,” I told her.

“I’ll help,” Rachel said. “I’m in the same class and it’s at the end of the day, so we can study together right after dinner if you want.”

“Thank you, sweetie,” Sam said, making Rachel blush again.

The “sweetie” was new, but Rachel didn’t seem to mind.

I folded my schedule, ready to finish breakfast and then track down the spellstick coach to make sure Rachel wasn’t being tricked again. With a few minutes to think about it, I didn’t see how it could be another prank — putting a fake tryout invitation in Rachel’s box was one thing, but would Cassandra really risk making a fake schedule?

If Rachel wound up on the spellstick field instead of some class she was supposed to be in, that would piss off two teachers — and I was pretty sure Prima Rosethorn would have some things to say about anyone faking an official Willowmere schedule.

I went to slide my own schedule back into its envelope, but saw there was an extra slip of paper inside.

“What’s this?” I asked, pulling it out.

“I’ve got one too,” Sam said, frowning.

We pulled them out and compared.

4:00 - 5:00, Workroom 3C, Magistra Blackwood

REM 099: Foundational Magic Remediation - A remedial course for students who will be missing core first-year classes. Covering essential magical theory, spellcraft, and practical applications of magic. Designed to ensure students grasp basic magical principles and coven etiquette, as well as achieve a thorough grounding in consequences, having decided they know better than their elders and foolishly taken steps requiring they attend other classes during the normal school day.

“Um,” Hannah said, leaning over to read upside down. “That’s a pretty specific course description.”

“Passive aggressive, too,” Brittany said.

I sighed. “Yeah, I bet Prima Rosethorn wrote it.”

Like Mel had told us over Solstice break when she found out Sam and I had formed a coven — the Prima might not expel us, but that didn’t mean she couldn’t make our stay at Willowmere a living hell.


CHAPTER THIRTEEN




We finished our breakfast and bussed our trays to the dish return station.

Well, most of us finished our breakfast — Rachel just silently picked at hers, never raising her eyes from her plate.

Then we all left the dorm building and made our way toward the spellstick field. Other students who’d finished their breakfast were already streaming into the administrative building to exchange their books for the next semester’s classes and I wondered how long the line was going to be when we got back from talking to Coach Briarfield. Nobody seemed to be worried about it, though, because we were all too focused on supporting Rachel.

Sam had her arm around the other girl, whispering to her as we walked — I was reminded of how Sam had built up Rachel’s confidence on the way to the fake tryouts, but whatever Sam was saying this time didn’t seem to affect Rachel’s mood. She walked with her head down and shoulders slumped as if just wanting to get this fresh disappointment and humiliation over with so she could go and hide somewhere.

My anger with Cassandra only grew as we walked on, because even if this wasn’t another of her mean tricks, the first one seemed to have killed something in Rachel that I hoped would come back with enough time and support.

Coach Briarfield’s office was on the home side of the spellstick field, underneath the bleachers and next to the team’s locker room.

Neither the field nor the locker rooms were secured in any way, so we walked along the sidelines to the small tunnel leading under the bleachers and went in. Our footsteps echoed in the shadows of the concrete tunnel as we walked, passing the locker rooms and stopping outside the coach’s office.

There was a large window in the wall of the coach’s office, but it was covered on the inside by closed blinds and the window in the door itself was frosted glass with the coach’s name on it in blocky, black letters. It occurred to me that “coach” was the only position I’d seen in the witches’ world that didn’t use some weird Latin or Greekish name instead — even the door said “Coach Briarfield”.

Maybe sports transcended witchcraft or something?

There was a light on in the coach’s office, so someone was in there, but now that we’d arrived everyone just sort of stood around, as though unwilling to be the one to disturb Coach Briarfield.

I gave Rachel a little nudge. “Go on, knock — it’s your question.”

Rachel swallowed hard and moved hesitantly toward the door.

I couldn’t blame her for hesitating — she was facing something that would either be thrilling or devastating, and I guess until she knew for sure there was still hope.

Rachel tapped on the glass so lightly that I thought I’d have to prompt her to knock louder, but a voice called out, “Come through!”

Rachel put her hand on the door handle, but froze before turning it. I stepped up behind her and laid a hand on her shoulder.

“It’ll be okay, we’re here for you.”

Rachel managed to push the handle down and the door swung inward, but she didn’t step forward. The rest of us moved up behind her to see into the office.

Coach Briarfield was seated at her desk, but even sitting she had a commanding presence, and being seated didn’t do much to hide the fact that she was at least as tall as I was. Short, platinum blonde hair formed soft waves around her striking face, with its high cheekbones and a firm, square jawline that still managed to be feminine. Her pale complexion only accentuated the intensity of her piercing blue eyes.

She ran her gaze over the crowd of us behind Rachel, then focused on the shy witch herself.

“You need something that can’t wait until class tomorrow, Winthrop?”

I heard Rachel gasp and I squeezed her shoulder.

“It’s true?” Rachel whispered.

Coach Briarfield’s face softened.

“Crone’s curse, I didn’t think of that,” she said, her voice a lot kinder than it had been. She nodded. “Yes, it’s true — I’m inviting you to the prep class.”

“Why?” Rachel asked softly.

“Not because I feel sorry for you, if that’s what you’re thinking. I don’t have time to work with anyone I don’t think will be a benefit to the squad.” The coach sighed. “I saw the stick you dropped when that miserable witch played that trick on you — nice equipment, well-used, but also well-cared for. So I called your grandmother.”

“Grandma?”

Coach Briarfield nodded. “She gave me access to your Family’s videos of your youth league play. You were a little hesitant in Sprites, but your play in Imps and Pixies was excellent.” She paused. “You were robbed in that playoff game, second year in Sylphs.”

“I know! That call was totally bogus!”

Coach Briarfield smiled. “Yeah — those refs sucked. See you in class tomorrow, Winthrop.” Her gaze swept over the rest of us. “Just you — it’s a class, not a game. You won’t need your cheering section.”

“Yes, Coach!”

Rachel swung the door shut again, but stood there for a minute without moving — I could see her grin reflected in the door’s frosted glass and thought she might break her jaw if it got any wider, then she turned around.

“It’s real,” she whispered.

I was grinning, too, as I hugged the little witch — I think we all were.

“It sure is, sweetie,” Sam said guiding the dazed witch away from the door and back toward the field. “Let’s get our books exchanged for the semester, then I bet you have some things to do before tomorrow, right?”

Rachel nodded. “Oh! I’m so out of shape — I stopped exercising after … never mind, I need to get some cardio in tonight and oil my net and, oh, crap, I wish I hadn’t had such a heavy breakfast. Maybe if I skip lunch?”
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We got back to the admin building and there were about twenty witches in line for the school’s supply office. We took our places and I saw a couple girls coming across the quad sigh and shake their heads as the line grew by twenty-five percent before they could get there. I edged up to where Rachel was standing.

“I thought you’d never played spellstick?” I asked.

“I haven’t.”

“Then what was all that about videos of sprites and sylphs and stuff?”

“Those are the junior leagues — Sprites, Imps, Pixies, Sylphs, and Dryads. I stopped playing at Sylphs, because I was coming to Willowmere and couldn’t travel to games.”

“Okay, I’m confused — you played those but you haven’t played?”

“Oh! Sorry, I haven’t played real spellstick, you know, casting my own spells? Because all those leagues are before we come into our power. Except Dryads — that’s kind of where girls who can play, but aren’t going to college, play.”

“Ah, so it’s just, what, more like lacrosse? Without the magic?”

Rachel shook her head. “No, there’re spells, just not cast by the players. There are designated casters for each team — mothers or coaches, usually, or sometimes just older girls who have some spare time. They cast the spells while we played.”

“That sounds dangerous.”

Another head shake. “Nah. The worst that ever happened to me was a broken jaw and that wasn’t even a spell.” She scowled. “Stupid Maria Hazelton got her butt-end up under my chin when I was cutting to the crease to block her, but at least it screwed up her cradling and I was able to scoop the ball and clear it upfield.”

“I have no idea what you just said except for the broken jaw part,” I admitted.

Even after several weeks of her tutelage, I still wasn’t clear on all the spellstick stuff — I understood goals, and whatever they called what I thought of as a face-off, and I’d accepted that any time I thought there should be a penalty, the carnage was perfectly legal, but the specific types of plays? No clue.

“We’ll have to watch some more games, then!”

I chuckled. “Maybe we should watch those videos of your games the coach was talking about.”

Rachel’s eyes got wide. “No, we can’t do that,” she whispered.

“Why not?”

“Yeah, why not?” Sam asked, wrapping her arms around me from behind and poking her head around my side.

Rachel flushed red. “I was just a kid. I looked silly — you’ll laugh.”

“You couldn’t look silly,” Sam said. “You’re adorable. I’d like to see some of your games, too.”

We shuffled forward with the rest of the line and were only a witch or two away from our turn at the supply counter.

“Do we have to?” Rachel asked.

“Yes,” Sam said at the same time as I said, “No.”

Sam poked me in the ribs, but I wasn’t giving in — we couldn’t be telling Rachel she had to show us something like that. The shy little witch was so anxious to please people, that she’d think she really couldn’t say no. Of course, I wasn’t going to give up either.

“You don’t have to show us,” I said, ignoring Sam sticking her tongue out at me, “but I do want you to.”

I just smiled and watched Rachel’s eyes get even bigger. She opened and closed her mouth a couple times, but nothing came out.

I waited until the two girls ahead of us were done, then nudged Rachel.

“Your turn,” I said, nodding at the counter.

Rachel turned, hefted her backpack onto the counter, pulled out her textbooks and schedule, put her new books into her backpack, and stepped away from the counter — all without saying a word.

Sam stretched up to bite my earlobe and whisper, “Sneaky, Dominus.”
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We got our new books, though I thought Magistra Hennessy, the witch in charge of the school’s supplies, spent more time checking my books for damage than Sam’s, and I was reminded of her comment when I first picked them up — that I shouldn’t climb trees or jump in mud puddles with them, because the Magistra thought all males never matured beyond twelve-years old.

After dropping our backpacks in our rooms, we met downstairs in one of the rec rooms. It seemed like all five of us had missed just hanging out while on Solstice break and were ready to do nothing in particular.

We grabbed some drinks and snacks from the coolers the cafeteria left stocked for students between meals, played some video games, watched a show Hannah simply couldn’t believe Sam and I had never seen, and talked about whatever the path of our conversation led us to, until dinner.

After dinner, Sam and I went back to our room, showered, put on pajamas, and settled into my bed with our laptops — me at one end, Sam at the other, and our legs intertwined between.

It wasn’t as though we didn’t want to get naked and commence with the night — and I knew the night before, despite the emotions, had left me even more eager to do so — but it was still early and we didn’t want to get caught in the middle if one of our friends decided to stop by and interrupt — and, sure enough, after about half an hour of foot-teasing, with no clear winner between the two of us, there was a knock at the door.

“Come in!” we called, hurrying to get our feet back in friend-appropriate places.

I twisted my head around to see the doorway and saw Rachel come in with her laptop clutched to her chest.

Sam and I pulled our feet up to make room in the middle for Rachel, and she plopped down in the spot, then scooted back to lean against the wall. Rachel had her own pajamas on, something that had become pretty common before the Solstice break and I was happy to see it continuing. It meant we could settle in to watch something together right up until the lights-out announcement.

Rachel was quiet for a minute, then sighed and asked again, “Do we have to?”

“No,” I said, laughing, “we don’t have to. If you don’t want to, that’s fine — we’ll watch something else. It’s just that Sam and I would really like to see you play, because we like you and we love how excited you get about spellstick. I want to see little Rachel get excited about playing her favorite game. I want you to put your first goal on and then step me through it with all the spellstick terms I don’t understand.”

“Why do you want to hear me talk about spellstick? Nobody wants to hear me talk about spellstick.”

“What do you mean, sweetie?” Sam asked, leaning forward to put her hand on Rachel’s shoulder.

Rachel shrugged. “Well, Grandma does, but everybody else thinks it’s dumb — not that spellstick’s dumb, but talking about it all the time, knowing all the stats, and stuff like that. They think it’s boring to always talk about it.”

I didn’t get it — I mean, yeah, Rachel talked about spellstick a lot, but not in such a way as to monopolize the conversation, but just when it was her turn in whatever unconscious way friends make sure everybody gets equal time. So if it was kind of her turn, why shouldn’t she talk about what interests her and us listen like she did to our stuff?

“Rachel, I honestly like listening to you talk about spellstick,” I said. “And you don’t talk about it all the time — I mean, that’s what you talk about, but you talk about other things with us, if that makes any sense? I want you to tell us all about every game you ever played.”

“Me, too, sweetie,” Sam agreed.

We turned to put our own backs to the wall on either side of Rachel and sat close to her.

“I love how excited you get about spellstick and I want to share that excitement with you,” I said.

“Really?”

“Really,” Sam and I said together.

“Promise not to laugh?”

“Do you do anything silly?” I asked.

“Um, probably?”

“Then why shouldn’t we laugh with you about it? I wish I had videos of me doing something embarrassing so I could show it to you.”

“Like what?”

“What? Oh.” So now I’m on the hook to remember something embarrassing I’d done to trump anything Rachel might have done playing spellstick. “Well … there was the time I almost got kicked out of my foster home for gluing another kid’s hand to his dick.”

Rachel gasped. “You didn’t!”

I nodded. “I did.”

“Why?”

“Because he kept stealing this other kid’s prescription cream for … let’s say, other purposes.”

“Ew!”

“I know, right? So, I replaced the cream with super glue and left it in my friend’s shower kit where the little thief could see it.”

“Wait,” said Sam, “that story doesn’t make you look silly — it makes you look like you stood up for a friend and got back at a bully.”

“Yeah, but when I dropped it in my friend’s shower kit? I dropped it in the wrong shower kit, and the kid whose shower kit I dropped it in? He, coincidentally, also had a prescription cream, for a completely different problem than my friend. So when he goes to shower, he just grabs his tube of prescription cream out of his kit and applies it as directed, just as he has for years … right up until he starts thinking something’s not quite right.”

“Crone’s farts,” Sam cried out, “you didn’t…”

I nodded.

“You glued the wrong guy’s hand to his dick?” Sam screamed while Rachel convulsed with laughter.

“I did,” I said, nodding. “I glued the wrong guy’s hand to his dick.”

Rachel’s laughter turned to honking snorts. I gave both her and Sam a chance to stop laughing before I went on.

“So, if I can laugh with you at that, can you laugh with me at whatever silly thing you do on the spellstick field?”

“And me!” Sam cried.

Rachel frowned. “Wait, you didn’t tell anything silly, his silly doesn’t cover you.”

“Pffft!” Sam blew, pointing at me. “I got bonded to him.”

“Hey!”

“Hhmm.” Rachel frowned and then nodded. “Okay, yeah, you win!”

“Hey!”

We all laughed and then I started poking both of them in the belly, doubling the laughter while I poked them over and over, yelling, “I’m gonna make you two pay for that!”

“Yeah?” Sam laughed. “What are you going to do? Spank us?”

That changed the mood pretty quickly and I stopped poking while we all sat back and stared straight ahead. I don’t know what the other two were thinking, but I was absolutely not thinking about having Rachel bent over my knee while Sam held her arms. I did not have that image in my head.

“Who wants to watch Rachel play spellstick?” Sam asked excitedly.

“Me!” I answered.

Rachel laughed. “Okay! Okay! I’ll show you!” She got serious and pointed at Sam and I. “But you two, you’re only allowed to laugh when I tell you something silly happened — because neither of you know spellstick and you think everything is silly, so only when I tell you it’s silly, understand?”

“Yes!” Sam and I answered.

So Rachel started showing us videos of her playing spellstick as a kid, and Sam and I dutifully withheld any laughter until Rachel informed us we’d seen something silly, then laughed until Rachel made us stop by muttering, “It wasn’t that silly,” and waiting for the cycle to repeat, again and again.

And I loved it.

I met Sam’s eye across Rachel’s grinning face and knew she, too, had no doubts about it — we wanted to bring Rachel into our coven next.

But how did that even work in witch culture?

Did we ask Rachel out on a date? Tell her that’s what we wanted and ask her to join? Bring her Family a goat or camel to trade for her? I didn’t know. I just knew I didn’t need another witch Family pissed at me for stealing one of their witches, like Sam’s was, so we had to do this the witch way.

I’d have to ask Sam how this worked and get started on it — we might not be able to make it official until summer, but we could lock in what we wanted instead of spending months worrying about what we all wanted.


CHAPTER FOURTEEN




Sam and I were a little groggy the next morning.

With Rachel in our room until lights-out, that meant we had to choose between sex and sleep, but the balance we’d tried to strike clearly hadn’t been the best. We were going to have to figure out some happy balance, because I didn’t want to give up either our time with Rachel or alone.

We met the other girls for breakfast, then went to our classes, where I started looking at the coming semester with some concern.

All first semester, we’d heard that second semester was far easier and we’d get a bit of a breather, but our History reading list was at least twice what we’d had last semester. I expected our new combat course to be hard, but Sam and I were so far behind the rest of the class, coming into it two years before the others, that we left the first class with an enormous list of books and exercises we needed to catch up.

Worst was my new Covens class.

Not only did Sam and I have to separate for it, her going to her Coven Economics class, but when I first opened the textbook and saw a series of equations for deciding who to bring into a coven for the most mana generation, I almost screamed.

Worse than that, though, I had to sit in the same classroom with Cassandra Blake.

The mean witch didn’t seem any happier than I was about it, though, so I made a point of not showing my own irritation — instead, every time I noticed her glaring at me, which was often, I just gave her a friendly smile and a nod, which seemed to irritate her even more.

Then Sam and I got to experience what Mel had in store for our extra class.
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The workroom where our extra class with Mel would be held was entirely different than our other classes.

To begin with, the door was different. All the classrooms looked sort of old-fashioned — Willowmere had been built a long time ago, after all, but the workrooms had doors that looked ancient.

Solid wood doors made of rough-carved timber, bound with iron bands, and the handles were loops of more iron, black with age and use. They were the sort of doors you’d expect to be in a corridor of rough-hewn stone and lit with torches, not suddenly appearing along the length of hallway covered in carpet and with modern lights.

I almost cautiously pushed on the door and Sam followed me into the workroom.

I let out a low whistle. “Now, this is more like it.”

The theme of the door carried into the rest of the workroom, where the walls, ceiling, and even floor were made up of rough-cut and oddly-shaped stone, and the lighting came from about a dozen oil lamps attached to the grey stone walls.

“Like what?” Sam asked, hanging her backpack on a wrought-iron hook mounted near the door. “Oh, the aesthetic thing?”

I nodded, hanging my own backpack next to hers.

“You are such a geek — you know that, right?”

I shrugged. “There are some things that sort of hit pretty hard when you grow up in foster care — getting to leave and attend a secret magic school is pretty high up the list.”

“Well, this is practical, not decorative,” Sam informed me. “Stone insulates against the magic and keeps it contained, as well as keeping all the wires and pipes from interfering with the magic.”

“Indeed,” Mel said, coming out from behind some sort of partition at the other end of the room that blended in so well with the wall that I hadn’t even noticed it.

She handed us each a stapled stack of papers.

“What’s this?” I asked, rifling through the pages.

“A list of reading material and written assignments for the week,” Mel said.

I groaned. “You want us to do all this in an hour-long class three days a week?”

Mel shook her head. “No, those are all things you’ll be missing out on from the typical first-year classes due to your advanced schedule. I expect you to complete them in your spare time, as this class time will be used for something more useful.”

“Wait,” I protested, because the assignments from our other classes had all increased from what we got first semester and I was already wondering when we’d have time to finish it all. “I thought this was what this class is for?”

“No, dear, that’s what Prima Rosethorn created this class for.” She gestured for Sam and I to follow her to the middle of the room. “I have other plans for this time.”

“So we’re supposed to do all this work on our own plus whatever you want to use the class time for?”

Mel adjusted where we were standing, glancing at the walls and ceiling repeatedly as though checking reference points.

“I don’t see why you’re so upset, dear. After all, you’re the one who decided to form a coven in the middle of the school year — these are the consequences. I’m only sorry Samantha has to deal with the outcome of your impatience, as well.”

“Thanks, Melaina.”

“What? How is this all my fault?” I pointed at Sam who was, indeed, looking at me like it was my fault. “She asked me to mark her! It was her idea!”

“Witches ask for any number of things, dear, it’s the warlock’s job to tell them ‘no.’”

“She’s not wrong,” Sam agreed. “I’ve been trying to tell you we need a way for you to keep the coven in line.”

“You’re the coven! It’s just you!”

Sam nodded. “Exactly — and I walk all over you. Imagine what it’s going to be like when there are thirteen of me.”

I’d imagined exactly that — frequently and at length — and it honestly made me a little scared.

“I tried to tell him a simple way,” Sam went on, “but he just wants to make things complicated.”

“You said I should spank anyone who gets out of line!” I protested, thinking Mel would agree that wasn’t either simple or right.

Mel nodded. “Quite traditional — sadly out of favor these days.”

“What?”

“It’s straightforward, effective, and causes no real harm — covens today make far too much use of the coven bond’s compulsion for that sort of thing. It’s unhealthy.”

I had to agree with that, actually — using the compulsion of the coven bond on someone did feel more icky than spanking them.

“I can’t believe we’re having this conversation,” I muttered, also not believing that they had me thinking spanking might be a viable solution. “You can’t just up and start spanking someone.”

“Of course not, dear — you should be clear about your coven rules before you bind a witch to the coven in the first place. That way, there’s informed consent.” Seemingly satisfied with our positions, Mel took several steps back until she was at the wall. “I really do suggest you have those rules established before you expand your coven — you really don’t want the Winthrops to be cross with you.”

“I’m not —” I had to cut off my knee-jerk protest that I wasn’t planning to mark Rachel — since I absolutely was and needed to ask Mel how we were supposed to do that without pissing off her Family. “Yeah, about that — how do you ask someone to … you know.”

Mel smiled. “I’m so happy you’re finally admitting it and thinking along those lines.”

I shrugged. “I think she wants it, too. We get along really well and I care about her —” I gestured at Sam. “We care about her.”

Did I love Rachel? Maybe? Not as deeply or strongly as I loved Sam … or maybe I did. How do you measure that?

I didn’t like it when Rachel wasn’t with us and the thought of her joining another coven where we wouldn’t see her often, maybe at all, made my jaw tense up with the urge to run and mark her before that could happen.

I suspected Rachel felt the same way and, despite Sam saying how much she wanted to love me, I still half suspected Rachel would be the key to unlocking that emotion for her. Maybe once she knew she could love one person, it would open up other possibilities.

“That’s an interesting question,” Mel said, brow furrowed. “Ages ago you’d simply speak to the witch. Once the Families formed it was more usual for the Family heads to discuss such arrangements, and with the current state of things … well, there’s little in the way of cross-Family bindings these days, I think. I suppose it would be the same, though — with the Family heads discussing it and making arrangements.”

I didn’t quite sigh with relief — maybe not as simple as just asking Rachel, but at least I wouldn’t be the one having to ask a Family head for one of their witches.

“So … will you talk to the Winthrops about it?” I asked.

“Of course not, dear.”

I blinked. Shit. “Why not? We’re related, right? Doesn’t that make you the Family head?”

Mel chuckled. “Not at all. First, we aren’t a recognized Family in the sense witches today see such things. Second, even if we were, I have no desire to be head of anything, neither a Family nor a coven. I’ll be happy to give you Katherine Winthrop’s email, though.”

Sam reached over and patted my shoulder — Mel had us about an arm’s length apart. “I’ll handle the preliminaries and set up a meeting.”

“Thank you.” I wasn’t going to argue with that offer — Sam, at least, might know all the protocols, while I’d probably wind up offending six different witches and launching some sort of feud with the Winthrops. “Should we talk about it with Rachel first?”

It felt weird to talk about her joining us with someone else before her, but Sam shook her head.

“Not directly. I’ve kind of hinted at it and she’s hinted back, but it’d be better to ask her Family first.”

“You know what they say doesn’t really matter, right? If they say ‘no,’ we’re still going to ask Rachel.”

I was willing to go through the formalities or whatever, but if Rachel wanted to join Sam and I, then that was all that really mattered to me. I’d try not to get another Family pissed at me, but if it meant losing Rachel? Fuck a bunch of witch customs.

“That’s my warlock,” Sam said, smiling.

Mel cleared her throat. “Alright, children, let’s get to the purpose of this class.”


CHAPTER FIFTEEN




No matter what our schedules said, Mel did have her own ideas about what Sam and I should be learning in her special class, and that was working as a coven, a team, in magical defense and offense.

“Isn’t that what Magistra Thornwell is teaching us?” I asked.

Mel shook her head. “That class concentrates on individual methods, as most of the girls won’t join a coven until after graduation, if at all — the two of you don’t have that limitation and must learn to act as one.”

She had us drop our shields, then bring them up over and over again at a moment’s notice, then hold them against attacks, just as she had when she was teaching me to shield in the first place.

To Sam’s annoyance, I was actually better at this than she was thanks to Mel’s prior tutoring — and I think because Sam hadn’t ever had a reason to not just leave her shields in place all the time. Most of the mana cost was in creating the shield in the first place and she’d always had so little mana that she couldn’t afford to practice with them this way.

After our individual shields met her standards, Mel moved us on to the next task.

“Now,” she said, “we’ll work on bringing up your shields merged. That should always be your first reaction now that you’re a coven — act as one, not individually. In fact, I’d like the two of you to begin establishing the habit of always being physically close enough to do so.”

“Why?” I asked. Not that I thought it would be a problem. Sam already constantly touched me when we were … well, anywhere. I’d even idly wondered if I should start buying XXL clothes, so she could just hop inside next to me — not that I’d even joke about that, because I was half afraid she’d jump on the idea.

“Ahem.”

“Not that I’m questioning it!” I added quickly, not even needing to look at Sam to know what that throat clearing meant. “I’d just like to understand the magical reasoning involved, other than just not wanting her to ever be where I can’t touch her.”

Mel looked at Sam. “Very nice work.”

“He can be taught.”

I sighed as Mel’s lips twitched before she explained.

“Now that you’re a coven, the bond will allow you to shield each other, not just merge your individual shields. For a coven, acting together, you’ll all shield each other — multiple layers instead of one.”

I nodded. That sounded good — thirteen layers … no, fourteen with mine.

“So,” Mel said, “we’ll start with a simple merge and work from there — as quickly as you can … now!”

I quickly expanded my shields towards Sam, but I think the whole layering idea and using my shields to protect her was still in my head, because they didn’t just grow to meet hers, they enclosed her.

I heard a sharp snap and my body jerked like I’d stuck a finger in a light socket. I was suddenly knocked away from Sam to land heavily on the hard stone floor.

“Owie,” I heard Sam mutter as I groaned and sat up.

“Merge, dear,” Mel said, one eyebrow raised and an amused look on her face, “not enclose.”

I struggled to my feet, then rushed to where Sam was still laying on her back staring up at the ceiling.

“Are you okay?”

She nodded. “Yeah … but I think those electric-play things are off my list. That stung in the bad way.”

“I’m sorry.” I took the hand she raised and helped her to her feet.

“Take your places and let’s try again,” Mel said. “Noah, concentrate on merging, please, just as you did for my class last semester.”

I nodded as Sam and I went back to the spots we’d been in before.

“Now!” Mel said.

Snap!

Mel sighed as Sam and I slowly got to our feet again.

“Merge, dear,” she said. “Reach out to her, not grab her.”

I nodded.

“I think I’ll stay sitting for this one,” Sam said.

Before I had a chance to say that was a good idea and sit myself, Mel called, “Now!”

Snap!

“Fuck me,” I muttered, staring at the ceiling again.

“Ditto — and after putting me through this, you better,” Sam said.

I sat up, but didn’t stand, settling for scooting my butt across the stone floor back to my place.

Mel frowned at me. “The two of you were top of the class at merging shields last semester, what’s happening?”

“I don’t know — I’m trying to do the same thing I did for merging, but my shields keep going around her.”

“What is it you’re feeling?”

I shook my right arm, which seemed to be taking the brunt of things. “Like an electric shock, then a little numb.”

“Not that, what are you feeling just before that, when you try to merge?”

“Go merge?” I tried.

“Not what you’re thinking, what you’re feeling.”

I considered that. After the first time, there was definitely some fear that I’d be blown across the room again, but before that — well, I knew what was coming next and that was Mel throwing equally stingy magic at us to make us merge our shields faster.

“Protecting Sam, I guess?”

“Bang up job you’re doing,” Sam muttered, rubbing her arm.

“Sorry.”

Mel pursed her lips, then nodded. “Very well, then, we’ll skip the preliminaries.”

“What does that mean?” I asked, wary because most of Mel’s training ideas seemed to wind up with me yelling “Ow!”

“What is it you think she needs protecting from here?”

“You’re going to try and zap her!”

Mel looked at Sam. “I believe even the hint that you might be in danger is making Noah’s intent be protective and his magic is responding to that, rather than his conscious will.”

“Aw, that’s so sweet,” Sam said. “And painful.”

I winced again — I had a feeling I was going to be making this up to her for a long time.

Mel had us try again, but this time jumping right to the end goal of layered shields around both of us, rather than building up to it gradually.

That worked a little better and our shields snapped into existence around each other instantly, but then flared out, shocking us once again.

“Together, dear,” Mel instructed. “You’re the coven’s leader, but that doesn’t mean you stand alone to protect it. Samantha is every bit as strong and capable as you are — let her stand with you, not behind you.”

I nodded while Sam glared at me and grumbled.

It took several more tries — painful tries — but eventually I got it and our shields snapped into place around each other and held, with Sam’s layered under mine.

“Excellent,” Mel said. “Having to jump ahead seems to have saved us several days’ work — I wouldn’t have expected this much progress until next week.”

“So we can quit early?” I suggested.

“Of course not, we still have half the class left — next we’ll work on Samantha’s shields being outermost.”

“Why’s that?” I asked. “If they’re layered like this, why would the order matter?”

“Our shields are all different,” Sam said. “They’re stronger or weaker to some magic depending on our resonants and affinities.”

Mel nodded. “Exactly — so if you know who’s attacking you and what magic they’re likely to use, you can put the most resistant witch’s shields at the fore to better resist. Countering an attack with fire magic by putting a witch whose affinities are water or cold outermost, for instance.”

That set off another round of failures on my part, but at least my instinctual need to have my own shields be the first to take any attack didn’t result in being knocked off my feet.

I still hadn’t gotten it by the time Mel called an end to the class and I gratefully retracted my shields to cover only myself. The layering took a lot more effort than just protecting myself, and I was exhausted and drenched with sweat.

A quick check of the time showed we had nearly forty minutes before dinner started, so plenty of time to return to our room and freshen up. Time enough, as well, to talk to Mel about the other thing I wanted her advice on.

“Mel, do you have time to talk about something?” I asked.

“Of course, dear.”

Sam hung on my arm, resting her head against me, as I explained to Mel what had happened the night before and my question about whether it was possible for Sam’s mana generation to somehow be blocking her Love resonant.

Mel narrowed her eyes in thought. “It’s not unheard of,” she allowed after a time, “but rare. A particularly traumatic event related to a resonant can sometimes block the mana’s path.”

“Great,” Sam muttered. “Am I going to blow up again?”

“No,” Mel said, then frowned, “but if we could identify the event it might help make identifying the issue easier. Do you mind telling me? Noah could leave for a moment if —”

“No!” Sam pressed herself close to me, clutching my arm. “No, there’s nothing Noah can’t hear.” She took a deep breath. “I don’t know what to tell you, though — it’s not like trauma and my Family are strangers. That shit keeps a toothbrush at the house.”

“One related to your resonant?” Mel prompted. “Something particularly hard?”

Sam sniffed and nodded. “Yeah — yeah, there’s one like that.”

“Can you tell us?” Mel asked.

“You don’t have to,” I told her quickly.

Sam shrugged. “I’m pretty over it.”

From the look on her face, I doubted that.

She took a deep breath and let it out slowly.

“Probably the worst was when I was twelve,” Sam said. “I hadn’t seen her in a long time, maybe over a year, but all of a sudden she was around every day, then a couple weeks later she started taking me to clubs.”

I knew “her” was Sam’s mother.

“Clubs?” I asked, sharing a quick glance with Mel — I really hoped it wasn’t strip clubs.

“Clubs — country clubs, you know? All over the country, wherever a Family was a member, we’d go visit and spend a lot of time at the country club. Golf, tennis, shooting — I got to try polo once.”

“Witches have country clubs?”

Sam shook her head. “Some things we can’t really just build on the compounds — it would attract too much attention if we had a private golf course or something.”

“Okay, but why take you to country clubs?”

“Boys.”

“What?”

“Country clubs have a lot of activities for kids — to keep them busy while the parents do stuff, right?” She shrugged. “So Sororix Prescott figured if I met a bunch of guys, then maybe I’d get, like, a crush on one or something, and maybe that would make my resonant … bigger, or maybe stronger, or whatever — once I came into my power.” Sam frowned. “I don’t think she has a real understanding of how love works.” She shrugged again. “Anyway, it really wasn’t doing it for me, because I like girls, you know? But she didn’t know that and kept pushing me into the stuff with more boys — so I was, like, ew, but she kept bugging me about it. I didn’t really get what was going on, I thought she just wanted me to make friends, but she kept asking me, ‘Who did you meet today? Do you think any of them are cute? Surely there must be one of them who stands out!’”

Sam took a deep breath and shrugged.

“So I picked one. I told her I thought this one boy was nice.”

“Wait,” I said, frowning, “I thought there weren’t enough warlocks to just pick one or something? Aren’t the covens all selected by the Family heads ahead of time?”

Sam shook her head. “Not a warlock, a mundane.”

I frowned even more. Ever since I’d found out about witch society one thing was clear — witches didn’t date mundanes. Too much history and too much trouble, and really frowned upon since the creation of the Veil that made those mundanes not believe witches were real. Oh, they could have a fling, like a lot of the Willowmere girls did with guys from the nearby mundane college, but nothing serious.

“I thought witches couldn’t date mundanes anymore?”

Sam was quiet for a long time and, Mel’s face had gone hard as though she knew exactly what the answer would be, and didn’t like it one bit.

“You can if they’re locked on your Family estate and can never leave,” Sam said quietly.

“What the hell?”

Sam nodded.

“I got home from shooting at the club one day — one nice thing about going to the clubs is I got to try so many different things. I even kept up with some of them … after.” She forced a grin. “Three time regional juniors champion, skeet.”

I’d have to ask her about that later — the image of Sam in a field with a shotgun yelling “pull” wasn’t something I’d expected — but I could tell she was mentioning all that to avoid moving on with the rest of the story.

She took a deep breath. “So I got home and my mo — Sororix Prescott was all smiles. She took me downstairs, opened a door, and … there was Jeffery.”

“Jeffery?”

“The boy I said was nice. He was locked in the room. It wasn’t a bad room, I guess, I mean it had TV, a computer, no internet, of course, and a bunch of toys and games and shit.” She paused. “He was so scared. We were only twelve-years old, you know, and suddenly he gets locked in my Family’s basement? Sororix Prescott just kept smiling and told me, ‘There, now, I know these things take time, but now you two will have all the time you need to get to know each other.’”

“What did you do?” I asked.

Sam shrugged. “I told her I liked girls.”

She closed her eyes. “Oh, she was so pissed. She started yelling at me about why didn’t I tell her that in the first place? Why did I make it so hard? If I’d just told her, things would be so much easier.” She met my eyes and even though her voice was calm and even, I could see the pain in them without even having to check her mana. “If she’d known I was gay she could have just set me up with witches, you see? Skipped the whole mundane thing.”

She looked away and swallowed hard.

“How the fuck was I supposed to know that? She didn’t even ask me, she just started dragging me to clubs and shoving me into the activities with the most boys. I’d barely seen her for years, then she shows up and starts taking me to stuff? I would have told her if I’d known what she wanted, but I didn’t even figure out what it was she wanted until I saw Jeffery in that room — I just thought … I thought she … I thought she loved me again.”

I scooted close to her and wrapped her in my arms. I knew exactly what Sam had thought — that the mother who hadn’t spoken to her since she was seven was back and spending time with her.

Sam buried her face in my chest. “It was my fault.”

I stroked her hair. “It wasn’t your fault — you didn’t know.”

“I picked him,” Sam whispered. “I said he was nice — he was. I liked him and I told her he was nice and then —”

“What happened to him?” Mel asked.

I held Sam tighter, not really wanting to know.

Sam shook her head. “I don’t know. I never saw him again, but she stopped taking me to clubs herself and I never went back to that one alone, so she might have glamoured him and let him go and I just didn’t know.” She sniffed. “She started focusing on witches then — that was the summer I got sent to four different summer camps in a row. At least I met Hannah and Brittany there.”

From the look on Mel’s face, I could tell she suspected the same thing I did — glamours weren’t permanent, so it was pretty unlikely Sam’s mother would have let the kid go.

Sam sniffed and looked at Mel.

“Traumatic enough?”


CHAPTER SIXTEEN




Sam was quiet as we walked to our room after Mel’s class.

We had time before dinner to shower, but didn’t really do more than rinse off, standing under the water together while I held her. After a while, Sam pushed away and turned her face to the spray, scrubbing at her eyes.

When she was done, she was suddenly more like her regular self, and I started to realize just how much more pain than I’d suspected was buried under that grinning, cheerful self. It wasn’t a facade, but there were certainly more layers than I’d known about.

Mel had said she’d start looking into things that might help Sam, but she told us not to get our hopes up. Generally, she said, it simply took time.

She also said that sometimes a second, related, and equally traumatic, event could break through this sort of blockage, but I didn’t think we’d be locking anyone in a basement to try.

There was an odd tension in the cafeteria as Sam and I entered, but, for once, it didn’t seem to have anything to do with me, or even me and Sam.

Instead, some of the girls were grinning, and some were glaring at those who were grinning.

The whole vibe even carried over to the onesies table, where Brittany was glaring at her sister while Hannah chuckled.

“What’s going on?” I asked as we sat.

“Notice anything about your classes?” Brittany muttered, curling her lip.

I shrugged.

Yeah, I’d noticed that Sam and I got stuck in advanced classes we probably weren’t ready for and been overloaded with make-up work — none of which applied to Brittany.

“Like what?”

“Like them loading us up with tons of work! More than last semester even!”

“I know, right?” Rachel said, sitting beside Sam. “I thought second semester was supposed to be easier.”

Rachel’s dark hair was as damp as mine and Sam’s, but I thought it was sweat since her extra afternoon class lasted right up until dinner time. I had a brief image of having her join Sam and me at the end of our own pre-dinner shower — with both of us working on her, we’d be able to get her fresh and clean in time for dinner, right?

“Yeah,” Brittany snarled, dragging my attention back to the tension in the cafeteria. “That’s what all the older girls said.”

Hannah started laughing.

“It’s not funny!” Brittany said. “You told us things got easier after first semester!”

“And you bought it like the first-years do every year,” Hannah laughed.

I looked around the cafeteria — I might not know all the girls, but I could recognize that those looking utterly pissed were all in our first-year History class with Magistra Nightingale, and the girls grinning like they’d just pulled off the greatest practical joke in history weren’t.

“That was mean,” Rachel said.

“Oh, come on, it’s tradition!”

“It’s a mean tradition,” Brittany insisted.

“Those are the best ones.”

[image: ]


With the extra workload from our classes, Rachel said she needed to study after dinner instead of coming back to Sam and my room. I hoped that wouldn’t become a habit, because I really liked having Rachel around and I knew Sam did as well — but for the night after the first day of class? Yeah, we all had some catching up to do.

Then I discovered that Rachel’s absence was just as effective as her presence at distracting Sam and me from our schoolwork.

I acted in my capacity as the coven leader and made the adult decision that we’d study independently for at least two hours before anything else that might distract us. It was very responsible of me.

So Sam and I settled into our separate beds, each with a textbook, and started reading some of the assigned chapters.

About fifteen minutes in, I began to get a sense of foreboding about my academic career.

First, Sam ever so slowly squirmed to the edge of her bed and stayed still for a minute, as though checking to see if I’d noticed. Then she quickly rolled from her bed to mine, settling in beside me, but not distractingly so.

We were still studying, just laying next to each other, right? What could go wrong with that?

A few minutes later, Sam closed her textbook and softly lowered it to the floor, becoming still again. She reminded me of a hunting cat on some nature show, creeping ever closer to her prey, then freezing to let her target become relaxed again.

I read the same page three times while I waited to see what she’d do next.

Sam scooted down the bed until her head was even with my stomach, then rolled on top of me, just resting her cheek on my stomach and going still again.

I didn’t even try to keep reading — I knew my studying was done for the night, but I waited patiently for her next move.

Ever so slowly, Sam began creeping up my body, worming her head underneath the textbook I held and pushing it up out of the way so she could crawl up and lay on my chest with her face nestled in the crook of my neck. Her hot breath against my skin gave me goosebumps and lightly tickled the hair at the back of my neck.

A moment later the nuzzling and kissing started, so I tossed my textbook on the floor by hers and wrapped my arms around her.

“You lasted longer than I thought you would,” Sam murmured into my ear.

My breath caught in my throat as she nibbled at my earlobe.

“We really do need to study,” I protested, trying to stay responsible, but my voice was harsh and ragged.

“We have all day tomorrow,” Sam whispered.

I turned my face toward her, captured her lips, and lost myself in the kiss for a few minutes before breaking it.

“If we’re not going to study, there’s something I want to talk to you about.”

Sam moaned. “‘We need to talk?’ There’s a mood killer.”

I chuckled. “It’s nothing bad, I just want to settle something.”

“We don’t need to settle anything — you’re Dominus.”

“That’s what I want to talk about.”

Sam sighed. “You’re not going to try and get me to stop calling you that again, are you?”

“No, I’ve gotten used to that — that’s not right, I don’t want to get used to it, I like it.”

“Good. I knew you would — now we just need to get you past some of your other hangups.”

I nodded. “Exactly, which is why I want us to agree on some things.”

“Like what?” Her voice was wary.

I’d been giving this a lot of thought and doing research. Sam wanted me to be in charge, especially in bed — out of it, too, if I was being honest — and once I got past the blocks I had from years of societal conditioning and accepted that she wanted this, needed it — I wanted it too.

“I’m comfortable taking charge, taking control, like you want — and I want it, too — but I want you to have a way to tell me if something’s wrong.”

“Oh, Crone’s cackle, you’ve been on the internet again, haven’t you?”

I chuckled. “I have.”

“I told you — half of that stuff doesn’t apply to witches. You can literally see everything I’m feeling, so why would I need a stupid safeword?”

“What if I’m distracted and don’t notice?”

“Hmph. Fine, I’ll have a stupid safeword — but I’m not going to use it.”

“You’re going to promise me, if something’s wrong, and you’re not a hundred percent certain I know about it, and I’m working to correct it, you’ll use it.”

Sam grunted and I poked her in the ribs.

“Promise, or there are things I want to do to you that I won’t.”

Sam froze and it was several seconds before I felt her breathe again.

“There are things you want to do to me?” she whispered.

“Many things.” I put my lips right next to her ear and whispered. “And I want to be able to do them without worrying about it if you start screaming or yelling ‘stop.’”

“Okay, I promise!” Sam sat up, straddling my hips with her hands flat on my chest. “What things?”

I laughed. “You’ll find out. Is there a word you want to use?”

“No, I don’t want to use any word at all, but I’ll pick one if it’ll get me things. Not something stupid like aardvark though.”

“I was thinking we keep it simple — ‘red’ means there’s something wrong and we need to stop whatever we’re doing to fix it.”

“Okay, can we do the things now?”

“No, I also want a way for you to tell me things are too much, but not enough to just stop.”

“Ew! Two safewords? And that feels a lot like me telling you what to do.”

“You tell me what to do all the time.”

“That’s different.”

“How?”

“Those are things I want to tell you to do and the other things I don’t want to tell you to do.”

The surprising thing was that I understood that — maybe I’d been hanging around Sam too much, but it made sense to me. She hadn’t changed when we’d formed a coven and she’d started talking about this dynamic — Sam was still Sam. She still teased me and bossed me around about what I wore or made fun of me for everything I still didn’t know about witches — and I didn’t ever want to lose that. We’d just added to our relationship. Just as us starting to have sex had added a different layer, me being dominus added another.

“I’m disturbed that I understood that.”

“Good, so we can drop it?”

“No, because I still want a way for you to communicate that to me.”

Sam rolled her eyes. “Fine. Yellow, or something stupid?”

“No.” I put a hand behind her head and pulled her down to lay on me again with her head nestled in my shoulder, then moved my lips close to her ear and whispered: “If things get to be too much, you can beg me for mercy — then I’ll decide whether to lighten up or have you take more for me.”

Sam’s whole body tensed up and it seemed like almost a whole minute before she breathed again, then she relaxed and melted to lie loosely on top of me.

“Yes, Dominus.”

I grinned, gratified that her reaction had been what I’d expected, and kissed her earlobe. “Good girl.”

Sam shivered. “You got that idea from the internet?”

“Let’s say I found some things that inspired me.”

“Okay, I was wrong about the internet. Go read the internet. Read it a lot.”

I really did think I was getting the hang of this — and enjoying it. There was something about the idea of having this beautiful, red-headed witch be mine. All mine. Mine in the sense that she’d do anything I asked … no, anything I demanded of her.

It was both exciting and a little intimidating, because it implied an incredible level of trust I needed to be worthy of, and there were things I might want that I’d still have to be careful of. Having Sam meant both … ownership, I guess, but also the responsibility to care for her and take care of her.

For instance, there were things I wanted — not even the sort of kinky things we were talking about, but that any guy might want, I guess — that I felt I’d have to be careful to avoid, at least for now. A blowjob, for instance, and not even a forceful one, just a simple one. That wouldn’t be right to ask Sam for right now — she was still a little weirded out by my penis, even to the point where she’d put a sheet over my groin when we were cuddling. So it would probably be a little mean and inconsiderate to demand she lick the thing.

Something for later, maybe, after we were more comfortable with each other and more familiar with our roles in this weird dynamic — or maybe never, and I was okay with that. I’d have twelve other girls in my coven, after all, and they’d all probably be different in many ways, including in bed.

I ran my hands over Sam’s body for a while, just relishing the feel of her pressed against me and the fact that I was so lucky to have her and be able to touch her like this.

“What is it you like about that so much?” I asked.

It was something I’d been struggling with in myself ever since I’d realized what Sam was pushing for and that the “jokes” she made about it were, underneath, absolutely serious. Like when she was upset the night before and asked me to promise and I’d jokingly asked if she wanted me to promise to love her forever or spank her — she’d said “yes” and she was absolutely serious that she wanted both. I wanted to understand my own feelings and desires about that, and maybe understanding Sam’s would help me.

Sam groaned. “You know, when I came over here I was after fucking not psychoanalysis.”

“I’m curious — besides, knowing what makes you tick might help me come up with … ideas.”

“Yeah?”

“Yeah.”

She shrugged. “There’s a lot, I think.”

“So tell me one thing. Just one.”

Sam was silent for a while. “Okay, so witches know someone’s going to be controlling us — that’s how it is. First it’s our mom or the Family head, then once we join a coven it’s the high priestess and the warlock. Even if we get to be high priestess of our own coven, the whole Family hierarchy thing means there’s a warlock and another high priestess over us — unless we get to be the Family head ourselves and that’s not possible for most of us.”

I pondered that while Sam thought about what to say next.

“I guess … I got to choose you, and I like that. It makes me feel a lot better about everything.”

I frowned. “We could have a coven without the … extras we’re talking about.”

Sam nodded. “Yeah, but giving you more is my choice, too. I mean, even with the coven bond, even with your freaky Command thing, you couldn’t make me give you everything I want to. Yeah, you could make me lie here and do anything you want to me, but you couldn’t make me like it or want it. Maybe … maybe it’s a way of taking back the control I never had.”

Reclaiming control by giving it up? I don’t know if that made sense to me — it was certainly not how I felt, but there were some parallels between my own introspection and what Sam said. Between foster care, finding out I was a warlock, and then Willowmere, I felt like I’d been chafing under someone else’s control all my life — I was ready to take it back — and not to give it to someone else, but to keep it. Was it just two different reactions to the same thing?

“There’s more, but you said one,” Sam whispered. “Can we get naked now?”


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN




My phone alarm went off and I reached up to the little shelf above my bed to turn it off. I kind of wished I’d gotten my own phone earlier, because using one for an alarm was a lot easier than the desktop clock I’d been using.

I stretched slowly, trying to get it done without waking Sam, and slid out of bed.

“Going?” Sam mumbled.

I translated that from morning-Sam and decided she’d started talking in her head before her mouth caught up and there should be a “Where are you” before that.

“I’m going to hit the gym this morning.”

“Ew.”

Sam rolled back over and I got a pair of shorts and a t-shirt from my closet by feel, then went into the bathroom to dress so the light wouldn’t wake her more.

“There’re better ways to burn calories, you know,” Sam mumbled when I came out of the bathroom.

“I’m going to use some weights, too.”

Since she was a little awake, I stopped by the bed to give her a kiss.

“So do push-ups on me.”

I chuckled. “Later, when I get back — I need to use the treadmill.”

“Hmph. You love a robot more than me — pervert.”

I gave her another kiss and left the room.

The halls were virtually empty as I made my way down to the first floor.

The gym was in the same wing as the seniors’ dorms, on the first floor while their rooms were on the floors above. I saw a couple girls grabbing fruit or juice from the snack coolers outside the cafeteria. The cafeteria itself wasn’t even open yet, though I could hear the sounds of pots clanging together as I walked near.

The girls with the fruit passed me without a look, heading off to one of Willowmere’s unconscionably early classes. I hoped I didn’t wind up in one of those any time soon — there was morning person and then there was face a teacher at five a.m.

The gym was deserted as usual. I’d been a little surprised Willowmere even had a gym, given the witches’ ability to modify their bodies. If Cassandra could enhance her boobs and give her ears points with magic, a bit of muscle toning should have been easy — but Sam had explained not all witches had the power to spare for something like that and there were ways to use magic to enhance the effects of a workout, so a little magic and a little effort could combine to make a big difference.

That wasn’t magic the school taught until second year, though, so I was stuck with the entirely manual method, and I’d noticed the aftereffects of the holiday. Between two giant batches of Mel’s cookies, the insane amount of food she produced for Christmas dinner, and the constant snacking I’d done during our visit with Morgan, I was feeling out of shape.

The school gym wasn’t large, but it had a nice collection of equipment, as well as a sauna. I started off on the treadmill for about twenty minutes, then did a set on the pulldown machine, and repeated. It probably wasn’t the best workout regimen, but I’d never really exercised before coming to Willowmere, and with the place so empty there wasn’t anyone to emulate or ask for advice, so I’d started doing things randomly. More than anything else, I think I enjoyed it as a little piece of solitude amongst all the Willowmere girls.

Next, I stripped off my sweaty clothes and went into the sauna.

That’s another thing you don’t see much of in foster care — saunas — but once had been enough to convince me it was definitely an experience I could get behind. A nice hot shower was all good, but there was something about just sitting in the heat and relaxing that let me clear my head for the day’s classes.

I’d found the heat was best for me at the back of the room behind the heating elements in the center. I’m not sure what they were using for the heat, maybe magic, but the box in the center of the room was full of rocks and there was a bucket of water near them. No matter when I’d come in, the bucket was always full — one day I planned to empty it, then leave and come back to see if it magically filled up again, but today I just dumped a couple ladles over the rocks and settled in to enjoy the steam.

I draped my towel over the bench and laid down with my hands behind my head, then closed my eyes. When I’d first started using the sauna, I’d kept a towel wrapped around me in case anyone came in, but in the entire first semester that hadn’t happened, so I’d started letting things hang out. It was more relaxing.

My second semester at Willowmere was looking up. Even if the course load this semester was a lot harder, it was things I wanted to learn and was looking forward to — even the combat magic class with Magistra Thornwell was cool, we’d just have to work hard enough to catch up. And the extra class with Mel was going to be fantastic — who wouldn’t want personal instruction from one of the most powerful witches in the world?

On top of that, I had Sam.

I felt the corners of my mouth curve up in a smile at the thought, because that was absolutely the best thing I had going. When we’d decided to form a coven, I hadn’t expected the sort of … enthusiasm Sam was bringing to things. I hadn’t expected her to be as kinky as she was, either. Maybe I should have — I mean, the first thing she’d done on finding out I had the Command affinity most witches were absolutely terrified of was to bounce up and down demanding I make her do something with it.

She was definitely a lot freakier than I’d expected, and it was bringing out the freak in me, too. I didn’t know if it was something that had always been in me, something brought out by my Control resonant, or just Sam’s interest and me wanting to satisfy her, but I was really looking forward to carrying through on some of the fantasies I’d been having.

“What the hell are you doing in here?”

Fuck!

I jumped, grabbed for my towel and jerked it free from under me, which slipped me off the bench into the footwell of the next tier.

“Ow! Fuck!”

I’d banged my head and knee on the wood and wound up rubbing my head with one hand, clutching my towel to my groin with the other, and peering through the steam to see who’d walked in on me.

Double fuck.

“Well, good morning, Cassandra — how are you doing this morning?”

The platinum-haired witch was standing just inside the sauna with one towel wrapped around her head and another around her body — they were not large towels and hers only came down to a couple inches past her hips, revealing a lot of pale, toned leg.

“What are you doing in here?” she repeated.

I looked around. “It’s a sauna. What do you think I’m doing in here?”

Cassandra’s lips thinned and her nostrils flared. “Well, get out!”

I made a rude noise and picked myself up to sit on the bench, careful to keep my towel in place. “I have as much right to be here as you do — and I was here first.”

“Don’t give me that. Everybody knows I take a sauna first thing in the morning — you’re just trying to get a look at me. Pervert.”

Honestly, I liked it a lot better when Sam called me a pervert.

“Give me a break — I’ve been coming down to the gym at the same time all year, and I’ve never seen you here before. Besides, you’ve got nothing I want to see.”

Cassandra glared at me, then climbed up to sit on one of the middle benches along the side.

“My class schedule changed this semester.”

I nodded. “So you’re the one encroaching on when I’m usually here. I guess it’s you who wants to get a peek.”

“Don’t flatter yourself — if I want to see anything like what you’ve got, I’ll just get one of my pencils. An old one.”

I laughed. Maybe some guys were insecure about that, but I understood averages, knew mine was above, and had this troublesome last inch or so that I just couldn’t get inside Sam, so I knew I wasn’t lacking in that department. In fact, I’d honestly give up that last inch, because there was something really frustrating about not being able to thrust in to the hilt.

I adjusted my towel, draping it over my lap and making sure there was no tent, because my previous thoughts about Sam had left me a little aroused.

Cassandra glared at me and even in the dim light I could see she was already sweating — her chest above the towel glistening with moisture. And the bottom of her towel had ridden up when she sat, climbing up her butt so that —

Nope! Eyes front, boy — we are not starting the day with Cassandra-wood. No way things go well after that.

“You can leave now,” Cassandra said. “I’d like to enjoy my sauna in peace, thank you.”

“If you’d stop talking, we could both enjoy it in peace — let’s try that.”

“I prefer to enjoy a sauna naturally,” she said, clutching at the top of her towel, “but you’re not getting a show.”

I was getting irritated with her and that wasn’t how I wanted to start my day. I also didn’t want to see that particular show at all — not because it would be unpleasant to see Cassandra naked, it would be very enjoyable, I thought, I mean the witch had some truly impressive breasts she’d apparently put a lot of time, effort, and magic into, but because I’d have to tell Sam about it.

I don’t mean I’d have to confess it and she’d be upset — I mean, I’d have to tell her about it. In great detail. With a quiz after. Hell, if I told Sam she might get a chance to see those boobs, she might get up early and come to the gym with me.

I sighed and stood up, wrapping the towel around my waist and tucking it in to keep it in place.

“Fine — I’ll leave. But just this once. From now on, whoever gets here first gets the sauna, and I won’t be covering up for you.”

I thought about dumping the bucket of water over the rocks on my way out, but that would just be petty, so instead I stared straight at the door as I walked toward it.

Halfway there I felt a tug at the back of my towel and before I could get a hand on it, it fell to the floor. Cassandra was too far away to have reached it, so she must have used the telekinesis magic she’d spent last semester knocking over food trays with.

Rather than scramble desperately for the towel like I assumed she wanted me to, I just turned and faced her.

The mean witch was already pointing with a grin on her face, prepared to mock and ridicule, I assumed — but as I turned her eyes widened and her mouth went slack.

I gestured at the finger she had pointing at my groin.

“Something to say?”
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“And then what?” Sam asked.

I shrugged. “I grabbed my clothes and came up here to shower.”

She was still asleep when I got back to the room, so I had time to take that shower before telling her about the encounter.

“I don’t get it,” Sam said. “You get all purple if I talk to our friends about your … endowment, but you’ll flash that witch?”

“I did not flash Cassandra. Cassandra flashed herself — with me.”

“Hmph. Maybe I should send her a bill for the show. It’s mine, all mine, after all, until we add to our coven.”

I laughed. “You don’t even like to look at it.”

“I don’t,” she agreed, “but I can still recognize that it’s an exceptional specimen of its type … sort of like those weird little dogs with the bug eyes who can’t keep their tongue in their mouth, you know? It’s ugly in exactly the way it’s supposed to be.”

I chuckled. I’d given up on Sam ever thinking my dick looked good, especially since not wanting to look at it made her all the more eager to hide it in a warm, dark, wet place whenever it was out.


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN




I’d been sort of excited when I saw Sam and I were going to be taking a combat class, the Covens class had got my hopes up, too, but especially the combat class. Who wouldn’t want to learn to fight with magic? When it came to actual magic, all our first semester classes had been … sort of boring. History was history anywhere, rituals couldn’t be performed without a full coven, potions were a lot like cooking, and even Mel’s spellcasting class had been pretty basic, even with the defensive magic she threw in.

The reality was, Sam and I were so far behind the third-years in our combat class that we might as well have not taken it. Maybe that had been Prima Rosethorn’s actual intent in putting us in the class — maybe to take us down a peg or two.

While the rest of the class was at one end of the spellstick field blasting rubber mannequins into submission, Sam and I were sitting cross-legged at the other end, working our way through yet another list of offensive magic options, trying to get the basics right. Neither of us even knew our affinities — at least any that applied to this class.

I couldn’t tell anyone I had Command, and it wouldn’t have been effective on the target dummies, anyway. Sam’s Harmony affinity wouldn’t work on an enemy, it was too subtle and worked best within a coven.

So Magistra Thornwell gave us a list of things to try and sent us off to figure it out and get back to her. The rest of the class had already had time to figure theirs out, and learn a little about them.

“Okay,” Sam said. “Next on the list is ice — we’re supposed to make a spike and —”

Whumpf!

I jumped and looked at the other end of the field, where a target dummy had just gone up in a ball of orange flame like someone was trying to deep-fry a turkey. I couldn’t even tell who’d done it, because there wasn’t a stream of flame leading back to any of the witches there. I flicked my hand and concentrated, but the best I got was about a five-foot stream of flame that left me tired and shaking after a couple seconds. Even Rachel could throw more fire than I could — and neither of us could create it at a distance like that.

“That’s not ice!” Sam protested. “You can work on fire anytime — you just have to throw more and more mana into it.” She paused and looked around to see who might be nearby. “Except tonight — you need to work on Command tonight.”

“You want to work on Command every night.”

“Growth is important — now do ice.”

I sighed and concentrated on forming an ice spike between my outstretched hands and managed something that better resembled a kebab skewer before it dissolved into softly falling flakes.

“Got it!” Sam cried out, and, sure enough, between her outstretched hands was a spike of ice about an inch and a half in diameter and maybe nine inches long.

I took a closer look at the tip, which wasn’t at all spikey.

“Did you just make an ice dildo?”

“Practice is practice,” she said, launching it at one of our target dummies a few yards away.

The ice dildo thunked into the target’s face and fell to the ground.

I sighed and checked the list again.

Telly … no, I could levitate something the size of a grain of rice, but couldn’t make it move fast enough to hurt anyone.

Distraction … it seemed like I could do that, but it required a partner and when I tried using it to distract Sam from something, it just made her think about sex … more. So I wasn’t sure if it was me using magic … or just Sam.

Causing pain … now, that I could do, but only by touching someone. It wasn’t an affinity where I was really good at it, and I couldn’t do it at a distance yet, but — I glanced at Sam — it had some uses. Just not any uses we could practice on the spellstick field.

None of the elements, except fire that little bit, really worked for me — Mel said Fire would get better with practice, since it was compatible with both Lust and Pain, even if it wasn’t an affinity for me.

No, Command was probably my best offensive weapon … and the most dangerous for me to use.

It was sort of like being a small country with a secret nuclear program … yeah, you could use one to defend yourself, but then the big guys would fall on you.


CHAPTER NINETEEN




“Very well, now,” Magistra Hawke said from the front of the lecture hall. “We’ll end by discussing Wednesday’s reading assignment. Are there any questions from your reading?”

I sighed along with the rest of the class. The reading assignment had been particularly tedious — more so than, I think, anything I’d experienced at Willowmere. Maybe even in mundane high school, and that’s saying a lot. Even the chapter title was boring.

Harvest Scheduling and Optimization

How the fuck could they make “harvesting,” which was the warlock having sex with all thirteen witches in the coven, boring?

First, there was the incredibly structured “who do we have sex with next” calculation, supposed to allow for two weeks between “harvests” in order to allow the witch’s mana generation to fully fill her resonant stores, as well as giving the warlock time to adjust and stretch his own.

So there was a spreadsheet.

Starting with the new moon, when there was assumed to be a ritual using the mana from the last cycle, then the warlock “harvested” each witch in the coven, one at a time for thirteen days, followed by the full moon and another ritual. Personally, I thought they should schedule a day of rest or something, just to prevent chafing of the warlock’s dick.

Then from full moon back to new moon the whole thing repeated.

I’d thought Sam was kidding when she’d said a high priestess had to manage the schedule and deal with complaints from witches that they were scheduled for the night their favorite show dropped new episodes, but I absolutely got it now.

I didn’t know exactly how I planned to deal with thirteen girls in my own coven, but I was certain it wasn’t going to be with a spreadsheet — maybe a giant bed and us all piling in for some sort of perverted puppy pile where those not participating could hang out on the edges until they felt like jumping in.

The sudden image of lying on my back while thirteen witches tag-teamed my dick was not entirely unappealing.

But there was a second, even more unsexy, part to the lesson.

Mana optimization.

See, the schedule wasn’t just “one witch a night,” it was “which witch at which time would generate the most refined mana.”

As Magistra Cassian had said in my very first Rituals class, the whole “trebling” of power when a warlock pulled mana from a witch and refined it was just a rule of thumb, ranging from — hell, I’d have to look it up and I never wanted to open that chapter again. The least amount of mana refinement came from opposing resonants — like Love and Hate, or Passion and Apathy.

Yeah, a witch could wind up generating power by not caring about anything — it was a pretty fucked up system, if you asked me.

Oh, we need some extra mana for the ritual? Let me go lie on the couch with a bag of Cheetos and watch reality shows for a day.

The highest rate of refinement came from matching resonants — which was why Mel had once said onesies were the perfect match for a warlock of her line, a trinitara like me, who could open up a witch’s dormant resonants by mirroring his own into them. That guaranteed at least two matches at the highest rate of refinement.

The thing was, it could be years before a new warlock’s resonant stores were large enough to hold the full refined mana of an entire coven, and the fuller his stores were the more “loss” there was — just mana seeping out of him and wasted. There was a literal spreadsheet, available for download from the Willowmere website, that could calculate the amount of refined mana based on the witch’s and warlock’s resonants and could then generate a schedule that put the heaviest mana refinement at the end of the cycle so there’d be less time for “loss” before the next ritual.

“Magistra Hawke?” Cassandra asked, raising her hand.

“Yes, Magella Blake?”

I groaned. Cassandra had been practically gleeful at the sight of the spreadsheet and had asked about a hundred detailed questions about it in the last class.

“I’m confused by the jump in refined mana from two point eight nine kilomanans per kilomanan of input to three point seven with the addition of a single matching resonant. That’s nearly a quarter kilomanan jump and all the others up to that are only a few centimanans per level.”

I groaned again, hoping Magistra Hawke didn’t notice, but unable to prevent it.

The witches had managed to turn their covens into the unsexiest physics course I could imagine, trying to measure and quantify magic.

Magistra Hawke nodded like Cassandra had asked the greatest question ever.

“You’re correct in noticing that,” she said, “and you should also notice the additional increases at two and even more with three matching resonants.”

She glanced at me quickly, I guess because I was the only trinitara in the room, it being so rare for a witch to have more than two resonants.

“Compatibility is important,” Magistra Hawke went on, “and it’s why even a witch with a single resonant can be valuable to a coven if hers matches with the warlock.”

“My mom says two are always better than one, because that’s twice the opportunity for growth, so a onesie will always fall behind after a few years and hold the coven back.”

Magistra Hawke pursed her lips. “That can often be the case, but any well-tended resonant, even a single one, has no particular upper limit on its growth. The size of a resonant we see when we look at each other without our shields is merely a visual representation, not a physical limitation.”

I perked up a little at that. It was the first time I’d heard it and it made me wonder, particularly, about Mel and how her resonants seemed to fill her entire body with no room to spare — did this mean she had even more power than I’d thought, and I just couldn’t see it?

I raised my hand — I didn’t really have a question, so much as a sudden desire to drop a turd in the middle of their physics discussion.

“Yes, Magellus Ashe?”

“What about love?” I asked.

Magistra Hawke nodded. “Love is, indeed, a powerful resonant. Well-maintained, it can grow to an enormous strength and make for a very powerful coven, especially if matched with the coven’s warlock. However it’s quite rare.”

I shook my head. “No, sorry, I didn’t mean the resonant, I meant just … love. You know, the emotion?”

I looked around the room and saw nothing but blank stares. It made me feel a little sorry for these witches, and a lot scared for their future covens. The witches in this particular class, after all, were all supposed to be the hand-picked high-priestess candidates of the most powerful witch Families, and they acted like love had nothing to do with their covens.

“What does that have to do with anything?” Cassandra sneered.

“Well,” I said, “I realize that some of us might have accepted we’re just too mean and nasty for anyone to ever love us and just lean into that, but shouldn’t love have some bearing on a normal coven?” I gave Cassandra’s sneer my best blank and innocent face. “No names.”

“An interesting question,” Magistra Hawke said, while Cassandra and I stared at each other. Her eyes narrowed and I let one corner of my mouth go up gradually in a smirk. “The emotional dynamic of a coven can, indeed, affect how much magical power is generated, but it’s a complex element of the equation.” I moved my gaze back to the teacher, dismissing Cassandra from my attention. “Something more suited to a full data analysis than a simple chart. Since you brought it up, Magellus Ashe, perhaps you’d like to do such an analysis? Say, a comparison of how positive and negative emotions within a coven dynamic would affect each of the resonant pairings for the sample coven on page forty-nine? Let’s have that by next Friday, shall we?”

“Um, sure, Magistra,” I mumbled while I caught sight of Cassandra laughing and whispering to the girl next to her.

See? This is why it’s best to keep your damn mouth shut in a class you disagree with, because disagreeing with a teacher makes them all pissy.

“I’m looking forward to it.” Magistra Hawke checked the time. “That will be all.” Then, louder into the shuffle and noise of the class gathering up books and papers into our backpacks and shuffling toward the door. “Remember! It may be the weekend, but there’ll be a quiz on chapters six through ten on Monday!”

I got out of the classroom and met up with Sam in the hallway — her Coven Economics class was right next door and I kind of wished I was taking that instead of Structure and Maintenance. At least the econ class dealt with actual issues a coven might face, such as the logistics of housing fourteen people, plus kids, including the proper ratio of showers, toilets, and private spaces.

Having grown up in big foster care houses, I knew those were some very important things to have enough of.

“Good class?” Sam asked, her eyes twinkling.

She knew I hated the class and the look on my face probably said everything I needed to about today’s.

I sighed. “I made the mistake of talking and wound up with extra work due next week.”

She laughed as we started walking to the stairs to go down to the second floor for our Rituals class. Maybe I’d ask Magistra Cassian for help with the assignment?

She was constantly going on and on about the Family covens and how wrong they were set up — she’d probably have lots of ideas about how to trash the spreadsheet. And if I had to do this assignment, I was going to go all out and find whatever documentation I could that the Family method was fucked up.

“That’s a complicated issue,” Sam said. “My mo — Sororix Prescott was always complaining about how a fight between one witch and her warlock could throw off the whole ritual schedule all the way up to the top.”

“I’d like to throw all the scheduling nonsense right off a cliff,” I muttered.

Then something knocked into Sam’s backpack from behind, and if she hadn’t had the habit of keeping one arm clasped around mine, she would have either stumbled down the couple stairs to the landing or dumped all her stuff there.

I steadied her and looked behind us to find Cassandra and a couple of her friends giggling.

“Oh,” Cassandra said with exaggerated concern. “Did the little onesie almost fall?”

I clenched my jaw and resisted the urge to drag the big-titted witch down the stairs by her ridiculously blonde hair and toss her out into the quad. The comments and pranks, no matter how mean, were one thing, but a fall down the stairs could physically hurt someone, even if they could heal it almost instantly with their own magic or one of the teachers helping.

If she was going to escalate to physical threats, then things might have to get ugly.

“I’m not a onesie anymore, Cassandra,” Sam said. “I’m a trinitara now, remember?”

Cassandra sniffed. “You’ll always be a onesie. I’m just sorry you managed to get picked up by a warlock, even a useless feral. Now you’ll probably breed and pollute the gene pool with even more of your defective kind.”

Sam turned to face Cassandra and her friends. We were farther down the stairs, so she had to look up at them, but she squared her shoulders and her presence seemed to expand so that it didn’t matter.

Cassandra took half a step back, but then squared her own shoulders and met Sam’s gaze. The two seemed frozen in place for a moment, as Cassandra’s friends edged away from her and backed up to another step, while I got behind Sam and grasped the stair rail — I didn’t know what Sam had in mind, but I wanted to be prepared. The stairs were probably a stupid place to pick a fight, but sometimes you didn’t get a choice.

The tension built until people weren’t even using the stairs beside us, they just bunched up above and below to watch, then Cassandra spoke. I’m not sure if speaking first meant she’d won or lost whatever the hell had just happened.

“Useless and weak,” Cassandra said, but I thought her eyes looked a little uncertain.

Sam laughed. “I’m a trinitara witch bound to a trinitara warlock who loves me — even with just the two of us, it’s better than anything I’ve ever seen in a coven.”

“I’d rather be a servant than bound to a feral, trinitara or not.” Cassandra snorted derision. “You just think it’s good because you don’t know any better.”

Sam took a step up and I got ready to pull her back, because I didn’t want us to wind up in Prima Rosethorn’s office again. I was sure the Prima had a lot more than just an extra class with Mel she could throw at us.

“What?” Cassandra said, egging Sam on.

I felt Sam’s shoulders relax under my hand and the corner of her mouth quirked up.

“Eight,” she said flatly.

Cassandra’s eyes narrowed. “Eight what?”

“Eight orgasms,” Sam said. “That’s how many I had last night and you’re going to wind up with a warlock who won’t care if you even have one, so I know everything you just said is only jealousy that you’ll never have what I’ve already got.”

All the girls on the stairwell weren’t staring at Sam anymore, they were staring at me, and I was a little torn between embarrassment and a bit of inappropriate preening. I mean, that was a pretty personal thing to announce to the school at large, but … yeah, something to make a guy kick his shoulders back and stand tall.

Sam turned and slipped by me to walk down the stairs, but no one looked at her — their eyes were still all on me.

I shrugged. “I only counted six, so she might be exaggerating a little.”
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“Really?” I asked as we took our seats in Magistra Cassian’s class and waited for the rest of the students to arrive and class to start.

“What? It was the truth.”

“Yeah, but a public announcement?”

I was carefully examining Sam’s mana production, but she didn’t seem particularly upset by the encounter with Cassandra. If anything, she seemed … proud? Maybe confident?

Sam shrugged. “I knew it would get under her skin. The Blake warlocks are … stingy.”

“Huh. Why?”

“Who knows? Maybe they think it increases mana production or something — maybe it even does for them — or maybe they’re just lazy. I just heard that around somewhere and gave it a try.”

“But you’re okay?”

“Yeah.” Her face softened and she leaned into me. “Nothing she says can hurt me anymore — I know who I am now.”

“What’s that?”

“Like I told her, I’m a trinitara witch bound to a trinitara warlock. My coven is of the Blackwood line, ancient and powerful, respected and feared. More importantly —” She met my eyes, serious now. “— my warlock loves me. He finds me worthy of standing beside him and stands with me, as well.” She shook her head. “No one else’s opinion matters to me anymore — I know my worth.”

I struggled not to tear up — if we’d been in our room, I would have, but not in class. Not in Magistra Cassian’s class, even if it hadn’t started yet, because the Rituals teacher’s habit of calling out students terrified me a little. Both Sam’s face and the threads of emotion spinning off her told me she was being completely truthful, and my heart swelled. I’d been so proud of Sam when she stood up to her mother, but this was beyond even that.

Sam had always been brash, with a confident front, but I’d listened to her talk about being a onesie, seen her embarrassed and hurt reaction the first time I’d seen the tiny resonant she thought she’d never fill, held her hand in our room as she seethed about Cassandra’s constant digs — now she was filled with confidence and pride, and I thought any hand I’d had in that would be something I’d take pride in for the rest of my life.

Then Sam grinned. “And he gives me all the Os. Kind of looked like I hit a sore spot for Cassandra there, didn’t it?”

I had to laugh.

“It sure did,” I agreed. “I didn’t think someone that pale could get any whiter.”

Sam gestured at her own pale skin. “Hey!”

I laughed. “You’ve got, like, a gorgeous pink glow underneath … and the freckles break it up. Cassandra’s as pale as a Greek statue.”

Rachel sat down beside us. “They had colors, you know?”

“What?”

“Greek statues — they were painted all kinds of colors, but the paint wore off over time.”

“Huh,” I said again, trying to picture it. “That seems weird.”

Rachel nodded. “I know, right? We’re all used to the white marble, so we think that’s all classy and ancient, but back then it was all covered in paint. Pretty garish, too.” She frowned. “Anyway, why were you talking about Cassandra?”

“She tried to push Sam down the stairs.”

“What?”

Rachel was half out of her seat before Sam laid a hand on her arm to stop her and everyone else in the class turned to stare at her outburst. The look on the usually shy and sweet witch’s face sent a chill through me.

“Whoa, little tiger,” Sam said, “I handled it.”

“How?” Rachel asked, her face still red and clouded with fury like she was about to storm a beach somewhere.

If it came to that, I was pretty sure Rachel wouldn’t be the one going face down in the sand. I’d learned last semester that the little witch had a Passion resonant so strong she had to keep her emotions under strict control or it would fill and stretch so much it could hurt her — and even though she said she wasn’t very good at fire magic, I’d seen her produce a twenty-foot stream of flame just trying to burn off some of that magic. She said her mother told her too much could make her explode, and I wasn’t entirely sure that was an exaggeration.

I was once again struck at how she’d stand up for her friends, but not herself. She’d been hurt, really hurt deeply, by Cassandra’s trick with the spellstick invitation last semester, but she hadn’t been angry — at least not visibly — but Sam being put in danger? Rachel looked like she wanted to track Cassandra down and turn her into a cinder right in the middle of class.

“How?” Rachel demanded again, as though she was going to decide if it was enough and go find the other witch if it wasn’t.

Sam pulled Rachel back down into her seat, gave me an evil grin, then leaned over and whispered in her ear.

I figured she was going into even greater detail about the “eight” than she had with Cassandra and it clearly embarrassed Rachel. It was fascinating to watch as the red-faced anger slowly drained away, leaving her face dead pale, then another line of red rose to make her features burn again and her expression change from anger to nervous embarrassment as she cast a glance my way.

The wink I gave her didn’t seem to help much.

Rachel cleared her throat, keeping her eyes forward.

“Okay, um, yeah, that … sure,” she muttered.

Sam sat back in her own seat and nodded, grinning as though she was entirely satisfied with her work.

“What was the other thing you did?” I asked, thinking to change the subject before Rachel exploded or her hair caught on fire.

“What thing?” Sam asked.

“The thing where you squared off with her and … grew?”

I couldn’t think of any other way to describe it. The two witches had been locked in some silent, invisible battle, and the pressure of it had made nearly everyone else take an unconscious step back from them.

“Oh, that,” Sam said. “That was an aura-push.”

I looked at her expectantly, but Sam just grinned.

“Say the line,” she said, finally.

I sighed. Maybe by second-year I’d have enough knowledge of witch-shit to go a day or two between asking.

“What’s an aura-push?”

Sam laughed and even Rachel smiled, so when everything went on the scale, having to admit I didn’t know was worth it. I sighed again and rolled my eyes so they could have another moment’s fun at my expense.

“An aura-push is like a battle of wills,” Rachel said, while Sam nodded and glanced at the other witch with a smile of her own. We both knew Rachel liked to explain things. “You sort of push … who you are out toward the other witch and she pushes herself toward you.”

“Not your shields,” Sam clarified.

“Oh, yeah, not your shields. It’s more like your … presence.”

“Presence?” I asked.

They’d been right in front of each other, so that didn’t make a lot of sense to me.

“Not that you’re there,” Rachel said, “but who’s there. You take everything you know about yourself, everything you’re sure of, and you throw it in the other witch’s face.”

“Whoever blinks first loses,” Sam said.

Rachel nodded. “It’s about self-knowledge and confidence. Who has the stronger will.”

“So not a fight?”

“Not a physical fight, but it can be the prelude to one.”

I pondered that for a minute. “So, like two deer squaring off to decide who runs the herd? They’re not really trying to hurt each other, just show who’s boss?”

“More like elephants,” Rachel said.

“I hate those examples. I’m not an elephant,” Sam said.

Rachel shrugged. “Elephants are matriarchal and are generally led by the oldest and wisest, but sometimes the hierarchy gets challenged — not physically, usually. That’s like an aura-push — strongest will and knowledge, not strongest body, not even strongest magic. At least that’s the way things used to be — my grandma says.”

I waited, because it looked like Rachel was thinking.

“Oh, Goddess,” Sam groaned. “You got her started.” She pursed her lips. “I am not an elephant.”

Rachel nodded. “Yeah, Grandma says the modern covens have more of a hyena feel to them.”

“Hyena?”

“I am not a hyena.”

“Yeah, they’re more physical and have more dominance struggles than elephants. Grandma says it’s fucked up.” Rachel flushed red again and looked down. “Grandma says.”

I nearly laughed. The witch got so embarrassed if she accidentally said “fuck” in the classroom, but at a spellstick game it was nearly every third word out of her mouth.

“I am not an elephant or a hyena,” Sam insisted.

“I’m not saying you are,” Rachel said. “It’s just what the research says.”

“Research?” I asked.

“Just because we have magic doesn’t mean we can’t do science,” Rachel said. “Understanding animal behavior helps us understand ourselves.”

Sam shook her head and rolled her eyes.

I patted her thigh. “It’s okay, Dumbo.”

“Dumbo was a dude!” Sam protested.

I grinned. “Hey, Rachel? What were the hyenas in Lion King named?” I was absolutely certain she knew.

“Shenzi, Banzai, and Ed — Shenzi was the girl.”

I patted Sam’s leg again. “Okay, Shenzi.”

“I’m not a hyena!”

The classroom went silent and heads turned toward us.

“Is good,” Magistra Cassian said from the front of the class in her strong, clipped accent. “Hyena too loud in class. Make mess on floor. Class start now.”
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“Magistra Cassian?” I asked, pivoting out of the way of the girls streaming toward the classroom door.

She looked up, nodded to me, then to Sam. “Is me. Magellus Ashe. Magella Shenzi. What need?”

I nearly laughed and it was only the sudden pain from Sam’s grip on my upper arm tightening that kept me from it. A quick glance showed me she was biting the inside of her cheek in an effort not to snap at our teacher.

I quickly explained what had happened in Magistra Hawke’s class and asked if Magistra Cassian had any data or advice on how to go about showing the effect the relationships within the coven would have on the coven’s mana generation.

“Ah,” Magistra Cassian said, nodding. “Squeaky wheel get dirty stick.” She frowned, then turned, pulled a leather-bound book from the case behind her desk, and handed it to me.

Then another.

And another.

Then two more.

“All in there. Class over. Go learn.”

I sighed. I’d been hoping for her help, not just a bunch of books, but I probably should have expected this.

“Thank you, Magistra Cassian,” I said, nodding my thanks and turning to leave. We didn’t even have time to drop the new books off at our room before Mel’s class.

“Wait,” Magistra Cassian said. “Is more thing.”

I turned around, sighing again, to get another book added to my stack, but Magistra Cassian was handing a USB memory stick to Sam.

“Photos. Is cousin in old country. Good girl. Make patatnik crisp, like grandma.” She grinned. “Tya ima planini, koito zaslepyavat. Nice mountains.”


THE CHILD


“Noah!”

I barely had time to register that I was in the Goddess’ Grove again before my arms were filled with a giggling, squirming Aurora, covering my face with kisses after launching herself into the air, with complete confidence I’d catch her.

I had to spin around to absorb her momentum instead of crashing backward onto my ass, and that set off even more giggling as her little, green-stained feet spun away from me while she clutched at my neck.

“Do it again!” she cried.

I had to laugh and couldn’t possibly refuse, so I spun her around the Grove until we got to the stone alter and I could plop her down there.

“I missed you,” she said, grinning.

“I missed you, too,” I said, and it was true.

Of all the Goddess’ aspects, The Child was my favorite — even though I’d never tell the others that. I’d never tell Aurora that, either, because she was the others … somehow. I’m sure it would get back to them that I had a favorite.

“Are you here to warn me that something bad’s going to happen, too?”

Aurora’s face took on a look of wide-eyed confusion that was about as convincing as Sam’s pouty-lips.

“Too?”

“Yeah, Viera spoke to me.”

“Darn it!” the little goddess kicked her grass-stained heels against the altar. “I told them I wanted to be the first to see you again. They never listen to me.”

I stifled a laugh.

“So? Bad shi … stuff coming?”

“I wouldn’t know anything about that.”

“Sure. So why, then?”

Aurora’s face fell and this time I think the pouty-lip was real.

“I didn’t mean it that way,” I said quickly. “You can visit me every night if you want, no reason necessary.”

The Child’s face broke into a smile as bright as the morning sun.

“Well,” she said. “I do have a reason this time, but maybe not next time.”

“What is it?”

“I wanted to thank you.”

I frowned. The Child’s geas had been to pass on a message and I couldn’t think of anything I’d done that would qualify for that. “For what?”

“Loving someone,” Aurora said. “Unconditionally and without expectations. I know it’s hard sometimes.”

I thought about how I felt about Sam. “No, it really isn’t.”

“Well, it can be — but some people need it so much. So remember that, okay?”

I grinned. “I never remember these visits, you know?”

Aurora shrugged and held her arms out to me. “That’s all I had to say but we still have some time — spin me again!”


CHAPTER TWENTY




I heard the sauna door click open and reached for my spare towel, then stopped — Cassandra hadn’t shown up again in the mornings for nearly two weeks, but I’d told her whoever got there first got the place, so if she saw something it was on her.

“Hey.”

I jumped, reached for my spare towel, knocked it off the bench, and flipped off my own trying to reach for it — this time toward the open room, and landed on my face.

“Ow! Fuck!”

I heard an entirely un-Cassandra giggle.

“It’s okay — I’m not looking. Eyes covered,” Priscilla said.

I got to all fours and checked before standing and wrapping a towel around my waist.

Priscilla was just inside the doorway and she did have one hand over her eyes — she even had her face turned to the side — and the other hand holding her own towel closed around her.

“Okay,” I said, sitting. “Sorry about that — I thought it was —”

“Cassandra, yeah,” Priscilla said, moving to one of the side benches and sitting. She glanced over at me and one corner of her mouth went up. “I’m not sure the towel’s doing much good, though.”

Fuck!

I grabbed the towel I’d been laying on and bunched it up in my lap — I wasn’t fully erect, but it was getting there, because Priscilla in just a towel showed a lot. She was slender, looking very poised and confident now, unlike when she’d been utterly embarrassed by her mother offering me a fifty-room mansion to sleep with her. She had a creamy, fair complexion with a bit of a flush only made more so by the sauna’s heat, and long, chestnut hair with some auburn highlights. I couldn’t really see her eyes in the dim light, but I remembered them as being hazel with little sparks like gold.

Exactly the sort of towel-wrapped package that would set my dick off.

Naked, sweaty witch, my dick said with a shrug that made me keep one hand on the bunched up towel to keep it from shrugging too.

Priscilla giggled again. “I meant the bare chest is kind of nice, but okay.”

I frowned, instantly on my guard. No one, other than Cassandra, had ever been in the sauna this early — not for nearly five months since school started. Even with the Prima’s warning that I’d sworn an oath not to mark a witch until after school ended, more and more of the girls were saying “hi” to me in the hallways or giving me looks — and I knew Priscilla’s mom was already after her to get to know me, so —

“No,” Priscilla said.

“What?”

“What you’re thinking — my mom didn’t send me in here to seduce you … well, she did, but that’s not why I came.”

“Why then? And how would your mom know I was in the sauna?”

Priscilla sighed. “Cassandra told everybody about seeing you in here.”

I groaned, wondering how much she’d told them. “Whatever she said, it’s probably not what happened.”

“Yeah — I can’t really picture you standing on the bench doing a little dance.”

“A dance?”

Priscilla nodded. “Yeah, making, you know, it do some sort of propeller spin thing at her.”

I groaned and buried my face in my hands. “That’s not what happened. I was trying to leave her alone and she tellyed my towel off.”

“I figured that. You don’t seem the type to show off.”

I sighed again. “So you, what? Decided to come get a look for yourself?”

“Well, that’s pretty rude. No, dumbass, I came to warn you.”

“Warn me about Cassandra telling stories? I figured that would happen.”

“No, look, Cassandra told a bunch of us about seeing you, and one of the girls must have told her mom, and she must’ve mentioned it to another mom, because over the weekend, like, six of us got calls with clear instructions to come in here and … flaunt shit.”

She sounded disgusted by it, so I didn’t point out that she was pretty much in here flaunting shit.

“Great,” I muttered.

“And, no, you’re not seeing anything more than this — the only reason I picked the sauna is because it’s safer to talk to you here where no one might hear me telling you about it. Luckily I won first try.”

“Won?”

“Yeah, we rock-paper-scissored for who got to go first. If I hadn’t won, I’d have had to risk telling you somewhere else.”

“Great,” I muttered again. “So I’m going to have naked witches in here all the time?”

Yes! my dick shouted.

Shut up!

“Pretty much. Liza’s next, then Carol. I think they decided to skip a day in between so it wouldn’t be so obvious.”

“Oh, no — a sudden parade of naked witches every other day won’t be obvious at all.”

Yes!

Shut! Up!

Priscilla shrugged again, which, honestly, did nothing to help shut my dick up.

“Anyway,” she said, “I just wanted to warn you about it.”

“Why?”

“Well, that’s an asshole question.”

“Sorry, but —”

“Yeah, whatever.” She was quiet for a minute. “You were cool … about what my mom did. And I heard the rumors after — you probably could’ve asked her to … see what you were getting, you know?” She snorted. “She’d have gone along with it — maybe not in the Prima’s office, but … yeah.” She was quiet again. “This is so fucked up.”

“It is to me, but I thought this was … normal for you guys.”

Priscilla shook her head. “No. It’s normal for us to get stuck in a coven without much say in who the warlock is … there aren’t that many to go around, after all. It’s way different to be told to go out and — I don’t know — catch one? I don’t think our moms understand it.”

“Understand what?”

“Us. Witches my age.” She grimaced. “My mom’s a hundred and twenty-three. It’s not like she grew up with internet and streaming video. Before now I guess it was like they all watched stuff at the same time in the theater room — all together, you know? And the Family heads would pick things. Now it’s all just … out there.”. I don’t think the older witches have figured out how much is out there.”

She was silent, but it seemed like there was more, so I stayed quiet and let her form her thoughts.

“I know movies and shit are made up — they’re not real — but the mundanes put out so much of it. Part of it has to be how they really live, right? It’s so different than for us. I know I’m going to wind up with a warlock that’ll maximize power for the Family. I get that. It’s just … sometimes I’d like someone to take me out to dinner, you know? Someone I know I don’t have to dump in a year if it gets serious. Shit … even someone who’ll just kiss me before I get bent over a big rock in the middle of the fucking woods.”

Priscilla sniffed and wiped at her nose. “Are you and Samantha really like that? It’s not an act or something to piss everybody off?”

“Like what?”

“Happy.”

What did you say to that? She wouldn’t believe a lie, I think, and the truth would only hurt her.

“Half us think you’re faking,” Priscilla went on. “Like all that hanging on each other and kissing all the time can’t be real — it’s too much like a movie.” She sniffed again. “The other half? We’re so fucking jealous — and that makes what our moms are telling us to do even worse, because nothing as good as you two look could possibly start that way.”

She scrubbed at her eyes. “Sorry.”

“It’s okay — I get it.”

I did, but things had just gotten a lot deeper than I’d suspected when I came to the gym this morning.

“They say we’re supposed to love some fucking goddess — that this is what she wants… Why? I mean, I don’t expect her to love me back — goddess and all — but, shit, sometimes I don’t think she even likes us. I really hate it sometimes. I hate knowing that the rest of my life is going to be ruled by the fucking moon. I hate knowing that I’m going to have to spend the next hundred years getting boned by fucking Cameron twice a month — he’s only four years younger than me but he still doesn’t brush his teeth. Yeah, it’s not like he can get cavities or something, but … he stinks, and he picks his nose … everywhere. But he’s next in line, so that’s it, if I want … anything. Or maybe some witch will get hit by a bus and I can have a warlock who’s fifty years older than me. You know, sometimes I think she’d be a better goddess if she just made us cut somebody’s heart out once a month? At least then we could try to be happy the rest of the time — and it would be over quick.”

Priscilla hung her head and I saw her shoulders start to shake. If we hadn’t been practically naked, I’d —

Fuck it.

She was so obviously hurting and I couldn’t just sit there.

I got up and moved to sit beside her. Forcing down the little twinge of suspicion that this was all an act to get me to do exactly what I was doing, I put an arm around her shoulders.

Priscilla leaned into me. “I don’t get why a goddess would want us to be miserable.”

“She doesn’t,” I said, struck that I’d known about witches for less than a year, but was now telling one what her goddess was like for the second time in a month — and that I was so full of the certainty that I was right. “She doesn’t want you to be miserable.”

“It sure seems like it.”

“No, she wants you to be loved and feel joy. She wants you to learn and become wise, so that you can guide your family. Your family, not some … corporation.”

“It doesn’t seem like that — it’s not what our Families say. They tell us the reward comes later — when we have enough power for ourselves.”

I shook my head. “They’re wrong.”

“How do you know?”

I shrugged. “I don’t know, I just do. Maybe it’s because I’m learning about all this witch-shit here for the first time. Maybe I just listen to Magistra Cassian too much.”

Priscilla snorted. “Oh, I think my mom’s still pissed that Prima Rosethorn hired her, and it’s been a couple decades.”

“Why does everybody seem to dislike her so much?”

“She has ‘antiquated ideas’ — and she’s from the Rhodope.”

“What’s that?”

“The Rhodope Mountains — they’re … I don’t know somewhere that was part of the Soviet Union or something and it was way remote even before that, so there was no contact for a long time and they do things differently. Cassandra’s mom calls her a hippie.”

I chuckled. “I don’t think I’ve ever heard her talk about politics.”

Priscilla shrugged, sitting up a bit, so I took my arm from around her.

“I should go so I can shower and get to class — and you can have your sauna back.”

“No problem — you can come back anytime I’m here. I’d rather talk to you than Cassandra.”

Priscilla paused at the door.

“Thank you — sorry I dropped a load of heavy shit on you. That’s not what I meant to do.” She grinned, but it was still a little sad. “I won’t tell the other girls that you’ll hug them if they cry.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE




“What are you guys planning to do?” Rachel asked.

It was Friday morning, the first weekend in February, and that was when the restriction on first-years leaving campus was lifted. I’d learned first semester that the restriction itself was a deliberate test of our resolve and determination, culminating in the teachers seeing who would sneak off campus to attend a party the mundane college in town threw at the State Park next to campus every year. Who went and who didn’t probably fed into their decision about our second semester courses in some way.

I was a little surprised they were going to let us go into town still, given that the mundane party last semester had wound up with one of our friends, Katrina, being murdered and nobody being able to tell what had killed her. I was also a little disturbed by how little we all seemed to be thinking about that — both that our friend had been killed and that there was something unknown out there that did it.

There’d been a little talk about it, but more of the “Have you heard anything?” “No.” variety that came and went periodically, then was forgotten in between.

I almost wished I’d taken the school up on the offer of counseling after her death, because I’d like to know if that was normal or if there was something wrong with us.

I added that to the list of things to talk to Mel about when we had time — the older witch had become the closest thing I’d ever had to a mother, despite the rather inappropriate thoughts I still had about her, and I wanted her opinion and guidance.

Brittany shrugged. “Go into town? See what’s there? Find a club to go dancing?”

Hannah nodded. “I’ll show you around. Do you want to come with, Rachel?”

“Um, what about you two?” Rachel asked — she was sitting next to me this time, and seemed to have settled into a schedule where she alternated between me and Sam every meal.

“We’re going into the city,” I said.

In fact, we were going to spend Saturday with Morgan, and maybe Sunday as well.

“We can do that?”

Sam nodded. “I asked.” Hannah and Brittany looked a little skeptical. “Hey! I ask permission sometimes!”

I chuckled, because I had some plans about asking for permission tonight.

“What’s so funny?” Sam asked.

“As long as we’re back on campus before class on Monday, we can do whatever we want,” I told the girls, ignoring her question.

“Do you want to come with us?” Sam asked Rachel

“Could I?”

“Sure,” Sam said.

“Tomorrow might be better,” I put in. “We could meet you at the train station before we pick up Morgan.”

“What’s wrong with tonight?” Sam asked. “Melaina’s got lots of rooms — and they’re pretty soundproof.”

Rachel’s face went red and I knew it wasn’t going to get any better.

“We have plans for tonight,” I said, trying to seem nonchalant by taking a bite of my hashbrowns and sipping my coffee.

“What plans?”

“Plans that I’ve made for us.”

“You’re not going to tell me the plans?” Sam asked.

“Nope.”

“Will I like the plans?”

I thought about that for a minute. Our dynamic made “like” and “dislike” somewhat ambiguous when you got right down to it.

“That’s hard to answer.”

“We’ll pick you up at the train station tomorrow morning, sweetie,” Sam quickly told Rachel.

“Oookay,” Rachel said, drawing it out.

“We’re just going to meet up with a friend of mine tomorrow — I think we’ll go to the aquarium and on Sunday maybe the natural history museum.”

Sam and I had managed to convince Morgan that money wasn’t really an object and we didn’t mind covering her expenses when we did things together, but she’d still only agree to things that were pretty inexpensive to begin with.

“That sounds fun,” Rachel said.

I couldn’t tell if she really did think that sounded more fun than what Hannah and Brittany had planned or if she just wanted to hang out with Sam and me. I kind of hoped it was the latter — and I did note she’d agreed to come with us before she knew what we’d be doing.


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO




“We’re not going to Melaina’s?” Sam asked as our rideshare made a turn to go downtown instead of toward Mel’s neighborhood.

“Nope.”

She turned from looking out the window to raise an eyebrow at me.

“So we’re going … where?”

“You’ll see.”

“Hmph,” she muttered, turning to look out the window again, but I saw the corners of her mouth creep up.

A few minutes later, both Sam’s eyebrows went up as our driver pulled into the same hotel we’d spent Solstice night at.

“Something we can’t do at Melaina’s?” Sam asked as the doorman and bellhop got our bags from the car’s trunk.

There wasn’t much in the way of luggage — just our backpacks, as we both had clothes and essentials at Mel’s after staying there over Solstice break. Part of me wanted to take the backpacks and carry them myself, as I really wasn’t used to people doing stuff like that for me, but I was already feeling a little out of place arriving with so little even if it was just for one night.

We checked in and I struggled to keep my face bland as the desk clerk confirmed the room’s rate with me. At the Solstice, I’d been too busy anticipating what would soon be happening in the room to listen as Sam checked in, so the cost when I’d booked this stay had shocked me. Since Sam had put the Solstice on her mom’s credit card, I agreed it was a nice “fuck you” for her to leave her Family with, but paying it myself was another story.

Morgan’s Christmas gift was no longer the most expensive thing I’d ever paid for — by a long shot.

It was going to take me a while to get used to the idea of just how much money Mel had gifted to our new coven, but I had managed to get past feeling uneasy about the gift itself. As Mel said, “it is a gift, freely given,” and I couldn’t fault that — more, it was a gift from my only known family to her only known family, and that meant a lot.

I was still going to pay her back one day — not in money, since she had so much it was virtually meaningless to her, but I’d find something that was as important to her as the financial security was to Sam and me right now.

“You got the same room,” Sam said, wrapping herself around my arm as we walked to the elevators.

I nodded, increasingly nervous as the elevator went up. I thought this was a good idea and something Sam would appreciate, but there was still a niggling doubt. I took a deep breath to settle myself.

“Why are you nervous?”

Fucking coven bond that let us see what the other was feeling — I couldn’t even deny it, so I just said nothing and let her wonder. Part of the point of this was for her to not realize what my plan was, so I couldn’t very well tell her why that plan made me nervous. I wanted her a little off-balance and simply following my lead, since that was such a big part of the dynamic we were building.

I opened the room’s door and ushered Sam in.

“Oh,” she said, stopping so that I had to nudge her a bit to get myself inside and shut the door.

It looked like the hotel had done everything I’d asked for — well, paid them to do, and even that had cost more than Morgan’s Christmas present, so the phone had dropped to number three on my list of purchases.

I should probably stop tracking that.

Set up on a table in the suite’s main room were two bottles of champagne in iced buckets — I’d asked Mel about what kind to ask for and gotten a forty-five minute education on the topic — and some light food — fruit, cheese, etc. — along with a couple dozen roses flanking the platters and a box of gourmet chocolates that probably cost more than all the candy I’d ever bought in my life put together. I wondered how much of the desk clerk’s typing had been to delay us while others were getting our bags and the food to the room.

Sam turned around with a wide smile and wrapped her arms around my neck to kiss me.

“I should have done this for the Event of the Solstice,” she whispered, lips still on mine.

“We had other things on our minds.”

“Mmh — I’ve got those things on my mind right now.”

“Hold that thought,” I said, grinning and unwrapping her from around my neck.

“What?”

“Have a bite to eat while I take a shower,” I said, slipping past her and grabbing my backpack from the low bench our bags were on.

“I’ll come with you.”

I shook my head and slipped away again. “Nope.”

“What the fuck?” was the last thing I heard before shutting and locking the bathroom door.
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Since I’d never refused to let Sam join me in the shower before, I could only imagine the frustration and curiosity she was feeling … no, I could do more than imagine it, because even with the door closed I could see what she was feeling. I wondered what kind of distance or blockage would be enough to affect that part of the coven bond.

When we were in separate classrooms, I could still sense where she was — at least how far and in what direction — but couldn’t see her mana generation. It was dimmer through the bathroom door now, but I could still see it, and she was shedding a dozen different emotions.

While the shower warmed up, I dug through my backpack.

I hadn’t brought a lot of clothes since I had a lot at Mel’s still and the bulk of the space in my pack was made up of only two outfits — one of them being for Sam.

I unpacked both and hung them from the hooks and bars on the bathroom walls and door. Then I undressed and got in the shower, after which I brushed my teeth and ran a brush through my wet hair while applying a bit of magic to dry it.

Carefully.

This was new magic to me, even if it was the sort of simple, homey magic all the witches were familiar with, and I still found it iffy at times — not head-on-fire iffy, but there’d been some singeing in the past.

Then I turned my attention to the hanging clothes, which were still a bit wrinkled after being rolled up and stuffed in a backpack, even after the steam of the shower — so I used the same magic technique along with some pressure to smooth them out. I noticed that this, and my hair, seemed to take more mana and concentration than if I was going for more heat, like to light a candle — as though the precision and control took more effort.

That done, I got dressed, paying far more attention to that act than I usually did, and left the bathroom.
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“Oh … hello,” Sam whispered, staring at me from where she stood at the fruit tray, half a strawberry in her hand.

It was the first time she’d seen me in a suit — and the second time I’d worn one, the first being at the tailor when Mel got it for me over the summer.

The suit was a classic men’s cut, single-breasted, and tailored with a sleek, modern edge. The jacket fit snugly across my shoulders, tapering down to a trim waist that gave me a streamlined silhouette even I knew enough to appreciate. Its deep navy blue fabric was subtly textured, catching the light just enough to hint at a quiet sophistication. The lapels were narrow, but sharp, framing a crisp white dress shirt that provided a nice backdrop for the dark purple tie — the knotting of which I’d spent the last two weeks secretly practicing. A pair of flat-front trousers completed the look, perfectly fitted and falling just over polished, dark leather oxfords.

It wasn’t something I’d like to wear often, but I had to admit it made me look good — and a little Bondish. I half felt agents of Spectre might be breaking the door down any minute.

“You clean up nice,” Sam whispered. “Are we going out?”

I walked over and gave her a long, deep kiss before pointing her at the bathroom.

“Go shower and get dressed — I laid out clothes for you.”

“You picked out my clothes?”

I gave her a nudge toward the bathroom as she hesitated.

“I’m scared,” she said, halting at the doorway.

“Go.”
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While Sam was in the shower, I busied myself with a few other preparations, then settled myself at the table of food once I heard the water stop. I wanted to be ready when she came out, looking as though I’d just been patiently waiting.

If she’d been paying attention to our coven bond while she showered, she’d know I was anything but patient, but it was worth a shot.

When she did come out, I was glad I had no plans for us to go out, because we’d never make it.

The dress I’d picked out hugged Samantha’s body like it was made for her, the deep red silk shimmering softly in the light. Its plunging neckline framed her collarbones and drew the eye downward, accentuating her curves in all the right places. Thin, barely-there straps slipped over her shoulders, crisscrossing elegantly down her back, where the dress dipped low, leaving a stretch of bare skin between the delicate straps.

The hem skimmed the tops of her thighs, a teasing slit on one side revealing a hint more of her leg with each step. A subtle shimmer lined the edge of the neckline and hem, catching the light just enough to add a touch of sparkle, but not so much as to distract from the striking simplicity of the dress itself. The effect was mesmerizing: sleek, bold, and utterly captivating.

On her feet, she wore a pair of black stiletto heels, their slender design elongating her legs and adding an extra edge to her look. The heels had a delicate ankle strap adorned with a subtle touch of sparkle, perfectly complementing the shimmer on her dress. The pointed toe and high arch accentuated the graceful line of her foot, adding a final touch of elegance to her ensemble. The heels were sleek, seductive, and carried a hint of sophistication that matched the daring allure of the dress.

I didn’t know what others might think, but I knew I liked it, as any restraint my nerves had kept on my arousal were overcome and my dick went hard as a rock.

“You went through my underwear drawer?” Sam asked, grinning as she approached me for another kiss.

I grinned back, knowing what was under that dress, and more eager than ever to see her in that state.

“So where are we going?” Sam asked once the kiss ended.

I grinned. “You don’t need to worry about that.”

“What do I need to worry about?”

I put my lips close to her ear — grinning, because the evening was about to get a lot spicier than even Sam might suspect — and whispered, “Obeying me.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE




I think if she had even a bit more physical stimulation just then Sam might have come right there in my arms, and any self-consciousness I felt about saying something like that — and there was a lot — lessened considerably.

She froze and I felt a wave of tight shuddering work its way from her jaw, down her neck, through her shoulders, and on downward, in a way that made her body almost vibrate against me.

I waited what seemed like a very long time for the shuddering to stop, then let her go and walked toward the bedroom.

“Come,” I said, glancing back at her, and for a second it seemed like she might be torn between following me or obeying in a very different way.

That started some thoughts about just how far the physical compulsions of the coven bond and my Command affinity might extend. Definitely something to keep in mind for later experimentation.

Most of the time Sam had been in the shower I’d spent working on the lighting in the suite’s bedroom. You’d think a hotel this fancy would have dimmer switches, but you’d be wrong, and so I’d had to hack things to get the illumination I was going for.

I’d put one lamp behind the gauzy window curtains and another on the floor in a corner, hidden from direct view by a large chair so that its light only bounced off the wall. If the implementation was a bit tacky, the effect was right. I’d have tried some magical lights but they required more concentration to keep going than I thought I’d have in a few minutes.

“Stand there,” I ordered, pointing to the middle of the largest open space the bedroom had, then waiting until she was there before I just looked her over.

I suppressed a grin, trying to keep my face impassive, as I watched the usually confident red-headed witch’s nervous anticipation grow.

Her throat worked as she swallowed and her tongue darted out to wet her lips as her fingers clenched and unclenched at her sides.

Goddess, but she was beautiful.

I ran my eyes over her body several times, then started circling her, my gaze moving up and down to take her in from every angle — with every moment making me more and more amazed that she was mine, and Sam showing more and more physical signs of nervous anticipation.

I moved up behind her, careful not to touch, because that was for later, and brought my lips close to her ear again.

“Whose are you?”

Sam gulped and her breasts heaved as she drew in several ragged breaths.

“I am yours, Dominus,” she whispered finally.

“Good girl.”

I gave her a moment for that shudder to run its course.

“Do you remember your words?”

“Yes, Dominus, but I don’t need them.”

I grinned, glad she couldn’t see it. I had the evening planned anyway, but that comment would tie in nicely.

“Did I ask if you needed them?”

Sam gulped audibly. “No, Dominus.”

“We’ll deal with speaking out of turn later.” I let my lips gently brush her earlobe. “How much of you is mine?”

“Everything, Dominus, everything I have.”

That was the answer I’d been hoping for, and I let the silence and tension build as I stepped away from her and circled to her front — as soon as I came into her field of vision she dropped her gaze to the floor.

“Eight,” I said after a few seconds of stillness.

Sam’s brow furrowed. “I’m sorry, Dominus, I don’t understand.”

“Eight,” I repeated. “You told Cassandra I’d given you eight orgasms one night.”

“Yes, Dominus … um, there’ve been better nights, though.”

I knew that, because I’d been putting in a lot of extra work to build things up for tonight.

I frowned. “Even eight seems … excessive.”

Sam’s face went blank and her downcast eyes widened as a brief whine escaped her.

“Yes,” I said. “Excessive. I don’t want to wear you out.” I sighed. “Since you don’t seem to be able to manage them, I guess I’ll have to.”

Another, longer, whine. I don’t know if she’d figured out where this was going or if there were just several bad outcomes running through her head.

“From now on, you’ll ask permission before coming, do you understand?”

Her breathing was so deep and ragged that her nostrils flared and her lips trembled.

“Y — yes, Dominus.”

“Lose the glamour,” I ordered, resuming circling her. “You’re far more beautiful without it.”

A second later and the glamour of makeup she’d put on after her shower disappeared. She really didn’t need it, but it was probably appropriate for going out amongst mundanes, and I think that’s probably why most of the witches used it — looking this gorgeous while clearly without makeup would be something the mundanes might take note of.

Behind her again, I gently brought her hair, one side of which was draped over her shoulder to run down her chest, to her back, then, with just a fingertip, pushed the thin straps of her dress over her shoulders to fall loosely down her arms.

The entire point of having her dress in this was to take it off her. What I had planned wouldn’t be nearly as much fun starting with jeans and a t-shirt. My suit was staying on for a while — its purpose was to reinforce my presence.

Sam was shivering with every touch now and I was as well because of all the mana she was shedding. Pleasure, nervousness, anticipation, self-consciousness, excitement, even a bit of fear all spun off her and hit me like hundreds of tiny electric shocks — far, very far, from unpleasant, especially the steely grey of Control that increased with every order of mine she obeyed.

I unzipped the back of her dress about halfway, then resumed circling her, enjoying the view. The loosening of her dress caused one side to fall forward from her breast, exposing more of the sinfully creamy flesh, as well as my mark. I moved closer and ran a fingernail over the oval of brown moles that appeared there when I’d marked her into our coven with a bite.

Moving back to the zipper, I pulled it fully down and eased my hands inside to help the dress slide down and pool at her feet.

That left her exposed in the underwear I’d picked for her, so I circled again to enjoy it.

A delicate black lace bra with a plunging cut to match the neckline of her dress, and thin straps designed to remain invisible beneath the dress’. The lace pattern was intricate yet understated, adding a layer of sensuality without being overly flashy. For the matching bottoms, a pair of lacy black thong panties, the waistband sitting comfortably low on Sam’s hips, so it wouldn’t interfere with the dress’ sleek silhouette.

Sam’s chest and face were flushed and her hands twitched at her sides as though she thought to bring them up and cover herself.

I’d seen her naked before, obviously, but this was at a very different level. I’d taken control, exposing her at my own leisurely pace — taking her agency over her own body, or, rather, accepting the agency she’d freely, eagerly, given me.

I unhooked her bra and slid the straps over her shoulders, letting it fall to the floor to drape over the pool of fabric her dress made around her feet.

Back in front of her, I squatted — slowly, making it absolutely clear my eyes were taking in every inch of skin they passed on the way down, until I slid my fingers into the waistband of her skimpy panties and eased them down her legs.

I let my eyes dwell on her well-trimmed patch of curly red hair for a moment, and I could see the muscles of Sam’s stomach above that trembling. Disappointingly, I had to look away for a moment to undo the straps of her heels.

“Put your hand on me to steady yourself and step out,” I said. The last thing we needed right now was for Sam to topple over and smack her head on a dresser or something.

Once her bare feet were on the floor, I gathered up her clothes and moved them to the top of the dresser.

“Hands behind your head,” I ordered, which did wonderful things to Sam’s breasts, pulling them upward and seeming to point her rock hard nipples right at me. “Elbows back … farther … good girl.”

I took a moment to enjoy the view, as well as really let it sink in for Sam that she was standing there entirely naked while I was not only fully clothed, but in quite a nice suit. Fully clothed until I took off my belt, that is.

Keeping my face as still as I could, I slowly unbuckled it and slid it from around my waist, then doubled it up and brought the two sides together with a sharp crack that made Sam jump.

“Eep!”

“Quiet.”

“Y — yes, Dominus.”

“I’ll tell you when you’re allowed to scream.”

I nearly laughed out loud at how wide her eyes went and how pale she got, all the red of embarrassment disappeared and she went almost as white as Cassandra.

I knelt and placed the belt, fully stretched out, in front of Sam, then stood.

“Spread your legs.”

The belt was just a measure to show her how far apart I wanted her feet — the hint, the suspicion, the expectation that I might use it on her had been what I was after first, though. Tonight was mostly about establishing control — and I was getting that in spades as wave after wave of the deliciously shiny grey mana rolled off Sam for me to suck up. I really did think the Control mana hit way differently than any other — maybe because it was my primary resonant, but, damn, it felt good.

Letting Sam think I might be about to use the belt on her was part of establishing that control, along with several other things. The point was to make her understand that I was so much in control of her that she couldn’t even predict what I was about to do. To give her opportunities to guess, to set her expectations, then subvert those expectations. Eventually, I wanted her to stop trying to guess what was coming next when we were in this state — to stop trying to guess what was coming and give all her attention to what I was already doing.

“All the way,” I instructed, pointing at the belt on the floor. I’d used that as a gauge to determine just how far apart her feet should be to be uncomfortable and difficult, yet still maintainable.

Once her feet were as far apart as the belt, I stood and checked her arms.

“Elbows back,” I snapped, putting a little tone in my voice to show her I was paying attention and she wasn’t going to get away with slacking on my instructions.

“Good girl,” I said when she was standing the way I wanted her to. “From now on, when I tell you to ‘present yourself,’ this is how I want you. Understand?”

“Y — ye — yes, Dominus.”

We were barely started and I wanted to throw her on the bed and fuck her, but there was a lot left to do before that. I took off my suit jacket and laid it over a nearby chair back, then loosened my tie and unbuttoned my shirt cuffs to roll them up.

I went back behind her and opened a dresser drawer I’d stocked while she was showering.

Inside was a set of leather cuffs — four, two each for ankles and wrists. They were black leather over a softer interior. I’d had them shipped to Willowmere after confirming with the school’s office that student packages weren’t opened — that would have been awkward.

I’d never been more grateful that we’d set up our own accounts for our coven, because that store was something I definitely didn’t want Mel seeing on her credit card statement.

I picked up one of the wrist cuffs — and hadn’t that been a chore, carefully studying the specs on leather restraints to make sure they’d be tight on someone as petite as Sam.

I could tell Sam was confused and curious about what I was doing behind her, so I made sure to keep the cuff well behind her and out of view as I moved to her side. Her whole body was trembling as I pulled her right arm from behind her head and placed her palm on my chest. Keeping her palm there, I slipped the cuff around her wrist and pulled it tight, buckling it.

Sam gasped and I moved her now cuffed right arm back to its place behind her head. I pulled the other wrist cuff from the drawer and repeated the process with her left arm. Her ankles followed and I stood again to pace around her, looking her up and down — the cuffs seemed to make her even more open and vulnerable than she’d been already.

Next I started examining her body. All of it. I wanted her to have the impression that I was very carefully inspecting something that was mine to ensure I was satisfied with its condition and quality.

There wasn’t a single question in my mind about Sam’s condition and quality — she was perfect in every way — but I wanted her to understand that was still what I was doing.

I moved Sam’s hair off her back and draped it over her shoulder, starting my inspection at the base of her neck. Slowly, barely touching, I ran my fingertips down her back, over her ass, then down one leg. Sam’s body was visibly trembling, every muscle tight and shaking.

I repeated my inspection on her left side, fingertips lightly running down her arm, the sensitive skin of her side and then down her leg, then it was time for the really fun part.

Moving to her front, I put my fingertips on Sam’s forehead and lightly brought them down over her eyes, making her close them.

“Keep them closed,” I whispered.

Cheeks, lips, under her chin and down her neck — ever so slowly and lightly, keeping an eye on her feet and elbows in case I needed to make her fix her position.

I paused just above her nipples, watching her trembling increase with anticipation, then dipped my head to place a gentle kiss right in the middle of her coven mark, and resumed, spreading my fingers wide so that they didn’t even touch her areola, much less her nipples.

Subverting expectations, remember?

Sam whined and thrust her breasts at me.

“Be still.”

Another whine and I waited until my fingertips were just above her belly button before I leaned in and licked her left nipple, then slowly closed my lips over it and gently sucked.

A sound sort of like “huhwunga” came from Sam’s throat and she started swaying.

“Keep your balance and get those elbows back,” I whispered, taking my mouth from her nipple.

I moved my mouth across her chest, letting my breath tell her the path, until I was near her other nipple, then let the anticipation build again before I took this one gently between my teeth.

This time the sound she made was a sort of “ung-ung-ung” deep in her throat as I gradually increased the pressure of my teeth until Sam’s pain-pleasure of mana generation nearly reached the tipping point of being more painful than pleasurable, before I released the hard little nub and gave it a quick lick.

Fingertips down the front of her legs, I then brought them back up the insides until about midway up her thighs where I encountered the first moisture.

The combination of spread legs and arousal had Sam’s pussy wide open and dripping. Juices ran down both her thighs and there was a growing wet spot on the carpet beneath her.

I ran a finger more firmly up the inside of one thigh, then the other, collecting her dripping juices, then stood again.

“You’re making a mess of yourself — clean it,” I said, touching my dripping finger to her lips.

Sam gasped, but parted her lips and took my finger into her mouth, sucking it greedily and swirling her tongue around it to the point that, if it hadn’t been for her hangup about the penis, I’d have her on her knees with those lips around my cock in a heartbeat.

Goddess, that was going to be hard to keep putting off now that I knew what her tongue could do.

I pulled my finger from her greedy mouth with a loud pop and reached down to gather more juices directly from the source.

Sam groaned and her head went back so much I thought I might have to reach an arm behind her to keep her from toppling over backwards, but she managed to keep her balance and I raised my finger to her lips again.

The next time I did it, Sam opened her mouth eagerly as soon as my fingers left her pussy — and the time after that, but the next I paused, barely touching her clit and waited, staying still, watching the effects.

Her jaw muscles were tight and her lips peeled back from her teeth in a grimace as she tried to fight the clear urge to thrust her hips forward and start humping my hand.

I decided Sam was ready for the next step, so I wrapped my free arm around her to help her with balance and pressed my finger more firmly against her clit, slowly massaging the little button. It was a good thing I was ready to support her, because her knees buckled and I had to lift her back up until she regained her footing.

Her moans intensified, getting louder and more raspy as her breathing became more and more ragged while I increased the pressure and speed of the finger circling her clit. I had a feeling she was close and didn’t want her to forget her new restrictions.

“Don’t forget to ask permission,” I said, then lowered my mouth to her nipple, sucking on it hard and letting my teeth dig a little into the flesh of her breast around it.

“Gaaarrrgh! Fuck!” she screamed, making me hope the suites here had good soundproofing. “Please! Dominus, please, may I come? Please!”

“No,” I said, taking my mouth from her breast and my hand from between her legs.

“Fuuuuuuck!” Sam screamed, clenching her fingers in her hair and shuddering with the effort of stopping the storm of sensation I’d set off in her.

I think she actually wasn’t expecting me to say “no” the first time … silly girl.

Before Sam could pull back too much from the edge, though, I made sure I had good support behind her and slid my other arm between her legs until her pussy rested right in the crook of my elbow, then lifted so that her feet left the floor and she was riding my arm.

“Wha—”

Two steps and I was at the bed, sitting on the edge and spinning Sam over so that she was laying face down over my lap, her head to my left and legs to my right, with her ass perfectly positioned for what was coming next.

“What?”

“Ssshh,” I said, laying my right hand lightly on her butt cheek. “Did I ask you if you needed your words?”

“Huh … what … Dominus … what?”

I think her mind was still a little fuzzy from the effort of coming back from her near-orgasm — which was all the better for my purposes.

“When I asked you if you remembered your words, did I also ask if you felt you needed them?”

“N — no, Dominus.”

I tapped the fingers resting on her ass.

“Then I think we should address that now … hhmm … twenty should do it.”

“What? Dominus, please, give me a minute to —”

Too late, my arm was already raised and I brought it down on her ass cheek with a sharp crack!

“Waarrgh!”

I actually wasn’t too fond of the videos Sam and I had watched that included spanking. Not because I didn’t like the idea of spanking — and now, just one stroke in, I really liked the reality of spanking — but because they were so tame. If you’re going to be spanking someone, they shouldn’t be laughing and giggling, right? And the impact certainly shouldn’t sound like a little pat.

“Oh, right,” I said. “You can scream now.”

Crack!

“Arrrrrfuck!”

I was alternating ass cheeks and my own palm was stinging already. I wasn’t hitting as hard as I could, but I was cupping my palm so that there was air being compressed and exploding from between us with each strike.

Crack!

“Gaaaahhh!”

I paused, assessing things — I had a lot planned for this and wanted to make sure I wasn’t overdoing it, but Sam’s mana generation was all positive.

Well, not positive in the sense most people would mean, but virtually everything was still getting bound up with her Lust generation as well as being shed, so it was clear it was good for her. There was a lot of really heavy embarrassment involved — I guessed that was due to being a grown woman suddenly finding herself bare-assed over someone’s lap getting spanked, no matter how much she wanted it. Or maybe that was one of the reasons to want it? Her Pain resonant was definitely filling, but still more of that was being bound to Lust and headed for that resonant. I might even have to drain that one a little before I was ready to, since it was so rapidly filling. I didn’t want it to become too full and become uncomfortable.

Crack!

“Fuuuuuck!”

One of Sam’s hands flew toward her ass, trying to cover herself, but I caught it with my free hand and held it tight right at the base of her spine, pinning her there.

I paused and ran fingertips over both of her ass cheeks. The formerly smooth skin was already starting to feel rougher and I could see bright red imprints of my hand.

A glance at Sam’s face made me check her mana generation again, because her eyes, when they weren’t clenched shut, were wet with tears — but the bright red threads of Pain were also tying themselves up with both Lust and the spearmint green of Pleasure as she shed them, so we were good. She had her words if she needed them.

“You must really like this and want it to go on forever,” I observed, moving on to the next step in subverting expectations and taking control.

“Wha — no, Dominus!”

“Huh … but I haven’t heard any counting, so how will I know when to stop?”

Crack!

“Fu — fu — fuck, five, Dominus!”

I had to work hard to keep a laugh from spilling out at that. I decided we’d have to implement a no-swearing during scenes rule, with appropriate consequences, but that would be for later.

Crack!

“Six, Dominus!”

Crack!

“Seven, Dominus!”

Crack!

“Eight, Dominus!”

I paused again — running my fingertips over her roughened, abused skin, then dipping them between her legs to see how things fared there. If anything, and I found it a little unbelievable, Sam’s pussy was even wetter and more open than it had been earlier. Sam squirmed against my hand, breath ragged and whining when I took it away.

My hand came back covered in her sweet, sticky juices. It was too bad our current position wouldn’t let me reach her mouth with it, so I wiped it on my pants — they were going to need cleaning anyway, since they were already soaked through where Sam’s pussy rested against my thigh.

I licked my lips and swallowed hard — I was as wound up as Sam was, but I wanted to be sure my voice didn’t carry any hint of that. I wanted it calm and steady, because Sam was going to go ballistic from what I said next.

“Odd. I always thought counting started with one.”

Crack!

“Oooooowwwwfuck! You sneaky sadistic magnificent bastard! Fucking one, Dominus!”

A snorted laugh did escape me, but I quickly covered it with another crack!

“Two, Dominus!”

I checked my hand again, which was every bit as red as Sam’s ass cheeks and had at least one spot I knew was going to bruise. I was definitely going to need an implement of some sort if we did this regularly … we were definitely going to do this regularly, because my rigid cock was making its wishes known by jabbing Sam in the side.

A check of Sam’s ass showed me one small abrasion I’d have to avoid making worse, so I changed my target to be lower, nearer the top of her thighs. We’d talked about marks — not the coven mark, but bruises and stuff — and Sam was far more enthusiastic at getting them than I was about giving, but now that I had her over my lap the idea of seeing a couple bruises on her firm, perfect ass tomorrow was starting to appeal to me.

Crack!

“Three, Dominus!”

I proceeded on, strike after strike, keeping a careful eye on Sam’s mana generation, her ass cheeks, and the palm of my hand, which I felt was getting the dirty end of this particular stick. Fuck, but this hurt. Absolutely going with an implement, even a fucking hairbrush, next time, because pain was Sam’s thing, not mine.

Crack!

“Ten, Dominus.”

Sam’s voice had started getting hoarse from the screaming around six and the last couple her body had barely reacted to — not tensing or jumping anymore. Her count of eight, nine, and now ten, had been coming progressively weaker, with a sort of sniffling sound, and she was pretty much just hanging limply over my lap.

So … four, and then four more, was eight. Then these ten, so eighteen real spanks, with ten counted. I’d said twenty, but there was no way I was going to give her another ten. She could probably take another two for the original twenty, but ten counted was a nice round number, and left an equally round number to torture her with a bit more another time.

I let go of Sam’s arm that I was holding behind her back, and it slid off to thump weakly on the floor, then I slid my own arms under her so I could lift her a bit as I slid back to sit fully on the bed. She took several deep, ragged breaths as I tilted her on her side and pulled her close.

“Dominus?”

“I think that’s enough of that for tonight.”

“Thank you, Dominus.”

Fuck … I should have had her thank me for taking the time to correct her after each spank. That would have given me another thing to have her start over counting for. Maybe next time — no, we’d just established she was supposed to count and I hadn’t brought up thanking me. It wouldn’t be fair to add that next time if she thought she was doing it right. A missed opportunity.

“We’ll save the other ten for another time.”

“I’ll be good, Dominus, I promise,” Sam whined as she curled herself around me.

I didn’t even need to check to see if she was still wet, because her thighs squelched as she moved. I leaned over to kiss her cheek, tasting salty tears, which surprised me by turning me on even more.

“I know you will — you’re a very good girl.”

“Do I get a reward, Dominus?”

I chuckled, stroking her hair with one hand and her butt with the other, with occasional delving deep between her thighs. “You do — just rest for a minute.”

“M’kay.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR




Letting Sam rest for a minute tonight meant immediately sliding my hand between her legs to alternate sliding fingers inside her with running their length against her clit until she was squirming.

A few minutes of that and I slid her off my lap onto the bed and stood, taking her right arm and pulling it firmly to one corner of the bed.

More of my prep while Sam was in the shower had been to find someplace on the bed to attach four strong ropes — one of which I grasped now, and ran it through the D-ring on her cuff. I pulled the rope tight, stretching Sam’s arm and shoulder, and tied it off tight, then I repeated the process with her left arm.

Then I grasped her left leg firmly.

This is why I got the leather cuffs rather than just using Command.

Command could make Sam keep her arms and legs in place, but it couldn’t stretch her. I ran a rope through her leg cuff and pulled firmly to stretch Sam’s body tightly from wrist to opposite ankle.

The same with her other leg and I could see the muscles of Sam’s abdomen flutter and jerk like she really did have butterflies in there.

Slowly and purposefully I crawled onto the bed between Sam’s legs, then farther up until I straddled her torso.

I settled my weight on her torso, just below her breasts, pinning her to the bed, then leaned forward to put my hands on her shoulders and stared into her eyes for a moment. I let the corners of my mouth creep up in what I hoped to be a sufficiently evil smile, then leaned back again. I raised my hands to my tie and slowly took it off. Stretching it between my hands, I laid it carefully over Sam’s eyes and looped it around her head, tying a loose knot to keep it in place.

Then I slid off the bed, stepped away, and waited.

Not being able to see does weird things to your sense of time. I’d tried it, closing my eyes and trying to estimate how long they’d been closed without counting. Sam wouldn’t be counting now — she’d be wondering what came next and tracking my position around her through our coven bond.

That left out the possibility of teasing her with not knowing where the next touch would be, because she’d know at least where I was in relation to her body, so I had to settle for her not knowing the type of touch.

I slowly moved around the bed, randomly touching her. Sometimes a fingertip, sometimes a scratching nail; sometimes lips, sometimes teeth; a light touch, or fingers gripping tightly and deep — for a long time I did that, interspersed with moments of concentrating on her pussy and clit, probing deeply and rubbing, until Sam was just on the very verge of asking to come, before stepping away again and resuming the delivery of random sensations.

Over and over, taking her just to the edge of asking, then backing her away, only, after an eternity, taking her close enough to the edge that she’d ask.

“Please! Dominus, may I come, please?”

“No.”

And quickly, hands and mouth off her body, starting the cycle over again.

I went to the champagne buckets and returned with ice, running the glistening cubes over Sam’s equally glistening skin to leave a trail of chilling moisture and following that with the warmth of a gliding tongue.

A rose, brushed, feather-light, over every inch of her.

The petals, separated and dropped, one by one, to rest upon her body.

Another visit to torment her core with lips and tongue.

“Please! Dominus! May I come, please?”

“No.”

Close to time, though, I thought.

I stepped away from the bed and stripped off the rest of my clothes, then returned.

Quickly releasing the ropes restraining Sam’s ankles, I gripped her legs behind the knees and roughly bent her legs back to push her thighs into her chest. I looped her knees over my shoulders and drove myself home. She was so open and wet that I entered her easily, with hardly any resistance, until her muscles clenched around my length as she felt me filling her.

“Pleeeeaaaasss —”

“Come for me.”

“Aaaarrrrrrrrgggggghhhhh!”

The walls of Sam’s pussy clamped tight as a fist around my cock and her thighs heaved at me as she tried to straighten her legs. I had to dig my feet into the mattress and push my weight forward to keep her from pushing my dick from within her.

Gripping her tightly by the shoulders let me gain enough leverage to keep her from pushing me off to begin thrusting, hard and deep, slamming into her tight, sopping wet pussy, over and over until, seconds later —

“Please! Pl — pl — pl — pleeeaaasss —”

“Come for me.”

It was so amusing and satisfying to watch Sam barely end one orgasm before being compelled to beg for the next, that I almost forgot it was my dick drawing those from her, slamming again and again through those tightly clenched muscles.

I lost myself entirely in the repetition, losing count of the number of times she came, but determined to keep going, because the night had already exceeded my expectations and plans. I’d fallen into some sort of state where I was concentrating so much on watching where Sam was that the distraction made me feel like I could go on forever.

Maybe that was some magic from my Lust resonant? Or even Control?

Again and again, Sam asked and I told her to come until it must have been too much for her to bear any longer and she surprised me.

“Mercy! Mercymercymercy —”

“What is it?”

“I ca — can’t — too much! No — more — please no more.”

“One more for me.”

“Ooooowww … fuck! Fuckfuck! Please, Dominus, please may I come?”

“Come for me.”

With that, I could focus solely on my own pleasure as I slid in and out of the wettest, tightest pussy I ever had … yeah, I know, my only one, but, fuck me if this wasn’t wetter and tighter than Sam’s pussy had ever been.

In seconds I was ready and slammed my cock deep into her once more before holding, straining to force myself even deeper as stream after stream of come splashed into her.

“Please may I come, Dominus?”

“Come for me.”

“Waaannnggg! You said one! Oneoneone — not — fuuuuucccckkk!”
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“You — said — one —” Sam panted.

She was pressed tightly to my side, unbound, and seemingly trying to get as much skin contact as she possibly could, with one leg pressed against me and the other thrown over the top of mine.

“One’s what I told you to take, the rest were on you. I should have said, ‘no?’”

“No! Fuck no.”

Once I released her from the cuffs, I’d pulled her close and whispered for her to just rest.

I held her, sometimes kissing her cheek or forehead, until she took a long, deep breath, holding it for a moment before letting it out in a loud gasp and blinking her eyes into focus. I’d quickly gotten a cool, wet cloth from the bathroom and managed to wipe the sweat from her face, but she begged me to wait for anywhere else, afraid any new sensation might set her off again.

“Oh, sweet Maiden’s massive nipples, what did you do to me?”

I chuckled. “Anything I wanted.”

“Oh! Crone’s saggy tits, don’t do that right now! I swear you could talk me over the edge right now and I ca — can’t! Oh, shit, it hurt so much it was like you were squeezing out my soul! Damn! I wanna do it again!”

She gasped.

“Not tonight though! Not next … tomorrow — week — month — year. Year! Yeah! I can take this — once — a — year — no! Nonono! No, Dominus, don’t move your leg — your leg like tha — that — fuck — please! Please, Dominus, may I come?”


THE MAIDEN


I lay awake long after Sam finally stopped squirming and fell asleep, thinking about the night with a stupid grin on my face. Things had gone a lot better than I’d expected, and I could tell Sam was feeling the same. Not only was she happy, but I was too — it had been a lot of work, but totally worth it. And fun.

I mused on the evening, drifting in and out, until an image appeared in my head — not a good one, and one I couldn’t make go away.

Priscilla, bent over an altar by some booger-picking ass named Cameron.

I believed in the witches’ Goddess. I really did. I mean, I was in a magic school and able to do actual magic, so why wouldn’t their Goddess be real?

But if she was real, why didn’t she just change things?

It bothered me all night, right up until I went to sleep … and woke up in the Goddess’ Grove.

I sighed and started down the path to the Grove itself, adding “why do I have to walk every time?” to my list of things I didn’t understand.

The pathway smelled of flowers, so I figured it was The Maiden this time and didn’t really want to deal with her. Until I entered the cleared space and saw her.

Aveline was sitting on the altar, elbows on knees and head bowed.

“Hey,” I said, quietly, when I was as close to her as I dared get.

The most volatile aspect of the Goddess looked up at me, her face a mix of sorrow and anger.

“Do you see?” she whispered. “Do you see what they’ve done to my girls?”

I nodded. “I see it, but I don’t see why.”

Aveline shrugged. “Greed? Folly? Hubris? I don’t know — maybe Viera does, or at least she thinks so, since she has to be the one who knows everything. Centuries now, they just … at every crossroad, every time the paths diverge, they pick the wrong one. Farther and farther away from us.”

Anger won out over sorrow and she hopped off the altar stone to start stomping around the Grove.

“It’s not even the easy path they take! We lay it out for them so clearly, but we could put a fucking cake a few steps down the right path, with ice cream, even, and they’d still choose the wrong one!”

She stomped around, muttering, then screamed.

“Eith’ hai mētrai autōn xērantheiēsan kai hai kardiai syntribointo!”

A roar of thunder rolled across the Grove despite the clear, sunny sky.

“Oh, shut up!” Aveline yelled, looking up. “You know I don’t mean that!”

The Maiden calmed a bit, so I ventured the question.

“Why can’t you make them? Take the right path, I mean.”

“You have free will, you’re not some kind of golems. We can’t make you do anything — we can only nudge. And you can’t nudge a mountain, it doesn’t care. That’s what they’ve become — a mountain range, keeping our rain to themselves and leaving everything past them dry and lifeless. Sometimes we can nudge the younger ones, but it only makes them sad — or worse. Any sign of life, the first sprout of joy, and the mountain sends an avalanche to cover and destroy it.”

“But you want me to fix it? That doesn’t seem fair. Or very likely.” I paused, thinking of too many movies. “Unless there’s some kind of prophecy or something?”

Aveline snorted. “The Oracle’s long gone and the future’s become too complicated for prophecy. It was easier when there were fewer people to muddle things up. Now? With billions?” She shook her head. “We can see the probable — even the possible — but never with certainty. We can only nudge things along, plant seeds, and, more and more, not even that. There are few left who we can even visit like this.”

“Why can you visit me?” It didn’t make sense — I hadn’t even known about magic, much less a Goddess, until last summer.

Aveline shrugged. “How should I know? Ask Viera if you want answers — she’ll probably be wrong, but she’ll be very confident about it.” She took a deep breath. “Maybe it’s because Melaina is still alive. Her line stayed closer to us than the others.”

She closed her eyes and her face softened.

“You should have seen her in her youth. All she had to do was stroll through a town and every man fell to her. Bakers would leave their bread to burn, just to chase her down and offer her a treat. A blacksmith once lost a finger, staring at her as she went by. She enchanted his anvil to ease his work when she saw that — I think he’d call it a good trade if he’d known.” Her face fell again. “Now my girls get, what? A year or two to work their wiles? before they’re bound? And don’t get me started on the warlocks — entitled little shits.”

Personally, I thought Mel could still maim a blacksmith or two just by walking by.

She narrowed her eyes at me.

“You’re different than them. The flowers and chocolates were a proper offering — don’t even think about getting complacent, though.”

I felt my face heat. If The Maiden had seen the flowers and chocolates at the hotel then she’d … watched?

And what about the … rest? Would she be angry about that, as protective as she was about “her girls?”

“Of course we watched,” The Maiden said, seeming to read my mind and grinning as she approached me. “Idalia made popcorn — it was quite entertaining. Viera was even impressed by the arm lift thing — quite a surprise, probably disorienting. Excellent choice.” She laughed. “Aurora ran off to bed when she realized you weren’t going out to dinner or something.”

Her face became more serious and she placed a palm on my chest.

“You’ve brought one of my girls joy, Noah. I’ll never fault you for that.”

She shoved me and I felt the Grove fading around me.

“Now get started on the rest of them.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE




“You left a bruise and it hurts!”

It was Saturday morning and I’d been hearing nothing but complaints: my abs ache, my legs are still weak, I’m going to have to skip a bra today because my nipples are sore.

None of which, I knew, were actual complaints — from Sam, they were more like bragging.

I slipped back into the bathroom where she was in front of the mirror, wrapped in a towel and running her magically heated fingers through her hair to dry it. Her towel was just long enough to cover her butt, so I pulled up the edge.

“This one?” I asked, poking one of the three bruises I saw.

Sam squirmed. “Um … no, not that one.”

I suppressed a grin and moved my fingertip to a second bruise before pressing hard. “This one?”

“Uh uh.”

I poked the third one. “What about this one?”

Sam groaned. “Nope.”

“That’s the last one.”

“Slacker.”

“Well,” I said, flexing my fingers around the ache in my right palm, “I suppose there’s a fourth.”

“What? Where?” Sam asked, pulling up her towel and cocking her hips at the mirror, searching. “What’d I miss?”

“This one.” I showed her my palm and the quarter-sized bruise there.

“How? Why do you have one of my bruises — that’s not fair!” Sam checked her butt again. “And I think it’s bigger than all mine put together! That’s rude and greedy.”

“I don’t think it’s bigger than all —”

“Hah!” Sam grinned. “It really did hurt you more than it hurt me. I’ve got Iron Butt! Plus two reflect damage buff!”

“Have you been playing games with Felicity again?” I asked, pulling out my phone and tapping to get to a site I’d already been at this morning.

“Of course I have — I need to get a new laptop to keep up with her, though, and she says her computer at home is even more powerful.”

“I bet,” I said. I wished Felicity would get over being mad at me and include me in their gaming sessions, but I hadn’t been invited yet.

“Why are you on your phone?” Sam asked, returning to drying her hair.

I tapped the last purchase button and held my phone out so Sam could see.

“That’s a good site,” she said, nodding, “but you should just use my account so we have all the reward points in one … wait, that one has holes in it!”

“Yep,” I said, pocketing my phone.

“The ones with holes are supposed to hurt more than the solid ones — shouldn’t we start with —”

“Nope. I think Iron Butt can handle it. This way, you’ll get all the bruises — that’s what you wanted, right?”

Sam hung her head and managed to get her voice sounding contrite, but I could see the hint of a smile.

“Yes, Dominus.”

I chuckled as I gave her bare butt a pat and went back to the bedroom to finish getting ready. It was like Sam wanted to find some sort of line with me — then happily dance around it until I told her it was a line. Could she tease me about putting a bigger bruise on myself than I had her? Absolutely. Would there be consequences for that? Absolutely.

I finished dressing and packing while Sam dried her hair. I made sure to get all the cuffs and ropes into my backpack and not leave anything behind — it was a nice hotel and I sort of thought it would be fun to come back to “our” room once in a while, so didn’t want to get banned for leaving something weird behind.

Sam clung to my arm the whole ride down in the elevator and across the lobby, working her phone to call a ride for us.

“… like someone being killed!” A woman with shorter blonde hair was practically screaming at the front desk. “All night long! We couldn’t sleep!”

“I’m sorry, ma’am,” the desk clerk said, “perhaps a restaurant credit for the inconvenience?”

Sam ducked her head against my shoulder as we went by — at first, I thought she was embarrassed, then I saw she was trying to keep from laughing. I was going to have to learn how to set up wards against sound if we were going to be coming back here.

Our ride got us to the train station early, so we found a café to wait at and get coffee, managing to finish half before Rachel’s train arrived. Sam texted Rachel where we were waiting and few minutes later, Rachel was waving to us from across the concourse.

Sam groaned as Rachel got close and we stood.

“You could probably fix that yourself, you know,” I whispered.

“Nope. Important lesson. Too much of a good thing. Careful what you ask for. All that stuff.”

I chuckled as Rachel gave us both a hug and we started for the exit with Sam calling us a new car.

“Why are you walking funny?” Rachel asked.

“I’m not,” Sam protested, wincing as she straightened.

“You are,” Rachel insisted, “does your stomach hurt? Are you okay? Should we cancel so you can lay down and rest?”

I was torn between which was more amusing — Rachel’s blast of concern that Sam might not be a hundred-percent healthy or knowing why Sam was walking that way and waiting to see how she’d explain it to Rachel.

“My stomach’s just a little sore,” Sam said, tapping at her phone.

“Sore? You mean the muscles? Did you overdo something?”

“Yeah … I overdid … something.”

“Well, you need to take it easier — yeah, you should be sore after a workout, but you shouldn’t be walking all hunched over like that.”

“Talk to him,” Sam said, jerking a thumb at me.

Rachel turned to me, eyes narrowing. “What did you do to her? You can’t just work people until they drop, you know? You have to pace things and not…” Rachel trailed off, then sighed. “It’s a sex thing, isn’t it.”

I started laughing so hard I staggered into the way of the crowd getting off the stairs and wound up getting knocked around until I could grab on a railing.

“Do you guys ever think about anything else?” Rachel demanded.

“Not by choice,” Sam said.

I found a gap in the crowd and rejoined them for the walk through the station doors.

“Are you going to be okay?” I heard Sam whisper to Rachel. “Being out all day away from a workroom?”

“Yeah, I used one at school right before I left for the train, so as long as nothing big happens, I’ll be okay.”

We spent the time waiting at the curb catching Rachel up on Morgan and her situation.

“So she’s a witch but doesn’t know she is and you can’t tell her until she turns eighteen?”

I nodded.

“That sucks.”

I nodded again. “I’d love to tell her — and get her out of the fucking foster home — but Mel says she might be more likely to use her magic before she turns eighteen if she knows about it. And maybe be more uncontrolled about what she wound up doing.”

“And we can’t get her out of there until she turns eighteen, either,” Sam said.

“Why not?” Rachel asked.

“Then she’d be a runaway,” I explained. “The cops would get involved. Maybe they wouldn’t care much, because she’s just five months from being on her own now, but even the initial investigation would be a problem. They’d know about me and then find Mel.” I shrugged. “Too much potential trouble to not just wait a few months.”

I didn’t like it, but I couldn’t see how Mel was wrong about it.

“Why doesn’t The Blackwood just adopt her or something?” Rachel asked. “Aren’t kids in foster care up for adoption?”

“I never thought of that,” Sam said, but I was shaking my head.

“There’s a whole process,” I told the girls, trying to remember the few, very few, kids I’d known who got adopted. “First there’s a home study or something — inspections, interviews, the works. They’d be looking at Mel and wondering why she has no family for them to interview too. Then you have to file the paperwork and have a hearing, plus Morgan would have to consent.”

“I’m sure she would,” Sam said. “Even if we didn’t tell her she was a witch, I bet she’d let you adopt her if it meant getting out of there.”

“Hey! Why say it like that? I think I’d make a good dad.”

“Maybe,” Sam agreed, “but I don’t think Morgan’s interested in the daddy-type.”

“Yeah, we’re more like brother and sister.”

Sam rolled her eyes.

“Anyway, it can take months to just get a hearing, so she’d probably age out before Mel could adopt her.”

“Oh,” Rachel said.

Mihai, in a red Caravan, pulled up and the side door slid open automatically. I’d always thought that was a cool feature, even though the minivan format itself was kind of boring.

“Long drive,” Mihai said, looking at the destination. “You want music?”

“Whatever you like is fine,” I told him.

Mihai grinned and put on some kind of foreign music that was unlike anything I’d ever heard before. It had a steady, haunting tempo — somehow more serious and deep than what I was used to listening to. It wasn’t the typical instruments I was used to either — no guitars or keyboards, instead the instruments sounded classical, even though the music wasn’t. I couldn’t understand the words, but the singer’s voice still evoked strong emotions in me.

Sam and I sat still and listened while Rachel smiled and seemed to dance in her seat like she could anticipate the beat changes and adapt to them.

Mihai glanced in the mirror and must have seen Rachel vibing with the beat, because he grinned wider and started singing along. He had a surprisingly smooth baritone with a raw intensity that made the words, whatever they were, even more emotion-filled.

As the last notes died, Mihai looked at us in the mirror again, still grinning.

“Nais tuke pal o gili, baxtalo te aves,” Rachel said. Her eyes were bright, clearly moved by the song.

Mihai’s eyes widened. “You speak Romani?”

Rachel nodded. “A little — my family knew The Papusza.”

Mihai’s eyes widened even further.

“Shuvani?” he asked and I thought he looked a little nervous.

Rachel nodded again. “Amenca na avas akate pala tuke. Amenca na kerel tuke nasul.”

Mihai visibly relaxed and nodded, his grin returning.

“Baxt thaj sastipe tuke,” he said, before turning his attention back to driving.

“What was that about?” I whispered to Rachel.

“Mihai’s Romani,” she said. “I told him thank you for the song and wished him good fortune, then he asked if I was a witch and I told him we weren’t here for him and mean him no harm.”

I spent a little time pondering the coincidence of our rideshare driver knowing about witches. I wasn’t sure how the Romani fit in behind the Veil, but I’d heard them mentioned before — and if nothing else they had some cool music.

Morgan was waiting on the front porch and got up as soon as we turned onto her street — I’d texted her the type of car we were in, so she knew what to look for. She clambered in through the side door. Sam, Rachel, and I were on the back bench seat, so Morgan took one of the two captain’s chairs in front of us.

“Hi!” she said, then looked at Rachel.

“Morgan, this is Rachel. Rachel, Morgan. Rachel’s one of our friends from college.”

“Hi,” Rachel said.

Morgan raised an eyebrow and I got ready to intercede if she decided to ask Rachel if we were fucking, like the second or third thing she’d said to Sam when they’d met for the first time. Apparently she decided that was a little over the line with Sam sitting right there.

“Hi,” she said instead, but she gave me a look that said I’d be getting questions later.

Mihai turned around in his seat. He looked at Morgan, then Sam, then Rachel, and jerked his head at me.

“Lesko?”

Rachel giggled and nodded.

“Trin shukar shuvani? Baxtalo chavo,” he muttered, giving me a wink before turning around to tap at his phone for our next destination.

“What was that?” I whispered to Rachel.

Rachel turned a little red, but smiled. “He said you’re a lucky guy to have three pretty girls.”

I grinned. Maybe six months ago I’d have been embarrassed, but now I was feeling pretty good about it. I’d accepted that I was going to have a coven and I was feeling really good about Sam and Rachel, so I put an arm around each of them and pulled them close. Sam snuggled into me and Rachel went even redder, but that didn’t stop her from pressing more than I was pulling.

“Very lucky,” I said.

I figured Morgan would give me some shit about it later, or right then, but I felt … good. Three of the girls I cared about most were with me and we were going to have a fun day.

“Oh, is that what we’re doing?” Morgan asked, and I cringed, waiting for the dig.

Instead, Morgan slid out of the captain’s chair, came through the little gap between them, and plopped herself down in my lap, wrapping her arms around my neck.

I froze and tried to control the very autonomous reaction to having a pretty girl in my lap. I’d already been half-erect from sitting so close to Sam and Rachel, so this latest thing was on its way to sending me over the edge into raging — but this was Morgan. We’d grown up together and didn’t have that sort of relationship. Sam was definitely serious about being one of my “pretty girls” and Rachel might have been half-serious, but Morgan was certainly only playing along with the joke and I didn’t want her to notice my reaction and be uncomfortable, or worry I was thinking about her that way.

Luckily, my rescue came from an unexpected place as Mihai turned around.

“Uh, uh, uh,” he said pointing at the captain’s chair. “Three seatbelt in back — three people. One move — pretty girl, lucky warlock, I don’t care.”

“Oh, fine,” Morgan said, actually faking a pout, and moving back to the captain’s chair. Then she frowned and looked at me. “Warlock?”

I stammered, trying to think of what to say, but Sam was quicker.

“It’s, uh, it means ‘dude who doesn’t deserve to be that lucky’ — or something. It doesn’t translate well.”

“Huh,” Morgan said. “I thought a warlock was like a demon or something.”

“Yeah,” Sam said quickly. “Lucky demon — like ‘lucky devil’, you know?”

Morgan nodded. “Okay.”

I stifled a sigh of relief that she seemed to buy it, but saw Mihai looking at me in the mirror with a frown. I gave him a pleading look and he shook his head, then put the Caravan in drive.
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We chatted about the coming day as Mihai drove and I kept my arms around Sam and Rachel.

I liked it and I figured I was already going to get so much shit from Morgan that I might as well not worry about a little more.

The girls talked about what exhibits they wanted to see first and I was happy to see how excited Morgan was — the tough girl even smiled like she was enjoying herself instead of trying to be so stoic about everything. Part of that was that she always loved museums and zoos and stuff like that. Not just because they were cheap, but because she honestly loved learning and history more than going to movies or something.

I was happy to let the girls decide what we saw and in what order, so long as they could agree on it. There didn’t seem to be any danger of them not, so I just sat back and enjoyed the ride, as well as the feel of Sam and Rachel pressed against my sides.

Since I wasn’t paying attention to the conversation, I noticed Mihai glancing in the mirror over and over again — his face nowhere near as open and friendly as it had been before — and I started to get worried.

Rachel might know about the Romani, but I didn’t, so I didn’t know how they fit into the larger world behind the Veil or how they might interact with the witch Families. Rachel’s Family appeared to be close enough to them that she knew some of their language, so maybe other Families might be as well, and what might some random Romani rideshare driver do if he figured out I was an unbound warlock?

I was pretty valuable to a Family willing to take the risk of Mel and Prima Rosethorn’s wrath, so would the guy be thinking about selling me to one? And if he tried, what would happen to the girls? A chill ran through me, because if that was what was going on, then the Family trying to take me wouldn’t be allowing any witnesses — they’d have to either take the girls too, or worse.

Sam must have noticed my increased tension, probably through our coven bond, and took her head off my shoulder to give me a questioning look. Morgan must have noticed Sam looking at me, because she also gave me a look, while Rachel talked about penguins.

Morgan must have really thought something was wrong with me, because penguins were her favorite, too — and part of a surprise she was going to get once we were at the aquarium, as I’d made a reservation for a personal encounter. After hearing Rachel talk, I hoped I’d be able to include her, as well.

None of which would happen if we got kidnapped by one of the witch Families.

I started getting my mana ready — not casting any spells, just preparing. Sam noticed that and started preparing her mana, too, while giving me an even more questioning look.

I sat up a little straighter as Mihai took a quick right turn that wasn’t part of our route and I saw his phone display rerouting us to accommodate the change. The driver looked in the mirror again and frowned, but I noticed he wasn’t looking at me or the girls, he seemed to be looking behind us — which put me even more on edge.

“You enemy?” Mihai asked.

“What?”

Sam sat up and freed herself from my arm while gathering herself for a spell.

Mihai frowned. “Enemy? Is word, yes?” His eyes in the mirror found Rachel, who was sitting up straighter now, as well. “Hin tuke dushman?”

“He’s asking if we have enemies,” Rachel said.

“What’s going on?” Morgan asked.

“Yes,” I told Mihai. “Why?”

We could deal with something to tell Morgan later, but I wanted to know what was going on.

“Car follow,” Mihai said. “Black car — one, two, three back.”

I started to turn my head, but Sam grabbed my hair.

“Ow!”

“Don’t look,” she said. “Morgan, you have an excuse to be looking back there to talk to us — do you see the car Mihai’s talking about.”

Morgan glanced quickly through the back window then looked at Sam.

“Black caddie, three cars back. New model — two guys in the front, but I can’t see the backseat or their faces. He’s kind of weaving from side to side like he’s trying to get a better look at us. What’s going on?”

I had to blink a couple times to process what she’d been able to tell from such a quick glance, then I started thinking. It must be one of the Families following us, but which one, and did they really mean to kidnap me off the streets or something? Were we safer in the car with Mihai or on the streets — his quick right had put us in a neighborhood, instead of a through street, and I could see traffic up ahead, barely edging through the next intersection.

“Sam, text Mel and let her know what’s going on,” I said quickly. “Mihai, take the next right, there at the light, then stop once we’re out of sight of them. The traffic will keep them from getting to the corner before we can hide. We’ll hop out and get behind the parked cars while you keep going. We’ll be able to see who’s in that car and maybe figure out what’s going on.”

“Noah?” Morgan said.

“I’ll explain later. Mihai, once we’re out, can you circle around a couple blocks? If we’re on the street still you can pick us up, but if we’re gone we decided it was better to run, okay?”

Mihai nodded, then reached under the driver’s seat and pulled out a long dagger. It wasn’t a knife, this was very clearly a fucking dagger.

“What the fuck!” Morgan cried.

“Mihai help.” He nodded his head at Rachel. “Pretty witch dance to Ederlezi — no one hurt.”

I gulped at the size of the dagger, which was at least as long as the man’s forearm and looked to be wickedly sharp.

“Um, thanks, Mihai, but I think just the drop off will work. If we’re on the street when you come around and need help, you can help then, okay?”

“Noah, what the fuck is going on?”

“Later,” I said again. “When Mihai stops and the door opens get out and crouch down on the other side of the parked cars — quick, because we’re going to be right behind you. Got it?”

Morgan nodded, but her eyes were wide and her lips were trembling. I hated to see how scared she was — she’d thought we were going to have a nice fun day at the aquarium, then got dropped into a bunch of witch-shit.

Mihai took the turn and accelerated until he hit the traffic ahead of him, then came to a quick stop with the side door already half open. Morgan dashed out, followed by Rachel, then me and Sam.

“Sastipe, pretty witch!” Mihai called through the closing door. “Remember — five-star ride!”
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Mihai had stopped the Caravan perfectly, with the open door right at a gap between two parked cars.

I followed Rachel and Morgan between them, pulling Sam behind, and we crouched on the sidewalk behind one of the cars. That got us a few looks from the other pedestrians, but four teenagers crouched behind a parked car probably wouldn’t be the weirdest thing they’d see in the city today, so most of them just looked away and walked on, hoping to get by before whatever it was we were doing happened.

A minute later, the lights changed again and Mihai started moving forward at the same time the black car hit the intersection we’d turned at. I didn’t need any more confirmation that they’d been following us, because they made the same turn — this wasn’t a new-caddie type of neighborhood.

I kept my head down and made sure the girls did too while I watched the cars passing the gap we’d come through, then, when I saw the car that had been in front of the caddie, I rose just enough to peak through the parked car’s windows at the occupants of the caddie. The girls did too, but I didn’t try to stop them, because I figured I wouldn’t be able to recognize anyone from the Families, but maybe Sam or Rachel would.

I took a decent look, the two guys in the car were both facing forward, watching Mihai’s caravan a few car lengths away, and wondered why they were guys. The witches kept their warlocks under such strict wraps that I couldn’t imagine them sending two out after me.

The driver was older, bearded, with greying hair, and the passenger was younger, maybe my age, but certainly not much older.

I watched them enough to be sure I’d recognize them if I saw them again, then ducked down and sat with my back to the parked car. We’d have to wait until they were out of sight to stand up and get out of here — which is exactly what I planned to do, rather than get back in Mihai’s car when he came around again. I probably should have just assumed our ride was over and asked Mihai to lead the pair all over the city.

“Do you know them?” I asked Sam when the girls turned and sat too. Sam shook her head. “Rachel?”

“I’ve never seen them before.”

“I have,” Morgan said.

We all looked at her. She was staring straight ahead, jaw clenched and eyes hard.

“You have?” Sam asked.

Morgan nodded.

“Fucking Gabriel.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX




We waited until the car with Gabriel was out of sight, then stood up and hurried back to the main street, crossed it, and walked a few blocks into the neighborhood on the other side before calling for another rideshare. I’d have much preferred riding with Mihai, because he was a lot friendlier than the driver we got, and he played weird but excellent music, but mostly because he had a gigantic fucking dagger and I wanted one of those around right now.

Everyone was quiet while we waited for our ride and on the way to Mel’s, which is where I’d decided we should go. Gabriel, whatever the fuck he was up to, might have heard Morgan talking about going to the aquarium today, so that was out.

The only break in the silence was Sam texting Mel and relating the response.

“Melaina says we should go to her place — the, um, security system will make sure we’re safe until she can get there.”

“Security system” was Sam’s attempt to not mention the building’s magic wards and shields in front of Morgan — but from the look on Morgan’s face, I got the feeling there wasn’t much we were going to be able to keep from her now.

We got to Mel’s and I couldn’t get inside fast enough — the brownstone’s wards wrapped around me like a warm blanket and the door opened at my touch.

I went immediately to the fridge and grabbed a soda, draining it in one long draft. I was parched and my hands were shaking, so I figured the sugar would be good for me too. I was also famished for some reason.

“There’s soda in the fridge,” I told the girls. “And dried stuff in the pantry — not a lot, but help yourselves. We could order some food while we wait for Mel.”

Sam and Rachel got sodas, but Morgan just stood at the kitchen island staring at me.

I pulled another can from the fridge and offered it to her.

“Noah, what the fuck is going on?” Morgan asked quietly.

“Well, since it was Gabriel following us, maybe I should be asking you that? What’s up with that guy?”

“I don’t know — he’s always been creepy, but this is a new level.” Morgan opened the soda and took a drink. “But you guys — you thought it was somebody following you, so what the fuck is going on?”

I hesitated. “Could we wait until Mel gets here?”

“That’ll be hours. You said she’s still up at that college, right?” Morgan took another drink, draining the can. “I’d kind of like to know now.”

“How about you tell us everything you know about Gabriel first, and then Mel can explain the rest when she gets here.”

Morgan narrowed her eyes. “That’s … exactly what you just suggested and I said no to.”

I sighed. Mel was going to be so pissed, but things had gotten too weird not to tell Morgan, especially if she was in danger from this Gabriel kid and might need magic to protect herself.

“Mel says she’ll be here in less than ten minutes,” Sam said, tapping on her phone.

“You said she was back at your college!” Morgan yelled. “That’s a two-hour train ride and it’s only been twenty minutes!”

“I thought she was. Maybe … she decided to come into the city after we’d left?”

“Not even you believe that,” Morgan said. “I’m the one who taught you how to lie, remember? You still suck at it. I want to know what the fuck is up with you thinking someone could be following you and why your driver was talking about warlocks and witches and waving around a big-ass sword!”

“Dagger,” Rachel said quietly.

Morgan turned to Rachel and I got ready to step in, because I knew Morgan’s temper and how easily Rachel got embarrassed or hurt.

“A dagger’s shorter,” Rachel went on, oblivious to the look on Morgan’s face, “usually less than a cubit, double-edged, and designed for thrusting more than slashing.”

Morgan stared at Rachel, eyes narrowing.

“What’s a cubit?” she finally asked.

Rachel smiled and held out her arm. “From elbow to fingertip.” She frowned. “They probably used a guy’s arm, though. Around eighteen inches.”

Morgan stared at the little witch a moment longer, probably trying to decide if she was being fucked with or not.

“I needed to know this, why?”

Rachel shrugged. “I like it when things are correct.”

Finally, Morgan nodded. “Thank you.” She turned back to me. “Why was your rideshare driver waving a gigantic fucking dagger around?” She quickly turned back to Rachel. “It was big, right?”

Rachel nodded. “Definitely at the upper end for a dagger. Could even be a dirk.”

Morgan glared at me. “So explain the gigantic. Fucking. Dirk.”

“Ten minutes?” I practically begged.

Morgan deserved an answer, but I didn’t see any way to explain anything that had happened today without telling her about witches, and if I did that, I’d have to justify it to Mel, who was a lot scarier than Morgan at her worst.

“Fine,” Morgan huffed. “Ten minutes. One second more and I want an explanation.” She shook her head. “I can’t believe you’re keeping something from me again. I gave you a pass on not telling me about your girlfriend, because you were always weird about talking about shit like that, but no more.”

I lowered my gaze, feeling like shit. There were only a few things Morgan and I hadn’t shared over the years — on my side, those were things it just wasn’t comfortable talking about to a girl, and I assumed she had a few of the same things.

“It’s complicated,” I tried.

“It better be.”

Everyone was quiet and nearly unmoving for a minute, but Sam laid a hand on my back and I felt the release of tension that came from her using her Harmony affinity on me. Then the front door burst open with a crack that made me worry about the wall around it and Mel strode into the room.

“Are any of you hurt?” she demanded, and I hoped the crackling aura of power I saw around her wasn’t visible to Morgan. I knew Mel’s face was, though, and that was almost as frightening as the magic, because it was a look that said half the city would be laid to waste if any of us were harmed.

“No,” I said, “we’re safe.”

The power swirling around Mel slowed and dissipated as it was absorbed into her, and her equally frightening expression eased.

“There’s no one around the house,” Mel said. “You can change and come in.”

I jumped as something that sounded like a chainsaw sounded through the open doorway and a moment later, Felicity scurried through the door. Mel closed the door and strode to the kitchen.

“Right then,” she said, taking a deep breath. “Anyone else for tea?”
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Morgan was a lot more patient with Mel than she had been with me and said nothing as Mel went to the kitchen, set some water on to boil, then got out the tea. She took several canisters out of a cabinet, sniffed some of them, then filled a tea ball with a mixture.

“Green tea and ginger, do you think?” Mel asked, head behind the cabinet door as she put the canisters back.

“Um, sure,” I said.

Sam nodded, though Mel couldn’t see her.

“A bit of lemon?” Rachel asked quietly. “For calming, Magistra Blackwood?”

Morgan gave me a what-the-fuck look, but didn’t interrupt.

“Excellent thought, Rachel,” Mel said, pulling another canister from the cabinet and adding a scoop to the tea ball. A rich, lemony smell filled the kitchen. “Lemon balm is just the thing. Samantha, would you be so kind as to prepare a tray? You know where the tea things are, yes?”

“Yes, Melaina,” Sam said, opening another cabinet to get a tray and start setting cups and saucers on it.

Once Sam had the tray ready on the island, the water boiled and Mel set the tea ball in the teapot and poured hot water over it. She set the teapot’s lid in place with an audible click.

“Come along, girls,” Mel said. “Noah, dear, bring the tray, will you?”

She led the way into the living room, me following last with the tea tray, and we seated ourselves around the coffee table. Sam, Rachel, and I were on the couch with me in the middle, while Mel and Morgan took the chairs facing each other across the table.

“Oh!” Mel exclaimed, starting to stand again. “I forgot cookies — would anyone like a cookie?”

I was a little put out — Mel seemed to be making an awful lot more preparation to tell Morgan whatever she was going to tell her than she had when she told me about magic being real. Then, she’d just levitated me into the air and left me there until I said I believed — oh, and threw a glamoured fireball through my face.

Morgan got tea and cookies.

Of course, Mel had told me during breakfast, so I’d had pancakes and bacon.

Yeah, pancakes and bacon beat out tea and cookies.

“I’m good,” Morgan said, “but I’d really like to know what’s going on. I’ve got one of the foster-brats following me, Noah acted like it could be someone following him, the rideshare driver was waving a gigantic dirk around the car, talking about witches and warlocks, and you … you somehow made a two-hour trip from upstate in, like, thirty minutes. If that freaky Gabriel wasn’t living in the same house, I’d be running home right now to hide in my room.”

Mel leaned forward, lifted the lid on the teapot, sniffed, and pulled the tea ball out, tapping it on the edge of the pot with a light clink, then set it aside and started pouring tea into the cups. She ended with her own cup, then set the pot down, lifted her cup and saucer, and sat back in her chair, curling her legs up onto the seat.

“Have a sip of tea, dear, and I’ll explain everything.”

I was surprised that Morgan complied, but Mel did have a way of getting people to do what she wanted, just by putting forth the expectation that there was no other possibility. Maybe that was magic or just the sort of vibe you put off after living hundreds of years.

The rest of us picked up our cups as well.

“Use the saucer, dear, I wouldn’t want you to spill.”

Morgan leaned forward again and picked up her saucer with her free hand, taking a sip from her cup before resting it on the saucer.

Mel took another sip, then smiled.

“Well, then, Noah’s a warlock, the three of us, Samantha, Rachel, and I, are witches, the school Noah goes to teaches witches how to use their magic, there are multiple reasons someone might be following him, the least of which being they’d like to lock him in a basement to make little witch babies for the rest of his life, your driver was of the Romani, a magically inclined human race who have a cultural imperative to always be armed, and, what else? Oh, yes, you’re a witch as well, dear.”

The room went silent while Morgan stared at Mel, then I heard a quick clickclickclick and noticed Morgan’s hand was shaking and rattling her teacup against the saucer.

“Questions?” Mel asked.

Morgan swallowed. “Yeah … why would anyone want to make babies with Noah?”

“Seriously?”

“I’m just trying to deal with the least plausible thing she said first.”

Sam leaned forward to talk to Rachel on my other side.

“See? She’s, like, totally freaking out right now, but she still takes the time to get in a dig on him. She’s going to be so much fun.”

Rachel nodded.

“Warlocks are rare to begin with,” Mel said, taking Morgan’s question far too seriously for my taste, “and Noah has some particularly rare abilities. Next question?”

Morgan swallowed, licked her lips, and raised her shaking teacup to her mouth again, then looked at me. “Noah?”

I nodded. “It’s true. I couldn’t tell you before, because we didn’t know you were a witch until Sam and I saw you at Christmas — telling someone is … really bad. When we saw you were a witch we tried to think of some way to get you out of foster care right away, but —” I shrugged. “Everything we could think of would either take longer than just waiting or wind up with the police looking for you.”

Morgan nodded. “You believe all this?”

“Yeah — I know it’s hard to believe, but it’s real. I’ve spent the last few months at a school that teaches magic — real magic — and I’ve seen some shit you wouldn’t believe.”

Morgan nodded again and I started feeling better. She was taking this a lot better than I’d expected — Mel hadn’t even needed to levitate her yet.

She set her tea down slowly and stood, holding a hand out to me.

“Noah.” I was really impressed at how calmly Morgan was taking this. “Could we maybe talk privately? A little walk outside? Just you and me? Just to let all this settle in my mind?”

“I don’t know if it’s a good idea to go outside until we figure out why Gabriel was following you — we’re safer inside the building’s wards.”

“Of course we are,” Morgan said. “Safer. Inside her house. The outside’s dangerous. I get it. Just a couple minutes though? You and me?”

“She thinks we’ve brainwashed you into some sort of cult,” Mel explained, grinning, “and wants to convince you to leave with her.”

“Oh, no, it’s not like that,” I assured Morgan.

Morgan nodded. “Of course not. I get it.” She licked her lips again and took a deep breath. “Noah, I know you didn’t talk to a lot of girls in high school and all this attention must be very flattering. They’re telling you you’re special and hanging off you all the time — these two are beautiful —” She nodded at Rachel and Sam while still holding her hand out to me. “— and she’s —” She nodded at Mel. “— she’s fucking amazing, but it’s … it’s not real.”

“Ah,” Mel said, grinning wider. “She thinks it’s a sex cult.”

“What?” I blinked. “Morgan, no, it’s not like that — Sam and I, yeah, but Rachel? We’re not … not … Rachel?”

Rachel was frozen in place, eyes wide and trembling.

“What?” she asked. “What? No! Me and Noah? No. Never … we … we…”

Rachel grabbed a lock of her hair and sniffed it, then looked desperately at Mel.

“Magistra Blackwood, do you have a —”

“Downstairs on the left, dear — there’s ice in the freezer if you need it.”

Rachel nearly dropped her tea as she set it down and dashed for the stairs to Mel’s basement workroom, I assumed to let off some steam. I shared a quick glance with Sam, who was watching the little witch hurry away with a wide grin. I had a grin too, because if Rachel was generating enough Passion to warrant releasing some in Mel’s workroom over the suggestion she was in a sex cult with me, I became even more certain she’d want to join our coven.

“It’s not a cult,” I told Morgan, trying to get back to the main topic in the ensuing silence.

“It could be,” Sam said. “We could have initiations and punishment nights and everything.”

I glared at her. “You’re thinking of sororities and you’re not helping.”

“Sure I am,” Sam said. “In a few minutes she’s going to accept this is all true and think that was hilarious.”

“Noah?” Morgan said.

Mel sighed. “I really hoped I wouldn’t have to do this so soon after traveling from Willowmere — that’s a tiring journey, even for me.”

She gestured and Morgan’s feet left the floor.


CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN




Morgan took things even better than I did — Mel didn’t even have to throw a glamoured fireball at her face.

Once Mel lowered her back to her seat, I could see all the thoughts I’d had when I first found out magic was real work their way across her face, and she rapidly came to the same conclusion I had.

“It’s either real or I’m crazy,” Morgan said. Her eyes were wide and her hands were shaking as she took a sip of tea, but she managed to keep her voice calm. She looked at the rest of us. “You’re all witches?”

Sam, and Rachel, who’d made it back upstairs while Morgan was still floating around, nodded, while I shrugged.

“Warlock,” I said.

Morgan nodded. “Yeah, right … so show me.”

“What?”

“She can make me float in the air — what can the rest of you do?”

“Okay!” Sam said, grinning.

She leaned toward Morgan and I got ready to intervene, because, while Sam and Morgan had very similar senses of humor, I knew Morgan was freaked out underneath her calm exterior and I wasn’t sure how she’d react to whatever joke Sam had in mind — but, instead of anything flashy, Sam stayed very still while she changed.

Sam had been practicing glamour ever since I’d opened her dormant resonants and she’d gained access to a decent amount of mana. Mostly, she used it to give herself makeup without having to put any on — despite the many times I told her she didn’t need any help at all to look beautiful.

Now she slowly changed her features while Morgan watched, eyes widening even more.

Sam’s hair faded, greyed, and lost its usual luster; her skin wrinkled as though she was aging before our eyes. Her features changed — nose growing longer and gaining a hook, while her fingers seemed to grow longer and she clenched them so that they looked like gnarled sticks at the ends of her arms. She even put a wart on the side of her elongated nose — complete with tiny hairs growing out of it.

“Is this more like you were expecting, dearie?” Sam asked, giving her voice a sinister, high-pitched, raspy quality.

Morgan cleared her throat. “The voice sounds fake,” she said.

Sam nodded, dropping the glamour and sitting back. “Yeah, I need to work on that before next Halloween.”

“What about you?” Morgan asked Rachel.

I expected Rachel to do something with fire, even if she said she wasn’t very good at it — the memory of the twenty-foot blast of flame she’d produced once, when her Passion resonant was so full it hurt to contain it anymore, came to mind and I hoped she didn’t set Mel’s house on fire — but instead she stood up.

“Um, can I touch you?”

Morgan nodded and Rachel stepped around the coffee table to lay a hand on Morgan’s.

“It might look scary, but it won’t hurt you, okay?”

Morgan nodded again and I think I jumped more than she did when purplish flames ran up her arm to cover her body — but in an instant her surprised look changed to one of awe and wonder.

“Holy crap,” she muttered as the flames disappeared.

“It’s called Heartfire,” Rachel said. “It’s like an energizer thing.”

“No shit,” Morgan said. “I feel like I could run a marathon.” She shivered. “Wow.”

“I didn’t know you had Heartfire, sweetie,” Sam said. “That’s so cool.” She grinned. “I bet the spellstick team’s going to love you.”

Rachel ducked her head and her face turned red as she returned to her seat beside me.

“Spellstick?” Morgan asked.

“It’s like a witch-sport,” I explained. “Pretty cool, actually.”

Morgan winced. “A witch-sport? Are there brooms? Please tell me there aren’t brooms — that would just be stupid.”

“No brooms,” I assured her, “but more blood than hockey.”

“Cool.” She looked at Rachel. “You play?”

Rachel shook her head, but Sam wasn’t going to let that go.

“Don’t let her kid you — we’ve seen her junior’s games and she’ll wreck a witch’s face.”

“It was just once!” Rachel protested. “And it wasn’t even a bad break — they didn’t even stop play to fix the bleeding.”

Sam frowned. “I counted, like, six other times you busted a face.”

Rachel shook her head. “Goalie-faces don’t count — if they’re dumb enough to get in the crease they deserve that shit.” Rachel ducked her head and went even redder. “Sorry — didn’t mean to swear.”

“What about you?” Morgan asked, turning her attention to me.

I really wanted to turn my Command affinity on her, because that was exactly the sort of thing Morgan would find incredibly cool, but Rachel didn’t know about that — I was confident she’d keep it a secret, but Mel would probably turn me into a toad if I just up and revealed it here.

We still didn’t know what my Pain or Lust affinities were, but Mel suspected I had a passive one from Lust that had something to do with attraction, because something kept interfering with my attempts at any glamour to make people not notice me. Most of the magic that aligned best with my resonants, though, affinity or not, had to do with hurting people, making them do what I told them, or … well, fucking. None of which I wanted to do with Morgan, so I settled for fire, which nearly all witches had some skill at.

I held my hand out, palm up, and poured a bit of mana into creating a flame about six inches high. I thought it was cool, because the magic flame radiated as much heat as a real one, but it didn’t harm me because I’d created it.

“That’s it?” Morgan asked. “Seriously, Noah, she can make things fly —” She pointed at Mel, then Sam and Rachel. “— she can look any way she wants, and she can pump out a case of energy drinks, but all you get is a flicked Bic?”

I glared at her.

Fine, if she was going to be that way about it —

I closed my fist over the flame in my palm, then flicked a finger at her, sending a tiny ball of flame flying toward her to splash against her forearm — just enough to sting and burn off some arm hair.

“Ow! Hey!” She ran a finger over her skin. “Wait … can you do that to leg hair?”

I blinked, opened my mouth to say something, then shook my head.

She sees real magic, I throw an actual fireball — fine, small fireball — at her, and she wants to use it for personal hygiene?

Sam shook her head. “You don’t need him for that — it’s pretty basic body-magic to make hair stop growing.”

“Seriously? Body magic?” Morgan’s eyebrows went up and she laid a hand on her stomach. “What about cramps?”

Sam shook her head, grimacing. “No — from what I’ve heard about mundanes, that’s what we call people without magic, those are even worse for witches. It’s a moon-thing.”

I closed my eyes and tried not to listen. One thing I’d learned after a semester at Willowmere was that if you were surrounded by nothing but women, you were going to hear things you didn’t want to.

“Hmph,” Morgan grimaced. “You’re saying I can do this stuff, too?”

“Not yet,” I said, grinning, because I knew this was going to piss her off. “Not until your birthday.”

“What? Why? What does that have to do with it?”

“Magic is driven by intent,” Mel told her. “Your power won’t be fully-realized until your eighteenth birthday, because that’s the collective intent of the world we live in — when you’re considered an adult. In different times it might be a different age or when one marries or even the start of menstruation — for now, it’s eighteen.”

I still grinned, even though there was a lot more talk about female things than I was entirely comfortable with.

“That sucks,” Morgan said. “I have, like, seven people I want to set on fire today.”

“Yeah,” I said, “that’s why we couldn’t tell you before.”

Mel nodded. “As you get closer to coming into your full power, the magic may start acting in response to your intent and emotions, regardless of what you may want or how you try to control it. That’s why it was better for you to not know — far less likely you’d form the desire to set someone on fire if you didn’t know you could.”

“I don’t know about that,” Morgan said, “I think about setting people on fire a lot.”

Mel sighed. “Try not to.”

“But I’ll be able to do all this?” Morgan asked, gesturing to include all of us.

That led into a discussion of resonants and affinities.

“Okay, I get it,” Morgan said. “What are mine then?”

“We won’t know until you come into your power, dear,” Mel said. “There are some tests that can be performed earlier, but the ritual takes time and preparation.”

“And it hurts like hell,” Sam said. “If you think cramps are bad you don’t want someone poking around your resonants before they’re ready for it.”

Both she and Rachel shuddered and I wondered about the details … but not enough to ask.

Mel explained a few more things about resonants and affinities, then moved on to other witch stuff, but when she got to covens, I froze. Actually froze in place — I could feel the tension suddenly appear in my muscles, way different than just sitting still without moving, and my breath actually stopped for a minute.

Covens.

Morgan.

Covens and Morgan.

Morgan in a Coven.

I swallowed hard, realizing the thought of Morgan in a Family coven made my stomach churn — the thought of her in any coven but mine made my stomach churn — but the thought of her in mine? Made other things churn in a very unbrotherly way.

But this was Morgan, not some witch I’d just met, and it was weird to think of her that way. I’d known her for years — hell, when we first met her pajamas had little feet on them.

Okay, she still had pajamas with feet, but she only wore them when she was really upset now.

Maybe she wouldn’t even want to join a coven? She could just hang out with mine and never … who was I kidding? Now that she knew she was a witch there was no way she wouldn’t want to go all-in with rituals and everything.

An image of Morgan in those ritual robes that were cut up to the armpit on both sides flashed into my head and my dick did things that made me even more uncomfortable than most of the things it did.

I still wasn’t breathing, but I managed a quick puff of exhaling then a short gulp of air before I froze up again.

Sam turned to look at me, brow furrowed, before her eyes widened and she brought her hand to her mouth to cover a laugh.

“What?” Morgan asked.

“Nothing — nothing at all. Noah’s just catching up.”

I glared at her, because Sam had clearly figured this out before — probably back on Solstice break, within minutes, seconds maybe, of us discovering Morgan was a witch — and hadn’t bothered to tell me. Maybe she’d just assumed I’d figured it out too? No … this was Sam. She knew exactly how much I wouldn’t figure out and had probably been waiting weeks for just this moment.

I glared harder — somebody’s butt was getting smacked later.

“Totally worth it,” Sam whispered to me, as though she also knew exactly what I was thinking, then turned back to answer Morgan’s next question.

“Okay,” Morgan said, nodding, “so covens are where it’s at — how do you find one to join? Is there, like, an app or something?”

“Nah,” Sam said, “you just fuck a warlock and you’re in.”

I think she deliberately timed it for when Morgan was taking a sip of tea.

“Sam!” I admonished her, looking to Mel for some help, but the most powerful witch in the western hemisphere was covering her mouth to hide laughter — since she was looking at me instead of Morgan, I knew she was laughing about what I’d just figured out, too.

“A bit blunt,” Mel said, finally, “but accurate. Sex isn’t strictly necessary to bind a coven and transfer mana, but it is the most effective way. There’s less mana loss.”

Morgan pointed at me. “So he’s going to have thirteen girls he … he…” She looked around at all of us. “And you’re all okay with that?”

“They’re not in my coven … just Sam,” I tried to explain.

“Yeah — Rachel’s not part of our coven yet, we still have to … eep!”

Sam slapped a hand over her mouth, eyes wide, while I felt Rachel tense beside me.

“‘Yet?’” Rachel asked quietly.

“I’m sorry, sweetie,” Sam said, leaning forward to look at Rachel around me. “We weren’t going to say anything until we talked to your grandmother — we have an appointment for the weekend before Vernal Break, when we go to the game with you.”

“You … you’re going to talk to Grandma? About … about…”

Rachel’s wide eyes were darting between Sam and me.

“Only if you want to,” I told her. “It’s okay if you —”

“Excuse me!” Rachel stood and hurried toward the kitchen again, then there was a loud, frantic rattling of ice, followed by what almost sounded like a loud fart and a burst of flickering light from the kitchen.

“Sorry about your cabinet, Melaina!” Rachel yelled, then I heard a loudly muttered, “A whole fucking month?” before the basement door slammed shut.

Sam giggled. “You know we’re going to need a good sprinkler system in whatever house we buy, right? Or just strap her to your back and drain her all day.”

“What the hell was that about?” Morgan asked.

“Rachel has some, um, control issues when she gets wound up,” Sam explained. “She’ll be fine once she’s in our coven and Noah can help her balance things.”

I was still wondering what Rachel was going to do once she figured out it wasn’t just a “whole month,” but that once we got her Family’s blessing before the equinox in March, we were still going to have to wait another two months for the school year to end.

Prima Rosethorn might have to get the board to make another exception just to keep the school from burning down.

“‘Balance?’” Morgan asked. “Is that what you called it?”

Sam nodded. “If our resonants get unbalanced, the fullest, or biggest, can start affecting our behavior … it kind of sucks.”

“This is going to take some getting used to,” Morgan said.

No shit?


CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT




“What do we do now?” I asked, scooping some General Tso’s chicken onto my plate.

We’d ordered Chinese delivery, since Mel’s townhouse had been emptied of perishables when we returned to Willowmere after Solstice break, and we had the various containers laid out on the dining table for everyone to take what they wanted.

“About what, dear?” Mel asked.

Mel had a plate with small portions of General Tso’s, sweet and sour chicken, lo mein, fried rice, an egg roll, and another noodle dish that almost singed my nose hairs when I sniffed it. She was cutting it into smaller pieces.

“Felicity,” she said, setting the plate in an empty place at the table and taking an empty plate for her own food. “I ordered dandan for you — mama-hot.”

The sound of a door slamming came from upstairs and soon the thumping of paws on the stairs and the jingling of a collar bell heralded Felicity’s arrival. She’d gone up to her room shortly after she and Mel arrived. Mel said she missed her computer and there were some things she wanted to do that she couldn’t do on a laptop at Willowmere.

The cat-witch hopped onto the table and immediately began devouring the spicy noodles — all while she aimed her ass right at me, tail raised high.

I tried to ignore her and enjoy my food, but there’s something unappetizing about a cat’s butthole at the dinner table — especially when you know it really belongs to a person.

“Manners, young lady,” Mel said, causing Felicity to lay down and curl her tail around her butt while she continued to eat.

Morgan stared at the cat for a moment. “Is she … um, something?”

“She’s a witch,” Mel explained. “She simply prefers that form.”

“We can turn into cats?”

“It’s a particularly difficult thing to do, but with enough mana and will-power, yes.”

“Cool,” Morgan said, then frowned. “Wouldn’t it still be easier to eat with thumbs?”

“Felicity has issues,” I explained.

“Pfft!”

“I’m ready to talk whenever you are,” I said, glaring back at the cat-witch’s snarl until she resumed eating as though I wasn’t there.

I’d already apologized to Felicity multiple times, even though I didn’t know what, exactly, I’d done to piss her off the second time. It seemed like she was more upset at me for what I’d said after walking out of the house to think about things when she revealed she wasn’t just a cat than the walking out in the first place. I’d only said I loved her, too, and with her long-time — over three hundred years — relationship with Mel, it felt as though she and I were related too.

Whatever was wrong with that, I didn’t know.

Morgan looked from me to the cat then back again. “What did you do to her?”

“Who knows?” I speared up a good forkful of General Tso’s and fried rice. “I told her I loved her and she was like family. Apparently, that makes me an asshole.” I shoved the food in and started chewing.

“He told her he thought of her as an aunt,” Sam said.

I looked up from my plate to find Rachel glaring at me over a plateful of lo mein and sweet and sour sauce … no deep fried chicken or pork, just red sauce poured over the noodles.

Morgan spent a moment looking at each of us, then asked Sam, “You’re the only one in the coven?”

“Yep.”

She looked around the table. “And none of you others are in a coven?”

Rachel shook her head.

“Not for some time, dear,” Mel said.

She looked at Felicity and nodded. “Got it.”

“If you get it, could you fill me in?” I asked.

Morgan shook her head and resumed eating. “If you don’t get it, you don’t deserve it.”

“Mrowr.”

I scooped up another forkful of rice and shoved it in my mouth.

It was almost as though she was suggesting Felicity had something to do with my coven, but that was ridiculous.

The cat-witch was hundreds of years old — she’d come into her power during the Salem witch trials, so she’d had hundreds of years to join a coven if she wanted to. Sure the Family covens sucked, but Mel said there were independent ones that weren’t so bad — surely in three hundred years she could have found one she wanted to join if that was even on the table?

It was almost as absurd as suggesting Mel wanted to join my coven — no one really knew how old she was, but, hard as it was to believe, they all agreed it was more than Felicity’s nearly four hundred.

What could witches who’d lived that long and seen so much want with me, even if I was a trinitara? I was like an infant compared to their knowledge, much less their magical power. Hell, the whole marking process was a contest of will and power — Mel would snap my mind in half without having to blink twice and Felicity was probably almost as powerful after centuries. It was laughable.

“Back to Morgan — what are we going to do about Gabriel?” I asked. “I think now that Morgan knows about witches and we know how creepy Gabriel is, she should just stay here or come to Willowmere with us — anything but going back to that house.”

“Willowmere’s out of the question,” Mel said. “Prima Rosethorn would never agree to house a witch who wasn’t a student on campus — and even if there were space, she’s not come into her power yet.” She pursed her lips. “Did any of you detect magic on this Gabriel and his friend?”

“I didn’t look,” I said, kicking myself for not thinking of it.

“I looked,” Sam and Rachel said together.

Of course they did.

“They didn’t have shields and they were alone, so I don’t think they were warlocks,” Rachel said. “I didn’t see any resonants either, but the metal of the car doors might have blocked me seeing. And they didn’t look like Romani.”

“They weren’t vampires or weres,” Sam said. “Honestly, they just looked like regular mundanes.”

Morgan caught my eye and mouthed, Vampires?

I nodded.

Her eyes went wide and she mouthed, Cool.

“Even if they’re just mundanes, Morgan shouldn’t go back there,” I said. “They were following her for a reason.”

“If they’re mundanes they can’t hurt her,” Mel said.

“She doesn’t have any magic yet — how’s she supposed to defend herself?”

“The amulet I gave her for Christmas would protect her from a mundane,” Mel said.

“It will?” Morgan asked, bringing her fingers to her chest where the raven amulet must be under her shirt. “It’s … magic?”

Mel nodded. “It’s to ward you from minor dangers — if a mundane were to touch you with ill intent, they’d not enjoy it.”

“So if I got in a fight with Gabriel, it would, like, what? Vaporize him?”

“At worst, he’d fall asleep and have unpleasant dreams, dear, we don’t generally vaporize people.”

I think I was the only one who knew Morgan well enough to see how disappointed she was to hear that. Vaporization implied no evidence and I was sure that took her fantasies to a whole new level.

“I think the same arguments still apply,” Mel said. “If Morgan leaves the foster home, then the mundane police will be called.”

“What about a hotel?” I asked. “Then we could tell the police we have no idea where she is and they wouldn’t find anything if we let them search the place.”

“No one will be searching my home, dear,” Mel said with an underlying tone that belied the calm words.

“Okay, so tell them to come back with a warrant, but still Morgan would be safe someplace else.”

“What about the milk cartons?” Rachel asked.

We all stared at her.

“Don’t they do that?” she asked. “Put pictures of missing mundane kids on milk cartons? If someone at the hotel recognized her … they probably drink milk, right?”

“They don’t do that anymore,” I said. “I think.”

I hadn’t really studied a milk carton for a while — maybe there were still pictures of missing kids on them? Still, there was the internet and didn’t they even do alerts on people’s phones now?

“She could dye her hair or wear a wig and —”

“It could be an option,” Mel allowed, and I prepared to push harder for it. “Though there are still risks she’ll be recognized and I’m unclear on how the mundane authorities might treat her if she was found.”

“She can’t spend months living in the same house with that guy,” I insisted.

“I’m right here, you know?”

I turned to Morgan — yeah, she’d been completely quiet while the rest of us argued about what she should do. Now she was finally speaking up and we should listen to what she wanted.

“I don’t want Alex and Karen to get in trouble,” Morgan said.

Well, she was clearly so upset that she couldn’t think straight and we should ignore anything she had to say.

“Is this really the time to start thinking about someone else?”

“If I just disappeared, it could really mess them up, Noah. They rely on those foster payments, and having me just disappear could really hurt them. What if they broke up the home because I ran away? I’ve seen that in other homes — this one kid hurt himself with a saw, he was doing stupid shit, but the home had a couple other bad marks from years ago and they moved all of us.” She shook her head. “I’m not going to be responsible for all the kids there having to move and change schools and shit — I know what that’s like.”

This was the situation Morgan picks to care about what happens to other people?

“Well, we need to think of something,” I insisted.

“Is there any way that won’t get Alex and Karen in trouble?” Morgan asked.

“I don’t think so,” Sam said. “Noah’s been trying to think of something that would work since Christmas — he even considered adopting you.”

“What?”

“I did not!”

I was glaring at Sam, who was nodding, face far more innocent than the mischief and glee mana she was spamming the room with.

“He did,” Sam insisted. “Just this morning — right, Rachel?”

All eyes turned to Rachel, who went wide-eyed and open mouthed. Her eyes darted back and forth between Sam and me, as though trying to figure out which one of us she dared make unhappy.

“He … did say he’d make a good dad,” she said finally.

“That’s not what I meant!”

“Really?” Morgan asked Sam.

“The best Daddy,” Sam assured her.

“I didn’t!”
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Things deteriorated rapidly.

Morgan and Sam seemed to have formed some psychic connection that let them play off each other until I thought I’d scream if I heard the word “daddy” again, and I had to excuse myself to sit in the bathroom alone for some peace.

Maybe I should be sure to fill the rest of the coven with nice, shy, compliant, respectful … I thought about some of the things Rachel had said, before she ran off to Mel’s workroom again giggling.

Even Mel … Melaina Seraphina Blackwood, probably the most powerful witch in the world after Baba Yaga, lowered her gaze and looked at me through her eyelashes to ask if daddy would read her a bedtime story later.

I was doomed.

I sat on the toilet for a while, contemplating whether I should reverse the toilet paper roll to irritate Mel, before returning to the others — I was definitely leaving the toilet seat up.

Finally I thought enough time had passed and I returned to find the girls back in the living room.

“I’m not letting Alex and Karen get in trouble,” Morgan said as I entered the room. “I’m going back.”

“Fine,” I said, knowing once Morgan decided something it would take more arguments than I had left to move her from the position. “But you need to avoid Gabriel — maybe stay in your room.”

Morgan had the only private room in the house, being the only girl foster.

“You want me to stay in my room for months?”

“Morgan, you once had me bring food to your room and only went to the bathroom after midnight for an entire semester, I think you can do a few months.”

“That was different!”

“Why?”

Morgan looked around at everyone and sighed. “I had really bad acne that year, all right? It’s not something I can really fake right now.”

“We can fix that,” Sam said.

“You mean with that body magic stuff you were talking about? It’s a little late now, it cleared up.”

“No, I mean Melaina can probably give you acne.”

“What? No!”

“How about pink eye? That’s a mundane thing, isn’t it? You could do pink eye, right, Melaina?”

“Glamour or the actual infection?” Mel asked.

“I don’t want pink eye!”

“No one wants pink eye,” Sam said, “but sometimes it’s necessary.”

“I’m not letting that little fucker make me stay in my room for months,” Morgan said.

“At least avoid him?” I asked.

“You think we have pajama movie nights or something? I avoid him now — he’s just always around.”

“I really don’t like the idea of you being there alone with him,” I said.

Felicity hopped up into Morgan’s lap and sat, staring at Mel.

“Are you certain?” Mel asked.

“Of course, I’m certain,” I said, “why would I — oh.”

“Yes, I think that’s a fine idea,” Mel said to the cat-witch, not even looking at me.

“What idea?” Morgan asked.

“Felicity will return with you,” Mel said. “Even if he’s not simply a mundane, I doubt this Gabriel could be able to do anything she can’t take care of, should the need arise. And if he is stronger, she can call for me and I’ll be there in minutes.”

“Minutes?” I asked. The foster home was miles from Mel’s brownstone and hours from Willowmere. I remembered what had just happened and Mel getting from Willowmere to here in thirty minutes instead of two hours. “Yeah … how do you do that, anyway?”

It would certainly be a handy thing to be able to do.

“I’d like to know, too,” Sam said as Rachel nodded.

“It involves dealing with the fae,” Mel said, “would you still like to know?”

“Nope!” Sam and Rachel said together.

“Fae?” Morgan asked.

“The exiles from Fairy,” Mel said.

“Fairy? Like elves?”

“They don’t like to be called that,” Mel said, “and they’re quite insistent about it.”

“But … they’re real?” Morgan asked.

I nodded. “Most of the things we thought were legends and fairy tales are real. The stories about them might not be, but they do exist.”

It felt pretty good to be explaining magic shit to someone else for once. I was no longer the newbie, having to ask what everything was and knowing nothing. Now that was Morgan’s role and I could finally act superior and all-knowing as her guide into the strange new world of magic.

“You’ve really seen them?” Morgan asked, looking at me eagerly.

“Um, no,” I had to admit. “Not yet.”

Morgan returned her attention to Mel.

“So there are really these … fae? And vampires and werewolves and shit?” she asked Mel.

So much for being her guide in the new world.

Mel nodded. “We all generally keep to our own kind, but they’re real and you may encounter them at some time.”

“Oh,” Morgan said, sounding a little disappointed.

She was apparently so used to the idea of magic and witches being real that she was sad she might not meet a vampire soon.

With Mel assuring us that Felicity could handle nearly any magical threat to Morgan and certainly any mundane threat, I didn’t have much more to use as an argument. I wasn’t happy with the situation, but Morgan was set on going back to Alex and Karen’s, so there wasn’t anything more I could do.

We decided Felicity would keep an eye on Gabriel too and try to figure out what the little creep and his friend were up to. We also agreed that Sam and I would come into the city most weekends and spend them with Morgan — all of us spending the nights at Mel’s, provided the foster parents allowed Morgan to — in order to cover as much of the time Morgan wouldn’t be in school as possible.

With everyone but me seemingly happy with the plan, we did manage to relax for the rest of the afternoon and evening, watching a couple movies and playing games while Mel puttered around the kitchen fixing us treats — no, I have no idea where she suddenly found groceries.

Felicity seemed particularly happy every time Morgan kicked my ass at a video game — but she also started alternating between Morgan’s lap and mine, whichever one of us wasn’t playing at the moment. Maybe it was the familiarity of being together with me and Morgan again, or maybe she’d been scared that Morgan and I had been followed like that and it made her decide whatever I’d done should start being forgiven — whatever it was, I was just happy to be scratching under her chin again.

It was after dark when Morgan decided it was time for her to head back to Alex and Karen’s. I walked her to the townhouse door and outside.

“Sit down for a minute?” I asked as I closed the townhouse door.

Morgan raised an eyebrow, but didn’t argue and we sat on Mel’s steps.

“Are we going to have a Talk?” Morgan asked.

“I just wanted to see if you wanted to talk to me alone. It’s been kind of a big day.”

“No shit? And bullshit. If you just wanted to give me a chance to ask questions, you’d do it on the walk to the subway. So what is it?”

I sighed, preparing for her to explode. “I don’t want you taking the subway or walking anywhere — not until we figure this out. Give me your phone and I’ll put my rideshare account in so you can take cars.”

Morgan just stared at me, but she didn’t explode, which was kind of worrisome too.

“That wasn’t a request,” she said.

I nodded. “It wasn’t. We can fight about it like we always do, if you want, but it’s still kind of cold out and it’s getting late. This isn’t something I’m giving in on.”

“You’re different.” Morgan frowned. “No, not different … more. You were always stubborn about some things, but now you’re stubborn and … I don’t know.”

“I’m scared.”

“Scared of Gabriel? Seriously?”

I took a deep breath. “I’m scared of what I’d do to him if he hurt you, Morgan. I am different now. I can do things — not just little fire tricks. I can hurt people. Not just fists and words anymore, I can really hurt people.” I closed my eyes, hoping I wasn’t about to lose my oldest friend, but she’d looked so hurt when she found out I was hiding something from her. Never again — not with Morgan. “I killed a guy.”

“What? How?”

“It was the day I aged out. Nothing went right. Nothing. I was trying to get to a shelter for the night and cut through an alley. This guy had a knife — he wanted … everything I had. I didn’t even know I had any magic yet, but it came out.” I opened my eyes — so grateful that all I saw on her face was concern for me. “I can … make people do things. It’s a big secret and it could get me killed if other people found out.”

“Seriously?”

I nodded. “This witch shit? It’s not all fun — it’s dangerous. It’s worth it, I think, but it can be dangerous.”

I felt Morgan’s hand on my back, not rubbing, just resting there, like it had every time I’d been upset growing up.

“Tell me what happened?”

I shrugged. “Not much to tell — it happened pretty fast. I told him to get away from me — that’s all, but it was enough. I didn’t even know about magic, but I put so much into it — Mel said I almost killed myself by using too much of my mana.” I made a sound somewhere between a chuckle and a sob. “He got away all right. He ran straight into a brick wall trying to get away from me. Then he got up and did it again. He didn’t even put his hands up to protect himself, he just ran headfirst into the wall, over and over, until he couldn’t get up anymore. I heard … a lot of stuff before I passed out.”

“Oh, Noah.” Morgan’s hand slid across my back to pull me close. “It’s not your fault.”

I shook my head. “I’m not sorry I did it — I’m sorry I had to, but not that I did it. I’d do it again. That guy was going to kill me or take everything I had, so I’d do it again.” I pulled away just enough so I could meet her eyes, because I needed her to know I was absolutely serious about this. “If Gabriel hurt you, I’d do worse. I don’t know what I’d do, but I don’t want to find out. No one’s going to hurt anyone who’s … who I care about. Never again.”

I’d almost said “who’s mine” — that kind of possessiveness might go over well with Sam, but probably not with Morgan.

“Good.” Morgan said. She unlocked her phone and handed it over.

I downloaded the app and logged in.

“I’ll text you the password in case it resets or something, okay?”

Morgan took the phone back, but she didn’t order her ride yet.

“You’re really going to wind up with thirteen girls?” she asked, staring at the app.

I chuckled — I’m not sure whether I’d rather talk about that with Morgan or killing a guy.

“It looks that way.”

“You think you’re going to be able to love all of them?”

That was a question I’d been asking myself.

“I don’t know. I know I love Sam. I love Rachel. Thirteen?” I shrugged. “I’m going to try. Hard. I don’t want to make anyone feel like I don’t, no matter what they say they expect from a coven — these witch Families are fucked up. Mine won’t be like that — I don’t know how, but it’ll be different.”

Morgan nodded. “Yeah, you would.”

“Promise you’ll use the app? All the time?”

Morgan’s lips twitched. “Yes, Daddy.”

“Oh, come on! I never said — never meant —”

“Unwad your panties, Ashe, I’m just jerking you around.”

“Good,” I said, then held out my hand, pinkie extended. “Pinkie-swear.”

“You are walking a thin, fucking line, dude.” She sighed and wrapped her pinkie around mine. “I’ll use the app — all the time, so you don’t need to go on about it.”

“Thank you — I didn’t want to have to track Mihai down and have him follow you around everywhere with his big dirk.”

“You really would, wouldn’t you?”

“I care about you, Morgan — I don’t want you getting hurt, and this Gabriel dude? It would be one thing if he’d been following us on a walk or in his own rideshare or something — but he’s got another guy with him? That’s more than just a creepy foster-kid.” I squirmed because my back was itching — right in the middle where I couldn’t reach it. “It’s weird — and I’ve seen too much weird shit the last few months to ignore that.”

“Yeah.”

“And if anything weird happens at Alex and Karen’s, get out, okay? Come here — Mel set the wards to recognize you, so you’ll be able to walk right in and nothing’s getting through her wards.”

Morgan looked around as though trying to see the wards.

“This is really going to take some getting used to,” she muttered.


CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE




I sighed as I heard the sauna door click open, hoping it would be Priscilla again, even with a warning about something new the Willowmere girls might have in store for me, but knowing it probably wasn’t.

I pulled my spare towel over my groin and picked up my phone.

“Oh … hi.”

I didn’t recognize the voice and a quick glance toward the door showed me I didn’t recognize the girl either.

“Hi,” I said, keeping my attention on my phone.

“Do you mind?” she asked.

“It’s a big sauna — no problem.”

“I’m Sara, I don’t think we’ve met.”

I nodded. “Noah.”

Sara giggled and took a seat on the side benches where she’d be in my line of sight. “I know who you are — you’re hard to miss around here.”

“Yeah, I guess I stand out a little.”

I texted Sam.

Another one.

“Do you come here often?” Sara asked.

“A few times a week.”

“Me, too — usually later, though.”

Who?

Sara something.

“Do you always come down here this early?”

Blonde, pixie-cut, crooked nose, a butt that moves like two cats fighting in a sack?

“Usually, yeah.”

Yes. Except I haven’t seen her butt.

Sara Morgan-Gould.
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“Are you playing a game on your phone? Have you ever played JewelCrusher? I love that game.”

“No game, I’m just texting.”

“Who’re you texting with? I heard you didn’t know any witches at all before you got here.”

I heard a rustle of fabric and kept my eyes on my phone, but I could still see what Sara was doing in my peripheral vision. And even if I hadn’t been able to see, these things had taken on a rather predictable pattern.

Leg spread.

I’m hurrying!

Pic?

“Just my girlfriend.”

I am not taking upskirt pics for you.

We’re a coven! You have to share!

Then hurry up.

“Girlfriend? You mean Samantha Prescott?” She giggled. “Weird to hear ‘girlfriend’ — witches don’t usually say something like that.”

“Ashe, now, but yeah.”

“Oh! That’s right — you two formed a coven. I forgot about that.”

Yeah, sure, I thought.

“So … um, do you have the rest of your coven picked or are you still looking?”

I felt a little bad for the girls who tried to meet me in here, because I could tell most of them were really uncomfortable with it.

Another rustle of cloth and I kept my eyes firmly on my phone.

Towel’s off.

I chuckled. “I think I’ll stick with just Sam until Summer. I can barely keep up with her as it is.”

“I thought she was gay?”

“Not with me.”

That usually took the girls a minute to process as they tried to figure out if I meant because of the coven bond or something else.

“Oh,” Sara said after a minute. “Does that mean —”

The sauna door slammed open and Sam came in wrapped in a towel with her hair sticking out in all directions since she’d just jumped out of bed. These visits weren’t a daily occurrence, so she usually stayed in bed until I called her.

“Sorry I’m late, I had to give my legs time to recover from this morning’s … oh, hi, Sara.”

Sara was wide-eyed and clutching at the towel she’d just let fall from around her as though she didn’t know if wrapping herself again would be more embarrassing than just sitting there.

“Um, hi?”

Sam sat on the bench above mine and let her own towel fall. I set my phone down and closed my eyes — for some reason, I could ignore whatever the other girls tried to show me in here, but as soon as Sam arrived, I lost a lot of self-control. Maybe it was knowing that she was mine and I could have her any time I wanted — or maybe it was because I knew Sam really cared about me and wasn’t just trying to make her mom happy and score one for the Family.

I didn’t need to see it to know what was happening, though. I didn’t even need to listen to the conversation, which Sam now took over.

Sam would try to keep the other girl talking as long as she could while ogling her.

Was it appropriate? Probably not. Was it fair? I’d objected at first, but Sam had a good point — she wasn’t looking at anything the other girl hadn’t already put out on the table to influence me.

I mentally made a bet with myself that Sara would last three minutes. The record was five. Sara gathered up her towel and left at two.

“Huh,” Sam said as the sauna door closed, leaving us alone. “I really wouldn’t have taken her for that hairstyle.”

“You already described her hair in the text … oh.”


CHAPTER THIRTY




The first week of March brought the start of spellstick season and I was anxious for the first Willowmere game.

College games were on Friday nights and the pro teams played on Saturday nights. We were planning to watch the Willowmere home opener on campus, then take the train into the city to meet Morgan, as we had every weekend since we’d told her she was a witch, and stream the first game of Rachel’s pro team, the Boston Banshees, at Mel’s with Morgan.

Whatever Gabriel and his friend had been after when they’d followed us, they seemed to have abandoned anything hinky. Both Morgan and Felicity reported that the only out of the ordinary thing Gabriel had been up to was being less creepy. He almost seemed to be ignoring Morgan — something I suspected was more of a ruse to lull us into a false sense of security than anything else, since he had to be aware we’d spotted him following us.

Maybe he really was just some sort of creepy mundane and he was now too scared to fly his creep-flag.

More than spellstick, though, we — at least me, Sam, and Rachel — were anxious for the next weekend when we’d be taking the train to Boston to see a Banshees game in person and talk to Rachel’s grandmother. Of the three of us, I wasn’t sure who was most excited about that.

And a week after that was the school break for the Vernal Equinox and we’d have a whole week to spend in the city with Morgan.

“Are you guys ever going to come into town with us?” Hannah asked at lunch.

“Yeah,” Brittany said, “we hardly see you on the weekends anymore.”

“How about the weekend that starts the Vernal Break,” Sam said.

“I’d have thought you’d plan another Event for that,” Hannah said, grinning.

Brittany just rolled her eyes. I think they were starting to be a little over our antics — or maybe they were just unhappy they’d been left out of things lately.

“You could all come to the scrimmage this afternoon,” Rachel said, not looking up from her plate.

Both Sam and I looked at her — this was the first we’d heard of a scrimmage.

“What scrimmage, sweetie?”

Rachel grinned. “My class gets to scrimmage with the real team this afternoon, to get them ready for Friday’s game, Coach says.”

“What the hell!” I said. “Why didn’t you tell us before?”

“Yeah,” Sam said, “that’s big — of course we’ll come!”

“I wanted it to be a surprise,” Rachel said, grinning.

Sam chuckled. “You managed that — I had no idea.”

“Me neither,” I admitted. The little witch hadn’t given a clue about something so big happening for her.

Rachel was looking at Hannah and Brittany expectantly.

“Well, duh,” Brittany said, “of course we’re coming.”

It was Tuesday, so it was one of our days off from classes, and we spent the rest of the time until the scrimmage hanging out with Rachel in our room — Sam and I cuddled on the bed while Rachel warmed up. The little witch stood between our desks, facing the window where she could see her reflection, going through move after move with her spellstick stick. Honestly, it looked more like she was practicing some sort of martial arts forms than preparing for a girls’ college sport. Then again, I think most MMA fighters would run crying for their mothers if they had to face a spellstick player on the field.

An hour before the scrimmage, Rachel went back to her room to shower — she said it helped her focus and clear her head — while Sam and I focused on a few things of our own, followed by more focusing in our own shower, then headed for the field.

The scrimmage was during the Willowmere Gryphons’ regular practice, so there were a few other students in the stands. We could tell the difference between the team and the prep class by their uniforms — the team’s were newer, with bright colors, and the prep class’ looked more like hand me downs from previous teams. Rachel didn’t seem to mind, though, as she rushed up to us on the sidelines, grinning.

“You came!”

I spread my hands. “Of course we did.”

“Hurry up and sit — we’re almost ready to start and I’m in the starting line.” A whistle blew. “This is it!”

Rachel backed away from us, grinning even wider, but I had an idea and stepped quickly after her to take her arm and whisper in her ear. The little witch’s grin faded and she stepped back, eyes hard, before turning and rushing out onto the field.

“What’d you say to her?” Sam asked, taking my arm as we made our own way up the bleachers to where Hannah and Brittany were already seated.

I shrugged. “I just told her how much you and I are looking forward to her joining our coven — and how sad it was we’d have to wait until after the school year ends, but I’m sure it’ll be worth it.”

Sam stopped walking and turned to stare at the players forming up on the expanse of grass. She spun back to face me.

“You didn’t … what if she kills somebody?”
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Nobody died.

But the Gryphons’ goaltender might have wished she had after the first play.

The players all took their positions, with goaltenders and nine other girls on each side. They were divided into three groups — three attackers, three defenders, and, between those lines, three midfielders, or middies. That was Rachel’s position and they played a sort of combination of attack and defense, falling back to defend or rushing forward to take a passed ball from their defenders and moving it forward to the attackers.

The Gryphons won the face off, something that looked a lot more like two girls trying to kill each other with their sticks than going after the ball, but eventually the Gryphons’ player cracked her opponent over the head and scooped up the ball. She glanced around for a moment and must not have liked the look of things, because she tossed it back to one of her own defenders and her whole team seemed to pivot around a central point, setting up for a play.

The defense sent the ball up to their own middy who dashed forward at a run diagonally toward Rachel’s side of the field. Rachel’s teammate, who’d taken the face-off, went for her, but the other girl had some kind of water affinity and created a pool of mud that the prep team’s player got stuck slogging through while the girl with the ball ran right across it with barely a ripple.

She aimed right for Rachel and I think she might have thought my little witch was a lot smaller than she really was. Rachel was actually taller than Sam, not much of an accomplishment, really, but she was always so hunched over herself trying to be unnoticeable that she looked tiny.

The two closed at a rapid pace and another mud puddle appeared right in Rachel’s path, but Rachel leapt into the air — not hurdling it, but diving forward and just making it to the far edge in a rolling landing. The other girl tried to hurdle her, but Rachel either anticipated that or simply reacted and her stick flew up out of the tight rolling ball of her body to catch the Gryphons’ player right between the legs in midair.

An audible “Oh!” came from a few watchers, as it wasn’t just a mild slap of some sort.

The Gryphons’ player’s leap stopped in midair and she pivoted around her middle to faceplant into her own mud puddle up to her neck.

Rachel was on her feet in an instant, scooping up the ball and rushing toward the opposing goal while scanning the field for someone to pass to.

Players from both teams converged on her, but every attacker on the prep team had a Gryphon right by her side, slapping sticks as they ran, and I saw Rachel turn her gaze to the goal.

Sam and I were on our feet, screaming, and Hannah and Brittany joined us a second later.

“Yeah! Go!”

The other players got closer and I started to worry about how focused Rachel was on the goal, because a perfectly valid play in spellstick was to chop at another player’s legs until bones broke — then pick up the ball and run, because they weren’t going to stop play for something so minor.

A second later I stopped worrying about Rachel and started worrying that I really had gotten someone killed, because walls of flame sprang up on either side of Rachel, following her as she ran and blocking the other players from even seeing her.

Players from both teams dove out of her way and another water-witch sent a stream to douse Rachel’s walls, but the fire reacted like that armor they put on tanks that explodes when anything gets close. The stream of water was vaporized into steam by a blast of fire shooting from those walls, and Rachel was almost to the goal.

I recognized the Gryphons’ goaltender as the one with ice magic I’d seen last semester, and got ready for disappointment, because the only thing I’d seen get through her wall was a throw that almost broke the sound barrier, but Rachel had a plan for that.

A tube of fire shot toward the goal like a missile, and right behind it came the ball.

The goaltender’s ice wall came up, but the flames shot right through it in another cloud of steam that obscured everything, but did nothing to stop the sound of the horn announcing Rachel’s goal.
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I was on my feet, jumping and screaming along with Sam as the prep team’s players rushed the field and mobbed Rachel despite the still smoking trails of burnt grass she stood between.

The Gryphons were all standing still, sticks dangling limply from their hands and looks of disbelief, until, as if by some signal, they all started grinning and rushed the pile around Rachel, too. Even the girl Rachel had taken the ball from jumped into the scrum, her face just two white eyes in a ball of mud.

This wasn’t two different teams playing, after all, and the Gryphons knew the best of the prep class would be replacing them in a year or two — and they’d just gotten a taste of what their opponents were going to have to face one day.

Sam took my arm as things started to settle down and we sat again.

“She’s never going to stop talking about that, you know?”

I nodded. “And if she ever does, we’ll get her started on it again.”


CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE




The rest of the scrimmage went more like what the Gryphons must have been expecting, ending in a score of 4-1 in their favor. Rachel and the rest of the prep class played hard and really well, as though inspired by Rachel’s goal, but the Gryphons upped their game as well, taking the younger girls a lot more seriously. I think Rachel had used up most of the mana she’d gotten from my little comment in that first rush and didn’t have a second spectacular play left in her.

Sam and I waved off Rachel’s questioning look as the game ended, letting her know that she should go with her class, who were clearly looking to celebrate their first real scrimmage and their first goal against the older girls.

We returned to our room and I laid down with my Covens textbook, hoping the next assignment wouldn’t have a spreadsheet, while Sam … well, Sam was opposite me on the bed with her laptop studying something that hadn’t been assigned by Willowmere.

“How about this one?” Sam asked.

“Nope.”

“You didn’t even look!” she protested, digging a toe into my side.

I still didn’t look up from my textbook. I didn’t need to — I knew exactly what Sam was looking at, and exactly what she was asking me to look at, and I had no interest.

Well, I had a little interest, because many of the “applicants” had attached pictures.

Interesting pictures.

Still, I had no interest.

“This one’s really pretty,” Sam said.

“They’re all pretty. You witches are all incredibly hot, so why should that one be any different?”

“She’s twenty-three,” Sam went on as though I hadn’t spoken. “She just graduated from Fjällbris Skolan, which is very exclusive — it’s in Sweden. They focus on nature-magic. Her resonants are Tranquility and — oh, Vitality, that’s a good one, especially if she has a Fertility affinity with it. Lots of babies. Let me see… No she doesn’t mention that, only a plant-magic affinity I’ve never heard of before — that must come from her Tranquility resonant. So she could still have Fertility and just not know it yet.”

“Sam,” I said in a warning tone.

Not that it was going to do any good.

Ever since Solstice break when we’d gotten back to Willowmere and it became public knowledge that we’d formed an independent coven, Sam had been getting emails. None of them came to me, which I thought was weird, but maybe they assumed Sam was my high priestess and making the decisions?

Anyway, Sam then set up a dedicated email address and made a post in some witch forum, and the “applications” really started to pour in — most of them starting with some variation of “please don’t tell my Family, but”. It kind of made me sick to my stomach at how many witches there were out there who were so desperate to escape their Families that they’d email some strange guy halfway around the world.

It was hard enough having to ignore naked witches in the sauna a few times a week. It was funny, too, and entertained Sam when she saw how they reacted to me nodding at them and then laying down with my eyes closed when they dropped their towels. But I wasn’t giving up my sauna.

“Let’s see…” Sam went on, clicking away. “Pictures… Oh! She is very Swedish. Very blonde, very blue-eyed, and very … Swedish. Lots and lots of Swedishness. Oh! Bikini shot!”

“Sam!”

“Well, we have to pick witches to fill out the coven somehow!”

“Yeah, but — oh, my…”

I looked up to talk to her, but she had turned her laptop to face me and… Yes, very Swedish.

“This is what I’m saying! How can you resist those … Swedes?”

I took a deep breath and tried to explain things to Sam again.

“Yes, I understand that a full coven is thirteen witches and we need to meet people to find our best matches, but I’m really not comfortable looking at all these … applications. It’s very weird! It’s like Magic Tinder, but everyone’s effectively talking about marriage right off the bat!”

“I am not saying that we have to pick a coven based on just emails and pictures.”

“Good, because —”

“We should just narrow it down from the applications, and then have tryouts.”

I groaned, because I knew exactly what she meant by tryouts. Sex. And since I couldn’t have sex with a witch and not try to mark her into our coven until all thirteen spots were filled, that meant Sam would have to do the “evaluation”.

“You are not going to have sex with a bunch of random girls.”

“There’s nothing random about this! I’m doing some serious vetting here. We need someone who’s not too old — because of your hangup —”

“You showed me a forty-year-old!”

“That’s, like, barely a grownup for a witch and with our birth rate you can’t be that picky.” She shook her head. “And we both want at least a couple who might be willing to try…” Sam pursed her lips and waggled her fingers. “… Tasting the rainbow.”

“Sam! I’m trying to study!”

The thing was, if I seriously told Sam to stop I knew she would, but even though it was a little annoying, it was also very cute how seriously she was taking it, and I kind of liked the banter.

“So am I! This is very important. Until we have a full coven, we can’t do any rituals, and that puts us at a disadvantage. Until you have a full coven, you’re vulnerable. Anyone could mark you and drag you into their Family. That means dragging me into their Family, and I don’t want to be in the Families anymore.”

I set my book down and rubbed my forehead, then turned to Sam to try and get a little bit of a reprieve. She wasn’t wrong — the fact that our coven, both of us, were trinitara, had changed things a little. The Willowmere girls were a lot friendlier, for one thing … and flirtier. The possibility of getting not only a warlock, but a trinitara warlock and a trinitara witch had really upped the stakes, and I thought we might be getting to the point where some of the Willowmere girls were even going to come join us at the onesies table during meals, since naked saunas weren’t working.

“Sam, I understand that, but we have to get through school and —” Sam took the opportunity that I was looking to quickly click through to another email and spin her laptop around to show me. “Oh, hell! Why are they sending nudes?”

“Because you’re a guy!”

I caught the look on her face and narrowed my eyes, which made her look away and bite her lower lip — an expression that made me suddenly certain of something.

“Did you tell people they have to send nudes with their applications?”

“No!” Sam shook her head vigorously. “I did not tell anyone they had to.”

I closed my eyes and rubbed my forehead again, wondering for the millionth time what life with thirteen witches was going to be like when life with one was like this.

“Did you strongly suggest or otherwise imply such a thing?”

Sam took a deep breath. “I may have suggested that there were … certain attributes … which might be considered more strongly than others.”

I groaned. “Did you tell people I was looking for girls with big boobs?”

Sam flushed and didn’t answer.

“Sam?”

“I like big boobies,” she whispered.

I sighed and let my head fall back to thunk against the wall.

“Sam, I love you, but we have three and a half years of school still to get through before we need to think about having a full coven and what we’re going to do with our lives. Not to mention that we can’t add to our coven during the school year or Prima Rosethorn will lose her shit again — we have to wait for summer, at least, and we need to concentrate on our schoolwork now or we’re going to be kicked out of Willowmere before second year.”

I’d been looking into careers within the magical community, and there were a lot of things I thought I could do, but all of them required a lot more knowledge and control over mana than I currently had. It seemed like the norm for the Families was to map out what their kids were going to do before they’d even entered a college like Willowmere, but if we were going to remain independent then we wouldn’t have a Family’s wealth to rely on, which meant I was going to have to get some kind of job. And likely some of the girls coming into the coven would have to work as well, because I didn’t think I could support fourteen people plus kids on any salary I could reasonably expect.

Yeah, Mel was some kind of uber-rich, but I didn’t want to rely on that no matter how much she offered. I’d been dependent on people my whole life and I wanted, really wanted, the responsibility that came along with control of my coven.

And despite the offer from Priscilla’s mother and Sam’s urging that it would be really easy money, I was not going to put myself out to stud.

“You’re wrong,” Sam said, suddenly serious. She closed her laptop and crawled up the bed to straddle my hips. “The Families are going to keep coming after you, because you are an incredibly valuable asset. Luckily, everyone still seems to think that the opening of my other two resonants was because of something the potion or, maybe, Melaina did, not something you can do. If they knew you could make anyone a trinitara, they’d probably storm the school and drag you off kicking and screaming. Even without that, some of them are going to give up on trying to get the girls here to seduce you and take more direct measures. Do you have any idea how many girls have approached me since we got back from break?”

I shook my head, wondering who they were and if I’d seen them naked already.

She nodded at her laptop.

“All kidding aside, these are girls who are ready to break from their Families, not try to drag you into one — some of them don’t have a coven to go to, while others gave up chances to join a Family coven because they didn’t like what would happen to them there. A lot of them are onesies — and being able to give them two resonants that match yours? That’s the kind of power ratio we’re going to need.”

“I get that, but what makes them think that I’m any better than what they’re trying to get away from?”

“Because I told them you are, dummy.” She laid down on me, head tucked under my chin. “You know what would happen to someone with the Pain resonant in a Family coven?”

“No.” And I didn’t think I wanted to.

“One of my cousins has it. I’ve seen the bruises the day after a harvest if she didn’t have it filled beforehand — and she’s not like me. She’s not going to poke her bruises and giggle.”

“But we do … stuff.”

“What we’ve been doing is different — I like it. I’d like it even if you hadn’t given me Lust and Pain, and with those it’s even more fun. Really fun. But if I didn’t have Lust too, and just had a Pain resonant, and my store wasn’t full, what would you do? If it was just going to hurt me?”

She seemed to be taking the question very seriously so I gave it some thought. We couldn’t do rituals without a full coven, so the amount of mana we were passing back and forth wasn’t that important right now, other than to expand our resonant stores — but the thought of what a warlock who didn’t really care about his witches might do to increase that power made me queasy.

“Nothing?” I ventured, not thinking any amount of power or any ritual would be worth hurting someone if they didn’t enjoy it — if it wasn’t tied to something they liked.

Sam stretched her face up to kiss me, then started tracing patterns on my chest with a fingertip.

“Exactly. If someone in our coven had a Fear resonant and we really, really needed power for some ritual — what would you do?”

“Watch some scary movies?”

“Would you try to terrify her? Really terrify her — like, find out her deepest fear and threaten to do it? And follow through on the threats sometimes, so she’d never know if the threats were real or not, just so she’d stay scared enough, all the time, and have a full resonant?”

“Fuck, no! Who would do something like that?”

She kissed me again.

“You’re more than just the first truly independent warlock, free from any Family or even an outcast coven, in a hundred years or so. You’re more than just a trinitara. You’re a genuinely decent guy who’s not tied to some witch of a high priestess who’ll order her coven to do shit like that just to increase her own power — and a lot of witches haven’t seen anything like that before.”

I gave that some thought, not really liking how it made me sound like the savior of witches everywhere. Or how it made the girls sound.

“You make them sound like stray puppies I’m supposed to pick up.”

“Kittens would probably be a better description.”

“Fine,” I said, giving in. I found myself doing that a lot lately. “I’ll look at applications with you in a couple weeks, after we get back from talking with Rachel’s grandmother, okay?”

At least it might distract me from worrying about Morgan being back in the city with Gabriel and whatever he was up to. Felicity was with her so she should be safe. And, honestly, all the girls to meet at Willowmere kind of carried the taint of wondering if their mothers put them up to it. The tone of a lot of these “applicants” made that unlikely with them.

“Uh-huh — but not the next Saturday night, we have plans.”

“Plans?”

“Yes, we’ve been going into the city every weekend, but Morgan said she has that school project due by the end of the month, so needs the time to finish. I figured we’d stay here and go into town with the girls that weekend. That way Morgan can finish her project and we can spend the whole rest of the Vernal Break with her.”

“The girls?” I asked, grinning at how she phrased it.

“Hannah, Brittany, and Rachel — our girls.”

“Oh, now it’s our girls.”

“Don’t give me that — we’re already going to bring Rachel in. Hannah and Brittany would be open to it too.”

“Have you been talking to them about it?”

“No — not yet, but it’s obvious.”

I thought about that — Rachel was an absolute, we had an appointment to talk to her grandmother, the Winthrop Family head, about that. Not that I liked the idea of having to ask someone for permission to pursue someone I cared about, but I also didn’t need a second witch-Family hating me like Sam’s did.

Hannah and Brittany — I didn’t know about.

I loved Rachel — that I was now sure of, and already thought of her as mine. That possessiveness made me a little uncomfortable, but Sam liked it and assured me it went well with me not being an asshole like other warlocks.

I liked Hannah and Brittany — a lot — but I wasn’t sure about binding them to me forever. A doubt that applied even more to Sam’s “applicants” — if I wasn’t sure about two girls I’d known for months and saw every day, how could I start thinking that way about one based on an email and a few pictures?

Still, Sam was right that the sooner we had a full coven the safer we’d be. Even Mel was making hints that we should hit the summer running with more potential candidates than just Rachel. No one was saying we had to have a full coven by next school year, but everyone seemed to be suggesting at least two or three more, with additional candidates lined up — and that brought up all kinds of questions, like where we’d fit even a couple more girls into our room, and what if we bound one of Sam’s Swedes? How would Willowmere accommodate a witch who’d already graduated from another school while Sam and I finished our classes?

Thinking about it, maybe Sam’s plan to have some girls ready to get to know once summer started wasn’t a bad idea — otherwise Hannah and Brittany were the only options, and we needed more than them anyway.

“Alright,” I said “I’ll give some thought to what you said about expanding our coven faster while you get a list of a few girls we can meet over the summer. Without telling them they have to have sex with you.”

Sam pouted but I didn’t give in.

“Fine,” she said finally.

“Good — and no more big boobs requirement.”

Sam whined, squirming on top of me, but I didn’t let her distract me.

“Sam.”

“Hmph. Okay, Dominus. I’ll take what boobies come naturally — some of them will be nice, big, pillowy...”

“Good.”

“And I’ll line up some good applicants for the six open slots.”

I blinked. I counted. Sam, Rachel, maybe Hannah and Brittany … I grumbled … probably Morgan — that was five. Thirteen minus five was eight. Eight wasn’t six.

“What? Six? What are you talking about?”

Sam nibbled on my ear, distracting me.

“Just leave it to me, Dominus, you’re far too dense to be trusted with this yourself.”


CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO




“That was so fucking cool!” Morgan exclaimed.

“It was a really good period,” Rachel said.

“Nobody even scored,” I said, stretching and looking around Mel’s living room.

“Who cares?” Morgan asked. “I saw teeth go airborne.”

Rachel’s laptop was hooked up to the TV to stream the game and the coffee table was littered with the snacks from the first period — soda cans, chips, salsa and nacho dips, and a half full bowl of popcorn, covered the surface.

“Pizza’s here,” Mel called from the doorway.

Rachel and Sam hopped up, but Morgan and I weren’t going anywhere. We had Felicity stretched across both our laps, and if the cat-witch had decided to forgive me enough to demand belly rubs, I wasn’t going to mess with it.

Yes, belly rubs. Yes, I knew there was going to be more therapy involved one day.

But Morgan appeared to have no issue with it, despite now knowing Felicity was a witch, and I wasn’t going to let her be less freaked out by anything in the weird witches’ world than I was. At least visibly.

“Sam?” I asked, gesturing at Felicity with the hand that wasn’t busy avoiding nipples.

“Two slices, Dominus?”

“Yes, please.”

“I’ll get you a couple, Morgan,” Rachel offered.

“Thanks.” Morgan gestured at Sam. “What’s that dominus thing about?”

I sighed. Sam was getting more and more … open about that aspect of our relationship. Not into specifics with anyone, so far as I please-Goddess-no knew, but, here at Mel’s? Rachel pretended she didn’t hear stuff like that, Mel laughed at how red I got, and Morgan didn’t speak Latin.

I sighed. “She just likes to call me that.”

“I can see that, but what does it mean?”

I shrugged, concentrating on petting Felicity. I wasn’t going to tell Sam she couldn’t call me that, and I wasn’t going to keep anything more from Morgan — I think she was still a little hurt I hadn’t called her the minute I found out I was a warlock — but that didn’t mean I had to come out and say it.

Morgan pulled her phone out and started tapping. “Did you know you can look up practically anything on these things?”

I groaned.

“Master? Seriously? What the fuck, dude?”

I cleared my throat. “Do you remember those books everybody liked but you thought were stupid?”

“Yeah, those were some godawful, ridiculous, sacks of … really? You?”

“It makes her happy.”

“Is it some coven-thing?”

“No, it’s absolutely a Sam-thing.”

“Huh.”

Sam and Rachel returned with our pizza, and Felicity rolled over and hopped off our laps, probably because she didn’t want grease in her fur. I couldn’t believe she’d want pizza after sucking down half a jar of nacho dip. How did her stomach even work? Was it cat-sized or somehow magically still human-size?

We finished our pizza and watched the game’s locker room interviews and commentary for a while.

“Noah, dear?” Mel called from the kitchen. “Could I see you for a moment?”

“Sure.”

Sam took the leg she’d thrown over my lap away enough for me to stand.

Mel was at her kitchen island with Felicity sitting on the edge nearest the stairs.

“What’s up?” I asked, starting to get concerned, because Mel’s brow was furrowed.

“Felicity’s asked me to find out if you might want to see her room?”

The cat-witch was sitting absolutely still, except for the very tip of her tail twitching, not looking at me at all.

“Yes,” I said to her. “I would love to see your room, or anything else you’d like to show me.”
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I wasn’t sure what I was expecting — but it wasn’t so much pink.

The carpet, the painted walls, the perfectly made bed — it was like stepping into a bottle of stomach soother. I noticed there was also a pink and white cat bed at the foot of the human bed and wondered if the latter was so perfectly made because it wasn’t used very much.

Very nearly everything was some shade of pink or simply white — even the computer setup on its pink desk.

Three curved monitors formed a half ring around the keyboard and mouse, and a high-backed pink chair with a white kitty emblem embroidered on it. A pink shelf next to the desk held more game controllers than I’d ever seen in one place before. Some I couldn’t even begin to guess what they were for.

Stepping further into the room, I saw there was something not pink.

One entire wall was covered in frames — not pictures or other artwork, but what looked like degrees.

I stepped closer and examined them.

“She’s rather proud of those,” Mel said. “Especially the earliest, when she had to hand write the assignments before sending them in. We didn’t get out much, even then, so only discovered the typewriter later on — we had to have one specially constructed for her.” At my questioning look, she went on. “The keys were too close together and required too much force for her fingers in the hybrid form. Modern keyboards are easier for her.”

I started at one end of the wall, reading each.

University of London, Bachelor of Arts, Philosophy, Class of 1882

University of London, Bachelor of Science, Mathematics, Class of 1887

University of London, Bachelor of Laws, Class of 1905

“She’d have started sooner, but the University of London didn’t allow women in their correspondence courses until 1878, and she utterly refused to pretend she was a man,” Mel explained. “We weren’t aware of any other correspondence schools until later.”

“This is amazing,” I whispered, moving along the wall.

University of Chicago via Correspondence, Bachelor of Arts, Literature, Class of 1910

University of Chicago via Correspondence, Bachelor of Science, Physics, Class of 1915

University of Chicago via Correspondence, Master of Arts, English Literature, Class of 1920

University of Chicago via Correspondence, Master of Science, Physics, Class of 1927

“She was quite dedicated,” Mel said. “I think she preferred London’s curriculum, but Chicago was closer and decreased the correspondence time significantly. There was the aging involved, as well — unwise to have too many records in one place over too long a time.”

I continued along the wall, reading each carefully until the last one stopped at 1938.

“Mrowr.”

“She wants you to know she didn’t stop learning, she simply thought it wasn’t right to take up a professor’s time during the war.” Mel chuckled. “She switched to simply reading — I have an entire warehouse of her books — I’ve tried to convince her to donate some to various libraries.”

“Mrowr!”

“Yes, yes, I know — you might want to read them again one day.” Mel shook her head. “Thank the Goddess for the Internet and ebooks.”

“Wow,” I said. It was the best I could come up with.

“Mrowr.”

“She says she thought you’d be more impressed by her computer.”

I turned from the wall of degrees and jerked a thumb back at it.

“That’s impressive — the computer is just cool.”

“Mowr!”

“She says it’s more than cool — she just got a new pew for it.”

“Rowr!”

“I’m sorry, dear, GPU … wait, didn’t you just get one of those last summer?”

“Mrowr.”

“Why would you need two?” Mel asked. “No, never mind, perhaps Noah would understand, but I’m not dealing with technical terms.”

I chuckled. “I wouldn’t understand, either. Other than my Willowmere laptop, the only computer I’ve used was at the foster home, and that still had the slot-thing in the front.”

“Mrowr?”

“She’s asking if you’d like to play a game, later after the spellstick match — apparently, there are some that will allow that from her computer to the consoles downstairs?”

“Yes,” I told Felicity. “I’d love that.”

“Ball down!” Rachel screamed from downstairs.

“Mrowr!” Felicity dashed for the doorway to return to the game.

Mel chuckled. “She says she’s going to kick your butt.”

I grinned, taking a last look around Felicity’s room as Mel and I headed back downstairs. “I’m good with that.”

“I’m rather surprised she let you in there,” Mel said. “I think the only reason she tolerates me entering is because she doesn’t like to vacuum.”

“Then why?”

“I believe she thinks seeing this might help you to understand her better. She does regret how she shocked you. She was a bit confused by your reaction.”

“Confused I was shocked by seeing a cat-witch?”

Mel gestured at the computer. “She spends a great deal of time on that and she said something called neko is popular these days?”

I was saved from explaining cat-girls to Mel by a chorus of voices.

“Noah! Ball! Down!”


CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE




“Who’s Patty Paducah?” I asked, ducking my head a bit to read the marquee.

“Um.” Rachel darted a glance at our rideshare driver and I got the message. “She’s who we’re seeing sing tonight, silly.”

I nodded, getting it. It wasn’t like the witches could put up a sign that said: Spellstick tonight! New Orleans Nymphs vs. Boston Banshees 7:00pm

Instead it read: One night only! Patty Paducah in Concert! SOLD OUT!

I wondered if there was actually music by Patty streaming online somewhere in case one of the mundanes driving by the stadium decided to check out a sold out singer.

It was exactly the sort of place you’d expect Patty Paducah to play, I saw as our rideshare pulled into the line of similarly dark SUVs waiting to drop people off as more of the same vehicles entered the parking lot — witches seemed to have the same taste in cars as the drivers. Not one of the big, multi-bowl stadiums, but far more modest — probably reflecting the smaller number of witches in the population. It made a lot more sense to use a five thousand seat arena that could be filled than something that had twenty or thirty thousand seats.

It came our turn to get out and I followed Rachel, holding Sam’s hand behind me, then we followed the crowd of women toward the entrance. Just like at Willowmere, I was the only guy — something I’d worried about until Rachel assured me I was her grandmother’s guest and nobody would dare mess with us on Winthrop turf.

I did get a few looks, though — some curious and others appraising, but, oddly, nothing hostile. Once we got inside and started making our way towards Rachel’s Family’s box, I did see a few other warlocks, maybe four or five, all surrounded by their witches, so I guess the curiosity was more about why I had only two with me.

Inside, the stadium was more than a match for any of the larger arenas, though. Sparkling clean, modern, and with a stunning variety of food and merchandise.

Rachel led us to some escalators that took us up a level, where it was much less crowded and much more nicely appointed, with carpeted floors, sitting areas, and even fancier food.

“Would you like a jersey?” Rachel asked, nodding at one of the merchandise booths.

“Yes!” Sam cried, rushing over to the booth and picking through the rack of Banshee jerseys in the team’s white and spectral blue colors.

“I guess that’s a yes,” I said to a grinning Rachel.

Before I could even begin looking, Sam pushed a jersey into my arms, pulling another over her head.

“Here,” she said, “this should fit you.”

“Great,” I muttered playfully, “now I’ve got two witches picking out my clothes.”

I reached for my wallet, but Rachel just smiled at the witch behind the counter and led us out, calling back, “Thanks, Mathilda! Enjoy the game!”

“Hey,” I said, reaching for her, “we didn’t pay.”

Rachel looked confused. “Why would we pay? The Winthrops own the team.”

I shrugged and pulled the jersey over my head, then followed Rachel.

The Winthrop Family’s box was even more opulent than the upper level, set dead center on the home team’s side of the field and jutting out over the seats below so that you were practically looking straight down on the sidelines from the two rows of oversized, cushioned seats at the front of the box. Behind them was a counter stretched nearly the full width of the box with a row of stools, giving the crowd of witches somewhere to place their food and drinks if they wanted a flat surface for eating. And behind that, it looked like some kind of luxury apartment, with thick carpet, leather couches and chairs, and images on all the walls showing the field below from a dozen different angles. Not TVs … just images.

Witches in black and white uniforms weaved through the crowd with trays of drinks and food, making the place look more like a cocktail party than a sporting event — not that I was complaining, because Sam was snagging two of everything and passing one to me as she kept her mouth full and cheeks puffed out like a chipmunk.

If nothing on the trays was to your taste, there was a full bar at the very back of the room with a groaning buffet table next to it.

Rachel led us through the crowd, greeting and introducing us to a few people, then out to the seating area over the field.

The witches with serving trays worked their way to those seats, as well, and we spent some time eating, drinking, and watching the pregame show, which had a lot of glamour, making a spectacle. Well, Sam and I ate and drank — Rachel sat on the edge of her seat, eyes darting around the stadium as though she was afraid to miss a single moment.

I looked around the stadium — even with it being smaller than some big league, there were still a lot of witches here.

“How many witches are there?” I asked.

“Our stadium seats five thousand four-hundred thirty-two,” Rachel answered, not taking her eyes from the field. “It’s not the biggest, but it’s close — and I think it’s the nicest.”

“I meant total, like everywhere?”

“Oh.” Sam thought for a minute. “I think there were close to half a million, as of the last census — that’s in North America.”

“Less,” Rachel said. “I heard Grandma talking about it. It’s closer to four hundred thousand — and that’s including estimates of the outcasts and ferals.”

“I thought the outcasts were the ferals?”

“Sort of?” Rachel said. “A lot of witches call the outcasts ferals, but then there’s the actual ferals — witches who aren’t part of a Family or maybe even a coven. Some who don’t even know about us.”

“Okay.”

“So there are eighty-four Council Families in North America — mostly in the US. Canada has a smaller population and the farther south you go the indigenous traditions take over. Then there are seventeen Independent Families. They don’t accept the Council Families’ authority, but they sort of work with us on stuff. Most witches are in the Families — the Council Families — the average size is nearly five thousand. The Winthrops have six-thousand four-hundred and eight.”

“The Prescotts are over five thousand,” Sam put in.

“Yeah,” Rachel said. “So there’s, like, four-hundred thousand witches in the Council Families, and maybe fifteen or twenty thousand in the Independents. The Outcasts are probably less than a thousand, and we think there are maybe a hundred ferals left.”

“When they find a feral, they try to bring her into a Family and reconnect her with the Goddess. It used to be a really big deal — hundreds of years ago — because after the Death there were a lot of lines lost. But now, the ferals are all so muddled that they’re not even of their original lines anymore, so the line can’t be recovered.”

“That’s why you’re so weird,” Sam said, grinning. “Technically, you’re a feral, because you were lost to the Goddess, but Melaina claimed you as her line, so you had to have come from the Outcasts for it to have bred true all this time.”

Rachel nodded. “I don’t even think the ferals have full covens, I’ve never heard of one being found, at least.”

I frowned. “If they don’t have full covens, how do they find a warlock to … you know.”

“Longing,” Sam said, and Rachel nodded.

“I don’t get it.”

“Of course you don’t.” Sam wrapped her arms around one of mine and squeezed tightly. “If you want something — need it — long enough and hard enough, that’s where your magic goes. Even if you don’t will it consciously.”

“Even if you don’t know you have magic,” Rachel said.

Sam shrugged. “And sometimes you get lucky.”

Players were moving out onto the field for some sort of opening ceremony when a witch in a sharply tailored business suit, complete with a skirt that was tighter than Sam’s jeans, came down the aisle and crouched by Sam.

“Sororix Ashe?”

Sam’s mouth worked to finish chewing whatever treat she’d last stuffed in it and she took a quick gulp of her champagne to wash it down. “Yes?”

“Archimagira Winthrop will see you now.”

Sam shot me a glance and I gestured at the field. “Isn’t the game about to start?”

The witch ignored me, stood and gestured toward the aisle, still smiling. “Archimagira Winthrop will see you now.”

Sam’s eyebrows rose and she looked at me again. I looked over at Rachel and saw that she was disappointed, as was I — she’d invited me to see a game with her months ago and I’d told her it was a date. That had been part of what drove her to try giving me a love potion. I knew how important spellstick was to her, and how meaningful seeing our first in-person game together would be to her — to all three of us.

I cleared my throat and the witch looked at me.

“Could you possibly ask Archimagira Winthrop if we could see her after the first period?”

I heard Rachel gasp.

The witch’s eyebrows rose. “Are you declining to meet with the Archimagira?”

I shook my head quickly. “I’m not. Not at all.” I glanced at Rachel who was staring at me with wide eyes. “I’m sure Archimagira Winthrop knows how important spellstick is to Rachel — I assure you that Rachel is every bit that important to me. This is our first time seeing a live game together and I don’t want to disappoint her.”

The witch blinked, glanced at Rachel, then stood. “I will relay your request to Archimagira Winthrop,” she said, leaving us.

“Did … did you,” Rachel stammered. “Did you just tell Grandma to wait a minute?”
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I reached over and took Rachel’s hand, holding it while I stared down at the field. I figured either Rachel’s grandmother cared about her granddaughter as much as the way Rachel talked about her seemed to imply — one of the very few witch relationships I’d seen that might be that way — in which case she’d want Rachel to be with someone who cared enough to stand up for her, if not, it really didn’t matter one way or the other.

As soon as the game started, Rachel seemed to get over her shock at me asking her grandmother to wait — she also seemed to forget I was holding her hand, which told me where I rated in comparison to spellstick, because the little witch dropped me like a hot potato as soon as the first play brought her to her feet screaming.

I shared an amused glance with Sam.

Sam leaned close and whispered to me. “Do you know who Rachel’s grandmother is?”

I shrugged. “Head of the Winthrops,” I whispered back.

“Yeah, and the Witches Council.”

“Okay, so she’s on the Council, too. So’s your m — Sororix Prescott, right?”

“She’s the head of the Council. That’s what Archimagira means. The regular Council members are Magira, but only during a Council session. She’s Archimagira all the time.”

I shrugged again. I didn’t know enough about witch politics to be impressed and we were here to talk about Rachel, anyway.

“This is either going to go really good or really bad,” Sam muttered.
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We watched the first period of play, which was even more impressive in person than streaming. The crowd might have been smaller than at a big mundane game, but no less loud, and I wondered if the witches had some sort of glamour over the place to hide the noise from the surrounding area — maybe they blasted some Paducah tunes at the surrounding neighborhoods.

The first period ended in a tie — well, the goals were tied, with none scored by either team, but I think the Banshees led six to two in debilitating injuries caused.

Before the players were even off the field, the same well-dressed witch was back beside us.

“Archimagira Winthrop will see you now.”

Sam and I stood quickly and I glanced at Rachel, but she stayed seated, a little, nervous grin on her face. I’d have preferred she come with us, but I guess that wasn’t the way the witches did things.

The witch led us back through the box to a door next to the bar and through to another room even more opulent than the first. This room had the game showing on all the walls, too, but it was far less crowded.

One whole corner of the room, almost a quarter of the space, was made up of a sitting area with a corner-couch facing a single chair with its back to us, and that was where we were led. The witch leading us gestured for the couch and left.

Rachel’s grandmother looked so much like Rachel it was scary — similar, but older. In fact, she looked older than any witch I’d met yet, appearing to be in her forties, and the sense of her presence was also different, almost the opposite of Rachel.

Where Rachel was always shy and deferred to nearly everyone, her grandmother gave off an aura of quiet confidence and power. I wondered if this was what Rachel would be like once she didn’t have to worry about generating more Passion than her resonant could hold.

“I hear you hung up on your mother,” were the first words she spoke as Sam and I sat.

Sam nodded. “I did, Archimagira Winthrop.”

“Why?”

Sam was quiet for a moment, obviously thinking of how to respond to that, while I silently prayed.

Please don’t get snarky with the powerful witch who’s going to say whether we can have Rachel or not.

“She was beginning to shriek and I didn’t want her to bite her tongue again.”

I raised an eyebrow. Again?

Archimagira Winthrop laughed. “Why do I doubt you’d have been at all upset if she had?”

Sam smiled nervously.

“Although, should you ever need employment, I’d love to have someone willing to hang up on Judith on a daily basis. It would save me no end of time.”

“I think I’ll have my hands full with my new coven, Archimagira Winthrop.”

“Indeed.” She turned her attention to me. “Do you know how long it’s been since someone made me wait, young man?”

I gulped. Not even Mel had ever made me feel as nervous as I did right now — of course, she hadn’t really tried.

“I apologize, ma’am,” I said. “It was only that Rachel —”

“Loves this game almost as much as I do, yes.” She nodded to one part of the wall that didn’t have a display showing the field, instead it held a framed Banshees’ jersey with the name Winthrop and the number forty-seven. It was dirty, torn, and had several holes surrounded by what looked suspiciously like blood. “Do you find that annoying at all?”

I assumed the jersey was hers and that she’d once played — if anything, that made me more scared of the woman than anything I’d seen or heard yet.

“Annoying, ma’am?”

“Irritating? Frustrating? Boring? Do you ever wish she’d simply shut up about it for a moment?” She looked around the room. “There’s no shame in it. Many in the Family feel that way, you know. My granddaughter can go on about the sport in some quite lengthy and detailed ways.”

I chuckled, but inside I was wondering what was going on — I certainly hadn’t been expecting a bunch of questions about watching spellstick with Rachel.

“None of those, ma’am.” I glanced at Sam. “If anything, we’ve had to encourage her to talk more about it.”

Rachel’s grandmother raised an eyebrow as if she didn’t quite believe me. “Indeed?”

The conversation paused while one of the servers brought a tray of drinks and I gladly accepted one, grateful for something to wet my dry mouth.

“And now you want to listen to that for the rest of your lives?” Archimagira Winthrop asked once the server was gone.

I gulped and shared a glance with Sam. She’d told me she hadn’t given a reason for requesting this meeting, hadn’t even been asked what the meeting was for, so I wondered if the Winthrop Family head had some sort of psychic affinity that let her know.

“Don’t look so surprised. The first witch in a new coven requests a meeting? What else could it be?” She sipped her own drink, then frowned. “I’m afraid I couldn’t possibly give my blessing to such a thing.”

My heart fell and I felt Sam slump beside me. I wondered, if she’d already known what we’d ask, why she’d even agreed to the meeting.

“Ma’am, Archimagira Winthrop, I —”

She held up a hand, stopping me.

“It’s nothing personal, young man, and nothing any words of yours will be able to change. I’m head of the Council and you are already a point of contention amongst its members.” She stared at me intently and my stomach flip-flopped at the idea there were senior witches talking about us. “Were certain council members to think I approved of such a thing, your coven would become even more political than it already is. I have my own enemies — some who might support you, but would be far more interested in opposing me. No, that would put you, and my granddaughter, at greater risk. I could not condone it and I would have to strongly condemn such a thing, were it to happen to occur without my blessing. Despite my sincere personal wishes for my granddaughter’s happiness — and your own.” She shook her head. “It would be most unwise for me to show any form of approval.”

She took another sip and glanced up at the images of the field, while I tried to think of something to say to change her mind — and wrap my head around Sam and I being discussed by the witches’ Council — but then she smiled.

“But, while we have a few moments before the game resumes, I did want to wish you the best of luck with your new coven. Such a novel approach you’ve taken. Intriguing. Very … modern. Or ancient, depending on who you might ask.”

“Thank you, Archimagira Winthrop, but —”

She cut me off again. “Oh, look, the game is starting.” She met Sam’s eyes, then mine again. “Say hello to Melaina for me, won’t you? I truly do wish the two of you the very best of luck with your new coven and hope it brings you, and all its future members, great happiness.” She paused, narrowing her eyes. “Of course I wish the same for my granddaughter … wherever she might wind up. Rachel’s happiness is quite important to me, regardless of my other duties.”

The witch who’d led us in was suddenly there again, ushering us to stand and whisking us from the room.

As the door clicked shut behind us, Sam stepped into the path of one of the servers, smiled, and relieved her of her tray of champagne, draining a glass before offering me one.

She looked around to see if anyone was listening, then stretched up to whisper to me.

“Did Rachel’s grandmother just tell us to steal her?”

I nodded. “I think she did,” I whispered back, glancing at the closed door. “At least I hope so, because that’s exactly what we’re going to do … and I don’t want that woman mad at us.”


CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR




“Nnnnggghhgh!”

Sam’s face scrunched up, eyes closed, lips pulled back from her tightly clenched teeth, and she dug her fingers into the blanket.

If we’d been in the same bed, I’d have been far more impressed, but we were each in our own, relaxing before having dinner with Mel. At least I was relaxing — Sam didn’t look relaxed at all.

I sighed. “I really don’t think that’s how it works.”

“Nnnnggghhgh! Maybe if I just push hard enough it’ll come!”

“Could you maybe not talk about loving me as though it was a stuck turd?”

“Don’t make me laugh, I’m trying to concentrate here!”

“What are you even trying to do?”

“I’m taking everything I like about you, balling it up, and shoving it into this fucking resonant!”

I sat up, reached across the space between our beds, and grabbed her wrists, pulling her quickly over to my bed and falling backward to pull her on top of me.

“Mel said to relax and let it come.”

“I’ve been relaxed. You’ve relaxed me to the point I’m in a fucking coma sometimes. Relaxing isn’t doing it.” She heaved a heavy sigh and rolled off me to lay on her back, then stuck one bare foot up in the air. “How do you like my feet?”

“They’re … nice?” I suggested, instantly wary at the sudden change in subject.

“Do you think I’d look weird without a pinkie toe?”

I blinked. Of all the questions I could have come up with, that was nowhere near the list.

“Why would you lose a pinkie toe?”

“Melaina said trauma could unblock me — losing a toe’s traumatic, right?”

“I don’t think that’s what she meant … but … you’d sacrifice a toe for me?”

“A pinkie toe,” she said, clearly. “Don’t get ahead of yourself — and it would probably make wearing heels more comfortable, so it’s not all about you.”

I laughed. “Mel said the second trauma had to be related to your resonant — I don’t think you love your toe that much.”

“What are you talking about?” she asked, wiggling her toes. “Look at that pinkie toe! That’s a lovable little guy there.” She bent and twisted her leg in some very improbable ways to get her foot up near our faces. Sam had an enviable and entertaining flexibility. “Kiss it.”

“No.”

Of the kinks I’d researched to play with Sam, feet didn’t do it for me.

Sam gasped. “There’s a part of me you won’t kiss?”

“I can think of a few things, yeah.”

“Hmph. I’m offended.”

I considered turning the “parts you won’t kiss” thing around on her, but decided not to. Instead, I rolled over onto her and pinned her to the bed.

“There’re far more parts I will kiss.”

“Yeah?”

“Yeah.”

“Like what?”

I kissed her nose.

“What else?”

I kissed her neck.

“Mmmh. What else?”

I chuckled and continued, but before I even made it past her elbows, the alarm on my phone went off.

Sam groaned.

“Time for dinner with Mel,” I said, crawling off Sam to sit and look for my shoes. “We’ll pick up where we left off when we get back.”

“Oh, no,” Sam said. She waved a hand to extravagantly indicate her body. “This doesn’t have a save button — you’ll have to start all over later.”
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Dinner with Mel at Willowmere was different than at Mel’s townhouse, since her rooms here were much smaller and didn’t have a kitchen — just a space with cabinets, a hot plate, and a microwave — so Mel wasn’t cooking, we just had trays brought over from the cafeteria.

Willowmere’s food was good, but Mel’s would certainly have been better.

Once the staff dropped off our trays, Mel and Sam gathered at the small table to eat while I checked Mel’s cabinets for a wine that might pair well with Mel’s roast chicken, Sam’s brisket and loaded baked potato, and my own lasagna.

“I went with a burgundy,” I explained as I brought it to the table. “It won’t go as well with the BBQ sauce, but should still be good.”

“A reasonable choice, dear,” Mel agreed.

“Yum,” Sam said, holding out her glass.

I chuckled and poured.

“Do you think that’s what Archimagira Winthrop meant, Melaina?” Sam asked. She’d filled Mel in on our meeting with Rachel’s grandmother while I was picking the wine.

“Likely,” Mel agreed. “Katherine does have a number of enemies on the Council — they’d vote against her interests on virtually anything, if only to spite her. You’ll still want to move carefully, should you decide to pursue things with Rachel, though — the Archimagira will have to appear quite wroth with you over it.”

I nodded. “Rachel thinks she’ll be playing angry for as long as a year. After the game, her grandmother asked her what she’d like for her birthday — for her twentieth birthday.” Since Rachel was eighteen, we all figured that meant her grandmother would be missing nineteen in order to appear mad at her.

“That does sound like Katherine,” Mel said. “She always was fond of skullduggery. You should invite Rachel to our next dinner, as well, if you’re certain about her joining.”

“Oh, we’re certain,” I said.

We started eating and even though I’d been texting with Morgan every day, I had to ask.

“Is everything really okay with Morgan and Felicity?”

“Felicity has become more convinced that this Gabriel is some sort of danger to Morgan, despite his sudden change in behavior. Perhaps, because of it. She’s begun suggesting it might be best to simply do away with him, which is disturbing.”

“Yeah, just up and killing a guy is a little disturbing.”

“I mean it was disturbing that she suggested it rather than simply doing so,” Mel clarified. “Felicity prefers a more direct approach to solving problems.”

“Well, could we maybe not go around killing random guys?” I wanted Morgan safe more than anyone, but Gabriel, as creepy as he seemed, hadn’t actually done anything but be an asshole.

“One might hope so.” Mel pursed her lips after a sip of wine. “I may have to go have a look at him myself. Felicity says there’s still been no indication he’s anything but a simple, mundane boy, but there’s something off about him.”

“Maybe we could take Morgan home one night over Vernal Break and get a look at him?”

Morgan’s school had a different break schedule than Willowmere, but Mel was going to glamour her a sick-note.

I’d like to get a better look at the little shit myself. The glimpse I’d gotten when he was following us had been of a typical teenager — it seemed weird to be talking about him as though he might be a real danger to someone. The guy he’d been with, though, was a different story.

“No sign of the other guy?”

Mel shook her head, frowning. “No … and that’s a curious thing, as well.”

“Isn’t that a good thing?” Sam asked around a mouthful of brisket.

“That he hasn’t reappeared, yes, I think. What’s troubling is that I’ve been having to ask Felicity that same question — she seems to leave him out of things every time we talk and I have to ask after him.”

“Okay, then I think we should pull her out of there,” I said for, like, the millionth time — not really expecting it to do any more good than before.

I’d suggested it was time for that to Morgan nearly every time we talked or texted, to the point where she was starting every conversation with “No, now what else do you want to talk about?”

Mel shook her head. “Felicity says Morgan is adamant about not getting your foster parents in trouble — how would you propose to do that? Short of dragging her down the street by her hair, that is.”

“You can practice on me if you decide to go that way,” Sam said.

I gave Sam a look, but she just shrugged. “If neither you or Felicity have been able to change her mind, us talking about it more isn’t going to do any good.”

I sighed. She was right, it was just so frustrating.

“Wait,” I said, “Felicity’s asked her? She’s talking to Morgan? How?”

“It’s not just me she can speak with, dear.”

“So … she could talk to me in my head while she’s still a cat? Like she does with you?”

“Of course, dear.”

I grumbled. Felicity and Mel could even communicate over distances, that’s how Mel was getting reports of what was happening at Morgan’s, so we could have been talking all this time without her having to change into her cat-witch form?

“Maybe you’re not her favorite nephew anymore,” Sam said.

I grumbled more, but dropped it — Felicity was the one I’d have to talk to about that.

We finished dinner, then talked for a while over the last of the wine, until it was time for Sam and I to head back to our room.

As I helped Mel stack the dishes back on the trays for the kitchen staff to pick up, I had to ask, even though I knew she’d have told us if there were any changes.

“Has there been any word about Katrina?”

Mel shook her head. “No, dear — the Council is still investigating, but I’ve heard nothing new. Not even a reasonable theory about what might have killed her.”


CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE




“Wear the mauve one,” Sam said from the bathroom as I poked through my closet.

I frowned and thought about it for a minute.

“That’s the one you told me not to wear to the Cove party.”

Mention of the Cove party was also a mention of Katrina’s murder. Despite Willowmere’s official announcements, and Mel’s private assurances that the witch Council was investigating, I didn’t think the witches had any more idea of what had killed her than they did right after it happened. It also had a sudden, sobering effect on me.

Sam left the bathroom and wrapped her arms around me.

“Not your fault,” she reminded me.

“I know, I know.”

I knew that. I just missed her and I was sad she’d died — furious she’d been killed, especially when it seemed like whatever had done it would be getting away with it. It was hard not to think there was something I could have — should have — done to protect her. Every time I brought those feelings up, though, Sam would remind me I couldn’t save everyone — which wasn’t the point. I didn’t feel I had to save everyone — I just felt I should protect those I could.

I took a deep breath, concentrating on Sam’s hands on me and the calming effect of her Harmony affinity. We were supposed to be going out and having fun.

“Better,” Sam said, clearly watching my mana generation, dim as a warlock’s was, to see what I was feeling. She reached into the closet and pulled out my purple shirt, holding it up to my chest and nodding. “Yes, mauve tonight.”

I shook my head, but started putting it on. I didn’t really care what I wore and it made Sam happy. Still, some consistency and sense would be nice.

“Why are you picking this one for me to go out in now, when you told me not to wear it last time?”

“That was before you were mine,” Sam said, squinting into the bathroom mirror as she worked on her makeup glamour. “Now you’re mine and I want it clear that you’re taken so we don’t have to beat off a bunch of silly, mundane college girls.” She watched me button the shirt in the mirror and nodded. “Yep, that says caught, not hunting.” She paused. “Unless you’d like to go hunting? We could skip the bars and head over to the other campus? Maybe there’s a sorority having punishment night?”

“No.”

Sam shook her head. “You have a girl here who’ll literally be your wing-witch — go find pretty girls and bring them back to you — and you say ‘no.’” She gave a disgusted snort. “I should report you to the guy-police.”

“We’re going to go out with ‘our girls,’ get a few drinks, and maybe have some fun dancing.”

“Hmph.”

I finished buttoning my shirt, tucked it in my jeans, and went over to stand behind her.

Sam’s outfit was tighter jeans than she usually wore, which I wouldn’t have thought possible, and an emerald green top that looked conservative from the front and back — a v-shaped hem that hung down over her jeans and long sleeves with a rather modest neckline — but was almost completely open on both sides. She’d shortened the chain for the onyx fox pendant Mel had given her so that it rested just above the top’s neckline, drawing attention to the hint of cleavage shown.

I stepped close and ran my fingertips through the gap and over the bare skin showing on either side.

“This doesn’t exactly scream ‘taken,’ I think.”

“It doesn’t,” Sam agreed, shivering at my touch. “This is designed to make everyone in the club want me, so they’ll be properly devastated when I stick my tongue down your throat every five minutes.”

“Ah, you want to break some hearts?”

Sam chuckled. “I want to blue some balls.”

“Cruel witch,” I murmured.

“Yep.”

I went back into our bedroom to finish dressing, because if I stayed near Sam in that outfit for much longer I was going to throw her down on my bed and not leave the room until class on Monday morning. Since it was the beginning of the Vernal Break, that would be in nine days — probably enough time.

Sam finished getting ready and we went downstairs to meet Rachel, Hannah, and Brittany.

“Holy crap,” I muttered as I caught sight of the trio.

The bottom floor of the residence building was full of witches dressed to kill as they headed out to their rides or waited for friends to come downstairs. I was a little surprised there were still so many on campus, because of the break starting.

It was a little like walking into some sort of fashion model convention, but my attention was fixated on Hannah, Brittany, and Rachel — I actually knew these three and would be spending the evening with them. I wondered if I should take Sam back upstairs and drain any mana she had so I’d have enough mana to blast the guys I knew were going to flock around them all night.

Brittany and Hannah were dressed identically, except Hannah was in black and Brittany was in white, and with their similar features looked even more like twins than usual.

They each wore a dress that wrapped tightly around their hips and waist, with little creases and folds that did nothing other than draw the eye to the girls’ curves, then had two strips of fabric that crossed over their breasts to wrap around their necks, leaving their chests bare from midway between their necks and the tops of their breasts down to just above their belly buttons where the wrapping part picked up. Side boob was sexy, but this was full on inside-boob and there was no way either of them were wearing a bra.

But Rachel?

Rachel was in a dress with long sleeves and a high neckline, but it was skin tight. Tighter than the witches’ shields that seemed to fit like a second skin — it showed off every curve the little witch had above her waist, no matter how much it actually covered. Every bump above her waist, too, because I could tell very clearly there was no bra under it. The slightly pleated skirt of the dress flared out a bit, but ended well above mid-thigh and I honestly couldn’t tell if she was wearing panties or not. I couldn’t conceive of Rachel not wearing panties, but that dress was so out of character to begin with that I wouldn’t put anything past her tonight.

Her dark hair was up instead of falling around her shoulders and that only accentuated her long neck and the delicate bones above the dress’ collar. Matching red heels stretched her bare calves that drew the eye higher and higher until we were back at that hem and … wondering.

“If I had balls, they’d be purple right now,” Sam whispered.

I nodded, not quite trusting myself to speak.

“See something you like?” Hannah asked, striking a pose.

I let my eyes roam over all three, because that much effort to look that good should be acknowledged and rewarded.

“Everything,” I said, honestly, as I let my eyes travel down Brittany’s figure, Hannah’s and then start admiring Rachel from the bottom up.

By the time I got to her face, it had gone every bit as red as the dress, but Rachel didn’t lower her own gaze at all. The only other indication of any embarrassment was the tiniest glimpse of her teeth biting her lower lip — and that only served to draw more attention to her lips, which she’d kept her natural color, but added something to make them shine.

“Is it okay?” Rachel asked.

Sam and I had told Rachel what her grandmother had said — and what we thought she hadn’t said — on the late train back from Boston last weekend. The little witch had only grinned and nodded, agreeing that stealing her was exactly what her grandmother had been telling us to do. Oddly, the need to wait until summer to take any action on it didn’t seem to bother her now — as though knowing it was really going to happen eased her thoughts.

Seeing her in that dress was making me feel the need to shoot some twenty-foot streams of fire, though, and not at all at ease to have to wait that long to get a look underneath it.

Sam laughed, then stepped forward and took Rachel’s hands in hers to twirl the other girl around — twirling that made the hem of that short dress creep up a bit.

Twirl more! I want to know!

“Okay?” Sam asked holding onto Rachel’s hands. “Sweetie, I could eat you up.”

“Two spoons,” I muttered.

“Hmph,” Brittany grumbled. “I think we’ve outshown ourselves.”

“Yeah,” Hannah agreed.

“You two are responsible for this?” I asked.

Hannah nodded. “It took some convincing, but we got her there.”

“I owe you,” I said, not taking my eyes off Rachel’s transformed look.

Rachel was still blushing at our scrutiny, but she was also smiling and it seemed she liked the attention.

“Good,” Hannah said, “then you can buy the first round. Speaking of which, girls! IDs, please? You, too, Noah.”

I nodded, fishing my wallet out of my pocket and handing over my ID.

Hannah was a senior with the most experience at glamour, so she took each ID card and rubbed a finger over the birth date, quickly adding the appearance of a few years to those who needed it.

None of us were at any risk from underage drinking — the school might not teach body magic until second year, but a lot of Families had given instruction in it before the girls came to Willowmere, and there was a thriving tutoring economy based on teaching the youngest witches how to regulate alcohol. Most of the witch Families had already taught their daughters how to detect and neutralize the most common drugs that might be slipped into a drink, too. In fact, as a senior, Hannah could probably replicate the effects of most drugs without even having to take them, if she wanted.

Maybe that was another reason the school didn’t allow, officially, first-year students off campus until second semester — to give them time to find a tutor if they wanted one. Sam and I had learned the basics from Hannah.

We left the residence building, Sam and Rachel on either side of me, Hannah and Brittany close behind, and made our way with the other students heading for their rideshares lined up at the head of the school’s driveway.

“Oh, I almost forgot,” Rachel said, pulling out her phone. “Let me send a contact to you guys.”

“Who?” I asked.

“Mihai,” Rachel said. “He talked to his Rom Baro — that’s like an elder, sort of — about who we might be and he figured out who I probably was, then sent a message to make sure we were okay. Mihai sent along his number in case we ever need a ride or help or something.”

I raised an eyebrow. “That seems like a lot just because you liked his singing.”

Rachel shook her head. “It’s more than that — the Roma are very touchy about some things. We were in his car and we shared the Ederlezi with him, which makes us sort of guests — at least, Mihai said that — so he feels like he has an obligation since we were threatened while his guests.”

“Huh, okay. Can I send it to Morgan?” I’d feel a lot better, I thought, if she had someone with a big dirk she could call if she needed to — someone already in the city, no matter how fast Mel said she could get there.

Rachel nodded. “The message said any of us, so I’m sure that’s okay.”

“Okay,” Sam said, “we’re looking for Umberto in a black Escalade…” She looked at the line of vehicles, nearly all of them identical, then back at her phone. “Okay, we’re looking for a license plate starting with E58.”

We found the right black SUV and piled in. I clambered into the back bench seat so I could have Sam and Rachel on either side, and let Hannah and Brittany take the two captain’s chairs. I kind of wished we could have called Mihai to come up here for the night, because I’m sure he’d have something to say about my “pretty girls.”


CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX




I enjoyed about the first three minutes of the ride, then I started worrying — because my subconscious is an asshole.

We were going out and I was certain my four girls were going to be the most beautiful, sexy women in whatever clubs we went to — which meant they were going to attract guys.

Obviously, Rachel would be staying with Sam and me — but I had no hold on Brittany or Hannah, except that we were friends.

So what would I do if Hannah or Brittany — or both, because they looked like a matched set tonight — started talking to another guy?

The right answer was let them, right?

Only that made my teeth ache in a way that might only be resolved with ripping some guy’s throat out with them.

Shit. Shit. Shit, I muttered in my head. I need to get a handle on this, because they’re not mine —

Yet.

Shut up!

Just tell them they’re yours now.

Shut! Up!

Better yet, tell the driver to turn around, take them back up to your room, and —

Shut up!

Sam stretched to get her lips close to my ear and whispered, “You’re tenting — what are you thinking about?”

Fuck!

I cleared my throat and adjusted myself, hoping no one saw, then leaned over to whisper a reply.

“I, ah, may need your help with something — not like that,” I added as she started to bounce in her seat. “I need to talk something through with you. Later, though.”

Once I got Sam past the part where she was enthusiastically agreeing with the voice I was telling to shut up, she’d probably have some good insights that would help. It wasn’t like I could run around claiming every girl I was attracted to.

Sam frowned, but nodded.

Maybe it wouldn’t even become an issue — I mean, we were going out as a group and Hannah had agreed to guide us to the best places in town, so that seemed to imply the sisters didn’t have any intentions to run off with someone else, right?

Our first stop wasn’t a club, it was a fairly nice restaurant. Another black SUV was ahead of us and I saw four Willowmere girls get out.

“This is a good place to get some dinner and a couple drinks before we go somewhere else,” Hannah said.

Since she was a senior and knew the town well after four years, we were letting her drive the destinations for the night, and some quiet and food sounded pretty good.

We got out, thanked Umberto for the ride, suggested he stick around the area because there were going to be a lot of Willowmere students hopping around all night, and entered the restaurant.

I saw immediately that most of the clientèle were witches, but I still thought I had the best looking of the bunch.

The hostess led us to a table for six and quickly removed one of the chairs and place settings, then seconds later a rather dazed-looking waiter appeared. I’d be dazed too if I suddenly found myself serving all these beautiful witches.

“Can I start you with drinks?”

“Oh, oh!” Hannah said, practically bouncing in her seat. She pointed at Rachel, then Sam, then Brittany, then me. “Cosmo, whiskey sour, margarita, old fashioned, and I’ll have a Moscow mule. Rachel, you get to pick everybody’s next round.”

I shrugged, pulling out my ID. “Sounds like that’s the order.”

“This doesn’t end well,” Sam muttered.

“It sounds fun,” Rachel said.

“It’s all fun and games until you’re face down in the toilet,” Sam said.

“Ew!”

“That’s not going to happen,” Hannah said.

Sam grinned. “Yeah? Wait ‘til it’s my turn to pick drinks.”

We handed our IDs to the waiter, who was grinning along with us, and he handed them back with menus.

“Since Noah’s getting the first round, that means the food, too, right?” Brittany asked.

“Yep,” Hannah laughed.

“Oh, no!” I protested. “A round ends when the waiter leaves — the food’s going to be a different round to pay for, and I tag … Brittany.”

“Boo!” Brittany cried.

“How about I’ll pay for the food and you can pay for the drinks I pick next,” Rachel said. “That way my grandma won’t see a charge for alcohol on my card.”

Everybody laughed.

It was all just fun and teasing, because I knew none of the witches were hurting for money, and Mel had set up my new coven pretty well, too.

“Okay,” I laughed. “Why’d you pick those for us, Hannah?”

“Oh! Well, Cosmo for Rachel, because it’s light and sweet and just a little bit flirty, and I think that’s her tonight.”

Rachel blushed, but she was smiling.

“Whiskey sour for Sam, because it’s strong, but still sweet. Margarita for Brittany, because she’s set on having fun tonight. And old fashioned for Noah…” She bit her lip. “Because it’s classic and manly … and I don’t think he knows how much of that he is.”

I felt my face flush, but I was a little impressed by Hannah’s choices — not just matching them to us, but that she knew the drinks so well. I suppose she’d had three previous years hitting the bars from Willowmere and learned them then. I didn’t really know anything but the wine Mel had taught me over dinners, so I started thinking about what I’d order for each of the girls when my turn came.

The table got quiet as we all looked at the menu and decided what to eat. I was glad Hannah had brought us here first, because we’d left the campus in the middle of dinner and none of us had eaten.

“Are we getting main courses or just a bunch of appetizers?” Brittany asked.

“Why not both?” Sam said.

Hannah grinned and glanced at me. “Expecting a ‘calorie deficiency’ later?”

Sam nodded. “Oh, yeah.”

The waiter returned shortly with our drinks and we started ordering.

Hannah: “Filet with red wine reduction, please.”

Rachel: “Could I have the scallop risotto?”

Brittany: “Um, mushroom ravioli, please.”

Sam: “Braised short ribs, please.”

I settled on the grilled ribeye with chimichurri.

“Nobody ordered appetizers!” Sam cried to stop the waiter from leaving.

I laughed. “Fine, I’ll order for us — let’s see. How about the charcuterie board, the truffle fries, and the calamari?”

Everybody nodded, so we let the waiter go and tasted our drinks.

“Ooo, I like this,” Rachel said, tasting her drink.

I nodded. Mine was warm and smooth, with a little sweetness and some citrus from the orange rind, but underneath there were all kinds of complex flavors I wanted to just sit and experience, pulling them out one by one.

“Hannah, this is the first alcohol I’ve had other than wine, mead, or beer and it’s a wonderful choice, thank you.”

“Really, your first?”

I nodded.

“You popped his booze cherry!” Brittany cried.

Sam reached over and grabbed Brittany’s drink.

“Hey!”

“You’ve had enough already, I’m cutting you off,” Sam said.

“I barely got a taste!”

“Fine,” Sam said, laughing and handing the margarita back. “Here, but pace yourself.” She took a sip of her own drink, then offered it to me. “Taste?”

I did and liked this one, too. Sweet and a little smoky, with a bit of sourness.

The appetizers came and we ordered another round of drinks.

“Your turn, Rachel,” Hannah said.

“Oh, um,” she looked around the table, then pointed, starting with Sam, then me, followed by Brittany and Hannah. “Appletini, rum and coke, pina colada … um —” She squinted at Hannah. “French seventy-five! I’ll have an amaretto sour, please.”

The waiter grinned, taking down the order.

“Could I see the wine list?” I asked and he nodded, pulling one from a nearby table and handing it to me, then going off for our drinks.

“Ooo, fancy,” Brittany said. “Are you ordering drinks next?”

I nodded, at least wine was something I knew a little about now. “Yep — I’ll pick the wines for the meal.”

“Okay, Rachel,” Hannah said, “spill. Why those drinks?”

Rachel swallowed the bit of bread and cheese she’d taken from the board.

“Oh, um, well — rum and coke for Noah, because he’s simple — not like that!” she insisted as everyone laughed. “I mean he’s … nice. Hanging out with him isn’t complicated. He just … let’s things be what they are.”

I thought she might be talking about how she could be herself and talk about spellstick as much as she wanted when she was with Sam and me. I reached over and squeezed her hand, giving her a grin.

Rachel smiled back. “Um, pina colada for Brittany, because, yeah, she’s gonna be fun tonight, I think — and the French seventy-five for you, because it’s classy and you’re kind of leading us around tonight because you have the experience.”

“What about me?” Sam asked.

“Oh.” Rachel looked down at her plate and nearly whispered, “Um, it’s sweet and you, um, smell like apples tonight.”

I think Rachel was expecting to be laughed at, but she looked up to find us all simply smiling gently at her like it was the sweetest thing they’d ever heard — which I thought it was, because it actually made Sam blush and lower her gaze before giving the other witch a hug.

“What’s a French seventy-five?” I asked to break the moment and get Sam and Rachel off the hook.

“Oh,” Rachel said, “it’s champagne with … some stuff.”

“Gin and citrus with some sugar,” Hannah said. “I actually love them — better than mimosas, even. Thank you, Rachel.”

“How do you even know drinks so well, sweetie?” Sam asked.

“Oh, I used to tend bar for Grandma’s parties.”

“Really?”

Rachel nodded. “Yeah, Grandma had us all work lots of jobs, so we’d know how hard they were, especially without much magic. Bartending was fun … I didn’t like being a mechanic.”

I studied the wine list while we ate appetizers and drank our drinks. I recognized some of the vineyards from Mel’s dinners, and thought I could have a decent set of choices.

Midway through the appetizers, the waiter came back.

“How are we doing?”

“Excellent!”

“Great!”

“Fantastic!”

“Wonderful,” he said in response. “Sir, have you made your wine selections?”

I nodded, catching an odd scent of flowers in bloom over the scent of our appetizers, and started going around the table, explaining why so the waiter could be part of our little game. “Hannah will have the Devrèux Bordeaux — it’s complex and sophisticated, perfect for a sharp and self-assured … filet. Brittany will have the Luneaux Pinot Noir — I think it’ll be warm with just a hint of spice tonight. The Briarwood Ridge Zinfandel for Sam, the Foxfire label, please — it’s bold and unapologetic, and the Foxfire has some notes of intensity and heat. For Rachel? Hhmm … the Lysée Chablais, unoaked — it’s pure and innocent, with bright notes of fruit and just a touch of acidity — like screaming at a spellstick ref.”

“Excellent choices, sir, I’ll have those to you with your entrees,” the waiter said, taking the wine list from me — I figured the spellstick reference would go right over his head.

I looked at the girls as he left and found them staring at me.

“Maiden’s moans,” Hannah whispered.

“Yeah,” Brittany said, looking around the table, “I was expecting him to say either red or white. I’m gonna need … did we get ice water? I need some ice.”

Rachel didn’t say anything, but her eyes were wide. Her lips slightly parted and the tip of her pink tongue came out and slowly wet them.

Sam reached for the calamari.

“I’m gonna need more calories tonight.”
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We skipped dessert — Hannah said there was a place dedicated to desserts that we could stop at later, and I was too stuffed to manage any more.

The next stop was just a couple blocks away, so we walked, enjoying the cold, fresh air and the warmth of touching while we walked — it was a dance club, with booming bass and flashing lights that made everyone look like they were moving in stop-action. There were a lot of Willowmere witches here, too, and I could kind of tell that there was an unspoken battle going on between the witches and the mundane college girls for the college guys.

The witches were winning, and there were dozens of mundane girls either sitting in pairs or trios, or dancing with each other, because all the mundane guys were clustered around the witches.

We wound up being a third side in the fight, but with an opposite goal — keeping the mundanes away, not attracting them.

Half my attention was on dancing with my girls while the other half was spent glaring to warn off the guys who peeled off the main witch-herd to approach us. Meanwhile, my girls were…

Well, guys, if you ever want to attract swarms of college girls that come at you like the enemy waves in a platform-shooter game, show up with four incredibly sexy witches dressed to kill.

That’s probably not actionable advice, is it?

By the time my girls had repelled wave thirty-two, we were kind of danced out for a while, so I herded the girls out of the club. We were all sweaty and tired — which made me feel icky, but the girls, with all that skin showing, glistened in the streetlights. We all shivered in the cold, but it was refreshing after the press of bodies in the club.

“Time for a rest?” Hannah asked.

We all agreed and Hannah led us to the next spot, a bar with dim lighting and a live piano player who played more to enhance the mood than be listened to. Two drinks there, some internal adjustment of my alcohol levels, and we moved on again, this time to the dessert place. We were all pretty tipsy, even given the magic-sobering, and there was more than one stagger on the way.

It was upscale and over the top, with four pages of sweets on the menu, and had an adult theme with the drinks and treats having some pretty risqué names.

“Nope, nope, nope,” Rachel said, reading the menu. “No picking games here — I’m out!”

“Ah, Rachel,” Hannah said, “don’t you want to know if Sam would get you the Slip Inside or the Amaretto Licker?”

“Neither,” Sam said, “she needs … the Love Potion Sixty-nine.”

“What’s dirty about that?” Rachel asked. “Or did you pick it just because of … you know.”

Sam leaned close to whisper in her ear.

Sam and I laughed while Rachel hid her face, and Hannah and Brittany looked confused at how funny we found it, because they didn’t know about last semester’s love potion incident.

Even after Rachel recovered from that, she was still facing more embarrassment, because she had to say the name of something to order.

“I’ll have the Love Potion,” Rachel said quietly.

“You don’t have to,” I assured her. “You can pick something else.”

“I like amaretto — it sounds good.”

“Okay,” I said, “but you have to say the whole name or he might not know which one you want.”

I winked at the waiter and he nodded. “I make a lot of mistakes, miss.”

“Sixty-nine,” Rachel whispered.

“Sorry, didn’t catch that,” the waiter said, hand cupped at his ear and guaranteeing I was going to give him a huge tip.

“Sixty-nine!” Rachel almost yelled. “I want the sixty-nine, okay?” She looked around the suddenly silent restaurant, then buried her face in her hands. “Fuck.”

When the laughter died down, the other girls got similarly themed drinks and I got a creamy, chocolate concoction called a Slip Inside, then we ordered dessert and we made Rachel go first again.

Rachel looked down at the table and sighed. “Cookie-nookie pie, please.”

Hannah and Brittany decided to share a Pearl Necklace, which brought even more laughter.

I ordered something called a Fever, which didn’t seem sexy, but it came with ice cream and I was still overheated from the dancing.

“Hhmm,” Sam said when it was her turn, “I can’t decide, so I guess I’ll have the Fourgasm Sampler.” She slid a look to me. “Should I get two?”

“You can have one,” I said, sternly.

Sam shivered and bowed her head. “Yes, Dominus.”

“What was that?” Brittany asked as the waiter left.

“Yeah,” Hannah said, “I’ve never heard someone call a warlock that outside of a ritual.”

“Eep!”

Sam froze and I slowly turned to look at her. She’d told me that was what witches called their warlock all the time. She’d said it was either that or Master or freaking My Lord, and I’d let her get away with it, because I’d trusted her to tell me about how covens worked.

“Somebody’s in trooouubble,” Brittany said.

Hannah grinned. “Yeah, I want to know what this one’s about.”

Maybe it was the booze, or just how close I was feeling to the other girls, but I decided I didn’t care if they found out about Sam and my dynamic. I wasn’t going to tell them outright, but I wasn’t going to give up this opportunity with Sam, either, and I figured if she’d addressed me that way in front of everybody, she couldn’t object.

“Samantha,” I said, sternly.

“Yes, Dominus?”

“So that’s not what all witches call their warlock all the time?”

Brittany almost fell out of her chair laughing.

Sam sighed. “No, Dominus.”

“I see.” I paused just until I thought she was going to say something. “Good.”

Sam’s face fell and she pouted — a real pout this time, I think. She probably thought this meant the end of her little game.

“I much prefer it’s just our thing,” I went on. “More intimate. So now it’s my rule, not a witch custom, understand?”

I watched Sam’s face go through changes along with her mana generation. First fear at Hannah spilling the beans — not real fear, the fun fear our dynamic held, because it tied right up with her Lust — then disappointment and a little sorrow when I said “good”, and finally excitement and a whole mess of other things when I’d told her it was my rule now.

“Nope!” Hannah yelled, turning her head aside and waving her hands in front of her. “Don’t wanna know what that’s about!”

Brittany just laughed more and I saw Rachel had her hands over her ears.

Sam leaned close and pulled her hand aside a little. “It’s okay, you can listen now, sweetie.”

We settled into a comfortable silence, waiting for our drinks and food, when the worst possible thing that could come our way, did.


CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT




“Oh, look, the feral’s got a start on a little coven.”

Our table’s good mood went to shit as we looked up to find Cassandra standing a few feet away.

“Too bad they’re all onesies — a coven is thirteen witches, not thirteen resonants, feral.”

“Cassandra,” I said, “can’t you just go have fun for one night?”

“I was having fun until I caught sight of you.”

I saw a bunch of her little clique at a table farther back in the restaurant and decided it was just our bad luck that she’d had to walk by us to get to the restroom.

“Seriously?” I asked. “You can’t take a piss without being mean to someone?”

“What I’m doing is none of your business!” She locked her eyes on Rachel. “How’s your spellstick game these days, Winthrop?”

Rachel’s lips thinned and her eyes narrowed.

“Actually,” Sam said, laying an arm on Rachel’s shoulders. “Rachel’s in the spellstick development class this semester.”

“Yeah,” I added, seeing Cassandra’s eyes go wide, “and she has you to thank for it.”

“What?”

I nodded. “Coach Briarfield was so pissed at your little prank that she called Rachel’s grandmother and got her old kid’s league videos. Turns out Rachel’s pretty good at it.”

Cassandra went so pale I thought with a little back-lighting we’d be able to see straight through her.

“Her … her grandmother?”

“Yeah,” Rachel said, jaw set and eyes narrow. “I talk to Grandma every weekend. About everything.”

Cassandra swallowed. “I … I have to…” She licked her lips, then squared her shoulders. “I don’t have time for you … children! There are real men over at the Blue Tortoise.”

She turned and hurried to the door.

“What a witch,” I muttered.

“Yeah,” Hannah agreed, “I think she’s worse this year than last, and that’s saying something.” She shook her head. “I really don’t remember her being like that when we were kids.”

I was just about to breathe a sigh of relief that the witch had left the building when Brittany suddenly jerked in her seat.

Her eyes closed and her head tilted to the side and started jerking.

“What the fuck! Brittany, are you okay?”

“She’s seeing something,” Hannah said.

“What?”

Hannah shook her head as she slipped out of her own chair to stand behind Brittany’s, keeping her sister upright as she shook.

“Should we be doing something?” I asked.

“It’s her Precog. She’ll be okay in a minute.”

Brittany had the Curiosity resonant and it came with a Precognition affinity. I’d never seen her have a vision before, but she said it was kind of weak and erratic. She never knew what she might see or when it would happen.

A few second later, Brittany stopped shaking and opened her eyes. She blinked and turned back to the rest of us, seeming to scan our faces but not really see us — she kept blinking and then shuddered.

“She’s in danger,” Brittany whispered.

“Who?” I asked.

The first thing that popped into my head was that Brittany had somehow picked up on a danger to Morgan and I was halfway out of my seat before she answered.

“Cassandra.”

“Goddess knows right, she’s in danger,” Sam muttered, “if I can get her somewhere that won’t get me expelled.”

Brittany shook her head, her eyes going unfocused again like she was seeing something inside her head.

“No, she’s in danger — right now. Something… Someone…”

“Breathe,” Hannah said. “Let it come, don’t try to force it.”

Brittany nodded.

“Maybe a fiery car crash that leaves her horribly disfigured?” Sam asked.

Brittany shook her head.

“Someone… Someone’s going to hurt her… Bad.”

“Someone?” I asked. I looked around at the girls — we were all angry at Cassandra, but I didn’t think any of us would really hurt her, not even Sam, who started looking concerned when Brittany said “bad.”

Brittany’s face scrunched up as she concentrated.

“Someone hates her… Someone hates us… They hate all of us…”

A chill ran through me as I thought about Katrina — someone who hated all of us? Someone who hated witches enough to kill? Maybe more than once?

Before I knew it I was on my feet, and speaking without even thinking. The words just fell out of my mouth even as I was moving toward the door.

“Brittany, tell Cassandra’s friends what’s going on and to follow us, then call the school and get help. Everybody else, come with me.”

I was already two steps towards the door and at four steps Rachel, Sam, and Hannah were beside me.

I flung open the door and rushed out onto the sidewalk, but there was no sign of Cassandra.

The street was empty — just a few parked cars, and a car going through the intersection coming towards us a few blocks away.

“Hannah? Hindsight — which way did she go?”

Hindsight came from Hannah’s Regret resonance and allowed her to replay the past in a given location.

“Right,” Hannah said, spreading her hands over the sidewalk where Cassandra would’ve had to cross coming out of the bar. “That way.”

She was pointing across the street to an alley between two buildings and a glowing, ghostly image of Cassandra appeared before disappearing into the shadows of the alley.

“Why would she go down an alley?” Rachel asked.

“There’s another bar two blocks that way,” Hannah said. “Lots of guys from the college there.”

I relaxed a little — maybe the danger to Cassandra wasn’t whatever had killed Katrina, but some college guy getting out of hand. If it was that, then Cassandra could probably handle it herself. Still, Brittany had said whoever was going to hurt Cassandra hated her, hated us, the witches. And she’d said “they” at the end, which meant more than one.

Even if it was just college guys, and even if it was Cassandra getting hurt, I couldn’t just let something happen — that was too much like what had almost happened to Hannah last semester when we were caught by a bunch of drunk frat guys while leaving the party at the Cove.

“Sam, stay here and bring the others when they come out.”

I started across the street.

“But —”

“You’ll be able to follow us,” I called back. “You can sense where I am through the coven bond.”

I walked backwards for a minute until Sam nodded reluctantly and stayed by the door.

Rachel and Hannah were with me as we entered the alley.

Hannah spread her hands again once we were in the alley and the image of Cassandra reappeared, walking towards the far end. We hurried after her.

As we got closer to the other end of the alley, Cassandra’s image paused and seemed to look back at us. She frowned and resumed walking, but paused and looked back again, before her eyes grew wide and she started running.

“What’s she running from?” Rachel asked looking around for some sign. “Hannah?”

Hannah shook her head. “This is all I see.” She looked at me and I could see the fear growing in her eyes. “It’s just like with Katrina.”

Hannah had used her Hindsight affinity at the scene of Katrina’s murder and all the witches who saw it were freaked out because there was no sign of the killer. Apparently, that meant the killer had no mana or was entirely immune to it, and that could mean he, or it, was immune to magic.

Any relief I felt at the thought that it might just be some out-of-control college guys disappeared.

I picked up the pace, hurrying after ghostly Cassandra’s running form.

We burst out of the alley onto the next street, which was as deserted as the one we just left. Cassandra’s image ran across the street to another alleyway and continued on. She slipped at the curb, falling hard to the sidewalk, but then scrambled up and kept going, stumbling more and more now.

As we crossed the street, I saw one of Cassandra’s red high heels next to the curb. Rachel paused and went to pick it up.

“Leave it,” I said. “It’ll help Sam and the others find us.”

Even though Sam could tell my direction through our coven bond, Cassandra’s shoe would still be a physical marker of where we’d gone.

In the next alley Cassandra’s image started throwing spells back towards whatever was chasing her — blasts of phantom fire filled the alleyway, but they didn’t seem to do any good, because the expression on her image’s face kept becoming more and more terrified and her flight became more and more frantic.

I think she started using telly, throwing the trash and debris that littered the alley at her attacker, because the paths of the mana she was throwing began curving off to the side before coming back to her path and their were more and more broken bottles and scattered trash as we went on.

Cassandra stripped her other shoe off so she could run faster and tossed it to the side.

I was wondering why whatever was chasing her hadn’t caught her yet, when we burst out into the next street.

This must’ve been the street with the bar Cassandra was originally heading for, because there were people on the street near the end of the block to our left, and I could hear loud music from that direction.

Cassandra’s image never turned that way though, she just ran straight across the street for the next alley as though her only thought was to run straight away from whatever was chasing her.

“Stay here and bring the others when they catch up!” I shouted at the girls, continuing for the next alley.

I figured if Cassandra was so scared she was just running straight, then I could just do the same and still be able to catch up with her.

Hannah would be able to track me better when Sam and the others showed up, and I didn’t want just Rachel with me if it came to a confrontation with whatever was after Cassandra. I didn’t want any of the girls there when the fight started, because whatever the thing was it might be immune to magic — or I might be able to use my Command affinity on it, and I couldn’t let Rachel know I had that yet. I could get Mel and Prima Rosethorn’s assistance with Cassandra if she saw it — hopefully the witch could at least see I’d saved her life and keep things to herself.

Hannah nodded and slowed to a stop, but Rachel kept following me.

“No,” she panted. “You’re not going alone.”

I slowed.

“Rachel —”

“No,” she said firmly.

“Fuck,” I muttered. I didn’t want to use Command on her to keep her safe, and it was clear she wasn’t going to just listen to me. “Fine, keep up.”

I sped up, thinking that if I could leave her far enough behind, she’d be safe and even act as another breadcrumb for the others to find me and Cassandra, but Rachel was in shape for spellstick and I really had to push myself.

Rachel was breathing hard behind me, but she kept up as we rushed into the next street. I didn’t pause, but kept on going into the next alley. I was trying to think like Cassandra now that Hannah couldn’t show us her path. She was scared, running from something that terrified her, and her magic hadn’t done anything to it. She was just running, not thinking, just trying to get away.

I headed straight across the next street, keeping to the alleyway. Cassandra was just running, I thought. Staying straight, trying to get away.

Behind me Rachel was gasping for breath and I wasn’t far from it. Cassandra would have to be getting tired too, but we hadn’t caught up with her yet — what if I’d been wrong about her direction and she’d turned? Had we missed her?

A blood-curdling scream rent the air.

Doubts vanished and I knew we were close, but I needed to keep Rachel safe.

Cassandra was a senior and a dual-resonant. She’d had all the self-defense courses the school offered in her second and third years, while Rachel was a first-year onesie — whatever could make Cassandra scream like that wasn’t something I wanted Rachel anywhere near.

“Rachel,” I panted, “stay here and send the others after me — I’m going to need help as soon as they get here. Please?”

I was ready to use Command on her if I needed to, but Rachel nodded and waved me on, slowing to a halt and doubling over with her hands on her knees.

“Wait,” Rachel panted.

“No,” I started to tell her to stay there again, but she shook her head, then stumbled over to me and took my hand.

I jumped as purple flames ran up my arm, but they didn’t burn — instead, the flames were warm and comforting, making me feel refreshed and energized. In a second, I wasn’t breathing hard at all and my legs felt fresh and ready to go.

“Heartfire,” Rachel panted, nodding across the street. “I can’t use it on myself. Go.”

I took off again into the next alley.

Another scream — this time closer.

I pounded on a few more steps, then stopped, catching sight of Cassandra’s head. Her bleached white hair shone like a beacon in the moonlight that made its way into the alley.

She was backed up against a chain-link fence that stretched the width of the alleyway, blocking her from going any further.

About halfway between us a figure in dark jeans and a black hoodie faced her.

I slowed and walked closer, readying every bit of mana I had — wary because whatever magic Cassandra had used hadn’t had an effect on her pursuer.

Cassandra caught sight of me and her eyes widened. At first she looked hopeful, but then her face collapsed in despair.

“Noah,” she whispered, tears overflowing her eyes. “Run!”


CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE




The dark-clad figure’s shoulders stiffened, then relaxed.

I heard a chuckle.

“Has help arrived?” I heard a woman’s voice ask. “Does that mean you’re done screaming?” She took a step closer to Cassandra. “Please scream again — it tastes wonderful.”

“Noah! You don’t understand what that is! Get out of here!”

I edged closer, ignoring Casandra. Whatever it was, I wasn’t leaving her alone with it. In a few minutes there’d be a dozen or two Willowmere girls here and teachers on the way — whatever this thing was, I only had to delay it a little while.

“The next thing you taste is going to come through a straw, asshole,” I said. “Leave her alone or I’m going to break your fucking jaw.”

The woman chuckled again.

“I don’t think so, little boy.”

I took all of the ready-mana I’d stored, everything from my Control resonant, and put it behind a Command.

“Get away from her!”

Unlike when I’d used Command on the mugger, I knew about mana now. I could see it, and could see it streaming, pouring, out of my resonant stores down my arm and through my outstretched fingers toward the figure menacing Cassandra. It seemed to stream out of me, increasing, putting more and more pressure behind my words.

And nothing happened, the stream of mana seemed to simply disappear as it reached her.

The woman chuckled again and turned toward me. A red glow filled the hood and I took a step back as I realized it was coming from her eyes, then a second step back as she smiled and the moonlight glinted on canines that were far too long.

“Fuck.” My eyes flew to Cassandra’s. “Is that a fucking vampire?”

“Now do you get it, dumbass! Run!” Cassandra yelled again. “Your magic can’t hurt it — we’re not strong enough! Get out of here!”

“Yes, little boy, run, but it won’t matter.” The vampire’s smile broadened. “I’ll catch you, rip your heart out, and drink it dry.”

Believe it or not, her words calmed me — it was just so over-the-top that I went past the shock and fear of seeing a fucking vampire into just being pissed off. Cassandra might be a bitch, but she was a Willowmere bitch. The sense of needing to protect her I’d felt during the chase coalesced into a solid mass in my chest. Maybe it was just my guilt over leaving Katrina alone at the party where she’d been killed, but I’d never let that happen again. Not even to Cassandra.

The two steps I’d taken backwards put me near the side of the alley where everybody shoved their garbage. I glanced down and saw an old, half-rotted pallet, so I reached down and wrenched one of the more solid looking 2x4s away from the slats.

Taking a batter’s stance, I grinned back at the vampire with a lot more confidence than I actually felt.

“Bring it, Sparkles.”

The vampire’s grin turned into a snarl.

“We do not sparkle,” she growled.

The vampire lunged and I swung the 2x4 — I didn’t know if the wooden stake thing was real, but figured if it was, then a 2x4 to the head might do something. Since Cassandra said our magic wouldn’t work, we’d have to get physical.

As I began the swing, I felt an odd tingle of mana flowing from my core down my arms. I wasn’t sure what mana would have to do with this, but if it did something that was all the better, so I concentrated on increasing the flow as much as I could.

The vampire sped up, unbelievably fast, and grabbed the 2x4, stopping it in midair.

Well … she stopped half the 2x4 in midair.

With a crack that echoed off the alley’s walls, the 2x4 splintered in half — the top half stopping dead in the vampire’s grasp, and the bottom half continuing with my swing. The jagged end of what I was still holding sliced across the vampire’s chest, nearly ripping the cloth of her hoodie.

Both the vampire and I stared at our halves of 2x4.

“What the fuck?” we said together.

“What are you looking at?” Cassandra yelled. “You’ve got a Strength affinity or something — go feral on its ass!”

Her words galvanized me and I drew the jagged half-2x4 back then thrust forward, throwing all the mana I could into my arms to increase the force of the action.

The vampire recovered too, dropping the upper half of the 2x4 she held and blocking my thrust with her forearm, knocking my blow to the side, then reaching for my throat.

Moving faster than I thought I could, I dropped my stick as well, and knocked her arm aside to clear the way for grabbing her throat with my other hand.

With my grip on the vampire’s arm and throat, I spun and threw her across the alley into the opposite wall.

…

I threw a vampire across the alley into a wall, I thought, standing there stunned for a moment.

Sure, she wasn’t a big vampire — but she weighed at least a hundred pounds, maybe more, and she’d hit the wall sideways at eye level, cracking bricks and leaving a vampire-shaped depression in the wall. I spread my hands and looked at them.

“What the fuck?” I asked again.

“It’s magic, stupid!” Cassandra yelled. “Get it!”

I leapt for the vampire, feeling mana fill my arms, and landed atop her before she could get to her feet. The impact drove her to the ground face first, and I grasped her hair to pull her head up and bash her face into the dirty asphalt of the alleyway over and over again. She struggled to get out from under me, but I was able to shift my weight with her and slam a knee into her back, driving her down again.

Part of me was horrified that I was hitting a girl, while another was furious and raging that this must have been the bitch that killed Katrina, and I needed to pound on her until she disappeared into the filth and muck that coated the alleyway.

But the vampire would just not stay down. No matter how much I slammed her face into the ground, she kept struggling.

Eventually she managed a twist I couldn’t counter and flipped over, but I was able to stay on top of her, so I started punching at her face with one hand, my other hand around her throat.

Her face was a mess already, bloodied and raw with bits of gravel and trash stuck in it. My new blows did more damage, but now she could swing at me too, and was getting in solid hits to my body and occasionally my own face.

Her blows were stronger than I’d expected and hurt like hell — I could taste blood, but I could also feel my mana healing me nearly as fast she hit me.

The vampire was getting hit by more than my fists, though. Rocks, bottles, bits of trash and wood — all began rising from the ground and flinging themselves at the vampire’s face one at a time, seemingly in rhythm with my blows, so that they struck just as I was drawing back my fist. They didn’t strike that hard, not moving fast enough, but they were a bit of a distraction to the vampire, and I felt her strikes on me lessen as she started flinging her hands around to block the trash that was flying at her from every direction.

“Damn it!” Cassandra yelled. “I can’t lift anything big enough!”

She looked around the alley, then dashed from the fence to pick up one of the 2x4 halves, and rushed over to offer it to me.

“Here — stab it! Stab it!”

“Enough!”

The voice came from where we’d entered the alleyway, and was loud enough that all three of us froze and looked that way.

Three of the weirdest looking guys I’d ever seen stood there. They were wearing silver overalls — like those running suits people wear when they’re trying to lose weight, the ones that keep all the heat in and make you sweat. They had the silver hoods up over their heads, but what caught my immediate attention was that one of them had an ungloved hand wrapped around Rachel’s throat and a gun to her head.

“Jennifer, I’m disappointed in you. Get off of the vampire, abomination,” the one holding Rachel said, “or I will kill this witch here and now. Two would be useful, but we only have need of one.”

I didn’t really think — I just figured Jennifer must be the vampire I’d been beating on, and if these were her friends then they must be vampires too, which meant I couldn’t use Command on them, either.

I grabbed the 2x4 from Cassandra and flung it as hard as I could at the guy holding Rachel, then scrambled to my feet and rushed them.

There was no way the three of us could handle four vampires as strong as the one I’d just been fighting, plus at least one of them had a gun, but I hoped to give Rachel a chance to get away.

Whatever magic was helping my strength it must’ve been helping my aim, too, because before I even made it to my feet the 2x4 had arrived, shattered-end first, and embedded itself in the guy’s face. I didn’t know if that would kill a vampire like a stake through the heart was supposed to, but it did put the bastard down.

“Rachel, run! Tell Mel what they are!” I yelled, trying to ignore the feelings I had about just shoving a 2x4 through some guy’s eye, even a vampire.

This time Rachel listened, rushing across the street to the alley we’d come from. The other two vampires stayed facing me and I heard Cassandra running behind me as I closed the distance.

Then one of them raised his hand, two little darts with trailing wire flew at me, hit me in the chest, and I went down feeling like that time Bobby Miller dared me to lick a light socket when I was six.


CHAPTER FORTY




My head hurt.

A lot.

So much so that I really didn’t want to open my eyes and would’ve much preferred to slip back into unconsciousness, but then the memory of why my head hurt — a vampire repeatedly punching me — spurred me to open my eyes. If that was still going on, I really wanted to make it stop.

I knew I wasn’t in the alley anymore, because above me was a ceiling — covered in chain-link fencing and some kind of silvery mesh, but still a ceiling.

Why is there a fence on the ceiling?

So I was inside somewhere. I tried to roll over and see the rest of the room, but a blinding stab of pain ran through my head and I had to close my eyes again.

“Fuck,” I groaned.

“Oh, good, you’re awake,” Cassandra said. She didn’t sound particularly happy about it.

“Where are we? The school infirmary?”

I figured if Cassandra was there to talk to me, and we weren’t dead, then we must have gotten away from the vampires somehow — I had a sudden vision of Sam leading every witch in the bar after us and curb-stomping the fangs off them.

And, yeah, I knew the infirmary didn’t have a chain link ceiling — punched in the head a bunch, remember?

“No such luck.”

I opened my eyes — it was very bright.

I was on a metal cot with a thin mattress. The ceiling had some silver, metal mesh hanging from it and as I blinked and sat up, I saw that the walls were covered in that too. Most of the floor was covered with a heavy rug so only the concrete edges nearest the walls were visible. On two of the walls the mesh was over concrete block and the other two sides of the cage were floor-to-ceiling chain-link fencing with mesh.

Cassandra was sitting on a blanket in the middle of the floor. One of the chain-link walls had a door in it, also covered in the mesh, that opened into about a six-foot hallway, with another cage like ours on the other side that held the vampire I’d been beating on.

The vampire, Jennifer, hadn’t changed much since the last time I saw her. Her face was battered and bloodied, with one eye swollen shut, and I think her jaw was out of alignment.

I was a little surprised I’d done all that to her.

Jennifer didn’t seem to like her new look too much, because she was pacing back-and-forth along the length of the chain-link wall with her eyes never leaving me, like a lion pacing at the glass in a zoo, wanting to get at the tasty morsels in the pantry.

“Where are we and why did they lock their friend up?” I asked, gesturing at the vampire.

“They are no friends of mine,” the vampire hissed — really hissed, because I think I was right about her jaw, and she said it without moving her lips.

“Then who are they?”

“I heard them talking on the way here,” Cassandra said. “They’re with the Patriarchy.”

She meant the Patriarchy of Delphi — a group that had originally formed in opposition to the Oracle of Delphi for some reason, and then gone on to influence mundane politics and organizations against witches for centuries. According to the witches, everything from ancient Roman laws to the Satanic daycare hoaxes of the eighties had been the work of the Patriarchy — all designed to destroy the witches.

“I thought they were gone or something?”

Or mostly — in Mel’s class last semester she’d stressed that a lot of witches seemed to disappear without a trace and she suspected the Patriarchy was responsible.

“Evidently not,” Jennifer said.

Cassandra shrugged. “They haven’t been as active as in the past, but apparently they’re still around.”

I stood up, wincing as my head throbbed, to get a better look around.

“What did they hit me with? Some kind of taser?”

Jennifer shook her head. “No, a taser would have very little effect on a magical being. It’s a device that drains mana,” the vampire hissed. “It lets them control the draining and leave you just enough to stay alive.”

I turned my attention inward and saw that my resonant stores were almost empty, with just a tiny bit of mana left to me. Way different than the fullness I’d felt earlier, even after fighting with the vampire.

I looked around some more, trying to think of a way that we could get out of here. After the fight with the vampire, and the discovery of a new Strength affinity that let me stand up to her, I was more in tune with that ability. I could feel what little mana I had flowing through my body, strengthening it.

If I had enough mana to work with, I was pretty sure I could break the lock that was chaining us in. It was weird to be certain about something like that, but it was like looking at a twig and knowing I could snap it. The mesh netting that covered the walls confused me — I reached out to see how strong it was.

“What’s this —”

“Don’t —”

My tongue was back in the light socket.

It was like my whole body vibrated, but instead of electricity flowing into me, it was mana flowing out — and I had little enough left to give up. I struggled to back up or let go of the wire mesh, but it was like my hand was glued there.

Something soft wrapped itself around my head and jerked my head back painfully, but it pulled my hand from the netting and I found myself sprawled face-up on the floor, lying on something soft but bumpy.

“Oof! Get off me, you dumbass!”

I couldn’t move, I couldn’t speak, it was all I could do to get a little air into my lungs through muscles that were locked up and still shaking. Cassandra managed to slide her way out from under me and shoved me away, tossing the blanket onto my face. She must have wrapped that around my head to pull me away from the netting.

“Goddess! Are you stupid? You get zapped by the Patriarchy, wake up in a fucking cell, and your first thought is, ‘Oh, look at the scary net I’ve never seen before — maybe I should touch it?’”

I groaned.

“It’s the same shit the Patriarchy guys were wearing,” Cassandra said.

“It drains your mana,” the vampire said. “Touch it again and you’ll likely be dead.” She paused. “Please don’t make yourself dead, Randolph only wants a witch, not a warlock, so maybe they’ll let me eat you later.”

I rolled over and managed to get on all fours, but I let my head hang while I recovered a bit. I managed to raise one hand and point at the vampire.

“You said she’s immune to magic, but she’s not wearing a silver fat suit.”

“Fat suit? Never mind, whatever — it’s a vampire, it’s not immune to magic, just highly resistant. More than we can handle, but one of the teachers could take it out.”

I groaned again and managed to get back to sitting on the cot.

“Then how’d I beat the shit out of her with magic strength?”

“You didn’t beat the shit out of me! I was just about to rip your throat out!” Jennifer snarled.

“Yeah, I’m sure. Take a look in a mirror, bubble-face.”

The vampire lunged at the walls of her cell, barely stopping before touching the wire mesh. Her eyes burned red again and her lips pulled back from her fangs.

“She can’t get through this stuff either?” I asked Cassandra.

“Vampires live off mana even more than witches or mundanes — that’s what they’re really draining with the blood. If it grabs that net it’ll be drained dry.”

“Huh. Good to know. What about the Strength thing? Why wasn’t she resistant to that?”

Cassandra sighed.

“Yeah, yeah,” I said. “I’m an ignorant feral, I know nothing — help me out here, this hasn’t been covered in class yet.”

“Fine — your Strength is a secondary-effect.” She must have seen the blank look on my face. “Goddess — look, the magic enhanced your body, which you hit the vampire with. The magic isn’t affecting it, it’s affecting you. Like with my Fire affinity, I threw fire at it, but it didn’t have any effect because it was magic fire. If we doused it in gasoline and I used magic to light that, then the fire would be a natural secondary-effect, get it?”

“I think so,” I agreed, thinking.

So I couldn’t use Command to make her run her head into a wall, but if there’d been someone else there and I commanded them to shove a stake through her heart? That would probably work. I took a moment to look at the pitiful state of my mana stores — they were lower than they’d been in a long time, even lower than before the first time Mel took me to a strip club to fill them. Might even be close to after the first time I’d used magic and nearly killed myself by draining them too low.

I also noticed a new flow to the mana, with channels flowing throughout my body and connecting to my Pain resonant — the same channels I’d noticed more mana flowing through when I used my new Strength affinity.

“Pain makes you stronger?” I muttered.

“Is that one of your resonants?” Cassandra asked.

I nodded, not bothering to speak, since that would take a lot more effort than I felt up to. I’d start feeling better in a few minutes, I knew, but it would take hours, maybe days, for the small amount of mana a warlock generated for himself to get me back to where I could do anything more than keep my shields up.

“Too bad you’re not a witch, I’d be happy to help you fill it.”

“For fuck’s sake, Cassandra, we’re locked in a fucking cage — you can’t be civil even now?”

Cassandra turned away from me, wrapping her arms around herself.

I groaned and got to my feet.

My head was a little clearer, so I took another look at our surroundings.

We were clearly in a basement — at the other end of the space from our cages was a stairway leading up to a plain wooden door. The rest of that end was taken up by wooden shelves with dusty boxes and piles of clutter. The cages were new, with fresh cement showing where the aluminum poles had been set in the basement floor.

The vampire’s cage was a mirror image of ours, with a similar single bed or cot, and the floor covered with another thick rug.

The vampire herself looked just as rough as the last time I’d looked at her. She wasn’t wearing the hoodie she had when attacking Cassandra, but instead was covered with a rather tattered t-shirt and I noticed her jeans were in a similar state, as though she’d worn the same thing for a very long time.

I frowned.

“Hey, Cassandra, you threw fire at the vamp, right?”

“Yes,” Cassandra said, not turning around.

“But it didn’t hurt her because vamps are resistant to magic?”

“Yeah.”

I frowned more.

“Why didn’t her clothes catch fire?”

“What?” Cassandra looked at the vampire who was now laughing. “Fuck — yeah, why not?”

Jennifer laughed more — she must have been healing a little, because her face was less puffy and her jaw didn’t jut out to one side anymore. “You two have no idea what you’re dealing with. Those assholes put their new toy inside the jacket they gave me.”

“Toy?”

She gestured at the silver netting. “It absorbs mana — pulls it right in and disappears it. That hoodie isn’t as good as their full suits or that net — if it was, it’d drain me right through the fabric — but it does the job.”

I moved closer to study the netting, being especially careful not to touch it again.

“Don’t touch it again!” Cassandra yelled, turning to face me.

“I’m not going to touch it again, I’m not stupid.”

“Could have fooled me — you already did it once. And you run up on a fucking vampire and shout, ‘Get away?’ Pitiful.”

I stayed silent since I couldn’t very well tell Cassandra I’d been trying to use my Command affinity. I went back to studying the net, which was made of thin, silvery strands forming a net with gaps about an inch across.

“So it’s some kind of magic Faraday cage?”

“What’s that?” Cassandra asked.

“Oh!” I chuckled. “Have we discovered something the oh-so-superior Cassandra Blake doesn’t know about?”

“Forget it — probably some stupid mundane thing, right?”

Jennifer chuckled. “A Faraday cage traps and blocks electromagnetic radiation — so, yeah, it’s exactly like a magic Faraday cage.”

“Like I said, stupid.”

I sighed. “You know, I’m kind of regretting trying to save your ass.”

“I didn’t need saving!” Cassandra yelled and I raised an eyebrow.

“You needed saving,” Jennifer the vampire interjected, then looked at me. “Are you two dating or something?”

“What?” Cassandra yelled. “No!”

Jennifer shrugged. “I’ve just never seen a couple fight this much without some weird sexual tension thing going on.”

“I’m… We’re… No!” Cassandra said, flushing red and turning away from both of us with her arms crossed.

I wasn’t really upset by the suggestion, I just found it funny. Cassandra was hot, but she was also crazy … which, if I thought about it, was kind of hot, too. But I had Sam and the prospect of building a coven with witches I liked — and was really not considering someone like Cassandra for that!

Imagine the drama that would bring, I thought, and shuddered.

Jennifer caught my eye and grinned, showing fangs, then shrugged again.

“Just something I noticed,” she said. “We’re stuck here for a while, so feel free to ask if you want some counseling.”

I frowned.

“What? You’re a psychiatrist or something?”

“Licensed couples and family therapist,” she said. “Masters from UC Berkeley.”

“Wow.”

“We don’t sparkle and we’re not all rich — some of us have to work for a living.”

“Yeah,” I agreed, “but couples counseling?”

The vampire showed her fangs again.

“Couple has a bad break up, one of them disappears.” She grinned wider. “It was just all too sad for him, I guess.”


CHAPTER FORTY-ONE




I studied the vampire for a moment.

Her quick changes from predatory monster to affable conversation and back again were disconcerting, but I wanted to find out why she was in a cage like Cassandra and I were if she was working with the Patriarchy, so I kept her talking. I also wanted to confirm what I suspected, that this vampire bitch was who killed Katrina, but without asking directly.

“Don’t the, um, eyes and teeth put off potential clients?” I asked.

Jennifer chuckled.

“Usually I glamour them away. I’d be doing that now, even —” Her eyes tracked to Cassandra. “— if I hadn’t missed dinner last night.”

I swallowed hard, glad Cassandra had turned away from us again so she couldn’t see the look the vampire gave her.

“Why are you working with guys who keep you in a cage?” I asked, deciding to just come out with it.

The vampire’s face went cold and still.

“It’s not by choice.”

“I figured that, since they locked you in a cage like us, but you were free last night.”

Jennifer’s lip curled back in a snarl.

“I am not free. I’d never work with those cattle of my own will.”

“Why are you talking to it?” Cassandra asked, spinning around. “Vamps are nothing but murdering scum — it’s probably the one that killed Katrina!”

Well, leave it to Cassandra to chop through the subtlety.

“Was she the little lamb chop I had near your campus?” the vampire asked.

“See? It admits it!”

“Why shouldn’t I admit it?” the vampire asked. “Do you hide it when you eat a steak or some chicken wings?”

“Katrina wasn’t some cow, you —”

Cassandra broke off and turned away again, crossing her arms as Jennifer chuckled.

It was hard, but I kept a handle on my own rage. What I’d really like to do was rip the walls of these cages apart and then do the same to the vampire — from the look of her face, my Strength affinity would probably do the trick if I could just get enough mana to use it — but what I had to do was get more information about where we were and what kind of shit we were in. At least until Sam could gather Mel and some of the teachers to rescue us.

I mentally felt around and tugged at our coven bond, hoping to get an idea of how far away she was, then turned my back on the vampire so she wouldn’t see how shaken I was.

The coven bond wasn’t there — I couldn’t feel it.

No, I could feel where it was supposed to be, like a hole in my soul, but I couldn’t feel Sam through it. An icy chill of fear went through me — if I couldn’t feel Sam, did that mean she was…

I shook my head. No, that couldn’t be — if Sam had caught up with us, she would have had a dozen other Willowmere students with her. She couldn’t be dead — the Patriarchy guys couldn’t have killed them all and then just taken Cassandra and me. There’d be more witches in this cell if Sam had caught up with us. She had to be alive — that space in my heart would be more than empty if she wasn’t.

The silver netting trapped mana and the coven bond was almost certainly made of mana connecting me and Sam, so that had to be it.

But if that netting was blocking me from sensing Sam, then it would also be blocking Sam from finding me — and that meant there wasn’t going to be any rescue.

We were on our own.

That meant information about where we were and what the Patriarchy wanted with us was even more critical — and the only source of that was the fucking vampire I wanted to rip limb from limb.

I forced myself to relax. “So if you’re so superior, why are you working with those Patriarchy guys?”

“I’m not working with those vermin! They captured me with their mana absorption!”

“Vermin? You got captured and controlled by some rats? You must be the suckiest vampire ever.” I paused. “No pun intended.”

I wanted her off-balance — pissed enough to talk without thinking, but not pissed enough to stop talking at all.

“They captured me the same way they captured you — so there’s no sense mocking me. That device they have drained my mana until I had almost none at all.”

“You’re still working with them — those guys weren’t anywhere around when I caught up with you and they sure as hell didn’t run all that way in those suits.” I turned my back on her. “Fucking traitor — I hope the other vamps catch up with you.”

“I’m no traitor!”

I smiled, then quickly hid it before turning back to her. That had been a gamble, but it paid off — I figured vampires had the same us-first mentality as the witches seemed to and calling her a traitor would send her even more off-balance.

“Bullshit — you’re a fucking vampire, there’s no way a bunch of mundanes could control you from a distance. You’re still working for them … off-leash, so to speak.”

Admittedly that last one would have worked better for a werewolf, but it still got under the vampire’s skin and kept her talking.

Jennifer rubbed at the back of her neck.

“They installed some device around my spine. I’m told it has a small explosive charge and a solution of the same material they made this netting from.”

I stared at the vampire’s neck, but it was bare and her shirt collar was low enough that I should be able to see anything around her neck.

“Like a collar? I don’t see anything.”

“It’s below the surface.”

“How —”

“I don’t wish to speak of it,” the vampire said, turning her back on us.

“Oh, I can think of how,” Cassandra said, coming out of her funk and stalking over to stare at the vampire.

“Shut up, cow!”

“How?” I asked.

“Vampires can heal from just about anything — the only physical ways to kill one are destroying its heart, destroying its brain, or beheading to separate the two. Even fire isn’t permanent unless it does one of those things.”

Jennifer’s shoulders tensed and Cassandra stepped right up to the wall of our cage.

“They just carved all the flesh from your neck, didn’t they?”

“Oh, shit!” I said, picturing it.

“Were you awake when they did it?” Cassandra asked. “I really hope you were awake when they did it.”

“Shit,” I said again.

“Yes,” the vampire said, turning back to us, lips curled back in a snarl. “I was awake through it — and what they did to me is nothing compared to what they have planned for you witches, so enjoy the thought of my suffering while you contemplate what’s in store for you.”

“What is this stuff, anyway?” I asked, pointing to the silver netting.

Jennifer snorted. “Blessed silver.”

“What? Blessed by a priest?”

Cassandra shook her head, examining the silver net more closely now.

“No — anyone with enough faith can bless something.”

I pondered that and didn’t like the implications, considering what the netting had done to me. Blessed shouldn’t hurt anyone, unless they were, like, a demon or something, right? I edged closer to Cassandra.

“Does that mean we’re some kind of evil?” I whispered.

“No, we’re not evil.” She pointed at Jennifer. “That thing is evil, but we’re not.”

“Then why —”

“Goddess, I’m going to start charging you a tutoring fee.” She sighed. “Every effect comes from mana. Just like when we do a ritual — or a potion is probably a better example. Just like we imbue the ingredients with mana and our intent, someone with strong enough faith, in anything, can put mana and intent into an object.”

I frowned.

“But the Patriarchy is made up of humans, mundanes, how can they do that?”

“It’s harder for them, but they still have some mana, everything does, and the rituals of faith act as a multiplier just like our rituals do and, if they have enough willpower, they can even pull in ambient mana from the environment.”

I pondered that for a moment. The Patriarchy, the organization that had spent thousands of years opposing witchcraft, was doing magic too?

“Yeah,” Cassandra said, seeing the realization on my face. “Millennia of hatred, torture, and murder, and they do the same shit they hate us for — they just call it something different.”


CHAPTER FORTY-TWO




“So what’s your story?” I asked, still wanting to keep the vampire talking and learn as much as I could. Maybe finding out how the Patriarchy had captured a fucking vampire would help us. “Yeah, captured by the Patriarchy or whatever, but how’d they even find you?”

“What do you care?”

I shrugged. “I don’t, really — just making conversation since we’re stuck down here together.” I gestured at Cassandra. “A vampire’s better than talking to her.”

Cassandra glared at me but the vampire laughed.

“Fair enough. I’m pretty young by vampire standards — I was turned about fifteen years ago. Last summer my Maker was killed — I was away from the nest when it happened, so I survived, but I felt him die.” She took a deep breath and swallowed. “I figured it was a rival nest that did it, so I couldn’t go back — maybe that was the Patriarchy even then, though. I kind of think it was now, because they found me, and it’s not like I was walking around town in a fucking cape or something.”

I moved over to our cot and sat down to listen — it was actually a little fascinating to get a glimpse into how a magical species other than the witches worked.

“Everything the nest had was in our Maker’s name — the building, the bank accounts, cars, 401k, everything. I was afraid to use the credit cards, even though they probably weren’t shut off immediately, because that could alert whoever killed my Maker that one of us had survived.”

I made a mental note to be sure that didn’t happen to my coven if something happened to me. Could we even put stuff in fourteen names? I’d have to ask Mel, she’d know about that — or maybe they’d even cover it in Sam’s Coven Economics class.

“It was pretty lucky I’d only been turned a few years ago, because I still had an identity. My degree, a decent reputation from my former practice — so I set up shop again. Came up with a story to explain the gap in my resume and got to work.”

“How if you didn’t have any money to get an office or anything?”

“Remote health care — a coffee shop and a stolen laptop were all I needed, really. Even had an advantage, because I could set my availability to be open all night long and get the late-worker crowd.”

She started pacing.

“Anyway, after about six months of that I thought I was doing pretty good. Got my own apartment, a nice bike — gorgeous Ducati, fast as fuck — built up a regular practice, ate a few clients … life was good.”

She sighed and turned around to face the back of her cage.

“Then these fuckers show up and ruin it.”

The vampire was silent for a while, like she was pondering her lost life — or maybe thinking about how her clients tasted. It was fucking disturbing how she’d just talk about normal shit, then throw in something like that.

I thought we might’ve gotten enough from Jennifer for a moment and it would be better if Cassandra and I talked to try and figure out what our own next move should be. I went over to where she was standing.

“Let’s go over here and talk,” I whispered, nodding my head at the other end of the cage.

“Why?”

I jerked my head at the vampire who still had her back to us.

“Oh, it doesn’t matter — it’ll be able to hear us from there no matter what we do.”

“Yeah,” Jennifer said. “We have great hearing.”

I pointed at the silver net.

“I thought that blocked magic?”

“It’s sound waves, not magic,” Cassandra said. “Do I need to tutor you in physics too?”

“Damn,” the vampire said, “I wish I had popcorn.”

I glared at her for a moment, then asked, “You can eat popcorn?”

She scowled.

“No, but I still like the smell — and that fake butter they put on at the movie theater.” She licked her lips. “It really ups the lipids in the blood — tasty.”

“I thought you guys just filtered out the mana?” I asked, trying to settle my suddenly queasy stomach.

Real vampires were different than the stories. Apparently, they didn’t really drink blood — they used their fangs to inject something that attracted mana to the victim’s blood, then filtered that through themselves. The drinking-part was probably something they’d made up themselves so people wouldn’t believe in vampires unless a bunch of blood-drained corpses showed up.

The vampire shrugged. “Some leaks — we acquire a taste.”

I fought off a gag, then picked up the blanket Cassandra had used to pull me off the netting and sat down on the cot to think about everything I’d just learned. I guess I should’ve realized it, that mundanes, humans, could use magic in some ways, since they also produced mana. After all, I’d picked up so much ambient mana from them in the strip club Mel took me to. It just seemed that all these Patriarchy guys didn’t realize what they were actually doing.

“Oh, do you need your blankie?” Cassandra asked in a mocking tone.

I took the blanket off my lap and set it at the foot of the cot.

“Why are you such a bitch all the time? We should be trying to figure out how we can get out of here, not sniping at each other.”

Cassandra flushed red and looked away. Maybe I got through to her a little bit.

“What makes you think we could get out of here?” she asked. I think I liked the anger better than the defeated tone her voice had now. “If anybody knew where we were, they’d be here by now.” She waved a hand around the cell. “That stuff blocks magic — and they had the same stuff in the van they used to bring us here, so no one’s going to be able to follow them with Hindsight. Whatever they’ve got planned for us, they’re just going to do, and there’s nothing we can do to stop them.” She waved a hand at Jennifer. “They trapped a fucking vampire for fuck’s sake.”

I didn’t know if that meant vampires were so much stronger than witches, in general, but I had no intention of giving up that easily.

“Do they have that net stuff around the whole house?” I asked.

“How should I know?”

I looked over at the vampire.

Jennifer shook her head. “No, the vehicles, these cells, and their suits are made of it — I’m guessing it takes a lot of effort to make. First, a lot of silver, then making the net, then praying over it or whatever it is they do. I haven’t seen it anywhere but those three places.”

“And what good does that do us?” Cassandra demanded.

“Well,” I said, “if we could get outside that netting, even in just the rest of this room, then Sam should be able to sense where we are through our coven bond. Mel said our coven bond was really strong to begin with. If Sam can figure out where we are and tell Mel, I don’t think these Patriarchy guys could stand up to her even with their silver shit.”

“Sam and Mel?” Jennifer asked. “You think two witches are enough to save you?”

“Samantha and Melaina,” I explained. “Mel’s … one of our teachers. I think she’s pretty strong.”

I didn’t feel comfortable with the vampire knowing exactly what my relationship to Mel was.

“Not even Magistra Blackwood could find us,” Cassandra muttered.

“Melaina? Blackwood?” Jennifer asked, frowning, then her eyes went wide. “Melaina Seraphina Blackwood? The Melaina Seraphina Blackwood?”

“You’ve heard of her?”

“Heard of Melaina Seraphina Blackwood? She’s the fucking bogeyman! Makers tell their progeny to behave or The Blackwood will come drive a stake through their hearts while they sleep!”

“Really?”

I could understand Mel being famous among the witches, but I was really going to have trouble reconciling the vampire seeing her as some kind of bogeyman after watching her spend a day baking twenty or thirty dozen cookies for a faculty party.

“Oh, please,” the vampire said. “Please! Drop The Blackwood on these fuckers. It’d be worth her staking me just to watch what she does to them first.”

“It doesn’t matter. How do you think you’re even going to get out of this cage?” Cassandra asked. She crossed her arms under her breasts and stalked off to the far corner of our cage with her back to me.

“Well, if we could get that netting out of the way. I’m pretty sure I could use my Strength affinity to get the door open.” I paused. “If I had enough mana — I’m a little dry right now.”

“Yeah?” Cassandra turned around and stared at me, eyebrows raised. “You’re a little empty? Maybe because you couldn’t keep your hands to yourself and just had to touch the scary silver net you knew absolutely fuck-all about?”

I just shook my head, wondering why Cassandra had to be so fucking angry all the time. It was as if she got something out of just being nasty in general…

“Oh.”

“‘Oh,’ what?” Cassandra demanded.

I grinned, thinking I’d figured something out about her.

“It’s a resonant thing, isn’t it?”

Cassandra’s face went red — an impressive sight, given how pale the haughty witch was.

“What if it is?”

“Well, maybe if we brainstorm a little, we can figure out how to use our affinities to get out of here.”

Cassandra snorted.

“Anything’s better than sitting around here waiting for whatever they want to do to us,” I said. “What is it? Hey, I told you one of mine, right? So what’re your resonants?”

Cassandra glared at me — jaw tight. “Malice,” she said, finally.

Well … didn’t that just explain a lot?

“Then you must have a fuckton of mana stored up right now.”

“What if I do?” Cassandra asked angrily. “My Fire affinity doesn’t do us any more good against that net than it did against that thing.” She jerked her chin at Jennifer. “I already tried to burn the net and it did nothing. Even if I could get past the netting, I’m not strong enough to melt that fence.“

“What about your other resonant, or do you have three?”

I thought I’d have heard if Cassandra was a trinitara, but at this point I wasn’t going to assume anything, and an extra resonant would give us an extra way to try getting out of here.

“No, I don’t have three — not everyone can be a triple-special trinitara.” She took a deep breath and pursed her lips. “My secondary is pretty full too right now, but I don’t know what that affinity is, because I try not to use it.”

“What’s that resonant?” I asked. “I know that’s kind of a private thing, but we’re in a bit of a bind here.”

“Fine, my second resonant is Despair. All right? Happy?”

“Oh,” I said.

I could understand now why she concentrated on Malice if Despair was her alternative for generating mana. It didn’t excuse the way Cassandra behaved and treated others, but it did explain it.

“What about something that’s not an affinity? I mean just regular magic — anything that would get through the fence?”

Cassandra shook her head.

“You think I haven’t been trying to think of something? I’m great with fire, I can do a lot of telly, and I’m not bad with ice — yes, fire and ice are a weird combination. Fuck you.”

“Well, we can’t give up — we need to think of something.”

Jennifer cleared her throat and Cassandra and I looked over at her to see her eyebrows raised.

“What?”

The vampire shrugged. “Seems pretty obvious to me.”

“Well, enlighten us, little thing that managed to get a bomb strapped to its spine,” Cassandra demanded. “You’re clearly so much cleverer than we are.”

Jennifer shrugged. “He’s got the way to open the cage door.” She pointed at me and then Cassandra. “You’ve got the mana he needs to do it.”

Cassandra and I stared at the vampire for a moment.

“Oh, fuck no,” we said together.

I had to say I was in agreement with Cassandra on this, at least. For her to give me mana would mean that one of us would almost certainly wind up marking the other. If it were the other way around and I had mana she needed, it might work, since Mel had told me I could provide mana to a witch without triggering the marking instinct.

But Cassandra?

Even if her attitude was explained by her Malice resonant, there was no way I wanted to be in a coven with Cassandra Blake. Sam and I got along great, Rachel was the sweetest person I’d ever met, and I was starting to think that the rest of our little group might make a good start to our coven — Hannah and Britney. We all got along very well without any drama.

Cassandra would definitely not fit into that group.

Especially with her attitude towards the onesies — even if I could give them additional resonants and make my entire coven trinitaras, adding Cassandra? Fucking fuck to the fuckety-fuck no.

Our reaction just made the vampire chuckle more, though.

“Bram’s balls, I don’t think I’ve ever seen two people in more dire need of a hate-fuck than you guys.”

“Go suck a were!” Cassandra yelled.

I had no idea what that meant, but apparently it was very offensive to vampires, because Jennifer went very still and narrowed her eyes.

“You might think differently after Randolph gets done with you,” she said finally.

“Who’s Randolph?”

“He’s the sort of person who puts explosives around somebody’s spine.”

Cassandra turned and gave me a disgusted look.

“I’d almost rather,” she said. “Having my head blown off would be better than marking that as my warlock.”

That stung a little bit. Yeah, if it came down to a choice between having some kind of weird control device implanted in me or having sex with Cassandra, I’d go with the sex. Even at the risk of being marked by her — though I didn’t think that outcome was as certain as Cassandra seemed to think it was.

“You’re just scared because you know I’d wind up marking you and there’s no way I’d let you be high priestess,” I said.

Cassandra’s face started going red, and she narrowed her eyes, stalking toward me.

“There is no way you’d mark me,” she snarled. “I’ve been training my entire life to take over a powerful coven — my will’s been honed by the best witches in the world. I’d snap your little mind like a dry twig.”

I laughed, but inside I wasn’t so sure.

I’d only been through the whole draining process twice — yeah, that was more than Cassandra, but both were with Sam and she’d been unconscious the first time, so didn’t resist, and cooperating with me the second. I really had no idea what it would be like to fight a witch who was resisting in that way — more than resisting, trying to mark me instead.

It was a moot concern, though, because there was no way I was going to try that with Cassandra — especially given what I thought Sam might do to me, even if I won.

I looked around the basement again, searching for another way out of this.

What if that was the only way?


CHAPTER FORTY-THREE




I gave everyone a minute to calm down, myself included, then decided to try and learn more.

“So let’s think this through logically,” I said. “Jennifer, how many of these Patriarchy guys are there?”

The vampire stared at me for a moment, started to answer, then shook her head. “Why should I help you?”

I shrugged. “You said yourself that you want to watch The Blackwood tear them to pieces — helping us gets you that.”

She shook her head. “No — I think you might have a shot at getting out of the cage, but probably not of getting past Randolph and his crew. I don’t want them figuring out I helped you and blowing my head off.”

“Then what do you want?” I asked, certain the vampire had something in mind.

“Why are you even asking that?” Cassandra yelled. “That … thing killed Katrina!”

I hadn’t forgotten that and I certainly hadn’t forgiven the vampire for it, but our first priority should be getting out of here. I didn’t think Katrina would want Cassandra and I to die — or worse, maybe, depending on what this Randolph guy wanted us for — just to spite the vampire.

Once we got out of here, we could always take care of that bit of justice later. Now that we knew who was responsible, I had no doubt Mel and the whole Willowmere faculty would be perfectly happy to track the vampire down and destroy her. They had told me they’d blown up the Hindenburg to keep a new vampire nest from getting to the country, so I was pretty sure they’d have lots of plans for one that had killed one of their students.

“Oh, grow up,” Jennifer said. “I was only trying to make you angry — I didn’t kill your little friend.”

“What?” Cassandra asked. “You said you did!”

“Well, okay, I killed her, but I didn’t eat her. There’s a difference. She wasn’t even supposed to die in the first place. Boy, was Randolph pissed. Do you have any idea how hard it is to get a witch alone? Fucking herd mentality.”

“Then what happened?” I asked.

“Randolph wanted a witch — a young one. That was their whole point in capturing me to begin with — vampires are really good at hunting witches.” She shrugged. “I was just supposed to hit her with that mana-draining thing and bring her back to Randolph — trouble is, those things are new and the assholes have trouble calibrating them. Before I knew it, the little morsel was dead and I didn’t even get a taste.”

I thought about that for a minute.

It actually made a sort of sick sense and matched with some other things we knew. There hadn’t been any obvious vampire bites on Katrina’s body and even though Rachel said the vampires were good at hiding their bites, I didn’t think this vampire would be able to hide one from the Willowmere staff. It was also consistent with what the girls who’d gone to look at Katrina’s body had found — no wounds except two, tiny punctures on Katrina’s stomach, like small needles or even insect bites, too small and far apart to be a vampire’s fangs.

I pulled my shirt up to examine my chest where the Patriarchy fuckers had shot me with their new toy and nodded — I had two marks on my chest that exactly fit the description of what was found on Katrina’s body.

This new knowledge put a different spin on the vampire — not that she was blameless, and I certainly wasn’t going to either forgive or forget, but she was more of a tool than the one responsible for Katrina’s death. That was Randolph and his band who’d set her against us in the first place. Alone, I didn’t think a vampire as young as she was would risk targeting a witch — the consequences were just too high.

Jennifer had been captured herself, just like Cassandra and I, then tortured — there was no other word for carving away someone’s throat to expose her spine — and forced to hunt first Katrina and then Cassandra.

“What does he want a young witch for?” I asked.

“How should I know?” Jennifer said, gesturing at our cages. “He doesn’t exactly treat me like a partner.” She went to her cot and laid down. “I’m sure he’ll let you know when he comes for you — he’s a talker.”

“When they brought you in here,” I asked Cassandra, “did you see how many of them there were?”

“I was mostly out, too — not as bad as you, but I could barely move.”

“Eight,” Jennifer said. “No, seven now after Bryan. I’ve seen more visit, but the core group here was eight.”

“Bryan?” I asked, wondering why the vampire was back to answering questions. On the other hand, she did seem to change her moods pretty quickly about other things too. Maybe she needed to see a therapist, herself.

“The one you left face-up in an alley with a 2x4 through his eye socket — nice throw, by the way.”

I had to pause and swallow a little to keep my stomach from roiling. I was still a little new to the whole killing-people thing. It’s not that I felt bad about … Bryan, since he was the sort who sent vampires to kill and kidnap girls, as well as hanging out with people who put bombs in people’s necks — still, I was glad I hadn’t gotten a good look at his face the night before, and having a name to go along with the crunchy sound of wood crashing through flesh and bone wasn’t helping.

I swallowed down bile. “Okay, so seven.”

So through the netting — never mind how for now — then the cage, my Strength affinity would take care of that, probably. Then Sam would sense where I was, but it would take her time to contact Mel and the other teachers to come after us. More time to find exactly where we were, because our coven bond was only a sense of distance and direction, both vague — more “over that way” and “warmer, colder” than pinpointing a spot on a map.

We couldn’t just hang out in the basement waiting — our captors might come in any second, no matter their past pattern. Or it might take Mel and Sam until morning to home in on us. Then we’d be fighting from a position of weakness, already pinned in a dead-end basement.

So, upstairs on our own and take the fight to them — how many of those mana-tasers did they have? Did they wear those suits all the time, or would some of them be vulnerable to magic? I had to think the suits weren’t very comfortable and they’d take them off when not coming down to the basement, right? Maybe just a couple keeping the suits on upstairs as guards or something.

We had … Cassandra’s Fire affinity, some ice magic, and telly. I had my new Strength affinity and Command — I could probably control two of our captors if they weren’t in their suits, maybe three. I was stronger now than when I’d fought Hannah’s attackers. That would make the numbers better, but then Cassandra would know about Command and my Control resonant.

Cassandra was pacing around the other end of our cage.

If she found out about Control and Command, she’d probably tell everyone. Even if Mel and Prima Rosethorn came down on her hard to keep it secret, this was Cassandra — bitchy finds a way, and with a resonant like Malice? Now I didn’t think she’d be able to resist.

None of which mattered, because I didn’t have enough mana to get through the door, much less control a couple members of the Patriarchy — and no way to get more. Even with the amount of mana Cassandra was shedding it would be days before I thought I’d have enough to even try, and by that time who knew what might happen.

Plus the numbers were against us.

Say Cassandra managed to fry one and I could set two against the others — that still left a couple who might react quickly enough to hit one of us with their mana-taser and that would change the odds dramatically.

We needed both more magic and greater numbers, but the only way to get the first was to risk marking Cassandra into my coven — I didn’t want to even think about it going the other way — and the only one who might help us fight our way out was a murderous vampire.

And waiting kept us in the hands of someone willing to rip the throat out of a vampire.

The vampire in question suddenly sat up and stared at the doorway — a moment later the door opened to reveal four figures, shadowy against the upstairs light, who paused for only a moment before starting down the stairs.


CHAPTER FORTY-FOUR




Four men came down the stairs.

Jennifer curled her lip at them, but left her cot to go and stand at the farthest corner of her cell from the door, facing the corner. Cassandra instinctively backed away from them, but I rose from the cot and approached our cell’s door, wanting to see them better and look for any weaknesses.

Unfortunately, I saw none of those.

They were all wearing the silver jumpsuits I’d seen the night before, with their hoods up. Now I had time to notice that they also wore gloves and booties of the same material, as well as having the same silver mesh covering their faces like some deranged beekeeper’s mask. The mesh of their suits and face shields was a tighter weave than that surrounding our cages, so I assumed it would be more effective at either draining our mana if we touched them or absorbing any spell we cast their way.

Two of the men carried trays of food and one of them had a plastic shopping bag dangling from his hands, while the two without trays had the same sort of device they’d zapped me with the night before. Those two brought up the rear, with their weapons raised and ready.

Part of me wanted to start yelling at them, telling them to let us go or that they’d never get away with this, but I stayed silent. There was unlikely to be anything I could say that would change our situation — only piss them off — and unlike with the vampire I wasn’t confident pissing them off would be safe.

The four were silent as they made their way down the stairs, across the open space of the room, and then into the corridor between the two cells.

Jennifer stayed in the far corner of her cell, still facing the corner made by the two cinder block walls, and placed her hands on her head.

“Do as the vampire does, abominations,” one of the men said — I couldn’t tell which, because their faces were almost invisible behind the silver mesh.

“What do you want?” Cassandra asked. “You want money? My family has money.”

The two with the taser-things raised them and pointed them at Cassandra and I.

“Do as you’re told, abominations.”

“Look,” I said, remembering I’d read somewhere that telling a hostage-taker your name humanized you and made a connection, making it less likely they’d kill you, “my name is Noah and this is Cassandra. We’re just college students. We go to school and —”

“Silence!” The two with weapons took a firmer stance. “Speak again and you will not eat.”

“They’ll pay anything you want!” Cassandra screamed.

I hurried over to Cassandra, grasped her arm and turned her away from the men, leading her to the corner they’d indicated. She was trembling under my touch and her eyes were darting back and forth. I could tell she was terrified and tried to calm her down.

“I don’t think they’re in the mood to talk,” I whispered to her. “And I don’t think there’s anything we can say to make this any better right now.”

In the corner, I put myself between Cassandra and the men, and we raised our hands to put them on top of our heads as we’d just seen Jennifer do.

I heard a rustle of metal and the jangling of chain. I chanced turning my head a little. One of the men had knelt down with a tray of food. He slid a wire through the chain-link and started unzipping the metal mesh inside the door, then slid the tray through a gap at the bottom of the door, past the mesh and into our cell.

I wondered if that much of a gap would let any kind of spell through, but I didn’t have enough mana to try and was afraid they might have some way to sense it.

The second tray followed and the mana-negating net was closed again, then I heard similar sounds and figured they were putting something in Jennifer’s cell.

I was so close to Cassandra that I could feel her whole body trembling.

“It’ll be okay,” I whispered to her. “We’re going to be okay.”

“You may eat,” one of the men said.

I turned around and saw the men had moved off into the open space of the basement while Jennifer crossed her cell and picked up the plastic bag.

I realized how hungry I was, and Cassandra must be as well.

“Come on,” I said patting her shoulder. “We’ll feel better after we eat something.”

Cassandra’s lips were trembling as she turned around and it wasn’t from her typical anger, because her eyes were full and wet.

“We’re going to be okay,” I whispered to her again.

She shook her head. “None of this is okay.”

We went over and each picked up a tray. They were identical, with a sandwich of a couple slices of deli meat and cheese between white bread, a prepackaged fruit cup, a bag of chips, and a bottle of water.

Cassandra and I took our trays and sat next to each other on the cot.

“What if it’s poisoned or something?” Cassandra asked.

“I don’t think that’s what they have in mind for us,” I whispered back. I didn’t want to talk about what they might have in mind for us, because I had a real feeling that poison might be a preferable option after hearing what they’d done to Jennifer.

Thinking of the vampire, I looked over and immediately wished I hadn’t, because the plastic grocery bag they’d given her contained bags of blood. Like, blood bank bags of blood — four of them, one of which she’d ripped the end off one of the rubber tubes extending from the bag and was sucking on it like a five-year-old with a juice box.

Despite not needing to actually drink it, apparently the vampire had been serious about developing a taste.

I swallowed and looked away, edging myself to sit at an angle on the cot so Cassandra wouldn’t catch sight of that.

We ate quickly and all the while the four men huddled around in the open space talking quietly to each other. When we finished, I saw that Jennifer had also sucked down all four of her bags of blood, put them back in the grocery bag, and left the grocery bag near her cell door. I took Cassandra’s empty tray from her and set ours in the same place.

“Back to your places, abominations,” one of the men said as they made their way back to our cell doors.

I was getting kind of sick of being called abomination, but there wasn’t much I could do about it.

Once Cassandra and I were back in the corner, the men repeated the process to retrieve the trays, empty water bottles, and Jennifer’s empties.

“Come closer to the door, abominations.”

“What do they want?” Cassandra whispered.

I took her hand, a little surprised she didn’t object, and led her back over to the cage’s door, not knowing how to answer her or even if I should since they’d told us to be quiet.

“Will this one do, Randolph?” one of them asked when we were closer to the open cell wall so they could see us better.

One of them took a step closer to the wall of our cell and looked Cassandra over — we couldn’t see his face but I just knew the look would be creepy. Cassandra must’ve felt that too because she put her hands on her shoulders and covered her chest with her arms.

“Perhaps,” Randolph said. “Are you fertile, abomination?”

“What —” Cassandra started backing up.

“Answer the question!”

I edged a little in front of Cassandra, but then had to move back as one of the men with the taser raised it and gestured for me to move to the side.

“Are you fertile, abomination?” Randolph asked again.

“I don’t understand?” Cassandra asked taking another step back.

“Are you fertile? Have you had offspring?” He turned to the vampire. “Jennifer, did it strike its head while you were chasing it?”

Randolph shrugged and turned away.

“No matter — we can determine that during the examination. Once we have its ovaries out, we’ll be able to tell if we can make a valid test of the virus.”

Cassandra’s eyes went wide and her lips trembled. She slowly backed away from the four men. “What do you mean?”

“You should be honored, abomination,” he said in a tone I was sure meant he had a sick grin on his face. “Your eggs will help us determine the success of our virus, and when it’s perfected … the world will be cleansed of your kind within a generation. Once and for all.”


CHAPTER FORTY-FIVE




“What did he mean?” Cassandra asked as the four men left the basement and closed the door. She turned to me. “What did that mean?”

I tried to put an arm around her for comfort or to gently lead her to the cot where she could sit or lie down, but she jerked away from me. She strode to the cell’s door, nearly touching the silver netting, and glared at the vampire in the other cell.

“What’s going on?” she demanded.

Jennifer shrugged.

“I don’t know what they have planned. They don’t talk a lot about it around me — but it sounded like they have a virus that will finally end witches once and for all.” She frowned. “I’m a little torn, honestly. On the one hand, we vampires would do really well without your kind around … on the other hand, all the older Makers say you taste fantastic, and I haven’t had one yet.”

She looked at me and licked her lips.

“But — they said I need to be fertile?” Cassandra asked. I think she was still wrapped up in what the Patriarchy asshole had said and hadn’t really been listening to the vampire. “What the fuck does that have to do with anything? A virus for what? What do they want with my … ovaries? How would they even…”

She looked from the vampire to me and back again, but neither of us had any answers that would help her.

“We need to get out of here,” Cassandra said, starting to pace around the cell. “We can — we can —”

She looked at me, her eyes wide and frantic.

“Try to calm down,” I said. “We need to figure out what to do and we can’t do that if you’re this upset — we need to think.”

“Calm down? They want to…” She laid her hands on her stomach. “Goddess … no. No, no, no.”

I started following her pacing around the cell, trying to herd her toward the cot and get her to sit — anything to calm her and get her to start focusing on how we could get out of here. I didn’t think she’d figured out what I had — that this place wasn’t exactly a hospital and Randolph probably didn’t have much use for her, either of us, after he got what he wanted.

I grabbed her hands as she passed me again in her pacing and she only resisted a little, tucking her arms against her chest with her clenched fists under her chin. The wild look left her eyes, but it was replaced by tears.

“I want babies, Noah,” she whispered, the tears overflowing and running down her cheeks. “They can’t take that from me, can they?”

I still had a lot of trouble reconciling how badly all the witches seemed to want kids, how big a deal it was for them, with how the mothers I’d met, Sam’s and Priscilla’s, treated their children, but I had a feeling I was seeing the real Cassandra now. The angry, bitchy façade, made a lot more sense when you understood how important power was to the witches and how her only sources of it were either Malice or Despair. Given that choice I might spend all my time being mean to people, too.

This was real fear — terror — and I couldn’t help my own feelings of rage at anyone who’d make someone, even Cassandra, feel like that.

I pulled gently on Cassandra’s arms, leading her to the cot and getting her to sit down, then sat beside her.

I moved my hands from her arms to her shoulders and pulled her tightly against me. It wasn’t something I’d ever expected to be doing, but she was so afraid — and we did need to work together if we were going to get out of this.

“It’s going to be okay,” I whispered. “We’ll find a way out of this, I promise.”

“It’s not like you’ll have to worry about kids anyway, you know,” Jennifer called from her cell.

“Shut up,” I told the vampire.

Cassandra looked over at her. “What do you mean?”

“It’s not like he’s going to sew you back up after he gets what he wants — probably just let you bleed out on the table.” She sighed. “Fucking waste.”

Cassandra leapt up from the cot and began pacing again, muttering, “No, please, no,” over and over again.

I glared at Jennifer. “You’re not helping.”

The vampire shrugged. “I wasn’t trying to help; I was trying to entertain myself. Gets boring in here all day.”

Cassandra stopped pacing and turned to face me, but her eyes seemed blank, like she was seeing something else, then she started nodding.

“Okay — all right.”

“All right what?”

Her hands went to her blouse and started unbuttoning.

“I mark you, you mark me, I don’t give a shit — let’s get enough mana to get the fuck out of here.”

I rushed over and grabbed her hands, stopping the unbuttoning and pulling her blouse closed. I agreed that was what we were probably going to have to do, but didn’t think we needed to start right away.

“Cassandra, listen to me — we need to have a plan first, let’s sit down and talk about a plan.”

Her eyes were still vacant and her hands were trembling in mine.

I tried to radiate calm to settle her down, but it was hard — I wasn’t sure what they might have in store for me, either, but I doubted it was any better.

“Look at me,” I said, staring into her eyes and trying to catch them as they darted from one thing to another. “Look at me, Cassandra.”

Her eyes settled on mine.

“What?”

“Come on, let’s sit down and figure out exactly what we’re going to do.”

I pulled her gently to the cot and sat her down, then joined her and put an arm around her again, keeping my grip on her hands with my other hand.

I caught the vampire grinning out of the corner of my eye and scowled at her.

“One more word out of you,” I said, pointing at her, “and I’ll let Cassandra set the fucking place on fire when we leave. You can sit there and grin while the burning ceiling collapses on you.”

The vampire held her hands up in mock surrender and turned away, but she was still grinning.

I held Cassandra and let her cry for a bit, then when she seemed to have settled down, I started rubbing her back. After some time of that, she pushed off of me and sat up, so I let her go.

“Better?”

She nodded, sniffing, so I handed her a corner of the blanket to wipe her face.

“I’m sorry. It’s just —”

“No need to explain, I get it. I’m not doing much better. Are you ready to talk about a plan to get out of here now?”

She nodded. “Yeah — but I think the fucking vampire was right. We need more mana than I have, and we need to get it to you to get through that door.” She closed her eyes and shuddered, then looked around our cell. “I didn’t want joining coven to be like this.”

I nodded. “I understand. We could try to do it without either of us marking the other — it’ll be harder, but maybe we can try. We could try it without the sex, too. Magistra Cassian says all it takes is touch. Maybe that would hold off the marking or something?”

Honestly, that would be my preference. Fucking Cassandra Blake wasn’t on my bingo card for the day … life, even.

Cassandra shook her head. “Do you ever pay attention in class? Magistra Hawke had a whole week on limiting mana loss during a harvest — we’d lose ten, maybe fifteen, percent without … the other connection. And we’re already going to lose a lot to friction. What if we wind up needing that to get out of here?”

“Friction?”

Cassandra rolled her eyes. “You did an entire report on it for Magistra Hawke, remember? Even if she did give you a D for using old data instead of the textbook.”

“Oh, I didn’t know that’s what it was called.”

Cassandra sighed. “Well, it is, and we’re going to lose a lot from you hating me, so I don’t think we should risk losing any more.”

“Me hating you? What about you hating me?” I asked.

I didn’t really think I hated Cassandra. I didn’t like her, I’d been angry, annoyed, ready to throw her out a window with a broomstick up her ass, but even without knowing about her resonants, I don’t think I’d ever hated her.

“Why would I hate you?” Cassandra asked.

That seemed like a weird question for her to be asking. “Well, you certainly don’t seem to like me — or any of my friends.”

“Malice means I have to hurt people, not hate them. Sometimes I wish it did — it would make things a lot easier.”

“Well, I don’t hate you … I think I hate your resonant, but I probably don’t know the you behind that well enough to hate you.”

“Huh.” Cassandra looked down at her feet. “At least someone doesn’t, then.” She took a deep breath. “Whatever it is you feel about me, we’re still going to lose mana to that. I’d rather not get halfway up the stairs and find out we don’t have enough.” She sighed. “At least my mom will be happy when I mark you.”

I didn’t like her talking like that was a given, but it’s not like it was unexpected from Cassandra.

“Your mom gave you the same orders as everybody else’s?”

“Oh, yeah,” Cassandra said. “Especially after it got out you were a trinitara.”

“No offense … but your tactics kind of sucked.”

Cassandra snorted. “Really? You’re not into humiliation or something?”

I thought I’d been the one getting the better of our encounters and maybe it was her who enjoyed that, but it wasn’t the time to start arguing about the score.

Cassandra went on before I could answer. “What was I supposed to do after the first day, anyway? My mom didn’t find out you were at Willowmere until after the first week of school — she was off somewhere on Council business and didn’t hear about it until she got back, so we were a week in before she told me to try and mark you. By then … how was I supposed to know you were friends with the Winthrops?”

“I wasn’t, really, at least then.”

Cassandra frowned. “Then why did you help that girl the first day?”

I shrugged. “I don’t like bullies.”

“Yeah … I don’t either.”

That was an interesting comment, but she went on before I could follow up on it.

“Anyway, I’d already pissed you off before my mom told me to go after you — and you’d already made it clear you thought I was ugly or something, so what would the point have been in even trying?”

“I don’t think you’re ugly.”

Cassandra’s brow furrowed. “But you said —”

“I said you weren’t pretty enough to be that nasty and mean. Nobody is.” I started to think that, whatever Cassandra had done, getting locked in a basement by guys who wanted to gut her was probably enough payback. “You are pretty.”

“Oh.”

“Why the ears, though?”

Cassandra flushed red and raised one hand to her ear, pulling a bit of hair forward to cover it. “I like the movies.”


CHAPTER FORTY-SIX




I managed to get Cassandra to lie down and rest to recover from her panic before we figured out what we were going to do next.

The normally angry witch curled up on the cot with her head on my lap. I stroked her nearly white hair and watched as her breathing settled into something that might be close to calm. I kept my eyes on the vampire, ready to head off any comment that might send Cassandra spiraling again — the fucking vampire just grinned back at me like she was waiting for even a moment’s inattention before doing just that.

There must have been enough mana in the blood she’d been given to increase her healing, because the swelling and bruising on her face was almost gone now.

My first good look at her without the damage showed she was surprisingly attractive — were all the supernatural races hot? The witches I could understand, since they could use magic to alter their bodies, but could vampires too?

Maybe it helped them hunt?

I shook my head — probably not the time to try and figure that out.

After a while, Cassandra’s calm broke again and she started crying, her shoulders shaking with long, quiet sobs. I didn’t try to get her to stop — so much had just happened that I thought it might be good for her to get it out. She might be calmer and better able to think afterward. I just continued stroking her hair. She eventually reached for my other hand, which was resting on the cot behind her back, and cradled it to her chest.

While she cried herself out, I thought more about what we’d have to do.

Mana probably wouldn’t be an issue now — whether one of us marked the other or not. As Mel had said when she’d had me drain the power increase potion’s effects from Sam, “A marking isn’t a fate worse than death” — and I was certain that was exactly what we were facing as an alternative.

There was still the issue of numbers, though, and I was staring at a vampire who hated the Patriarchy as much as I did, maybe more. I couldn’t imagine what it would feel like to have something inside me that could kill me and have to do the bidding of the asshole who’d put it there. Or how having all the flesh ripped from my throat might feel.

I stared at the grinning vampire and made my decision — no one would like it, not even me, but I didn’t see any other way.

“Cassandra?” I whispered. The vampire didn’t seem to be paying attention right now, so maybe it wouldn’t hear.

“What?”

“Do vampires have to kill?”

It had occurred to me because of the description of how they fed. They injected something that attracted mana into the victim’s bloodstream, then pulled the blood in with one fang and out the other, filtering out the mana. So if it was just a matter of the amount of mana — maybe two living victims equaled one dead one or something.

“No, they just like it.”

“Why?”

“Because it feels good!” Jennifer yelled. “It’s fantastic! Those last bits? Ten percent of the product, but ninety percent of the hit. We don’t kill every time, though, that would be bad husbandry.”

“I see.” I thought for a minute. “If they don’t kill someone, does it still hurt them?” Cassandra shook her head. “No, that’s why we hate them so much — they kill because they like it.”

“It’s a rush,” the vampire said, then nodded to me. “You should try it sometime.”

Goddess, I really didn’t want to do this, but … what if we didn’t get out of here and this virus that Randolph asshole talked about actually worked? If we didn’t warn the rest of the witches, who would?

The thought of getting out of here and having Cassandra set fire to the place with the vampire still locked in her cage was very appealing — the thought of getting out of here, having Cassandra set fire to the place, then getting recaptured by the Patriarchy upstairs because we were outnumbered, wasn’t.

“Do you want to get out of here?” I asked Jennifer.

The vampire raised her eyebrows. “Me?”

“Yeah, you.”

Jennifer shrugged. “Of course.” She smiled and tapped her neck. “Not that badly, though.”

“What if we could avoid that?”

“How?”

I frowned, working through the rest of the idea in my head. “You said they have a remote to set it off?”

The vampire nodded.

I looked around our cells. “A glorified Faraday cage blocks magic, but magic can block radio signals, too. I don’t think I could get the thing out of you right now, not with the time we have and not knowing how it’s put together, but if I can block their remote signal until we’re safe, then maybe we can figure out how to get it removed.”

Jennifer narrowed her eyes. “I’ve never heard that.”

I shrugged. “I’ve done it — I put shields around a cellphone and it lost signal.”

The vampire snorted. “Planning on putting me in your pocket? I’m adorably petite, but I don’t think I’ll fit.”

“Not my personal shields — at a distance.”

I felt Cassandra’s head move on my lap. “You can’t do that.”

“Why not?”

She jumped a little, seeming to notice where she was holding my hand, and pushed it away, almost reluctantly, before sitting up. She sniffed a couple times, then swallowed and rubbed a corner of our blanket over her face.

“It takes too much will to create a shield away from your body — it has to be anchored to you.”

I shook my head. “No, I’ve done it. Mel used to try to distract me when she was teaching me about shields. One time she had her cellphone playing some kind of really horrible music and I wound up putting a shield bubble around it, trying to make it shut up. It didn’t block the sound, but the phone lost its signal and the playlist stopped.”

“You must have misunderstood what happened,” Cassandra said.

“Nope — it was one of the few times that month that Mel said she was impressed by something.”

“Show me,” Jennifer said.

“I can’t get a shield through these nets — we’ll have to try after we get out.”

“Not on me. I can see your silly shields, make a bubble over there someplace. Prove it.”

I started to object that I didn’t have that much mana to be throwing around, but shields only used a little, so I thought I might be able to.

I closed my eyes to concentrate better and checked my resonants. They were really low, with barely any left. The personal shields I had up didn’t take a lot of energy to maintain, but like Cassandra had said, those were attached to me. Projecting a shield might take more than I had — I hadn’t really paid attention to how much mana it had taken back at Mel’s, since I thought it was more of a silly trick than anything useful.

I concentrated on the air in front of me and thought about a small shield, maybe the size of an apple. Something that would probably enclose whatever they’d implanted in the vampire’s neck, just to see if this was possible. I gathered up the scraps of mana I had left and concentrated, hoping using a little bit more thought and planning would reduce the amount of mana necessary.

I felt the flow out of me headed in the direction I wanted, and concentrated on forming a shield in the shape of a sphere. The mana I was sending out gathered in the place I wanted it, but it was more of a blob than a sphere, and really wasn’t a shield yet.

I started sweating and felt tired immediately — it seemed like it was a lot harder to manipulate mana when I had less.

I took a deep breath, focusing my will on the glowing blob floating in the air in front of me. Gradually, it expanded a bit and formed a perfect sphere, glowing in the light blue color traced by white lightning I’d come to associate with my shields.

“Child’s eyes,” Cassandra whispered. “I’ve never heard of someone our age being able to do that. You did it just because you didn’t like the music?”

I sighed and let the shield collapse, shivering a little. It felt suddenly very cold in the basement. “Maybe I just didn’t know I couldn’t do it.”

“And that blocked the cellphone signal?” the vampire asked.

I nodded, wearily.

“Yeah, Mel showed me how to make it … less intense, but I still remember how I did it when it blocked the signal.”

Jennifer was watching us with a serious look on her face.

“So you think you can put that shit in my neck and keep it up while we’re moving, maybe fighting, and keep their remote from blowing my head off?”

I nodded.

“I think so — with enough mana to work with. As strong as you are and as strong as I seem to be — with both of us fighting them physically, maybe we have a shot. With Cassandra throwing some fire around or even throwing stuff with telly. What do you think?”

“I like the idea of killing those fucks, but what good does the strength do if we can’t touch them?”

I shrugged. “They can’t wear those suits all the time, can they? And if they do…” I looked around the basement. “There’s lots of stuff down here to throw at them — if a 2x4 can take one out, then something else can too. Are you in?”

The vampire seemed to be seriously thinking about it, then shook her head.

“You know too much about me and that I played a part in your friend’s death, so then The Blackwood tracks me down and rips me apart before staking me.” She shook her head. “I’ll take my chances with waiting for those assholes to make an eatable error.”

“I’ll tell everyone you were forced to kidnap us and … kill Katrina. That it wasn’t your intent or decision.”

“Noah,” Cassandra whispered.

I didn’t like it, but I’d do it. The vampire was still an evil shit, but I didn’t see how just Cassandra and I could make it out of here. We’d be outnumbered three-to-one and I didn’t know what else might be waiting for us upstairs. It felt like a betrayal of Katrina’s memory, but what choice did we have? Having the vampire with us changed the odds to almost two-to-one and that was just numbers, not strength.

“Do we have a choice?” I asked Cassandra.

She was chewing the inside of her lip, but lowered her gaze. She didn’t like it, but was seeing the same thing I was — we had one chance and needed to make it as good as we could.

“That’s sweet,” the vampire said, “but still, no. I doubt the whole witch community will listen to a couple of kids. No thanks.”

I sighed — time to bring out the big gun. “Melaina Seraphina Blackwood is my grandmother.”

The vampire stood up and approached her cell wall to stare at me. “Say that again?”

I nodded. “There’s a lot of ‘greats’ involved, but I’m of the Blackwood line. I live with Melaina and she supports my coven.”

Jennifer considered that for a long time. “You really think she’ll listen to you?”

“I’ll swear an oath — she won’t be a part of me forsaking it.”

Cassandra took my hand. “I’m Cassandra Blake — in line to be the Blake Family head and we have a permanent seat on the Council. My mother will speak for you as well.”

Jennifer squinted at Cassandra. “Who cares?” She turned her attention back to me. “You’re really related to The Blackwood?”

“What the fuck!” Cassandra yelled, standing up. “‘Who cares?’”

“Exactly,” the vampire said.

Cassandra ground her teeth and stomped off to the back of our cell. I was a little amused at her reaction and surprisingly happy to see it — anger was a big improvement over her panic and fear right now.

“Tell me the oath you’ll make,” Jennifer said.

I stood up and approached her, trying to find the right wording. I’d only sworn one oath before like the witches did and I wanted to make sure I got it right — not promising too much, but just enough to get the vampire to work with us.

One of the Patriarchy guys must have been cooking, because I smelled fresh bread — irritating because it was distracting, and because they’d given us white bread out of a bag. Maybe they were doing some indoor gardening, too, or going heavy on the air fresheners for some reason, because I also smelled flowers and grass and dirt.

I sniffed, trying to clear my nose and concentrate on what I had to say.

“Do your utmost to see us safely away from here, and I will do everything in my power to ensure no witch or warlock, nor any in their employ, nor at their request, harms or hunts you for the witch’s death for a year and a day — provided you harm no other in return, I will see it so, even unto fighting at your side against those who might harm you. I swear it by my Power, by my Grove, and by the Goddess who guides me.”

My whole body tingled like there was shed mana hitting me from every direction, but that was over in an instant. I wondered at the words I’d chosen, because they were a lot more formal than I’d been thinking of.

“Harm no other? Fuck — you want me to go keto for a year and a day?”

“Maybe we can talk more then.”

The vampire stared at me for what seemed a long time.

“Done.”


CHAPTER FORTY-SEVEN




With the vampire onboard and Cassandra and I agreeing to try exchanging mana without marking each other, the remaining question was “when” — along with a discussion with Cassandra, because I was going to have to tell her about my Control resonant and that she was likely going to come out of this a trinitara with a new resonant of her own.

Mel’s confidence at Solstice that I’d have been unable to resist opening Sam’s dormant resonants during her marking if they hadn’t already been opened back when she took the stupid power potion stayed with me and I didn’t want anything to come as a surprise to Cassandra when we were done. She had enough to fear and was facing enough disappointment if one of us did mark the other.

“Hey, Jennifer,” I called, “what happens after dark here?”

I was thinking maybe the Patriarchy guys wouldn’t be very active at night, and it would give us a better chance of taking them by surprise and getting away if we waited until they were asleep.

“They shut most of the lights off down here at ten most nights, then turn them on again at eight for breakfast. I’ve never seen anyone come to check on me in the night — they’re pretty confident in the blessed silver. Which you still don’t know how you’re gonna get through, so it’s really a moot point, isn’t it?”

“I have some ideas. What meal was that we just had?”

Whether it was lunch or dinner would change how much time we had before we’d have to try and break out. I didn’t want to wait another day and give them more time to start experimenting on Cassandra.

“Lunch, why?”

“Just wondering how much time we have before lights out.”

“Ah,” the vampire said. “It’s one fifty-four in the afternoon now, sunset is five twenty-nine here today, sunrise will be six forty-four tomorrow morning, and they typically turn the lights back on and serve breakfast around eight.” She sighed. “I do wish they’d listen when I tell them vampires need one big meal, not three smaller ones — and something fresh. There’s barely enough mana in the bagged stuff to keep me alive.”

“How do you know all that?”

“Vampires are a little attuned to the day-night cycle. Sunlight isn’t as bad for us as the movies make it out, but it’s still pretty uncomfortable and damaging — something about us not producing our own mana, I think.”

I frowned. “What does mana have to do with sunlight?”

“Mana production is in the cells — since we don’t produce it, our cells react differently to UV rays.”

“Huh.” I wondered why human, mundane, scientists hadn’t discovered it, but I guess if you can’t see something there’s no reason to think it’s there. “So we have eight hours or so before the Patriarchy fucks are going to turn off the lights and leave us alone for the night?”

“Pretty much.”

“Wait,” Cassandra said, “you want us to sit around and do nothing for eight hours?”

“Do you want one of those guys to walk in on us when we’re … um, you know?”

“No, but —”

“So we have to wait for the right time.”

Cassandra started bouncing her leg up and down, clearly agitated.

“I can’t sit here and do nothing for eight hours — I can’t!”

I started rubbing her back again and that seemed to calm her down a little because her leg stopped bouncing. It felt really weird to be sitting next to Cassandra Blake, not only touching her, but comforting her, but also somehow … right. She was so upset and it just wasn’t in me to let someone feel like that without trying to help, no matter who.

“We’re not going to just sit here,” I said. “We’re going to talk.”

“Talk? You want to talk for eight hours? Nobody wants to talk to me for eight hours.”

I grinned, but didn’t take the shot.

“That’s not what I mean!” Cassandra protested. “What are we supposed to talk about?”

I shrugged. “Anything.”

“But —”

“Look, we can try not to mark each other out of this, but … I don’t know. Sam was unconscious after she took that potion and it still turned into a thing where I don’t know if I could have stopped if Mel hadn’t been there to distract me.” I sighed. “There’s probably good odds that we’re going to be in a coven together after this, and I’d like to get to know you ahead of time … hell, even if there was no chance of marking, I’d still want to know more about you than I do now before having sex.”

“I didn’t think you’d care about something like that.”

“Why not?”

“You’re a guy.”

I laughed. “There are some other things we have to discuss, as well.”

“Like what?”

I glanced at the vampire, but there didn’t seem to be any way to avoid her hearing. Maybe we could go hide in the farthest corner with our blanket over our heads, but that wasn’t going to be a good way to have a discussion, either.

I was also more than a little worried about the oath I’d sworn to Prima Rosethorn. I kind of figured that being gutted would qualify as harm, so the oath might consider what would happen to Cassandra if we didn’t get out of here. If we were actively trying not to mark each other, then maybe the whole initiate-thing would qualify as well. So I figured I had two possible outs and I wasn’t feeling anything like a “warning” when I thought about it, so maybe I’d be okay? I was going to try, anyway — whatever the Patriarchy had in mind for me, it was probably worse than what the oath might do.

I took a deep breath.

“First I have to tell you my resonants.”

“Why? What difference does it make? I’ll know after anyway.”

“It makes a difference. I want you to know before, in case you change your mind — and I need you to promise to keep it a secret.”

It was a risk to tell Cassandra about it, and maybe I could keep it secret, but if one of us marked the other it would come out eventually. I didn’t want her to think I’d kept it from her. I didn’t think it was fair for someone to join my coven if they didn’t know what they were getting into — including that someone might come after me, us, for me having Control.

Cassandra narrowed her eyes and seemed to be searching my face for some clue to what the big deal was.

“Okay,” she agreed.

I had to blink a couple times to be sure I’d heard her right. “Just like that?”

Cassandra shrugged. “Noah, we can try, but you’re right. There’s no way we don’t come out of this bound — no way. That means, whatever this secret is, if it would hurt you, I’ll keep it.”

“Why?”

Cassandra looked hurt at that. “You think I’d harm my coven?”

“I don’t get it.”

She sighed. “I can’t believe I’m going to wind up with a warlock this ignorant — I’m sending you to remedial classes as soon as we get out of here.” She took a deep breath. “No witch would ever harm her coven. No matter what. So if this secret could wind up hurting us — any of us, even you? It stays secret.” She paused. “When we wind up in my Family’s hierarchy, which is what’s going to happen, I might have to tell my mother as the Family head — but only if she asked some very specific questions about it.” She frowned. “If it’s that serious, we can make up some bogus resonant to hide it and I’ll tell Mom that before she can ask a question. We’ll have to tell them something, because they know you’re a trinitara and they’ll want to try to match it.”

“You’d lie to your mother?”

“Coven is all, Noah. We don’t have to like each other, but we can’t be disloyal. The bond would never allow it. It can be a struggle for a high priestess, because we’re bound to two covens, but our own takes precedence.”

I frowned, considering that.

“Fine, if you don’t believe me,” Cassandra said. “By my Power, by my Grove, and by the Goddess, even if we form no coven tonight, I will tell no one what you disclose to me here. Is that good enough for you?”

I nodded — good enough for me. “Okay, two of my resonants are Lust and Pain.”

Cassandra shrugged. “Better than mine.”

I swallowed, ready for her to explode. “The third one’s Control.”

Cassandra froze, then I saw her throat work as she swallowed. Her nostrils flared and she licked her lips, then nodded. “Okay, we’ll have to figure out something else to tell Mom — otherwise she’ll have you use it all the time and everybody will figure it out. Maybe we can say you’ve got Love like your little friend, that’s a pretty useless one and there probably isn’t a match anywhere.”

I blinked. “You seem to be taking this pretty well.”

Cassandra made a sound halfway between a chuckle and a sob. “Believe it or not, a feral warlock with a Control resonant is not the scariest thing I’ve seen today. Maybe in a week or two it’ll bother me, but right now … I don’t have any freaking-out left in me and I’d mark the fucking vampire if it would get me out of here.”

“Don’t like girls!” Jennifer called out.

“Fuck you!” Cassandra took a deep breath. “Command, too, I bet?”

I nodded.

“Yeah, that figures — I finally get a warlock and half the witches in the world are going to want to kill him. Fuck my life.” She sighed. “What else?”

“You’re going to be a trinitara.”

“That’s … how?”

I nodded. “Mel says it’s a thing in her line — I can open dormant resonants. According to her, I have to open dormant resonants. I wouldn’t be able to resist.”

“That’s not possible!”

“It is. It’s what happened to Sam.”

“I thought that was the potion! Everybody said it was because she was stupid and took too much of a potion!”

“The potion started it — that’s why I had to draw mana from her in the first place. There was too much — more than I could hold myself, and Mel told me how to open her other two resonants to store it all. I can try not to if you want —”

“Don’t you fucking dare!”

I chuckled, that was pretty much what Sam told me a witch’s reaction would be. “Okay.”

“A trinitara?” she whispered softly. “You should have led with that — I’d fuck the vampire twice to get a third resonant.”

“Not interested!”

“Fuck you twice! Sideways!” Cassandra ground her teeth together. “I can’t believe we’re not going to be able to kill that buck-fanged bitch.”

“I can hear you!”

“Good!”

She was quiet for a long time and I let her think — meanwhile I noticed that the vampire had left her cot and was now at the door to her cage, staring at me intently.

“Shit,” I muttered.

“What?” Cassandra asked.

I’d forgotten how big a secret me being able to open a witch’s resonants was. The implication of what I could do meant more and more trinitara witches, which would, according to Mel, upset the balance of power behind the Veil. If that secret got out, it wouldn’t just be witches who were after me, but all the other races, in a bid to keep that from happening.

I thought about the exact wording of my oath — everybody said that was important. And especially why you didn’t bargain with the fae. I’d said “for the witch’s death” … maybe that opened up killing the vampire for some other reason.

“If you tell anyone that,” I said to the vampire, “The Blackwood will track you down — and I’ll ask her to make it as painful as possible.”

“We have a bargain,” Jennifer protested. “You swore an oath!”

My intent in the oath was that no witch would harm her for Katrina’s death — I hadn’t intended anything else, so I trusted the magic of the oath not to … do whatever it did. But I couldn’t tell the vampire that directly, otherwise she’d think I might try to come up with some other reason for Mel to hunt her down.

“I’m altering the bargain,” I said.

“Pray he doesn’t alter it further,” Cassandra murmured.

I stared at Cassandra, surprised.

“What?” she asked. “Witches watch movies.”

I grinned at her and saw the corners of her lips twitch before she looked away, biting her lip.

“You can’t just alter an oath!” the vampire yelled.

“If you telling someone that would bring harm to him,” Cassandra said, “then you’ve released him from his oath. Read the fine print next time, leech-face.”

The vampire backed away again, grumbling.

“Can I pick or is it random or something?” Cassandra asked after a long silence.

“It has to be one of mine.”

“Figures.” She licked her lips. “Lust.”

“That was quick.”

Cassandra snorted. “What else? You think I want Pain on top of the two shit ones I got? Or Control?” She shook her head. “No … I can’t have that.”

I was confused — I’d thought that would be what she’d pick and I’d wind up having to refuse, because Cassandra with a Control resonant? Especially if she got the Command affinity? That would be a fucking nightmare. Still, I had to know.

“Why not?”

She looked at me like I was stupid. “Noah, think for a minute. I know what I’m like … what I have to be like — give me Control? With, Goddess, no, Command? No, I couldn’t live with what I’d … what I’d do.”

I frowned. This was … nothing like the Cassandra I knew.

“Sometimes … sometimes it’s like it’s not even me doing it. When Malice gets full? It’s like these … thoughts, just jump into my head. If I had Command? No. I don’t want to be that.”

I nodded — I knew how a resonant could almost take over.

“Yeah, when Sam took that potion and Mel had me drain the mana from her, I filled up Lust too much…” I hesitated, but, odd as it was, I wanted Cassandra to know I really did understand. “I almost bent Magistra Fallwhistle over her desk.”

Cassandra’s eyes widened. “Seriously?” She chuckled. “I don’t think that would have gone well for you.”

“Probably not. Why be so worried about mana generation, though? If those are your two choices, wouldn’t it be easier to just, not?”

“It’s weird how much you don’t know about simple stuff. It must have sucked growing up as a feral,” Cassandra said. “Every coven has a quota of mana they need to send up the line, which means there’s a quota for every witch. Even as high priestess — I’d either have to meet my own quota or make the others take up the slack. It’s not bad at the beginning, because most of the coven will be young, but it goes up every year — there’s a growth calculation and targets to meet. And even if I’m not producing my share of the mana, as high priestess I have to be able to hold it all to pass on up the hierarchy.”

“Why don’t you just, I don’t know, say, ‘no?’ Or even just talk to someone about this, maybe there’s something else.”

“Hah!” Cassandra shook her head. “Talk to someone? Like my mom, head of the Family? I asked her what I should do once, and she said, ‘Be miserable or make everybody else miserable — pick one. Now, was there anything else? I have another meeting in five minutes.’” She huffed. “I’m going to be in a coven, Noah. Even if I didn’t want to be, she’d never suffer the humiliation of one of her daughters being covenless.

“I have to either be able to produce enough and hold enough on my own to satisfy them … or they’ll make me. And, no, letting you mark me isn’t some kind of better fate — you’re going to wind up being bound to a Family coven one day anyway, and they’ll expect the same thing from us.”

I thought about all the questions Cassandra asked in our Covens class — detailed, technical questions about what could increase mana the most. “Is that why you ask Magistra Hawke all those questions?”

Cassandra nodded. “I think, maybe, if I can find enough ways to get just a little more for each harvest … maybe I’ll be enough.” She wrapped her arms around herself and shuddered. “I’ve seen what it takes to fill Despair. I think I’d rather kill myself than … than go through that.”

Before she’d finished speaking, the vampire was at the bars of her cell, red eyes staring intently. “I can help with that.”

“Fuck you!” I said, before Cassandra could. I went to her and wrapped my arms around her. “Shut up or we’ll take our chances without you — and set the fucking building on fire.”

“Touchy,” the vampire muttered, returning to her cot.

I held Cassandra for a while and she eased back into me.

She made a lot more sense now — again, not an excuse, just an explanation.

What would anyone do if given the choice of living with Malice or Despair? I didn’t even want to think about what it would take to fill a Despair resonant every two weeks. It made perfect sense that she’d choose Malice — cultivate it — and the more she did, the bigger and fuller it was, the more it would affect her.

Still, she hadn’t been all angry and mean with me here, at least for the last few hours — yes, with the vampire, but I’d describe that as appropriately-bitchy. Was she just controlling it better, or what?

“I get it,” I said, “but you seem to have a handle on it right now — I mean, except for the vampire, and that’s kind of understandable.”

She turned around to see my face, but didn’t pull away from my arms.

“Seriously?” She chuckled. “I’ve spent the day locked in a basement with a vampire, by a bunch of guys who want to carve me up for parts — Despair caught up pretty fucking quick today. I’m actually really balanced right now — at least as much as I can be.”

“Got it.”


CHAPTER FORTY-EIGHT




“Come on,” I said, nudging Cassandra back to the cot. “We’ve got a lot of time, so let’s sit — I don’t think my feet could take standing here for eight hours.”

“Okay.”

We sat, but Cassandra seemed more subdued now, as though she was thinking about, or maybe regretting what we’d just talked about. I thought it was a pretty personal discussion and one she might not have been able to have with anyone else — friends or Family. The witch Families were so focused on power and mana generation — what would happen if she told her mom how she felt about her resonants? Or how she didn’t like the way they made her be — because that was the vibe I’d heard and it … changed something about her in my head.

“What was growing up in a coven like?” I asked, trying to take us in a lighter direction.

Cassandra shrugged. “The same as everyone.”

“Well, not me.” I slid back on the cot so I was behind her and could massage her shoulders. They were rock hard with tension and I thought mine probably would be too. “So what was it like growing up in a coven?”

I really did want to learn more about Cassandra — I figured the odds were less than ten-percent, probably a lot less, that we’d be able to exchange mana without trying to mark each other. Even with Sam unconscious after the potion, the urge had been nearly irresistible. I’d also already heard a lot about coven life from Sam, but I figured this would be an easy topic to start with and Cassandra’s experience might have been different.

“I don’t know — what was it like growing up as a mundane?”

“Oh, turning it back on me,” I laughed, using both thumbs to work on a particularly hard knot. “You first.”

“Yeah, right there,” she grunted. “Thanks. I went to classes, prepped my resonants, the usual stuff.”

“What about friends and stuff?”

“The daughters of a Family head don’t really have friends — everybody’s after something. What about you?”

“Friends are hard in foster care. Probably this girl Morgan’s the only real friend I had.” I realized this was another thing I needed to be careful talking about since finding out that Morgan was also a witch — I probably shouldn’t let any other witches know that until she came into her power and Mel could protect her better. “She was in the same foster home and we sort of looked out for each other.”

“Oh, that’s right — I heard you were in that. What about … before?”

“No before for me — my parents … well, I wound up in foster care when I was too young to remember anything else.”

“I’m sorry,” Cassandra said. “It must be hard not knowing your mom.”

“I never knew anything else, but, yeah, I wish I’d known my folks at least a little bit — some memory, at least.” Something about her phrasing, only mentioning my mom, struck me. “What about your dad?”

“The warlock?” She seemed surprised by the question. “He was around, I guess — warlocks don’t have a lot of contact with witches outside their coven.”

“Even their kids?”

“Warlocks are pretty busy with coven-business — the rest of the coven makes up for it. It’s like having thirteen moms.”

“I don’t think I could do that,” I said.

It was weird to even think about having kids at my age, but Sam talked about it all the time. It still surprised me sometimes to think how Sam and I were … well, effectively married. More than married. I couldn’t even think of life without her and even now there was a sort of empty spot in me, since the blessed silver surrounding us had cut me off from the sense of her presence I’d gotten used to.

“No,” I said. “I couldn’t. I’d have to be a dad.”

“That’s…”

“Commendable?”

“Weird. Very weird.”

I chuckled and worked my hands down her back, kneading and massaging, which became a bit awkward when I reached her bra strap.

“This would work better if you took that off,” I offered, figuring if we were going to be having sex later, why not?

Cassandra looked over her shoulder at me, eyebrow raised.

“Are you trying to seduce me? Because if you are, you should know that exchanging mana pretty much makes me a sure thing.”

I was, in fact, trying to seduce her — or, if not seduce, at least get us on the path to some sort of intimacy before lights out. I wasn’t really interested in just jumping into sex with someone when our primary interactions so far had been hurling insults at each other in the school cafeteria. Regardless of whether our new therapist thought we needed a hate-fuck.

“Do you want me to stop rubbing your back?”

Cassandra laughed — she actually laughed, which I don’t think I’d ever seen her do before when it didn’t involve watching some girl drop all her schoolbooks in the mud out on the quad. It was a bright, clear sound.

She leaned forward and reached her hands up the back of her shirt, unhooked her bra, then slid one strap over her arm inside her sleeve and the other came out the other sleeve followed by the whole bra. I will never figure out how girls can do that.

“Okay,” she said, “but don’t think you’re getting anything more before ten.”

“Not even a kiss?”

She looked back at me again, this time with wide eyes, then bit her lower lip. She shifted to face me more and leaned toward me. I took that as an invitation and leaned towards her, but not without a little trepidation that she might be luring me in for something humiliating.

Nothing like that happened though, and our lips met briefly before she turned around again and pointed at her back.

“Rub.”
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“So what will joining a coven be like for you?” I asked.

We’d graduated to lying on the cot together. I was on my back and she was on her side with her head on my chest. We’d been talking for a couple hours, gradually getting closer and closer, about whatever came to mind — she was actually interesting and funny when she wasn’t constantly trying to fill her Malice resonant.

“Hmmm?”

“You said you didn’t want your joining a coven to be like this. When we get through this unmarked, what’s it going to be like when you finally do? All I have to go on is Sam and me, and that wasn’t representative I think.”

Cassandra laughed.

“No, I’ve never heard of a warlock and witch … I don’t even know what to call it, eloping?”

“Never? I figured there’d be, like, romantic stories about star-crossed witches and warlocks disobeying their feuding Families and following their true hearts.”

“Oh, no — none of that. I think the Family heads would make some other heads roll if someone started publishing stuff like that. Independence is not encouraged, because disobedience leads to exposure, and that gets witches killed.”

“Okay, so what’s joining a coven one day going to be like for you?”

She was quiet for a minute.

“The Blake’s are traditionalists, so we really like to follow the older ways. Once my warlock comes into his power, we’ll form the coven the night after a new moon.”

“Why the night after a new moon? I thought the new and full moons were the big ritual times?”

“They are, but the day after the new moon is more auspicious for forming a coven. The new and full moons can have different meanings — like, the new moon can either represent the final end of the last phase or the beginning of the next, depending on the intent of the coven. But if the intent or the will of the coven isn’t clear and strong enough, then the other meaning can leak into things and change the outcome. So for forming a coven you want that intent to be very, very clear. The intent around the formation is something that could affect the coven forever. The day after the new moon is clearly the beginning of a cycle, so there’s nothing ambiguous about it. A coven should be formed with renewal, life, growth — that sort of thing.”

“Okay — what does the full moon represent then?”

I actually knew this from last semester’s Rituals class, but I wanted to keep her talking and distracted.

“Either the fulfillment of growth and the peak of power or the beginning of the end and decline.”

I nodded.

“So on the first night after the new moon, my mother’s coven will gather in our sacred Grove and do whatever rituals they have planned, then the high priestess, my mom, will call for supplicants. That’s me — I’ll be waiting in the forest around the Grove for the call, and when I hear it that’s when I’ll come forward. The first test is getting through the coven’s wards that they put up around the Grove.”

“Tests?”

“Yeah, part of the ritual is testing the prospective high priestess to ensure she’s worthy. It’s really all decided beforehand, so the tests, at least the first two, are mostly symbolic. I’ll have to work my way through the wards and enter the Grove, but the wards are set up so that it’s possible — I’m not really going to have to fight through the best wards of a full coven, especially one as powerful as my mom’s.”

I was getting more interested in this, because I hadn’t known before that there was all this ritual and meaning attached to forming a coven, and I was now realizing that the way Sam and I had done it had maybe taken the opportunity for something meaningful and special away from her. Maybe once I understood it a little better, we could plan something to make up for that.

“The next test is a battle of wills and magic with the high priestess.”

“With your mom?”

“Yeah, my mom, the head of the Family and the top high priestess in the Family — so, no, I wouldn’t be fighting all of her will and power, because there’s no way I could do that, but she does have to make it challenging. She’ll probably use Water, because that’s the hardest for my Fire affinity to deal with — they naturally offset. And just because it’s mostly symbolic doesn’t mean she’ll go easy on me — it really is about testing the prospective high priestess and making sure she’ll be able to keep the warlock and the rest of the coven in line.”

“I thought the coven bond compelled everyone to do what the high priestess said?”

Or what the warlock said, as Sam had told me, if he wasn’t marked by the high priestess. I didn’t want to mention that possibility to Cassandra though, because we were talking about her ideal.

“It does, but it’s backed up by the high priestess’ will and power — there’s a lot of thought that goes into picking who gets into a coven, so it’s really not a risk. Once the Family decides who the high priestess will be, they pick the other witches to ensure that there isn’t ever a power struggle or other conflict. The high priestess gets a lot of training in how to keep the warlock happy and … um, compliant.”

“Oh.”

“So after I beat my mom, which will probably be the only time in my life that I’ll ever be able to say I did, the coven will summon a warlock. Now he’s already been selected by the Family and is waiting in the woods like I was, so it won’t take days or weeks for him to show up like it did in the old days.”

“He’ll come into the Grove — he doesn’t have to fight his way in like I did, because he’s been summoned — and the coven will bind him to the altar.”

“Bind him?”

Cassandra flushed and ducked her head to look away from my face.

“Um, yeah.” She cleared her throat. “He gets on the altar, and they put binding spells on his arms and legs to keep him there.”

“Kinky.”

I was wondering if that was just Cassandra’s Family tradition or if it applied to all the witch Families — and if that had anything to do with Sam liking it when I kept her bound in place.

Cassandra slapped my chest.

“Stop it. It’s not kinky, it’s tradition.”

“Whatever you say.” Tradition or not, I wasn’t planning on getting bound to anything — I liked being on the other side of it. “What’s next?”

“Then I … um, markthewarlock.”

I nearly laughed at how quickly she said it, running all the words together.

“Just like that?”

“You know how that part works — I don’t have to get into detail.”

“But I bet you thought about the details.”

Cassandra buried her face in my chest.

“Yeah?” I prompted.

“Maybe.”

I thought it was cute how she planned to do it in front of a whole coven of witches, including her mother, but she was embarrassed to talk about it with me.

“So that’s it? You marked him and the ritual’s done?”

“Pretty much. There’s another ritual the coven performs after to try and ensure … things. But it usually doesn’t work.”

“Things?”

“If there’s any chance I could get pregnant.”

“Oh, I guess that’s a big deal?”

“The biggest. A baby from a coven binding is, like, the biggest thing possible for a coven. It’s like the Goddess making her blessings very, very clear.” She shrugged. “It almost never happens, though.”

“Why not? I thought you witches had such great control over your bodies and everything?”

I reached my hand around and ran a finger over the slightly pointed tip of Cassandra’s ear, which I’d discovered was both kind of cute and extremely sensitive, no matter how pretentious Sam thought it was.

Cassandra shivered and drew in a sharp breath.

“We do,” she said through clenched teeth as I continued lightly running my fingertip around the outside of her ear. “But we can’t control … that. We can tell when we could get pregnant and we know the second we do get pregnant, we can even control ensuring we don’t get pregnant, not that anyone would do that — but we can’t control making it happen. I think it has something to do with the mana in our cells — but the egg isn’t a full cell, so we can’t control it and then once it is a full cell, it’s not really part of us anymore. It’s a new person with her own mana.”

“I guess that makes sense.”

“Yeah, the coven’s ritual after isn’t even to try and influence that directly, it’s more of an appeal to the Goddess to make it happen — and not just when it’s a new coven being formed, but every time a witch is brought into the coven we make the same appeal.” She sighed. “I don’t know why — I can’t remember the last time someone did get pregnant being brought into a coven.” She paused. “None of that matters, though, if we wind up trying to mark each other tonight.”

She paused. “Um, I am ovulating, you know? It’s a long-shot, but if it does happen — even if I don’t mark you — that’s, um, okay. Good, really. Even if you are a feral.”

I chuckled. I wasn’t sure how I felt about Cassandra having my kid at all, much less if she wasn’t part of my coven — I mean, from what I’d heard about her Family I wouldn’t want any child of mine to be raised by them. Probably not something I needed to worry about, though, given the witches’ low birth rate.

“And, if I do mark you,” Cassandra continued, “you’ll have to start living by my Family’s rules — I don’t want to have to constantly fight with you about things. Even with the bond’s compulsion people can argue, and that’s a pain.”

I nodded, but that wasn’t going to happen — and I wanted Cassandra clear about it applying to her as well.

“Same for you,” I said. “When I mark you, you need to follow my rules. And the first one is no being mean to the other girls. I know you’ve had to be mean to generate mana, but we’ll figure out some other way.”

“Hmph. You can’t enforce that, you know. The coven bond’s compulsion is immediate, not long-term. You could stop us from getting into it if you were there, but if you’re not…”

She shrugged.

I decided that I wanted clear, upfront rules and consequences if Cassandra wound up in my coven. Sam and I had discussed it a little and I’d mostly made up my mind to go along with her suggestion — Cassandra’s almost “you can’t make me” attitude pushed me the rest of the way. At least if I said it now, she couldn’t claim I’d misled her or she didn’t know. If she wanted to back out of exchanging power because of it, we’d have to figure out a different way to escape.

“Really? Well, Sam and I already discussed it and decided on how I’d enforce the rules for our coven. Misbehave and I’ll put you over my knee.”

“What?”

Honestly, I still thought Sam suggested that more because she likes spankings than anything else, but she also had a good point that receiving one for fun would be way different than receiving one for disobeying or disappointing me — and I had to admit the idea of putting this haughty, often mean girl in my arms over my knee sometime triggered something primal in my libido.

“I’m not putting up with girls sniping at each other all the time — we’ll have enough problems with the Families trying to take us over without fighting amongst ourselves. So you can avoid Sam, or the other girls, as much as you like, but the instigator of any trouble is getting spanked.”

“That’s … that’s…” Cassandra huffed. “Well, that’s never going to happen anyway, because I’ve been trained since I could walk to take over a coven. If we can’t do it without a marking, then you’re going to be following my rules, and that’s the end of it.”


CHAPTER FORTY-NINE




We talked more and even cuddled until our captors brought dinner, then ate quickly and waited for them to leave with the trays. Luckily they said nothing other than instructions for moving the trays in and out of our cages. I don’t think Cassandra could have handled them talking about what they had planned for her again.

We were facing the corner, hands on our heads, until our captors left us. The lights went out, the basement door closed, and Cassandra tensed up. I could feel her starting to shake again — apparently sex with me was scarier than the secret society that wanted to cut her open.

“Right,” Cassandra said, heading for the cot.

The basement was mostly dark, but there was some kind of nightlight on the stairs that offered a little illumination, so I could see she was stripping off her clothes on the way. I watched her shadowy figure as she sat on the cot, naked.

“Okay, I’m ready,” she said. “Undress and lie down.”

I groaned. At least Sam had been kidding when she threw herself on the bed and said, “Okay, do me,” our first time. I really hoped this wasn’t a witch thing, because the lack of enthusiasm was a bit deflating.

“Well?” she asked. “Are you going to get undressed?”

I sighed and started undressing — might as well get this over with. “Will you drop your shields?” I asked, stripping off my pants and trying to ignore the vampire staring at me while I dropped my own shields.

“Yeah,” Cassandra said. “Having to break your shields would absolutely trigger a marking, no matter what…” Her voice trailed off. “How are you so big?”

“Yeah,” the vampire said.

Great, I thought, wishing the basement was just a bit darker. A vampire and a witch stare at a warlock’s dick in a basement — there should be a punchline with that.

Honestly, I think things had retreated a bit more than usual and it felt like I was playing some kind of demented, erectile dysfunction Clue game.

Cassandra Blake in the Patriarchy’s basement with a vampire.

Forget needing enough willpower to mark Cassandra, I was going to need it just to get hard.

“It is what it is,” I grumbled.

“What — I didn’t mean that!”

“I did,” the vampire called out.

“I meant your resonants!”

“Sure you did, sweetie,” Jennifer said.

“Shut up!”

Cassandra had dropped her own shields and I could see her resonants now — the larger, Malice, was about half filled with a sickly greenish mana while Despair was smaller, but nearly completely filled. The thing was, even her Malice resonant wasn’t that big — not compared to mine, or even to Sam’s, really. Of course Cassandra didn’t have a warlock who’d taken in more wild mana than he could hold, then shoved half of it back into her, like Sam had.

I sat on the bed next to Cassandra, wishing there was a way to turn off the little light on the stairway. Being able to see Cassandra was okay — the vampire staring at us wasn’t.

“Well?” Cassandra said. “Lay down.”

I spent a second thinking about how I wanted to handle this and Cassandra moved to cover herself, one hand across her breasts and the other between her legs.

“What?” she asked.

I hadn’t planned it, but I realized I wanted Cassandra to understand exactly what my coven was going to be like right from the start — and that was no fucking spreadsheets. There wasn’t going to be anything businesslike about it at all — not even this.

Cassandra expected me to be as businesslike as she’d described her coven formation. She expected me to get undressed and lie down on the cot like I was bound to an altar in her Grove.

I was going to do none of that.

Dealing with Sam had taught me the value of subverting expectations and tonight had even more serious consequences than marking Sam had. Aside from needing to escape from the Patriarchy, the outcome of tonight was going to have far-reaching implications for Cassandra and me — as well as Sam and any other witch I wanted to be with.

Maybe it was cheating, but I was going to do everything I could to make sure I didn’t wind up with Cassandra as my high priestess tonight.

“What?” she asked again.

I didn’t answer, I just put an arm around her, pulled her closer, and put my other hand on her cheek to turn her face toward me.

“Do we really have time for mrph —”

Cassandra resisted the kiss at first, but I leaned into it and moments later her lips parted and her tongue tentatively met mine.

I moved my hand from her cheek to behind her head for support and leaned in, easing her back on the cot, keeping the kiss going, then I moved my lips from her mouth to her cheek, then her jawline, then neck.

“Um, Noah, shouldn’t we, um —”

I kissed lower, eventually getting to the soft, silky skin of her breasts.

“You don’t … have to … oh.”

I got my lips to a nipple and let my hands roam freely over Cassandra’s breasts.

They really were spectacular — just on the verge of being too large, but still somehow firm and soft at the same time.

“We’re just … doing this … for…”

I trailed kisses lower, keeping one hand massaging her breast and teasing the nipple.

Cassandra didn’t keep her pubic hair trimmed like Sam did, but it was almost unnecessary. I let my breath tease pale hairs, so fine they were almost undetectable, before tracing patterns around the edges with my tongue and dipping lower.

“It’s not … going … I tried this with … a college guy … last year … and it was … was … wasn’t … wasn’t like this…”

I grinned at the change in her tone as my tongue traced the delicate lips and folds of her pussy — up and down, side to side, always stopping just short of her clit and moving away, until I heard Cassandra groan and felt her juices start to really flow.

“So nothing’s going … going to … you don’t … don’t…”

I let my tongue run over her clit once and Cassandra’s hands found my head, fingers tangling in my hair.

“Don’t … stop…”
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I kept working on Cassandra until she was squirming — three months of practice with Sam had honed certain skills — and tried to ignore the vampire, who’d been making comments on my technique until she quieted and settled into just watching.

The staring, glowing red eyes were almost as deflating as Cassandra’s initial lack of enthusiasm. The latter, at least, had changed.

I worked kisses up Cassandra’s body — along the soft skin where her leg met her hip, up her belly to her breasts, which, again, I realized really were a marvelous spectacle. Pausing there a moment to lick and suck at her nipples, I brought a hand up to gently squeeze as well.

Cassandra moaned, then whined as I left her breast, trailing kisses up her shoulder, neck, and finally to her mouth. Her tongue met mine through our parted lips and I put one hand behind her head to hold her there while we kissed.

It was my turn to groan as I felt the head of my cock touch the wet, slippery folds of her labia, and I couldn’t wait any longer to be inside her. I remembered the incredible feeling of connecting resonants at the same time I entered Sam and grinned behind the kiss, waiting until I had everything lined up and then thrusting my hips forward at the same time as I slid into Cassandra’s resonants.

My moan of pleasure was drowned out by hers. Cassandra broke off our kiss, drawing her head back and gasping, eyes wide.

“What … the fuck is that?”

I grinned, hoping I’d never get used to a witch’s reaction to that first time when the resonants connected — it was pretty gratifying.

I drew back until just the head of my cock was inside her and our resonants were tingling with the barest connection, then filled her again.

“Fuuuuuck!”

“Sounds like a lot of fun,” Jennifer called from her cell.

“Stop distracting me you bloodsucking freak or I’ll rip your fucking heart out and barbecue it in front of you!” Cassandra yelled, locking her heels behind my butt and pulling me back into her after I withdrew again. “Goddess! They said it could be good with a warlock, but — aaarrgghh!”

That last was because I’d withdrawn again but this time I didn’t slide back into her easily, I thrust forward, hard and deep. Then again, and again, each time drawing a half-strangled cry from her.

As much fun and as blindingly-pleasurable as it was though, there was more to what we had to accomplish than just sex. I slowed my thrusting and propped myself up on my elbows so I could see Cassandra’s face — her head was still thrown back, eyes clenched shut. I rested my weight on one elbow so I could use my other hand to reach up and brush back some locks of hair that were covering her face, already damp with sweat.

“Cassandra?”

“Don’t. Stop. Don’t. Stop,” she started chanting, punctuating each word by kicking her heels into my backside.

“I’m going to start drawing mana now,” I said, “remember to try not to struggle and turn this into a marking thing.”

“Yeah, yeah,” she whispered nodding. “Hurry up!”

I thrust into her again, slowly and deeply, until I felt I was as far inside as I could possibly get. The head of my cock was pressed hard against the end of her depths. The sensation of being inside her resonants was driving me crazy, because there were three different feels to it — as though they were gripping me in three different ways, and I wondered if it had to do with their size. Her primary resonant gripped me gently, almost welcoming, while her secondary, which had a smaller store, had a rougher, almost abrasive, feel, right on the edge of uncomfortable, and her third, the undeveloped one, was as tight as Sam’s had been, squeezing me roughly as though trying to force me out.

I stopped, staying deep inside her, and started to draw on her mana.

Just a bit at first, teasing it out of her stores, like looking up at a spring shower, open-mouthed to feel a sprinkling of raindrops.

Cassandra gasped, clutching at my back with her fingernails.

“Oh, Goddess, that hurts.”

I increased the flow of mana I was taking from her, gently and slowly, trying to maintain my own control — which was hard, because as soon as those first bits started flowing, I only wanted to pull it in faster and harder. Every instinct was to suck that power into myself as quickly as I could.

Cassandra groaned and I felt the flow of mana suddenly stop as she resisted my pull.

“Don’t … don’t resist,” I murmured through clenched teeth.

I could already feel my control slipping as her resistance triggered my own desire to take every bit of her and I began pulling harder on her mana, my jaw already starting to ache.

“I can’t … not,” she panted, gritting her teeth. “Sorry.”

I chuckled, there was something so weird about the situation. We were so intimately connected right now, with the mana flow almost nothing as we both tried to hold back from doing what we were driven to. So one of us was going to wind up marking the other — that was clear now.

“It’s okay — we knew it was a chancy thing,” I said. “Count three?”

Cassandra nodded, so I took a breath and began counting.

“Okay, one … two…”

“Go!”

The mana flow suddenly reversed as Cassandra yanked on it hard. In an instant, she pulled back everything I’d taken so far and more. It felt like something was scraping my insides raw. My already low resonant stores dropped by half again before I could restart my own pulling, and I didn’t even have time to be irritated with Cassandra’s cheating the start like that.

I firmed up my determination and pulled back, just trying to restart the flow toward me and give Cassandra a chance to regain control of herself in case we could recover from this, but then realized that wasn’t to be when she only pulled harder.

Fuck, Sam’s going to kill me.

Not only Sam, but now the Blake Family was going to be as pissed as the Prescotts, because there was no way I was going to let Cassandra win — she might have been a very different person during the afternoon we spent talking, but I was not going to be part of a coven with her in charge.

My body tensed in a physical manifestation of the mental struggle we were going through. That made my cock twitch, which made Cassandra moan and clench around me. At the same time she gritted her teeth and I started thrusting again, trying to keep my own attention on the mental battle of pulling mana while thinking of some way of distracting her — if she was going to cheat there was no reason I shouldn’t.

Since Mel had distracted me from marking Sam by nearly ripping my ear off, I considered pinching one of Cassandra’s nipples — but that seemed … mean. It wasn’t how I wanted to win this. Maybe I could use Command, but I didn’t think so — this was a mental struggle, not a physical one, so it wasn’t like I could make Cassandra just lay there and not resist. Even if I could, that felt … icky. If I did win … when I did win, I was going to have to live with Cassandra for the rest of my life. I slid my hand between us and found her clit, which not only redoubled her moans, but got me a sudden jolt of mana as her control slipped even more and she muffled a scream.

“Give it. Back. You stubborn. Shit!” Cassandra growled through clenched teeth.

“Nope,” I said as casually as I could.

Cassandra’s nails dug into my back and I was pretty sure I felt a drop of blood run down my side. “‘Nope?’ ‘Nope?’ You think I’m easy, you fucking fera … ffffuuuuckk!”

Willpower required concentration, and it didn’t seem like years of Malice had done much good for Cassandra’s temper, because as soon as she got pissed at my casual attitude, I was able to rip nearly half her remaining mana away in one go. That plus the physical distractions kept the flow going my way.

I think I even had an advantage there, because now she was off-balance and I could control my thrusting to avoid taking myself too far. Concentrating on our mana and what my fingers were doing to Cassandra kept me focused on something other than my own physical sensation.

I increased the flow of mana I was taking from her and took a good look at her mana stores. Malice was considerably larger than her other store, but both had been nearly full — not so much that it would strain my own stores to take it all in though — not after how much they’d expanded in saving Sam from the effects of that potion.

I concentrated on that, pulling more and more into me, watching Cassandra’s stores drain away until there was very little left to her — the more I took the weaker her resistance became and I was able to slow the flow, taking time to exercise more control rather than just brute force.

I knew we were close when the ache in my jaw became more pronounced with the need to mark her. Not sure where or how biting became my thing for marking a witch, I just knew it was so satisfying — when I finally got around to starting therapy over Felicity being a naked cat-witch, I’d be sure to mention the biting and see if we could figure it out.

Cassandra’s resonants emptied into me until she had almost nothing left and I was sucking in even the new mana she generated as quickly as she did so. It was time to mark her as I pushed that trebled and refined mana back into her and opened her dormant resonant.

“Keep going,” Jennifer whispered.

I was surprised, because I’d eventually forgotten the vampire was there, being so focused on what Cassandra and I were involved in.

“Take it all the way,” the vampire whispered. “The last bits are the sweetest. There’ll be no escape anyway, so you might as well enjoy what you can now.”

I had to block out her words, because it was almost tempting — the feeling of control was far more than I’d experienced with Sam, probably because Cassandra had fought back more, and part of me wanted to continue. Part of me wanted to take it all.

I thought what I was feeling right now could have been the catalyst for the way the Families treated their warlocks. If this was something every warlock felt, how many might have succumbed to the temptation?

I opened my eyes to distract myself from that thought and saw Cassandra’s eyes were open as well, wide and now filled with fear. Her body was slack under me, no longer moving to meet my thrusts, and her mouth was half open, unable to form a word of protest. The fear was more than just this moment, I could tell — she knew she’d lost and she was terrified of what that would mean for her.

“Take it,” the vampire said.

“Fuck you,” I muttered, taking control back while hoping the urge had been more an influence of the vampire’s and not some darkness within me, even as I readied to pour the refined mana back into Cassandra and mark her.

My jaw ached as I lowered my mouth to her neck and bit hard, as I forced mana back into her through her resonants, to mark her there.

Cassandra’s sounds and movement grew as she gained access to the mana I was pouring into her — first just a raspy breath, then a low growl that grew to a scream as her hips began pumping up to meet mine again and her hands clenched into claws digging into my back. The mana she generated now was a combination of Pain and Pleasure, but without Sam’s ability to merge the two Cassandra was experiencing them as two separate things. The flow of refined mana back into her open resonants now at the pleasurable stage, while opening her dormant resonant and stretching it must have hurt like hell.

“Goddess, you feral bastard, don’t stop!” she screamed, caught up in the dichotomy of what she was feeling.

As with Sam, our connection grew as I poured more power into the mark, and it was almost as though I could feel what she was experiencing.

Gradually, the urge to mark her faded as our connection became complete. I eased off on the flow and increased the pace of my thrusting and the movement of my fingers between us.

I was getting close — very close.

Cassandra’s walls were clenched around me and every thrust was a combination of incredible pleasure and frustration from wanting just a bit more.

Her breath was coming in loud gasps — a loud, slow inhalation, followed by an almost explosive exhale.

I was done pouring power into her, so the painful part was done, and with both of us having as much mana as we were going to get out of this, I should probably finish things up so we could try to escape, but that simply didn’t feel right. Cassandra had so vividly described how she’d imagined being marked — well, marking someone herself — and joining a coven, and the fucking Patriarchy had taken all of that from her.

She wasn’t going to be high priestess, it was happening in this dingy, basement cell instead of her Family’s sacred Grove, she was tied to me, who I think she still hated a little bit — maybe more than a little bit — and the only witness wasn’t her Family coven, but instead a fucking vampire who’d killed her friend and helped kidnap her. It didn’t seem fair at all and, though I’d tried to make it less unpleasant, it would never be the memory she always thought she’d have.

Something occurred to me — something she’d said she wanted, but didn’t think would happen. Was it even possible? Something in me felt like it should be — the witches kept saying how they had such control of their bodies, and that applied to warlocks too, so it should be?

I gathered a bit of mana from my resonant stores and moved it through my body to where I wanted it. At the same time, I gathered my will and formed the intent.

And why were those fuckers baking bread in the middle of the night?

Something told me I needed to verbalize the intent — the words needed to be out there, telling the Goddess, or the universe, or whatever, exactly what I wanted — demanded of it, because I realized I wanted it too and would not be denied. Cassandra was mine now and I would give her something good from this.

I raised up on my elbows, taking my mouth away from Cassandra’s neck where I’d marked her — and if Sam had been irritated that I’d marked her somewhere that would be visible in a bikini, Cassandra was going to be fucking pissed. Hopefully what I was about to do, if it worked, would make up for that.

I really did need to remember to ask the witches where they’d like the mark from now on.

Cassandra looked up and met my eyes as I raised myself up on my elbows, her brow furrowing with every breath.

I thrust — once, twice, and knew the next one would be it, so I looked deep into her eyes.

“Cassandra — you’re mine now and you’ll give me a son.”

Cassandra’s eyes widened, then she threw her head back as I thrust again and my seed filled her.

My own body tensed as my orgasm flooded through me, and it was an effort to make my muscles unlock enough to keep thrusting, again and again, as I spasmed and pumped more and more into her.

Cassandra’s nails dug into my back again, deeper and harder than before, and she screamed through clenched teeth, the veins and muscles of her neck standing out in stark relief.

I poured more of my mana into my seed as I filled her — probably using more than I should since we still had to escape, but I wanted this. I wanted it for her so, hopefully, her first moments as mine would give her some kind of joy.

Finally, I collapsed onto her, spent, but Cassandra kept moving beneath me — not at the pace we’d set before, but slower, gentler, pulling her hips away from me just a tiny bit and then thrusting back, all the while her gasps had turned to words.

“Please,” she barely whispered, “please, please, please…”


CHAPTER FIFTY




“How long is she going to stay like that?” Jennifer asked.

I shrugged, zipping up my pants.

“As long as I need to,” Cassandra snapped.

I was already dressed and ready to go fight the Patriarchy. Cassandra was still on the cot with her knees drawn up to her chest, her arms around them, holding them down, and rocking back-and-forth slightly with her butt up in the air.

“What are you even doing?” the vampire asked.

“None of your business — and shut up, suck-slut, a minute ago you were encouraging him to eat me!”

Jennifer shrugged and looked down at her feet as though embarrassed.

“That was ten minutes ago, and I was caught up in the moment — besides, if it’s keeping us in these cells longer than we need to be, I think it is my business.”

“I’m kind of curious, too,” I said.

“Fine — I read that this position and rocking helps the sperm travel to the fallopian tubes so it can fertilize the egg faster. Happy now that you know?”

“Not particularly,” Jennifer said, “since I must now wonder why you’ve chosen here and now to do this.”

“Because I don’t know if he can do it again!”

Jennifer was silent for a moment.

“I’m pretty certain guys can have sex more than once in their life.”

“Not that, you idiot. He did some magic — magic isn’t supposed to be able to do anything to a witch’s fertility, but I can feel its intent inside me — what if him being able to do that is a one-time part of marking me? I’m not giving up this chance!”

“I see,” the vampire said, turning to look at me. “So you decided here and now would be a good time to waste a few minutes in an attempt to impregnate her. Why?”

I shrugged. It wasn’t any of the vampire’s business, but I decided to answer anyway.

“This night was nothing like what she wanted in joining a coven and now she’s stuck with me for the rest of her life. I wanted to try and give her something decent and good out of this mess if I could.”

I noticed the rocking squeak of the cot’s mattress had stopped and looked over to see Cassandra staring at me with wide-eyes. Her lips trembled as she spoke.

“That’s … that’s … don’t you make me cry when I’m getting pregnant,” she warned.

“Certainly not,” Jennifer said. “There’ll be more than enough of that after.”

“I think we should leave it here,” Cassandra said, resuming her rocking. “It doesn’t even think we have a chance of getting out of here, so why bother with it?”

“That’s not true!” Jennifer said. “I very much want to escape this place and you two are my best chance.”

“You said you didn’t think we could! You said he should eat me instead!”

“She’s right,” I agreed. “You did say that.”

“It was in the throes of the moment — the long-term goal of escape was momentarily overshadowed by the short-term satisfaction of seeing you eat the last bits of her. I’m better now.”

Cassandra pointed at me, still rocking.

“This is why we don’t hang out with vampires — get it now?”

“I’ll keep it in mind.”

“They’re all batshit.”

“That,” the vampire said, “was an unnecessary slur. It conjures hateful images of an entirely untrue and very hurtful stereotype.”

“Can we just —” Cassandra broke of, her eyes first going wide, then softening as a gentle smile grew on her face. “We have a winner … and it’s a boy.” She sat up and grinned at me. “I’m going to have a baby warlock.”

She grabbed at the pile of her clothes I’d left for her on the cot when I started dressing.

“Let mom bitch one time about my new coven — two hundred years and four kids and she never had a warlock.” She slid her skirt on and started buttoning her blouse. “Do you think you can do it again?”

I thought about what I’d done and shrugged. There hadn’t been anything particularly different about how I’d used mana before and I thought I could have done the same thing with Sam if we’d wanted to and I’d thought about it. Maybe? I tried to get the same sense I had when forming my intent with Cassandra, but couldn’t find the same certainty.

“I don’t know. Maybe?”

Cassandra hopped up to rush over and grasp my arm.

“Thank you,” she said. “Seriously, I…”

Her eyes welled up and a tear escaped to run down her cheek, but she was smiling. I reached out and wiped the tear away, a gesture that wrapped my heart in something warm and comfortable.

“Hey, I thought you didn’t want to cry.”

“That was when I was getting pregnant. I’m already pregnant now, so I can cry if I want to.” She buttoned the rest of her shirt, but I noticed she hadn’t put her bra back on, maybe not wanting to waste time getting out of here. “And you can’t say anything about it because it’s your fault.”

“What?”

“Yep. Your fault … and it’ll be your fault again and again and again.” She stepped back and looked around the basement. “Now how are we getting out of here? Because I am going to have so many babies.”
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“How did you know my bra would have a clasp like that?” Cassandra asked, as I bent the hook a little so it was more open and placed it in her open palm.

In fact, I hadn’t — my original plan was to use part of our cot to hook the blessed silver zipper on the inner netting of our cage, but then I’d seen Cassandra’s bra still laying on the mattress and realized the hooked clasp would fit the hole in the zipper tab better and be lighter for Cassandra to manipulate with her limited telekinesis power.

“Just lucky, I guess.”

Cassandra’s eyes narrowed and she stared at the bra clasp intently until it rose off her palm, floated over to the silver netting over the door to our cell, and hooked itself delicately through the hole in the silver zipper. She took a deep breath and I saw beads of sweat break out on her forehead.

I was surprised, because her telekinesis tricks at school had always seemed effortless — she must have noticed the expression on my face.

“Precision’s hard,” she muttered.

The zipper moved, first a little, then an inch, then more.

“Shit,” Cassandra muttered.

“What?”

“I think the net’s pulling off the mana I’m using — it’s taking a lot more than it should.”

“Do you have enough?”

The zipper had moved about halfway down and Cassandra was sweating.

“Yeah, it’s just hard.”

I laid my fingertips against the skin of her neck and slid a single resonant into one of hers — the clasp jerked in the zipper, nearly coming free.

Cassandra shivered. “Goddess! Give a girl some warning before you just slide on in?”

“Sorry. Draw on me if you need to.”

Now that we were bound together, mana could flow both directions without pain or worry — in fact it was a pretty good feeling now.

In seconds the silver netting hung loose and open in front of our door and all we needed to do next was ease it out of the way.

For that, we were using two of the cot’s legs that I’d ripped off.

Cassandra levitated them as she had the bra clasp and carefully eased the netting aside, giving me room to grasp the padlocked chain that held the door shut.

“Hurry,” Cassandra said, voice strained. “These are bigger and I think it’s draining more.”

I poured mana into my hands and arms, then yanked hard, twisting, and the lock parted with sharp crack.

The door to our cage swung open, chain rattling through the links, and I gestured for Cassandra to exit first, then I carefully eased my way past.

As soon as I was past the blessed silver, the coven bond struck me like I’d been stabbed in the stomach.

A cold, sharp ache filled what was normally my sense of Sam and I fell to my knees, almost brushing the blessed silver if Cassandra hadn’t grabbed my leg and pulled it away from the netting.

Panic filled me, because the bond had never felt like this before — it was always warm and comforting. This was like my guts were frozen into icy spikes, piercing me from the inside.

Then, as quickly as it came, the ice went away and there was an explosion of warmth filling me as my sense of Sam returned and I suddenly knew she was that-way and far, but not too far.

I closed my eyes and tried to send feelings of reassurance and love through the bond — it might not have been possible, but I thought the first, icy pain had been what Sam was feeling — fear and despair that she couldn’t feel me — then changing as the bond suddenly connected and she knew I was still alive.

Cassandra and I breathed a sigh of relief before repeating the exit process on Jennifer’s cage.

I was a little wary as the vampire approached us with no barrier between her and us, but she gave the same sigh of relief Cassandra and I had, then nodded to me.

I handed her one of the cot pieces to use as a makeshift weapon. Cassandra was better off with her fire and telekinesis magic, but the vampire and I would be relying on physical strength in the face of the Patriarchy’s suits. I wrapped one end in part of our blanket, hoping that might provide at least a little insulation if I had to hit one of them who was wearing a suit.

“Alright,” I whispered, “let’s load up on things to throw if we’re seen, and get out of here.”

“Why are you whispering?” the vampire asked.

I shrugged.

She gestured at her neck. “You gonna do the … you know.”

I nodded and quickly formed a shield around the ring wrapped around the vampire’s spine. A moment’s testing showed that it didn’t take much of my concentration to keep it in place, even when Jennifer was moving.

We went into the other half of the basement and started searching through the junk on the shelves for more makeshift weapons.

I stopped suddenly and watched Jennifer as I saw the vampire was staring at Cassandra’s neck, remembering her saying she’d been living on blood bags for so long she was hungry. I readied myself to tackle her if I had to, but Jennifer simply nodded at the oval of delicate moles Cassandra now had in the shape of my teeth.

“Nice work,” the vampire said, grinning.

“Fuck you, rat sucker,” Cassandra muttered, then looked at me. “I can’t believe you marked my neck.”

“Sorry — I should have asked ahead of time.”

“Where’d you mark Samantha?” she asked, narrowing her eyes.

“Um.” I tapped my chest in a rough estimate of where Sam’s coven mark lay on the upper inside of her left breast.

Cassandra shook her head. “Fucking warlocks — always showing off.”

The witch stopped and stood still for a moment, eyes closed and taking deep breaths.

“Goddess, it feels so good to be balanced,” she muttered.

I headed for the stairs, little post from our cot in one hand and an armful of random, heavy junk in the other. Jennifer and Cassandra followed me and we crept up the stairs to the basement door.

“Quick and quiet, right?” I reminded the others, who both nodded.

I slowly tested the door’s knob, terrified it might be locked and we’d have to break it down, alerting the Patriarchy to our escape, but it turned easily and I eased it toward me, just enough to peak through.

Silver netting draped the other side.

“Fuck.”
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“Okay,” I whispered, “we can probably ease this out of the way and —”

“Abominations!”

“Fuck.”

I had a moment’s glimpse of rushing figures, only two of them, clad in the Patriarchy’s blessed-silver bee suits.

Forward or back? Fuck it — I wasn’t going back in the cage.

I slashed at the netting covering the doorway with the cot leg, thinking if I was already in motion and moved fast enough, maybe I could tear it without getting drained. I hadn’t tried inside the cage earlier, because if it didn’t work our captors would know we’d tried to escape. Now that didn’t matter.

It tore some, but I felt the sudden, sharp drain on my mana, even through the insulating blanket, before my motion carried the cot leg off the net.

“Disrupting the pattern makes the mana absorption flare,” the vampire warned.

I caught sight of two more figures approaching and from the other direction another one, so I slammed the door shut and leaned my shoulder into it. “That would have been good to know.”

I shook my hand to get rid of the numb feeling and eyed my resonant stores — the blanket wrapping must have done some good, because I wasn’t down that much.

A moment later something heavy hit the door, shoving it into me. I grasped the handle, trying to get it to turn back, but it wouldn’t move and there was no lock on the basement side. Another blow on the door rocked me again — my strength didn’t change my mass and there was nothing but the short stairs to brace against.

I felt a stirring in my bond with Sam and thought the distance was closing — and closing fast. I knew Mel could travel from Willowmere to her brownstone in less than an hour, so how close were we now? And if I felt it in our bond, then Sam was coming too. Sam had no way to travel this fast, so they must be together.

Then someone on the other side of the door yelled: “Get the shotgun!”

“Go back down,” I told the others. “Use the shelves to put together some kind of barricade we can hide behind. I’ll hold the door. We just need to hold them off until Mel gets here.”

“They’ve got a gun!” Cassandra protested.

Jennifer was already moving and at my nod, Cassandra followed. I held the door closed as body after body slammed against it, trying to force it open, calling on my Strength affinity to offset the advantage our captors had from the door opening into the basement.

Cassandra and the vampire dragged a pair of shelving units over to the little corridor between our former cells. Cassandra got behind it while Jennifer tossed heavy boxes onto the pile, then hurdled her way over it.

“Noah! Come on!”

I wanted to wait and try to do something about the gun — maybe open the door quickly and grab it, but a moment later there was a boom and pieces of the door beside my head flew inward. A splinter cut my cheek and I gave up on the idea of grabbing the gun — Jennifer and I had things to throw, so maybe we could take him out from cover.

I leapt off the stairway, over the handrail, and landed on the basement floor, then dashed for the makeshift cover the girls had built.

The door slammed open and I glanced back to see a silver-suited figure raising a shotgun to point at me, but Cassandra stood from behind the barricade and flung out her hand. A stream of fire shot from her arm to engulf the gunman.

His blessed-silver suit absorbed the magical fire, but his shotgun had no such protections, and the man fell back, screaming, as the gun exploded in his hands.

I leapt over the barricade, landing between Cassandra and Jennifer.

“Are you okay?” Cassandra demanded, patting at my chest and arms. “Are you hurt?”

“I’m fine,” I said, then grabbed her and pushed her down as a new figure appeared in the doorway and fired one of their mana-tasers at us. The wires flashed through the space where Cassandra had just been and I dodged out of the way of the wires even though the needles were well past us — I didn’t know if it was just the needles, or if the wires would start draining mana, too.

“That one didn’t have a suit,” I whispered, having seen the arm holding the mana-taser was bare.

“I’ve only seen four in the suits,” Jennifer whispered back. “It might be all they have.”

“Like there wasn’t a fucking net on the basement doorway?” Cassandra demanded.

The vampire shrugged, then jumped up and threw something that shattered against the door jamb and made the Patriarchs there dodge back.

I watched the doorway, but the two men there were hidden to either side, only reaching an arm around the jamb to fire at us. It was worth a try, though, so I gathered my will and flung mana at the basement doorway, trying to aim for either side where the men were hiding, but I didn’t even get a chance to try Command on them, because the mana splashed against the walls. Maybe I needed line of sight, and I cursed myself for not practicing more with Command, even if I never really wanted to use it.

I quickly checked our coven bond and felt that Sam was even closer, but I also felt the connection to Cassandra I’d been too busy to notice before. I ducked above the barricade and threw a mason jar full of screws as hard as I could — it burst against the door, spraying screws and glass through the doorway. Someone screamed and I smiled.

A second later, we all had to duck as four mana-tasers fired, filling the air with trailing wires.

“They’re live until they reload,” Jennifer said, dodging a wire that was slowly settling behind our barricade. She grabbed a piece of one of the shelves and shoved the wire aside.

I nodded to let her know that I heard and risked a quick look.

Three of the Patriarchs were already down the stairs and rushing to the cover of some fallen shelves Cassandra and Jennifer had knocked over in building our own barricade. The doorway still held several others, and I couldn’t tell if the exploding shotgun had even taken one of them out.

“Surrender, abominations!” Randolph yelled — he was one of the ones in the main part of the basement.

“I don’t think so,” Cassandra muttered.

“Vampire! You know the penalty you face! Recapture the abominations!”

Jennifer grimaced. “I really hope you’re right about this,” she whispered, then: “Fuck you, Randolph! I’m going to rip your fucking head off and shove it up your ass while you’re still blinking!”

There was silence for a moment.

“Very well,” Randolph said. “On your own head be it.”

Jennifer scrunched her eyes shut and the basement had gone so quiet we could hear the click of a button being depressed.

The vampire opened one eye to the sound of someone tapping plastic against wood several times, then another click.

“Ha! I’m going to eat you fuckers!” Jennifer screamed, popping up and throwing three dusty ten-pound dumbbells in quick succession.

The crashes of those hitting the side of the doorframe and the pile of shelves set off another round of attacks, with the muted pops of their mana-tasers and more wires streaming over us or sticking into the barricade we hid behind.

How the fuck many reloads did they have for those things?

I popped up, throwing one of the cot legs we’d used to escape the cages — it spun end over end before punching through the face of one of the men in the doorway, sending him sprawling backward with a scream. I’d rather have gotten him with Command, but he’d darted into the open so quickly I’d just instinctively thrown something. Then I had to duck as there was another pop and a pair of silver darts narrowly missed my own face.

“I’m running out of things to throw,” the vampire whispered.

“Me too.”

Cassandra popped up before I could grab her and flung a stream of fire at the wooden shelves Randolph and the two others were hiding behind, but there was another pop and she would have taken a pair of blessed-silver needles to her face if not for Jennifer raising one of our barricade’s boards to intercept them.

The wood shelving the Patriarchs were hiding behind was left smoldering, with some tongues of flame, but it didn’t look like there’d been any significant damage.

There were several more exchanges like that, with no further casualties on either side, from what I could tell, but then there was a loud crash from above and the men around the door suddenly pulled the door shut.

“What was that?” the vampire asked.

I quickly checked the coven bond and smiled.

“That’s your worst fucking nightmare.”


CHAPTER FIFTY-ONE




There were a pair of screams, quickly cut off, and the basement door flew across the room to the sound of splintering wood and clanged into the chain-link fencing of Jennifer’s former cell, nearly tearing through it.

All eyes turned to the doorway and the cloud of dust there slowly settling.

A glow started lighting the dust cloud, and then the source of the glow became evident as Mel came into the room.

Melaina Seraphina Blackwood, The Blackwood, a Power in her own right.

I suddenly realized exactly why everyone looked at me strangely when I called her Mel or, Goddess spare me, teased her.

She floated into the room, not bothering with the stairs, her dark hair extending around her like a halo filled with silver-white sparks of lightning. The same lightning flashed around her hands, at her sides but curled into claws as though she yearned to rip someone limb from limb. I’m sure the look in her eyes would’ve been terrifying, if we’d been able to see it behind the hot, silver glow that came from her eye sockets.

Behind her, a panther padded onto the stairs, jet-black except for patches of white along her left side, lips curled back in a snarl that showed enough fang to make me hope Felicity wasn’t still angry with me — at least, I assumed it was Felicity and that Mel didn’t have another friend fond of the feline form.

And behind Felicity, came Sam — the diminutive redhead really wasn’t all that impressive until you saw the look in her eyes and realized that somebody was going to die.

There was silence for barely a second and the three Patriarchs backed away from their position until Randolph squared his shoulders and stepped forward.

“We do not fear you, abominations!” he yelled. “Our faith and this blessed silver make us immune to your —”

“Pull!”

Boom!

Randolph’s head disappeared in a cloud of blood and he dropped like a puppet with its strings cut.

All eyes went to Sam and the shotgun she’d pulled from behind her.

“Slugs don’t care about silver,” she said.

The two other Patriarchs raised their mana-tasers, but not quickly enough to stop Mel and Felicity.

Mel waved a hand and half of the door she’d just blown across the room flung itself at one of the men, slamming him into the basement’s cinder block wall with a viscous squishing sound.

Felicity leapt from the stairs with a chainsaw-like roar, over the banister, for the third Patriarch.

“No!” I yelled, trying to stop her, but it was too late.

Her weight knocked him to the ground and her jaws closed around his head with a sickening crunch, but then the panther’s body spasmed as the blessed silver of the Patriarch’s suit started draining her mana.

I leapt over the barrier we’d created and drove my legs to reach her as fast as I could, pouring what little mana I had left into my Strength affinity and slamming into her heavy, furry body, hoping I had enough momentum to get us both clear. I wrapped my arms around her and rolled, trying to twist her away. My own body spasmed as the effects of the blessed silver drained my mana too — but then we were free, rolling across the bare concrete floor to fetch up against the far wall.

I blinked and gently shook my head to clear it, and got the barest glimpse of a very human, unfurred face — wide brown eyes, chestnut hair, and bow-shaped lips. She was beautiful — stunningly beautiful, even with the scars that covered her left side from her face down, all in the pattern of the white spots she bore in her cat-form.

The mana-drain must’ve taken so much that Felicity couldn’t maintain her cat form and she’d reverted to her human look.

It was only a glimpse though because her eyes went even wider and she scrambled away from me, arms coming up to cover her face, despite the fact that she was otherwise naked.

Mel made a small gesture and Felicity’s form was suddenly covered in shadows, obscuring her as she dashed into the dark space underneath the stairs, then Mel slowly floated to the floor, looking around the room.

“What about her?” Mel asked, pointing at Jennifer.

“I’m helping!” the vampire said quickly, edging to the side so that Cassandra was between her and Mel.

“It killed Katrina,” Cassandra said, stepping aside so that Mel had a clear shot.

Mel’s eyes narrowed.

“A year and a day!” Jennifer yelled, looking at me and trying to duck behind Cassandra again. “You swore to a year and a day!”

I nodded, struggling my way to my feet. The Patriarch suits must have had more blessings on them than the cell-nets or something, because just the brief contact in pulling Felicity away had nearly drained all my mana again.

“She was helping us, Mel,” I said. “We made an agreement. She’ll harm no other for a year and a day, and we won’t harm her for Katrina for the same time. I swore an oath.”

Mel looked at me and I gulped — even though she wasn’t floating anymore, her hair was still crackling and her eyes still glowed.

“Katrina was my student. I liked her. You think I am bound by this?”

Shit.

Even if Mel killed the vampire, it would still get around that I’d made a deal I couldn’t keep, and from what Cassandra had said, that was a bad reputation to have in the magic community — not to mention whatever the oath I’d sworn would do to me.

I nodded, limping over to put myself between her and the vampire. Sam had come down the stairs while we talked and came to my side, wrapping her arms around me.

“She was forced,” I said. “The Patriarchy put an explosive device around her spine. I swore if she helped us, she’d be safe from us for a year and a day.” I shrugged. “If you have a problem with that, it’s with me, not her. I swore an oath. I, um, sort of swore I’d fight with her if anyone tried.” I licked my lips. “Please?”

Mel and I locked eyes for a moment, which was disconcerting given that hers were still glowing silver. I didn’t think she’d do anything to me, and I thought she’d abide by the agreement I’d made, but I wasn’t a hundred-percent sure of either. The flickering, lightning-like glow made her face unreadable and a little inhuman, like she wasn’t entirely herself just then.

Gradually, Mel’s hair settled to her shoulders and the crackling glow dimmed. Her eyes regained their regular color and her face relaxed.

“That was a stupid thing to include in an oath, but very well.”

“I told you the vampire was a stupid idea,” Cassandra said, climbing over the barricade to approach us.

“Hey!” Sam yelled, spinning away from me to point at Cassandra. “If it wasn’t for him, nobody would have even cared you were missing, so —” She broke off and stared at Cassandra for a moment, then pursed her lips and turned back to me. “Really?”

I shrugged. “It was the only way we could have enough mana to get out of the cage so you could sense where we were.”

Sam sighed, shook her head and clenched her teeth, turning back to Cassandra. She seemed to go through some internal struggle, then she sighed and held out her hands.

“Blessed be, sister.”

Cassandra stepped back, raising her hands and face going cold in a way I recognized all too well.

“Don’t you even fucking think I’m going to —”

“Cassandra!” I snapped. I didn’t know what Sam was offering, but whatever it was didn’t deserve Cassandra’s typical bitchiness, and it was clearly Sam making an effort once she realized Cassandra had been bound into our coven.

Honestly, I think Cassandra was just reverting to habit after the stress of the day, but I’d told her she wouldn’t be allowed to get her angry-on within the coven and I was going to hold her to that — she could get her Malice-fix someplace else, but we were going to be a family, damn it. Hopefully this was just a habit, trying to generate more mana after using so much in the fight.

I figured her old habits would be hard to break, especially around the onesies, and I cringed at the thought of having to tell Rachel that Cassandra was now in my coven, but we’d work through those things. We had to.

“You two don’t have to kiss or whatever that was, but be fucking civil, okay?”

For a moment it seemed she’d argue with me, so I put my hand on my belt and raised my eyebrows. Her eyes went wide for a second and she opened her mouth to say something, then rolled her eyes and sighed before taking Sam’s offered hands.

“Blessed be, sister,” she muttered.

“Good girl,” I said, chuckling as she glared at me.

Cassandra started to say something, but she was cut off by Sam’s excited squeal.

“Oh!” She threw her arms around Cassandra’s neck and started kissing the taller girl on both cheeks while hopping up and down.

Since Sam was so much shorter than Cassandra, and she wasn’t wearing a bra, there were a lot of things bouncing due to the hopping.

I couldn’t help but … I’m not proud of it, mind you, but I couldn’t help imagining them naked and bouncing and kissing, so I tried to adjust myself without anyone noticing. Probably unnecessary, because Sam and Cassandra were focused on each other and Mel was watching them with a puzzled expression. I guess Sam could tell Cassandra was pregnant because of our coven bond, but Mel couldn’t see through Cassandra’s shields.

Sam finally stepped back and took Cassandra’s hands. I half expected the older witch to lay into Sam with some biting comment and make me correct her again, but Cassandra was smiling a smile of pure joy — something I don’t think I or anyone else at Willowmere had ever seen.

“We’re really going to have a little witch in the coven?” Sam asked.

“Warlock,” Cassandra corrected.

Sam gasped and Cassandra’s smile only got bigger. It was as though mention of the baby flipped a switch and left her incapable of anything but pure joy.

“But … how?” Sam asked. “It’s so rare —”“

Cassandra flushed and ducked her head.

“There’s this … thing he can do, and —”

“Oh! I know the thing!” Sam nodded. “Isn’t it great?”

“Wait,” Cassandra said, “you know the thing?”

“Absolutely, but what does that have —”

“What thing are you talking about?”

Sam shrugged, held up a hand, and wiggled two fingers. “That thing where he does this and it —”

“Oh, that thing! Yeah, that thing’s great, but he’s got this other thing where he can make magic super-sperm and just tell you you’re pregnant. Literally, he just said ‘You’re pregnant, witch’ and boing!”

Sam glared at me.

“I want that thing,” she said, coming over to poke me in the chest. “I want the other thing, too. And any other things I don’t know about. I want all the things, you understand?”

“Yeah,” I agreed, a little scared of the diminutive redhead.

“Good,” she said, then went back to huddling with Cassandra.

I was honestly a little put out that I was taking the backseat to the baby already.

“Is that true?” Mel asked.

I looked at her and was surprised to see her eyes were watery and glistening.

“Um, yeah, she’s pregnant.”

“How?”

“I just wanted her to have something good out of this mess,” I said, almost wondering if I’d done something wrong.

Fuck it, I thought. I’d never seen Cassandra happy, really happy, until this and fuck anyone who didn’t like it — even Mel. Hopefully not Mel.

“Not that,” Mel said. “How? The odds of that here and now are rather great for it to be coincidence.”

“Oh — that. I, um, well, you said magic was all about putting will and intent into mana, so I sort of told my … stuff … what I wanted it to do.” I shrugged. “I guess it did.”

Mel stared at me for a moment, then wrapped me in her arms.

“What?”

When Mel looked up, tears were streaming down her face, but I only had a brief look at them as she threw her arms around me in another crushing hug.

“What?” I repeated as she pulled back.

Mel sniffed and wiped her eyes.

“You were the last of my line, dear,” she whispered. “A miracle, come back to me from the children I’d thought were lost so long ago, but still the last. With how you were found … I didn’t dare hope there were any others … and with how rare…” She stepped back and watched Sam and Cassandra. “But not anymore. Even if I can’t … if she’s blessed you with this.”

I understood what she meant. That I even existed meant at least one other witch or warlock of our line still lived — or had — but with how important children were to the witches, it was hard to believe now that I’d just been dumped for no reason. I’d been thinking about it, off and on, and the only reason I could think of was that there’d been some danger to me — which meant danger to my parents, as well. I had to think whatever that danger was had probably caught up with them.

“Sorry to interrupt whatever this is, but —”

Mel turned to glare at Jennifer.

“You can leave now, vampire,” she said. “Spend your year and a day well and run far.”

“Ah, yeah, sure, would love to,” the vampire said, then twirled a finger next to her neck. “Still the bomb-thing, though? I assume your shield against radio signals isn’t permanent there — wouldn’t want to be microwaving a blood bag and … poof!”

Mel looked at me again and I nodded.

“Yeah, I told her we’d do our best to get it out of her.”

“Our best?”

I shrugged.

“Very well,” Mel said, going over to Jennifer. “Let’s have a look.”

“Oo! Yeah, a look,” Cassandra said, dropping Sam’s hands and hurrying after Mel. She caught up and leaned closer. “Rock-paper-scissors for who gets to rip her throat open?”

I turned back to Sam, confident that Mel could handle the vampire.

Sam came back to my side and wrapped her arms around me, squeezing me tightly. Her body was trembling and I knew she was right on the edge of breaking down with relief — mostly because that was where I was too.

“A shotgun?” I asked, trying to distract her and avoid that.

“Told you — three-time regional juniors champion, skeet.”

I chuckled. “Yeah, but, ‘Pull?’”

“Habit.”

“Where’d you even get one?”

“A gun store. Yesterday while we were trying to figure out who took you.”

“Aren’t there waiting periods and stuff?”

“Hello? Witch?”

I chuckled, holding her tightly.

“I don’t have as much power as Melaina or six-inch fangs,” she continued, “I needed some way to fuck them up, didn’t I?”

“Yeah, but … a little obtrusive, don’t you think?”

“I can glamour it away — I’m not bad with glamour now. No one will see a thing.” She pulled away from me and put her hands on my chest. “I want to show you something.”

“What?”

She took a deep breath, looked down and bit her lower lip.

“Look at me.”

“Okay, what?”

She rolled her eyes. “Look at me.”

“Oh.”

I flipped the mental switch that let me see the mana around us.

Sam was glowing to the point that I physically blinked even though it wasn’t something you saw entirely with your eyes. Her primary resonant was full and glowing with a brilliant white light. We’d exchanged a lot of mana the last time we had sex, but that had been a couple days ago and not this much.

Her Love resonant store was completely full — more than full, nearly bursting and overflowing, and it wasn’t the color of refined mana, it was a brilliant, blinding white. She was generating more and more every second.

“Wow,” I grinned. Sure, I knew, or at least suspected, it was me, but … I figured Sam needed some stress relief after my disappearance and the only thing that relaxed her more than giving me shit was something we weren’t going to do in the Patriarchy’s basement. “You found a girl you like? Who? Rachel? If not Rachel, then we should get her locked down for our coven right away before she —”

“Crone’s piles, but you’re dense!” Sam snapped, slapping my chest and stepping back.

“Mrowr!” The growl from under the stairs sounded more human than cat-like, but Felicity’s displeasure came across.

“I know, right?” Sam asked turning to the shadows under the stairs. “He is completely clueless.”

“What?”

It took a lot of effort, but I managed to keep from laughing and tried to look perplexed.

“‘What?’” Sam mocked me. “I cry all day thinking I’d lost you, I come in here, guns blazing, blow a guy’s head off to rescue you, then show you that I am literally. Filled. With. Love! And I get ‘What, did you meet someone?’”

I grinned.

“I love you, dummy.” Her eyes got watery. “I’m so sorry it took thinking I’d lost you to…”

I wrapped her in my arms, tilted her chin up, and kissed her.

“I love you,” she whispered when the kiss broke.

“About time.”

Sam choked back a laugh and squeezed herself to my chest. “Goddess, I love you so much.”

“I love you, too.”

“You better,” she whispered, wrapping her arms around me and pulling me close. She looked over at where Cassandra and Mel were examining the vampire’s neck. “She seems different.”

I nodded. “She’s balanced.”

Sam frowned.

“Malice and Despair,” I explained.

Sam’s eyes widened and she looked almost sympathetic as she looked at Cassandra kneeling next to Mel and the reclining vampire.

“And she got?”

“Lust.”

“She is going to hate being hot for you all the time,” Sam whispered, then sobered. “This is going to be hard.”

I nodded. “Yeah. We’ll figure it out.”

I was pretty sure figuring it out wasn’t going to be easy. Yeah, we knew why Cassandra was so mean and now she had an alternative — and I had more than one tool to keep her in line — but I suspected the Cassandra I’d spent the day with wasn’t entirely the real one either. We’d have to see what she was like once we returned to Willowmere and recovered from the stress of being kidnapped.

Sam nodded back. “Yeah — but thank you for bringing me the boobies.”

It took me a moment to figure out what Sam was talking about.

“Um, I don’t think Cassandra likes girls,” I warned. “In fact, I don’t think she likes anyone still. The pregnancy-smiles aren’t going to last forever.”

“Then you’ll just have to keep her pregnant all the time.”

My throat closed up and I had a little trouble breathing for a second, but Sam didn’t seem to notice.

“Anyway, she’s in the coven so I’m sure I’ll at least get to see them once in a while, and you never know.”

We just stood and held each other for a time.

“What about Felicity?” I said quietly. “Morgan?”

Sam glanced at the stairs.

“Mihai’s clan is watching Morgan until Felicity can get back.”

“His whole clan?”

Sam nodded. “Or most of it, I think. It was Rachel’s idea to ask him — Felicity was having some kind of panic attack between guarding Morgan or coming after you. Mihai didn’t even question it, he just said he needed a few minutes to get his boys on the road. I think he has a little crush on Rachel.”

I felt Sam’s hand on my chest and looked back at her, not even remembering turning to glare at the basement door with narrowed eyes and a clenched jaw.

“Down, boy,” Sam whispered. “He knows we’re yours — he just thinks Rachel is pretty and nice.” She smoothed the front of my shirt — which, after fighting a vampire and the Patriarchy, was probably destined for the trash. At least it was the mauve one. “I like the look, though. Possessive’s hot.”

I wasn’t sure I felt that way about it — the reaction had been instant and not something I’d experienced before. I hadn’t wanted to hurt Mihai or anything, just puff up my chest and make it clear who was boss. I’m not sure that was better.

“Nothing you even need to worry about with the Romani,” Sam went on. “They remember how warlocks are — witches and the Romani used to work together a lot, so Mihai’s looking at Rachel more … knightly.”

“Nightly?” We were definitely going to have a problem if Mihai wanted to see Rachel every night. I had plans for that.

“Knightly,” Sam explained. “Armor, swords, that sort of stuff? Not really a knight, just … serving the lady, sort of. There were times a coven, or even a witch alone, and a Romani band were pretty tight — outcasts stuck together.”

“Rachel explained all that to you while she was still waiting for Mihai to pick up the phone, didn’t she?”

“Yep. Rachel would have come with us, but there’s some limit on how much Melaina can take with her to travel that fast … and, no, I’m not going to tell you what it’s like, because I’d really like to forget about it.” Sam shuddered. “Anyway, once Felicity got to the school, there was no way she wasn’t coming to get you — and I certainly wasn’t staying behind, because I was who could find you, so that was pretty much the limit without taking longer to get here.”

Sam frowned. “There’s something off about Felicity.”

“Something off about the three-hundred-year-old cat-witch who runs around town showing her butthole to strangers?”

“Yeah, it was weird — you know how Melaina always talks to her out loud instead of using whatever it is Felicity uses to talk back?”

I nodded.

“Well, we could all hear Melaina’s side of the conversation, and it was weird. It was like Felicity wanted to come look for you, but she couldn’t until she knew Morgan was going to be safe.”

I shrugged. “What’s weird about that? If I was watching Morgan and Felicity went missing … I don’t know, it would be hard.”

“It was more than just wanting to protect you both. Even Melaina seemed to think it was weird — but as soon as Mihai’s clan showed up, she was okay.”

I looked at the shadows that hid Felicity — whatever the cause of that, she certainly wasn’t okay now.

Sam followed my gaze. “This is probably more people who’ve seen her human form than all of them since Salem.”

I thought about the brief glimpse I’d had of a lovely face framed in chestnut hair, then of the scars. I didn’t understand why the scars would stay, given how old Felicity was and how much control witches were supposed to have over their bodies, but I didn’t need to understand how in order to know it was something that bothered Felicity.

I wasn’t sure how much mana it would take her to move back to her cat-form, but we were certainly going to have to leave as soon as Mel finished examining the thing in Jennifer’s neck. Maybe Mel could keep the shadows she’d cast over Felicity while we moved, but that wouldn’t be very comfortable for her, I thought — remaining in human form even if no one could see her.

“Hey, Mel!”

“Yes, dear?”

“Ow! Let’s not distract her, maybe?” Jennifer yelled.

“You said warlocks can give mana to any witch and that won’t trigger a marking, right?”

“That’s right. Refined mana is clean of emotions — it doesn’t trigger the instinct.”

“Ow!”

“Thanks!” I cocked my head at Sam. “Can you spare a little mana for Felicity? I’m pretty low. Again.”

Sam nodded, so I took her hand and led her over to the patch of enhanced shadows under the stairs, then knelt down.

Both Sam and I groaned as I connected just a single resonant with her and slowly drew on her mana — very slowly, so that the pleasure didn’t trigger anything I didn’t want to do in a Patriarchy basement.

I glanced at Cassandra.

Anything I didn’t want to do in a Patriarchy basement again.

The shadows hiding Felicity were like a formless, black drape stretching through the air, blocking out everything.

“Hey, Felicity?” I said, feeling a trickle of mana from Sam start as she opened herself to me. I stretched my hand out into the shadows, hesitating a little as I remembered the last time I’d reached for a hidden Felicity in the shadows. At least in human form, if this was the wrong thing for me to do, she couldn’t claw the flesh from my arm — right?

“Aaarrrggghhh!!!”

I jumped as a scream of utter agony sounded behind me.

“Oh, don’t be a baby!” Cassandra yelled. “We have to get a look at it!”

“Aaarrrggg —”

The next scream broke off into a horrible, wet gurgle.

“Such a drama-queen! It’ll grow back!”

“Maybe we should keep the vampire around to help fill Cassandra’s resonant,” I mused.

“Sshhh,” Sam said, “our room’s going to be crowded enough as it is.”
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I felt air brush my fingers, as though Felicity had started to take my hand, then stopped herself.

“Felicity?” I whispered. “It’s okay — I just want to give you enough mana to change back, okay?”

I felt fingertips gently brush my hand, but I kept still, not wanting to startle her. It occurred to me that if Felicity hadn’t shown her human form to anyone but Mel in centuries … then she probably hadn’t been touched by anyone while in that form either.

I held myself as still as I could and waited, until I felt that gentle brush again — then soft fingers intertwined tentatively with mine.

I gave her a minute until it no longer seemed like Felicity was going to pull her hand away again, then eased one of my resonants toward her. I couldn’t really see her — the shadows Mel cast obscured even my view of her mana or shields.

There was an audible, very human, gasp from within the shadows as the connection was made and Felicity’s fingers tightened around mine. I’d been hoping the sensation might be different this way, but it wasn’t.

“Sorry,” I said, “do you want to not —”

Felicity’s grip tightened more and she gave a little tug I took to mean I should proceed.

I started drawing on Sam’s mana, refining it, and passing it on to Felicity, trying to ignore the sensations of both. After a minute, Felicity’s grip lightened and I slowed the flow. A moment later she gave my hand a quick squeeze and released it, severing our connection. I withdrew from Sam, too, and sat back on my heels.

“Hey, you,” I whispered as Felicity, in her cat form, came out of the shadows and started rubbing her face against my legs.

The pool of shadows under the stairs faded and I looked behind me to find Mel and Cassandra watching us.

Mel had a metal ring in her hand — what had been a ring, now it was cut and bent straighter.

“This is a nasty piece of work,” Mel said. “If the explosives didn’t sever her spine, the blessed silver solution would have made its way into her and certainly killed her. Luckily the weld was obvious enough to get it off.”

“Bad luck,” Cassandra muttered.

Mel shook her head. “No, the Council will want to see this — the Patriarchy’s melding of technology with magic concerns me.”


CHAPTER FIFTY-TWO




After the vampire left — and if the red eyes and fangs weren’t disturbing enough, try them in a head perched on top of a skeletal neck — Mel pulled out her phone and tapped at it.

“Our ride will be here in a moment,” she said. “And I’ve alerted the Council to come clean up this mess, and try to find some hint of the rest of them.”

I’d told Mel what our captors had planned for Cassandra and we’d searched the house — what seemed to be an abandoned farm a few miles outside of town — but we hadn’t found anything that looked like where they could make even the blessed silver wire, much less the mana-tasers or a virus. We did find some vials of liquid that we left right where they were for a Council witch to take care of, rather than touching them ourselves.

The car arrived, an SUV, and we piled in. I assume Mel glamoured Felicity, because the driver didn’t say a word about a cat.

The ride back to Willowmere was a quiet one, because no one wanted to talk in front of the driver. I was just glad to sit back and relax in the backseat — I had Cassandra on one side of me and Sam on the other, and my arms around both of them as they snuggled close. We’d talk later, I was sure, about how we’d handle our new life together, our baby, and whatever the school decided to do with us after I’d marked another classmate into my coven.

This time we didn’t have the excuse of it being a school break, so I figured Prima Rosethorn couldn’t let it go entirely — on the other hand, there was the whole kidnapped and facing a horrible death thing.

Dawn came before we arrived at the school. We pulled up the long drive and circled the garden. Prima Rosethorn and several other teachers were waiting near the drive, and the quad was packed with students milling about, probably waiting to see what was going to happen to us.

“Oh, shit, it’s my mom,” Cassandra whispered.

I squeezed her a little tighter and Sam leaned around me to whisper, “It’ll be okay, we’re with you,” before opening her door.

I slid out after Sam and Cassandra slid across the seat after me, grabbing hold of my hand.

The car pulled away and I noticed Felicity wasn’t with us.

“Mel?”

She held up her phone. “The driver will think he has a very quiet fare back to the train station, dear. She’ll make her way back to Morgan from there. She was quite insistent she return as quickly as possible.”

I didn’t even have time to process that, because a woman dashed forward from the group of teachers. I could see her resemblance to Cassandra even with Cassandra’s body modifications — or maybe because of them. The woman’s hair was the same shade of highly-bleached blonde and her breasts were even larger than her daughter’s. I guess Cassandra had been working her magic on herself with her mother as a model, and I really hoped I could convince her not to go any farther with that, because some things were just excessive.

“Cassandra!” the woman called, relief evident in her voice, and I had to step away as she reached us and wrapped Cassandra in a hug. “Thank the Goddess you’re safe! Are you all right? Are you hurt?” She turned to Mel. “Do you know who took her?” Then she glared at me. “Was it this feral?”

“Noah saved me, Mother — if it wasn’t for him, I’d be dead.”

“Really?” Cassandra’s mother looked at Mel for confirmation, then at me when Mel nodded. “Well, perhaps you can be properly tamed — if so, there might be a place for you in the Blake Family as reward for serving my daughter well.”

I couldn’t help it, but I laughed. Not just a chuckle, but a full, long, belly-laugh that nearly doubled me over. Maybe it was the stress we’d been under, or the relief of getting away, but I just couldn’t control it. It was too hilarious that this woman I’d never met would talk to me like that after everything that had happened. True, she didn’t know everything that had happened, but you’d think she’d be a little less superior when Cassandra had just told her she’d be dead if not for me.

“Why is he laughing? Cassandra?” She narrowed her eyes. “Why are your shields so strong? Are you sure you’re not hurt?”

“I’m not hurt, Mother,” Cassandra said, but she disentangled herself from her mother’s arms and moved closer to me, taking my hand.

Her mother stared at our joined hands for a moment, then smiled.

“Did you mark the trinitara?” she whispered. “I’m so proud of you — quick, my car’s just over there. Let’s get him back to the compound before anyone knows, so we can get you integrated into the Family hierarchy.” She glanced at Sam. “You, too, Prescott — I’ve heard about you, but you’re a Blake now, so no backtalk.”

I lost it — completely lost it, collapsing to the ground and laughing.

“What is he laughing about, Cassandra? Please get your warlock under control.”

Cassandra squeezed my hand and Sam leaned over to whisper to me.

“Um, maybe not antagonize the soon to be very angry witch-mother?”

I managed to get control of myself and stood up, wrapping an arm around both Sam and Cassandra.

“You’re right in that I’m now Cassandra’s warlock, Sororix Blake, but I’m afraid we won’t be joining the Blake Family.”

Sororix Blake’s mouth dropped open and she glanced at Cassandra for confirmation. Cassandra nodded slowly and I felt her trembling in my arms.

“I see. Well, I always knew you were weak — whining about your resonants all the time. Enjoy your feral.” She glared at me. “This isn’t the end of it.” Without another word she turned and walked away toward the parking area.

“Tell her about the baby,” Sam whispered, “that might —”

Cassandra stood, mouth hanging open until her mother got into a waiting car and shut the door, then shook her head. “No.”

Sam didn’t say anything else, she just reached across me to take Cassandra’s hand and squeeze it.

I looked away from Sororix Blake’s retreating car and found Prima Rosethorn glaring at us. She didn’t say a word, but I could see her jaw moving as she ground her teeth, then she turned away and strode off towards the administrative building. No sooner had she turned then the school announcement chime sounded.

“Attention students, enjoy the Vernal Break. A reduced breakfast is currently being served, and lunch and dinner will be at their usual times for those remaining on campus. On Friday afternoon, there will be a disciplinary hearing in the boardroom — a disciplinary board will be selected and its members notified.”


CHAPTER FIFTY-THREE




Cassandra managed to keep it together until we got to my room. She didn’t even suggest going to her own room, just followed along between Sam and I with her head up and face expressionless despite the whispers from everyone who saw us. Once I’d shut the door though she collapsed onto Sam’s bed.

“I can’t believe her,” she muttered.

I sat on my bed across from her and Sam sat next to her.

“I’m sorry I laughed,” I said. “That wasn’t appropriate or helpful.”

“It’s not you, it’s her — I knew she’d be unhappy, but I never thought she’d just … walk away.”

Sam hesitantly put her arm around Cassandra and seemed surprised when the other girl leaned into her instead of snapping at her.

“But now what am I going to do?” Cassandra asked. “I don’t even know if I can stay in school — do I have to pay?”

“I asked Prima Rosethorn about that after the…” Sam gave me an evil grin. “The Event of the Solstice.”

“The what?”

I cringed.

“Event. That’s what Noah likes to call the day he binds a new witch.”

“I was drunk,” I said.

Sam shrugged. “We’ll have to figure out what festival day yesterday was so we know what to call your Event. It could be the Equinox Event, I guess — we’re close enough.”

I groaned. “This is not a thing.”

“It is now,” Cassandra said. “If she gets an Event, then I want an Event.”

I rubbed my forehead, but Sam was smiling and, more importantly right now, Cassandra was almost smiling — so if my girls wanted Events, fine.

“Whatever,” I muttered, not quite believing I’d just called Cassandra-fucking-Blake one of my girls.

No — Cassandra Ashe. Fuck me.

“Oh,” Sam said, “and he likes to be called Dominus.”

“I do not!”

“You said it was a rule!”

“You said it was a custom!”

Cassandra giggled — she actually giggled, not even a laugh or a chortle, but the kind of giggle you’d expect from a little girl.

I caught Sam’s eye and she winked, and if I’d ever thought I couldn’t love her any more, I was proven wrong, because after everything Cassandra had ever done, Sam was recognizing how losing her mother felt and working to make the other witch feel better, if only for a moment.

“Anyway,” Sam said, “I talked to administration after I told Sororix Prescott to fuck off and they told me this year was already paid for, so there is nothing your mom can do about it.”

“But what about next year? What am I supposed to do after I graduate? You two will be here, but I can’t stay on campus, can I? Do I have to get an apartment or something? How does that even work?”

“We’ll figure it out — whatever we need, the coven can handle it,” Sam assured her.

“Really?”

Sam nodded. “Melaina is sponsoring us — money is the least of our issues.”

Cassandra’s eyes went wide. “You … we’re sponsored by The Blackwood?” She looked at me. “I knew she was protecting Noah, but I thought the rest was just rumors … I thought you were lying to the vampire about that.”

I chuckled. “Nope, she’s my … relative.”

There was no fucking way I was going to call Mel my grandmother on Willowmere grounds — not with the way the teachers could hear everything said in a classroom. Felicity had nearly flensed my arm for calling her my aunt and I didn’t want to find out if Mel had a similar objection.

“Trinitara, a baby warlock, and relations to The Blackwood,” Cassandra murmured. “That witch is going to shit herself when she finds out what she walked away from.”

“And if money is ever a problem,” Sam said, “we can always put Noah out to stud.”

Cassandra’s eyes got big and I thought she was shocked at the suggestion, but then she nodded.

“Oh, yeah, a trinitara? I hadn’t thought of that — and if he can do the boing-you’re-pregnant-thing with anyone, we could probably get a year’s tuition in one shot, maybe more.”

“I am not… No, just no.”

Sam made a face at me.

“You’re far too prudish,” she said.

“We’ll have to keep the boing-thing quiet for a while,” Cassandra said. “That’ll just make him … us … more of a target. Everyone will want that.”

Great, I thought. More wanted.

Ever walk around your high school wishing you were more popular? Be careful what you wish for.

“We can’t keep the baby secret, though,” Sam said. “Trying that would just make people suspicious when it comes out — no witch would keep that sort of thing quiet.”

Cassandra nodded. “A few days, though?” She looked at me as though for approval. “I know it’s mean, but I’d like my mother to settle into her decision before she finds out.”

Sam pursed her lips and looked at me. “Yeah, no one will question a few days to recover from what happened before you tell everyone.” She sighed. “I guess I’ll have to wait, too — me getting pregnant right away would be pretty suspicious, too.”

I gulped and felt the blood drain from my face at the thought of thirteen witches all wanting to be pregnant … one after another after another after … maybe I should have kept the boing-thing secret.

Sam sighed. “Should probably wait until after graduation anyway.” She pointed at me. “But I’m going to want a baby in me before the gown comes off, understand?”

“Got it,” I managed to croak out between heartbeats that seemed far too loud.

“I’m at least going to update the coven-application site to accept offers once the word’s out you’re pregnant, though — proof of ability and all.” Sam frowned, back to calculating the profit from having me fuck half of witchdom. “Maybe we should make it an auction and let the market set the price.”

“We can’t really capitalize on him until we have a full coven,” Cassandra said.

“True — we don’t want him marking randos, but the wait might even push the price up.”

“Like a preorder?”

Sam nodded.

Cassandra’s brow furrowed and she bit her lip. “We should do some calculations to figure out a good starting price — we don’t want it too low to start — but then we could take deposits for when the coven’s full and he can follow through.”

“Did you hear me say no?” It was worth a shot to keep my objection out there.

Sam stuck her tongue out at me. “That’s a good idea … but we can’t promise he can do it again.”

“Right. But we make it clear if he does do it again, then the price is going way up.”

“Get in on the ground floor or pay more.”

“I like that.”

There was a knock at the door and I left Cassandra and Sam to their plans to whore me out. I figured, hoped, letting them talk about it now might let them get it out of their systems — it wasn’t like they could do anything about it until our coven was full.

“I’ll get my laptop from my room later and we can start a spreadsheet,” Cassandra said.

“No spreadsheets for this coven!” I called, hand on the doorknob.

“This is business,” Sam said.

I opened the door and saw Rachel, Brittany, and Hannah in the hallway, all three with trays of breakfast from the cafeteria.

“We heard what happened and thought you might be hungry and not want to go downstairs,” Hannah said.

My stomach growled and I realized how long it’d been since I’d eaten something decent and not just the couple slices of bread and some chips our captors had given us, but my eyes went to Rachel. I slipped out into the hallway and eased the door shut behind me.

“Rachel, we should talk —”

“It’s okay,” Rachel said, but I could see her lips trembling.

“Are you sure?”

“No?” Rachel shrugged. “But if I’m not, I lose you — and Sam. I’ll try.”

“Me too — we’ll figure it out, okay? I won’t let her do anything to you.”

Rachel nodded.

“What’s she talking about?” Brittany whispered to Hannah.

Her sister elbowed her in the side. “For someone who can see the future, you’re pretty clueless sometimes.”

“What — oh!”

“It’s a secret, okay?” I told the sisters.

Rachel’s grandmother might have been telling us to steal her when Sam and I met her to ask about binding Rachel, but it probably wasn’t a good idea to let everybody know we were planning it.

Brittany and Hannah nodded, then the three girls came into our already crowded room.

Brittany and Hannah went to put their trays on our desks, but Rachel stopped right in front of Cassandra.

Rachel’s face was blank and I think her hands trembled a little, and the room suddenly filled with tension as we waited. Honestly, I wouldn’t blame Rachel if she threw the tray of food right in Cassandra’s face, but my heart filled as she licked her lips, then held the tray out to the other witch.

Cassandra took the tray and set it beside her on the bed, then bowed her head, all laughter and giggling gone. She took a huge breath, then looked up at Rachel.

Sam put her hand on Cassandra’s back and I felt her Harmony affinity work to calm the other girl through our coven bond.

Cassandra clenched her hands in her lap.

“I’m sorry,” she said. “I know that’s not enough, but it’s all I can do right now. And I’m not promising I won’t fuck up.” She looked around at the other girls. “With any of you — I can’t promise that, because … I spent so long having to be mean.” She sniffed and looked at me. “Noah says I won’t have to do that with him, but it’s hard to believe, you know?”

Hannah and Brittany were staring at Cassandra with open mouths, but Sam rubbed the other girl’s back and whispered, “Tell her about it.”

“What?”

“Go ahead,” Sam said.

Cassandra looked around at the rest of us and I almost suggested we let the two girls do this in private, but Sam caught my eye and shook her head like she knew what I was thinking. Sam was the one with the Harmony affinity, so maybe that gave her some insight into how to handle things.

Cassandra shook her head. “It’s not an excuse.”

“We know that,” Sam said. “Tell her.”

Cassandra nodded. She licked her lips and took a deep breath.

“My resonants are Malice and Despair.”

Rachel’s brow furrowed and she licked her lips while Hannah sat down at my desk.

“You guys know how Despair works in a coven, right?” Cassandra asked and all the girls nodded. “So I tried to build Malice, but stretching it meant … Goddess, every time I used enough mana to get back in balance, I felt so bad about myself, and it just made me more angry that I had to feel that way and that…”

“It’s like being a onesie,” Rachel whispered.

Cassandra jerked her eyes back to Rachel.

“I have Passion,” Rachel said, “and if it starts stretching it hurts so much, but once it’s full past a certain point it starts getting harder and harder to not feel it, you know? But there’s nothing to balance it with.”

Hannah nodded. “A full Regret at 3:00am sucks,” she muttered, talking about her own, single resonant.

“I took one of our car’s engines apart before school started,” Brittany said — her resonant was Curiosity.

I didn’t think that sounded so bad. Yeah, a pain to put back together, but it wasn’t like any of the Families were hurting for money to hire a good mechanic.

“I can’t believe Cousin Emma agreed to telly it to your room,” Hannah muttered, shaking her head.

“How was I supposed to know it would have all that oil and stuff in it?” Brittany demanded. “I had no idea how it worked — that’s why I was taking it apart in the first place!”

There were a few chuckles from the others, but things quickly sobered again.

“I’m sorry,” Cassandra repeated.

Rachel licked her lips again. “We’ll talk, okay?”

“Okay.”

Rachel started to sit on my bed, but paused. “My Family has a lot of onesies with Passion … it’s hard and we have some things that … make it easier. I could show you, if you want.”

Rachel couldn’t know that I’d opened Cassandra’s third resonant with Lust, so she had different options now, but my heart still swelled at the little witch’s offer.

Cassandra looked like she was certain she’d heard wrong, but eventually nodded. “I’d like that. Thank you.”

“Okay.” Rachel sat beside me. “You guys should eat before it gets cold.”

I pulled Rachel close and kissed the top of her head, then stood and bent over Cassandra to do the same. “I’m so proud of you,” I whispered in her ear, then went to my desk. Hannah and Brittany moved from the desks to my bed beside Rachel and I started eating the breakfast they’d brought us. Sam pulled her tray from the desk to her lap and started eating as well. Cassandra picked at her food at first, but then the girls started talking and she ate more.

I borrowed Sam’s phone — we hadn’t been able to find mine or Cassandra’s at the Patriarchy house — and texted Morgan to let her know I was okay, but probably not going to make it into the city over break. She was kind of freaking out that there were big-dirked Romani following her around, parked on the street, and hanging out around her school, but seemed relieved that I was okay. I promised to tell her all about it in a couple weeks when we could get together again. I didn’t think it was a good idea to leave campus before our hearing. If we got kicked out, we’d be at Mel’s next week; and, if we weren’t, then we could get together the following weekend.

Assuming they ever let students leave campus again.

The girls ignored me for the most part, but I could hear some of their conversation and I was actually surprised and a little bit proud of all the onesies, because they didn’t give Cassandra any shit at all. Even though Cassandra had been making their lives at Willowmere horrible, the talk was all about the baby, sympathizing over her mother’s reaction, and a lot of whispering with sidelong glances at me that I pretended not to notice. Hannah, Brittany, and Rachel eagerly agreed to keep the baby quiet, for a few days, at least.

It wasn’t perfect and I knew there’d still be problems, but I was so proud of my girls for how they were trying.

I looked around the crowded room and had no idea how we were going to make this work. Cassandra would be moving in, because there was no way I’d let one of my girls sleep somewhere else — and what were we going to do when we did bring Rachel into the coven? With three, we could maybe alternate with Cassandra and Sam each sleeping with me alternate nights and the other in Sam’s bed, but four?

Well, I had a feeling Sam and Rachel would have no problem sharing a bed, but I didn’t want to sleep with Cassandra every night.

I tried to put the future so far ahead from my mind and just worry about the more immediate future of our upcoming hearing.

Things went that way until lunchtime when Rachel, Brittany, and Hannah left to get their own lunch, then brought us trays again. I wasn’t thrilled to effectively be a prisoner in our room, but I also didn’t want to face the other students and whatever rumors they’d managed to come up with — the truth was weird enough. Maybe tomorrow or the day after, when girls who’d put off leaving for the break, to see what happened to Cassandra and I, left.

After dinner, again in our room, the talk kind of died down and Hannah, Brittany, and Rachel said goodnight to return to their rooms. Sam glanced at Cassandra — who was sitting back in Sam’s bed, looking down at her lap and picking at her fingers there — then got up and kissed me on the cheek.

“I’m going to take a shower,” she whispered, nodding at Cassandra.

As soon as the bathroom door closed, Cassandra looked up at me, then down at her lap again.

“I don’t know what I’m supposed to do,” she whispered.

Like I did?

I moved over to sit beside her.

“About what?”

Cassandra spread her hands. “Everything?” She sniffed. “This wasn’t supposed to happen until August. There’s a house in Colorado I’m supposed to get set up over the summer — for the rest of my new coven … was. Now? I don’t even know where I’m supposed to sleep tonight.”

Part of me knew the answer to that — she needed to stay right the fuck where she was, but I couldn’t just tell her to do that. Maybe she needed some space to adjust to things. And I hadn’t even considered the possibility that Cassandra’s coven might already be planned and now all that had changed for her too. “Do you want to go back to your room for the night?”

“No!” Cassandra sat up and stared at me, looking shocked. “Do you want me to leave?”

I shook my head. “No, but I’m not going to force you to stay.”

“Why would you need to —” She rolled her eyes. “Sorry. Forgot. Ignorant.” She sat back. “Oh, don’t look at me like that, you are. It’s important to stay close together after a bonding so the coven bond will form properly — didn’t Samantha tell you that?”

“No — she just sort of … latched onto me and didn’t let go for … ever, probably.”

“Huh. Maybe she thought you already knew about it.”

No, I thought, I’m pretty sure the thought I knew about it never entered her mind, she just went ahead and did it.

“Anyway,” Cassandra said. “We just need to be around each other for a couple days. It’s not like we have to touch all the time like you and she do, just be —”

I slid my arm around her and pulled her close, realizing that we hadn’t touched most of the day — not since I’d told her I was proud of her after her first exchange with Rachel. Sam and I had been touching each other all day — sometimes just a quick kiss or hug as we hung out and moved around the room, but I’d become used to a lot of touching with Sam over the last three months.

Cassandra tensed as my arm went around her. “I wasn’t asking,” she said, quietly. “I know you didn’t want me.”

“I’m not asking, either,” I said, watching her mana generation — it was a little muddled, but her reaction to me touching her seemed to be positive, and the tension eased as she sort of melted against me. “I’m sorry you’re not getting the warlock and house you wanted — what you were expecting.”

Cassandra shrugged. “The house was nice … Alejandro’s kind of an asshole.”

“Alejandro?”

She nodded. “He’s from a Blake cadet-branch in Mexico City. Not my mom’s first choice, she’d rather someone from the main Family, but he has Malice, too, so…”

Always with the spreadsheet — never mind whether she thinks he’s an asshole if it’ll generate a bit more power.

“How’s he an asshole?”

I moved my hands to her shoulders and started massaging — one thing I’d learned from a day in a basement with Cassandra was that she liked her back rubbed.

She was quiet for a moment, then, “He likes it. Malice, I mean.” She took a deep breath. “This is so weird.”

I nodded. “Not how I was expecting to spend my break, either.”

“Not that — well, yeah, that, but I meant the massage. You’re really bad at it.”

“Sorry?” I stopped rubbing.

“Don’t stop!”

“Okay?” I started rubbing again, very confused.

“We … well, the Blakes, have a bunch of witches trained in massage — you’re all pinchy and too hard, too soft in the wrong places … but it feels better. Weird.”

I chuckled — I could accept that. “Maybe I’ll take some lessons.”

Cassandra shook her head. “No, you have too much else to learn that’s more important. I’ll come up with a list for you to start on.”

The shower stopped and Cassandra took a deep breath.

“I’ll go get some things from my old room.”


THE MOTHER


I opened my eyes in a sunlit forest, smelled fresh bread, and groaned.

I really didn’t want to face Idalia after learning she’d made popcorn and watched Sam and I…

Even Viera would be better than that … The Crone might make fun of me, but The Mother was, well, motherly, despite being a divine MILF, and there were some things I’d rather she not know about, much less watch the livestream.

At least I wasn’t arriving here straight from something it would be embarrassing for The Mother to see. We’d all gone straight to bed — early, even. It had been a stressful two days and none of us were particularly interested in … well, Sam probably was, but she didn’t argue when I said I was tired. She didn’t even argue when Cassandra got back to the room and wanted to sleep with me, so Sam slept in her bed for the first time in months while Cassandra joined me in mine.

I sighed and made my way down the path toward the clearing, then to the altar where Idalia was waiting for me.

“Well, haven’t you been busy? I wasn’t expecting you to use my gift so soon, dear,” Idalia said as I neared the altar. “Children can be rather trying — I suggest you pace yourself going forward.”

I sighed.

“Do you regret it?” Idalia asked.

I thought about the smile that broke across Cassandra’s face every time the baby came up. “No.” I remembered Cassandra’s question. “Um, is it something I can do again?”

Idalia laughed. “Planning a large family, dear?”

I felt my face heat. “I just think it’s a question that’s going to come up.”

“You may always try,” Idalia said.

I thought about that for a minute. “If you did it for me, why not for all the witches? Cassandra said they make a plea every time a witch is brought into a coven.”

“The power’s in you, Noah, that’s the gift I gave you — it won’t always work, that will depend on your will, but it’s yours. This time we just … helped you along.”

“If you can do this, though, give someone this gift, why not all the witches?”

“Their pleas are often selfish — not the best reason to have a child. You sought to bring joy to one in hardship — we listen more closely to that sort of thing.” She paused. “You’re thinking a great deal on how this is affecting Cassandra — how do you feel about it?”

I paused as well, realizing Idalia was right. I’d made the decision based on what I knew Cassandra wanted, and wanting to do something that would make her happy, but I really hadn’t considered the implications for me.

I’d already decided when I marked Sam that I did want kids. A lot of them — the idea of a family the size of those I’d grown up in, but a real family, appealed to me.

I was a little worried about starting so soon, but Cassandra was a senior and wouldn’t have classes next year — maybe none of us would — so that was one less thing to worry about. I didn’t have any more idea how to be a dad than I did how to handle thirteen witches and make sure they all felt loved, but I was going to try with both. And if I fucked it up, I’d fix it, because we were all going to fuck it up at some point.

“Scared to death?” I answered.

Idalia chuckled and patted my arm. “You should be, but I think you’ll do well, dear.”

I was honestly more worried about Cassandra.

Yeah, she’d been civil and even friendly with the other girls — at least when the subject was the baby, but at other times she seemed sad and defeated. Which, I guess, she was — the whole marking thing was a struggle, after all, with a winner and a loser. At least if you looked at it that way, and I knew Cassandra did. There was probably a lot of shock that went along with having your entire plan for the future ripped apart and changed. What was she going to be like once that shock wore off and she found her feet again?

“At least the weird shit is over,” I muttered. Yeah, the Patriarchy was still out there, but the witches’ Council was handling that.

“What’s that, dear?”

I felt the muscles in my face go slack as I stared at Idalia — I’d had a few interactions with the Goddess’ aspects, sure, but that innocent tone, even from The Mother, scared the fuck out of me.

“The thing Viera … didn’t warn me about? Some weird shit about to go down? That was the Patriarchy, right? It’s turned over to the Council, so all’s good, right?”

Idalia just smiled.

“Fuck.”

“Language, dear.”

“I’m pretty sure that’s the appropriate response here.”

Idalia chuckled. “Regardless of what Viera may not have told you, dear, you have a new witch with a baby on the way. Your difficulties are just getting started, I think.”


CHAPTER FIFTY-FOUR




“What the hell?”

Cassandra was just inside the doorway, staring at us with narrowed eyes and a wrinkled nose. She was still in her nightgown, a long, lacy thing that covered her from neck to ankles, and carrying a pile of clothes, after saying she’d decided to wear something different than she’d brought back the night before, and heading for her old room.

“Whafumeanwhadaell?” Sam asked through the pillow I was holding her face down in.

“Um, good morning?” I offered from my position behind Sam, with one hand in her hair to hold her head down and the other raised to smack her ass again.

My hips followed through on the thrust that had been interrupted, but my attention wasn’t on it anymore.

“I was gone five minutes and you start this?”

“You said you were going to get dressed and go down to breakfast,” I protested.

Sam and I really had thought she was going to get dressed in her old room and then go down to breakfast with her friends. I don’t think either of us intended for things to get this involved, but it had been three days without —

“I said I was going to get clothes, then get ready and go down to breakfast. Get ready here. Go down to breakfast with you.” She took another step into the room. “Oh, Child’s blush, can you put your dick away?”

I glanced down. Cassandra’s outbursts had made me edge back a bit and most of my length was withdrawn after that last thrust.

“‘Orry,” Sam said, still muffled by the pillow, and eased her butt back to reinsert me.

“That’s not what I meant!” Cassandra flung her pile of clothes onto Sam’s bed. “And why are you doing it in my bed?”

“Isoahsed … oulduetmeup?”

“Oh, yeah, sorry.” I disentangled my fingers from Sam’s hair so she could get her face out of the pillow.

Sam got to all fours and took a deep breath. “This is Noah’s bed.”

“Yeah?” Cassandra nodded at Sam’s old bed. “And that’s yours, right?”

“Except for last night, I haven’t slept there since we got back from Solstice.”

The red in Cassandra’s face drained to white and her eyes darted from Sam’s old bed to mine.

“But … I slept … I thought you would have … you’ve been…” Her eyes narrowed and she glared at me. “When was the last time you washed your sheets?”

Sam laughed. “Not often enough — I keep forgetting to order more so we can change them more often instead of waiting for the wash.”

“Ew!” Cassandra grabbed clothes and a shower kit out of the pile she’d brought back. “Ew! Ew! Ew!” She went to the bathroom, but paused in the door. “I’m going to take a shower — twice — and get dressed. For breakfast. Put some pants on before I’m done!”

Sam collapsed and buried her face in the pillow again, this time laughing — which did some interesting things to her insides.

“Is this really the time to laugh?” I asked.

“It absolutely is.” Sam chuckled and waved a hand at me. “Come on, hurry up before she finishes her shower — I’ve never been chuckle-fucked before.”
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“We need some ground rules,” Cassandra said as we made our way downstairs. “Structure.”

“I’m not really a fan of structure,” Sam said.

“Structure and discipline,” I offered, knowing what it would take to get Sam to follow any rules.

“Okay! Structure!”

Cassandra took a deep breath that lasted until we were in the cafeteria line and then we were busy getting our food.

Sam and Cassandra paused at the omelet station while I moved on to fill my plate with pancakes, sausage, and bacon — I was feeling the need for the comfort of heavy carbs, sugar, and protein. I added three cups of coffee to my tray, making Sam’s the way she liked it. She’d probably complain that I hadn’t let her get me coffee, but she was waiting for her omelet and I didn’t want to stand around. I looked back to ask Cassandra how she wanted hers and found the two girls glaring at each other while the witch making their omelets wasn’t bothering to hide her smirk.

I sighed and stepped back over, wondering, after one day, if I’d someday be able to leave my witches alone for twelve seconds.

“I am not copying you,” Sam whispered.

“You ordered the same thing.”

“It’s an omelet — ham, cheddar, onion, tomato. It’s not your secret recipe or something.”

“It’s weird for you to get the same thing.”

“I had a craving, all right? It’s not that big a deal.”

“Girls,” I said. “Cassandra how do you like your coffee?”

“Oh … just black is fine. Thanks.”

“Figures,” Sam muttered. “Hot-headed and bitter.”

“Samantha.”

“Sorry, Dominus.”

“Ew! It’s too early in the morning for that crap,” Cassandra said, taking her finished omelet, grabbing a cup of black coffee off my tray and heading for the cafeteria.

Sam got her omelet and we followed, but Cassandra had stopped just outside the food line as though uncertain where to go. Her usual table was mostly empty, as was most of the cafeteria, since it was Vernal Break, and there were just two girls there, but both were huddled together whispering and darting glances at us.

“You can still sit there if you want,” I whispered to Cassandra.

“Will you sit with me?”

I almost said yes, she was sounding so sad and defeated again, like she had the day before, but, frankly, I didn’t like any of the girls that Cassandra usually sat with — except Priscilla. I also didn’t want the onesies to feel like I was abandoning them — Rachel might have left early this morning, but Hannah and Brittany were staying on campus.

“Nope,” I said. “I won’t tell you where you have to sit, but I’m not changing where Sam and I sit either.”

“Okay.” Cassandra tore her gaze from the whispering girls and strode toward the onesies table.

The sisters weren’t down yet — Cassandra’s interruption had wound up with us leaving the room earlier than we usually did, and Rachel had left campus to spend time with her Family — something I couldn’t begrudge her because the Winthrops were going to have to pretend they were mad at her once I bound her to my coven.

“So … rules,” Cassandra said.

“And discipline,” Sam said around a mouthful of omelet.

“First rule is I don’t want to hear about your freaky shit anymore.”

“No,” Sam said before I could even open my mouth.

Since I was sitting between them, I got a very good view of the exchange. I’d intervene if things got out of hand, but I wasn’t going to set the precedent of getting involved in every disagreement.

“What?”

“No — Noah is my Dominus. If you’re not comfortable with that, I’m sorry, but I’m not going to ignore a huge part of my life for you.”

“It’s weird!”

Sam shrugged.

“Noah?”

Cassandra was looking at me expectantly. I chewed and swallowed, taking a sip of coffee to fortify myself before answering.

“I’m not going to try controlling what you girls say. You need to work it out without me refereeing — unless you’re just being mean or it’s getting out of hand.” I turned to Sam. “Or you’re instigating.”

“Fine, I guess,” Cassandra muttered. “What about the beds? Have you … done things in the other bed?”

I had to think about it for a minute, but Sam got there ahead of me.

“You know,” she said, “I think that’s the one place we never —”

“I don’t want to hear it! I’ll ask Magistra Hennessy for some disinfectant spray and Rule Two is you guys need to clean up after yourselves. Thoroughly. Rule Three is the unfucked bed is mine now, Samantha can have the nasty sex bed.”

“What about me?” I asked.

“You move back and forth.” Cassandra looked around me at Sam. “Every other night?”

Sam nodded. “Sure — same schedule for sex? Or should we alternate morning and night for that so we each get him once a day?”

“Um —”

Aaannnddd … I only have two witches and we’re already doing schedules.

“This was pretty sudden,” I put in, not wanting Cassandra to feel any pressure. Given what I could see of her mana production now that we were bound, she was going to be feeling enough internal pressure from her Lust resonant, which was filling almost as quickly as Sam’s did. “I’m not expecting anything.”

Cassandra hesitated for a second. “Thanks,” she said, finally, “this is going to take some getting used to.”

“More sex for me.” Sam shrugged.

Hannah and Brittany arrived with their trays.

“What are we talking about?” Hannah asked.

“Don’t —” I was too late.

“How many times a day we get to have sex with Noah,” Sam said over me.

Cassandra and I sighed, while Hannah concentrated on her breakfast and Brittany leaned forward eagerly.

“Is there a limit?” Brittany asked.

“There’s a limit,” I assured her.

“I’m not talking about this anymore,” Cassandra said. “We can finish up when we’re alone.”

“Well, excuse me for having breakfast,” Brittany said. “I’m sorry we interrupted your conference.”

“It’s coven business,” Cassandra said.

“And these are our friends,” Sam put in. “I’ll talk to them about anything I want, including how many times a day I get screwed by Noah.”

“I really don’t need to know this,” Hannah mumbled into her plate.

“How many today?” Brittany asked.

“One so far,” Sam said, “maybe three-quarters … we got interrupted.”

All eyes turned to Cassandra.

“Crone’s piss,” my new witch muttered, resting her elbows on the table and covering her face.


CHAPTER FIFTY-FIVE




“Well,” I said. “The desks aren’t going anywhere.”

They were, in fact, firmly attached to the bookshelves, which were themselves almost part of the room’s walls.

We’d returned to our room after breakfast and, even though Cassandra and Sam seemed okay with assigned beds, Cassandra had immediately pulled out a tape measure — no idea where she got it — and started measuring the room.

The first idea was to move the desks toward the door and put a bigger bed up against the back wall with the window, but that wasn’t happening without some extensive reconstruction.

“It’s okay,” Sam said, “I think I have the bed thing figured out.”

“Thank the Goddess,” Cassandra muttered. “You found a decent mattress we can just stand up against the wall or something?”

“Better,” Sam said with a grin, and slid her laptop around for us to see.

“A Murphy bed?”

Sam nodded. “Yep, it’s a queen, and it’ll fold up against the wall during the day so it doesn’t block the way to the desks. And if we put a couch on this side to use during the day, we can mount a bigger screen to the bottom of the bed and watch that when the bed’s folded up.”

“How long is the bed?” Cassandra asked.

“Wide,” Samantha said. “This one folds down from the side, not the top, so we’ll have more room for the couch.”

Cassandra nodded. “Cool.” She frowned. “So … we need a couch that fits in what’s left — that should be no problem.”

Sam nodded.

“I don’t know about just one bed, even bigger,” Cassandra said, frowning. “I’d like it if we didn’t have to trade off sleeping with Noah, but what about the other things?”

“I thought of that!” Sam clicked a different tab in her browser. “Wala! Seven sets of sheets — you can change them every night before bed, after we’re done with Noah.”

“I can change them?”

Sam shrugged. “You’re the one with the problem.”

Here we go, I thought. The two girls seemed to have about thirty seconds of conversation where they could be civil with each other and not start in on it. It wasn’t even that Cassandra was starting things or being mean — yeah, she was a little angry, but she wasn’t being malicious and her Malice resonant wasn’t filling at all.

“I have a problem? Me? I just don’t want to sleep in your sweat and —” She gestured at the midpoint of my — well, Sam’s now, I guess — bed. “— whatever the hell it is you leave there!”

“Well maybe if you tried it sometime, you’d know exactly what that is, because, let me tell you, it’s amazing.”

“Can you think about anything but sex, or would that be too much strain on your mind?”

“I think about sex too much? Have you looked at your mana production today? You look like a Kitty-chan convention threw up on you.”

“That is none of your business! Stay the fuck out of my —”

“Girls,” I said, deciding it was time to get involved. “We’re getting the Murphy bed and the extra sheets. We’ll alternate who changes them every night.”

“And one of those waterproof liners,” Cassandra said. “Two. I don’t want that shit in the mattress.”

I nodded. “Fine, those too. Agreed?”

“Okay,” Cassandra huffed.

“You’ll have to leave me able to walk when it’s my turn to change the sheets after,” Sam said.

“Oh, Crone’s piles! Can you just not?”

Sam shrugged. “It’s an issue and I don’t really have control over —”

“Well, you need to get some control over it, because I’m not changing sheets around your sweaty, nasty … ew!”

“Girls! Enough. If Sam can’t get up after, that’s on me and I’ll take her turn changing the sheets — and I’ll roll her onto the couch when it’s your turn to change them, okay, Cassandra?”

Cassandra thought about it for a moment, then nodded. “Okay, but we need a liner for the couch, too, if you’re going to … roll her onto it.”

“Sam?”

“Okay, sure, but she’s being awfully prudish about the new couch, considering where she decided to sleep.”

“What do you mean?” Cassandra asked, frowning and looking at her bed. “You said you’d never had sex in it.”

“With Noah. That was my bed for months before I started sleeping with him, do you have any idea the sort of things I —”

“Ew!”

“Sam.”

“What? She said it’s an issue for her, I should keep it secret?”

“It was a button,” I said, “and you knew it was a button when you pressed it. And, you,” I turned to Cassandra. “Sam and I are going to have sex every night. Every night, unless you want a turn.” And I really couldn’t believe I was standing there talking to two girls about them taking turns to have sex with me — I should really record one of these conversations and send it to a few guys from high school. “Talking about that when we’re trying to figure out how we’re going to live together in this room only makes sense. Penalties off-set — change the subject.”

“Yes, Dominus.”

“Fine.”


CHAPTER FIFTY-SIX




Sam snuggled next to me, a small, satisfied smile on her face and her hair damp with sweat from the hour or so we’d just spent in bed. It wasn’t enough for either of us, but we’d gotten a late start and we had to finish up with enough time before lights-out for Cassandra to get back from her old room — or downstairs, depending on where she’d decided to sit it out as she had Tuesday and Wednesday nights, too.

I’d honestly have preferred to keep at it with Sam until I was exhausted — with our disciplinary hearing the next afternoon, I could use the distraction.

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

“I love you, too.”

Ever since my red-headed witch’s Love resonant had finally started matching what she actually felt, it was as though she had to say the words all the time. I wasn’t complaining — after months of believing it wasn’t something she could feel for me because I wasn’t a girl, I wasn’t going to get tired of it any time soon.

I heard Cassandra enter our room, closing the door behind her.

“Crone’s farts! It reeks in here. Could you light a fucking candle or something?”

I sighed. It was going to be one of those nights, apparently — then I sighed again, because we’d been back on campus only a few days and I was already able to identify “those nights.”

“Sorry,” I said, sniffing — I didn’t think the room smelled that much like sex, but after months bound with Sam I was probably used to it.

“I’m not,” Sam whispered.

“Do you two really have to fuck like monkeys every night,” the blonde witch demanded, pulling nightclothes from the closet she now shared with me. Most of her clothes were still back in her old room, since even my limited wardrobe didn’t leave enough space for all of hers.

“I hate those comparisons.” Sam sat up and clambered over me to stand. “I’m not a monkey.”

“Whatever. I’d just like one night where I didn’t have to go sit and wait for you two to finish fucking! Exercise some self-restraint for Maiden’s sake.”

“I don’t need self-restraint!” Sam pointed at me. “That’s what I have him for!”

“Goddess! I don’t want to hear about your freaky shit anymore!”

“Girls.”

“Sorry, Dominus,” Sam said, instantly contrite as though I’d flipped a switch somewhere in her head — which might have been the case, since I was still discovering the effects a simple tone of voice could have on her.

I heard Cassandra huff at another reminder of me and Sam’s dynamic, but she didn’t say anything more. Or the huff might have been at the reminder that continuing to cause trouble after I intervened was one of the things that could earn her a spanking as well.

I sighed. It was unkind, but this was our fourth night together and I couldn’t help thinking I’d one day be making a journal entry like: It is day one thousand, two hundred, eighty-seven of having Cassandra in our coven. Today I reached the milestone of saying “girls” in an admonishing tone for the millionth time. Mel made us cake to celebrate.

It wasn’t Cassandra’s fault — not all of it, at least. She’d actually been doing good at not starting shit with the other girls … unfortunately, that didn’t entirely extend to Sam, probably because the three of us were together nearly every minute of the day. Every minute of the day I didn’t have my dick stuck in Sam, at least. That did get us some privacy.

Neither of them was trying to get into conflict, it just seemed about every fourth thing out of either’s mouth seemed to set the other one off — and that brought a response, which had to have its own response, and so on.

In fact, if I looked, there was just the barest hint of the venomous green representing Malice atop the glowing yellow of refined mana I’d pushed back into Cassandra’s resonant when we were trying to escape the Patriarchy a few days ago, meaning she’d been a lot less mean to people since then — almost not at all. Her Despair resonant was still about half-full of refined mana — I imagined she’d been trying not to use mana from either of those stores in order to stay balanced and not let them get so full that they started affecting her personality. The refined mana had a lot less impact on that sort of thing, but it was still an issue.

She hadn’t been so successful with the Lust resonant I’d given her during that marking, though.

That had barely any refined mana left in it — but was full to bursting with the bubble-gum pink hue of what she’d generated herself. It was not only full, but stretching and growing in such a way that had to be uncomfortable — not to mention its effect.

I’m surprised she can even function with how horny that must be making her, I thought.

“I’m getting ready for bed,” Cassandra announced, going to our bathroom and not quite slamming the door.

“She does have a point — it’s not fair she has to go back to her old room every night,” Sam whispered.

“I know.” I sighed. “But what are we supposed to do? Go downstairs and fuck in a rec room?” Sam tensed beside me. “No. We’re not going to go fuck in a rec room.”

“Hmph. Prude.”

“Is there anything you can do with your thing?”

Sam had a Harmony affinity from her Love resonant which was supposed to calm those in our coven in times of conflict, but it didn’t seem to be working that well.

She shook her head. “No. She’s really upset about something, though, so I’d have to try and use it actively — I’m not sure that’s a good idea. And she can sense I’m still not entirely happy to have her in the coven through the bond — that’s going to impact how effective Harmony can be.”

I nodded. I didn’t think any of us was entirely happy with the situation we’d been forced into.

We hadn’t had much choice, but it didn’t change how we felt about it. That was going to take time.

The thing was, now that she was more balanced and Malice wasn’t making her be mean, I actually liked her — at least when she wasn’t arguing with Sam.

Cassandra was smart, funny, not to mention drop-dead gorgeous like all the witches were, and underneath the anger and frustration she’d been venting, I thought there was someone so vulnerable it made me want to wrap her in my arms and keep her safe from everything that had ever hurt her. And it was some sort of frustration, and not Malice, that was driving her now — even if I didn’t understand it.

“What I can’t figure out,” I told Sam, “is how, with her this unhappy, she’s not generating Despair. I mean, I don’t want her to, but I’d think that would be churning for her right now.”

Sam shook her head. “Despair isn’t being unhappy. It’s being way more than unhappy and knowing it will never change.” She glanced at the bathroom door. “That’s why … well, it’s why we all understand her better, even if we haven’t forgiven her yet. Pain ends, Anguish ends, even Misery ends … to generate Despair? You have to believe it never will.”

The bathroom door opened and Cassandra returned dressed for bed.

Unlike Sam, who typically wore baggy pajama bottoms and a t-shirt to bed — or one of my sweatshirts, or even nothing at all — Cassandra preferred these old-fashioned looking long-sleeved, flowing nightgowns with a lot of lace. It was an interesting contrast between the two and I found them equally sexy. Even with its high neck, the nightgown did absolutely nothing to hide the fact that the witch had breasts just on the very edge of too much — along with the cute, slightly-pointed ears, exposed now with her hair pulled back in a ponytail for sleep.

“It’s my night,” Cassandra reminded us, crawling into the other bed.

I gave Sam one last kiss for the night and sat up. Cassandra might not want to have sex for some reason, but she jealously guarded her right to sleep with me every other night. How the schedule would work when I had thirteen girls in my coven I couldn’t figure out — I was still thinking we’d just need one huge bed for all of us.

I slipped on my own pajamas and crawled into bed with Cassandra. She immediately wrapped herself around me with as much fervor as Sam, but I had to be careful where I put my hands. Any hint that I was moving toward more set off a spike of fear in the girl. It confused me, because we’d already had sex. Maybe it was the baby? Did witches get turned off after they became pregnant? Maybe it was women in general — my experience with pregnant women was even less than with women in general, so I had no clue.

Sam sighed. “We really need a bigger bed.”

“No shit,” Cassandra agreed. “When’s it coming?”

“Three weeks — it ships on a pallet. And it’s curbside delivery, so we’re going to have to get it up here ourselves.”

Yeah, I thought, that was going to be fun — four flights of stairs and no elevator?

“I downloaded the manual,” Cassandra said, “and all the pieces look manageable, there’s just a lot of them.”

Up four flights of stairs. So who do you think was going to wind up carrying the most?

“How many do you think we’ll need?” Sam asked.

“Nine would be best, I think.”

“I don’t know if there are that many,” Sam said. “You’re thinking up the stairs?”

Cassandra’s head nodded against my chest. “Yeah — we need to keep line of sight. That’s why so many.”

“What about the window?” Sam asked.

“You’re thinking go around the back?”

“Yeah. If the truck unloads on the dorm side of the circle, it’s a straight shot to the corner of the building.”

“Good idea — five, then?”

I sighed. “Five what?”

I heard Sam’s bed creak behind me and could almost feel her propping herself up on one elbow — she was almost certainly smirking.

“Witches with telly,” Sam said. “Did you really think we were going to carry all that up the stairs?”

“He did,” Cassandra murmured into my chest.

Sam laughed. “No — we just get a few witches in a chain and float the stuff between them. Won’t even have to walk, if we can find the five.”

“Four with me,” Cassandra said.

“Cool — I’m sure we can find four. They’ll probably get extra credit for it.”

I sighed. I was really going to have to start thinking about how to solve problems with magic first.

“What about putting it together, though?” Cassandra asked.

“That’s what we have Noah for.”

Cassandra snuggled closer to me. “Sounds good — did you look at the sheets?”

“Yeah, thanks for the suggestion, they look really nice — much better than the ones I picked. They’ll be here before the bed.”

I thought we might be getting ahead of ourselves buying a bed and stuff when we might not even be attending Willowmere after the disciplinary hearing the next day, but talking about it did seem to be something they could do without —

“Oh, and I ordered us an airtight hamper,” Cassandra said.

“Seriously? We have a perfectly good hamper.”

“It doesn’t have a lid.”

“Oh, Crone’s farts, my sheets don’t stink!”

And there it was.

“They reek! It’s like a disgusting wave every time we open the —”

“Girls.”

“Sorry, Dominus, good night.”

“Rub my shoulder right there where your hand is.”


CHAPTER FIFTY-SEVEN




Willowmere’s boardroom was in the administration building, opposite Prima Rosethorn’s office.

Cassandra, Sam, and I got off the stairs and saw that the double doors to the room were already open and people were milling about inside. We paused at the threshold, unsure if we should just enter, or hang out outside the room until called for.

“Come in and have a seat,” Mel called from her seat at one end of the long, shiny wooden table — Prima Rosethorn was seated at the other end. The rest of whom I assumed were the disciplinary board’s members were either seated in high-backed, black leather chairs along the far side of the table or at a counter along the windows where there was coffee, tea, soda, water, and a variety of cookies, cakes, fruit, and other snacks.

Two more of the leather chairs were along the side of the table nearest the door, I assumed for Cassandra and me.

I looked around the room, trying to count bodies and chairs, but Sam spoke before I finished.

“I think we’ll need another chair, Prima, would you like me to ask your assistant for one?”

The Prima pursed her lips, but I caught the corners of Mel’s mouth curving up before she hid it with a sip from her tea cup.

“The matter before the board involves Noah and Cassandra, Samantha.”

“With respect, Prima Rosethorn,” I said, “I think it involves my entire coven.”

I was comfortable assuming Sam wouldn’t be staying at Willowmere if Cassandra and I were expelled.

“He’s not wrong, Evelina,” Mel said, pulling a chunk of blueberry muffin from the plate she had in front of her. “A coven stands as one — I believe the Charter even mentions the same.”

Prima Rosethorn’s nostrils flared, but a moment later her assistant appeared with another chair. Sam, Cassandra, and I sat. It looked like Sam wanted to go and get cookies — I motioned for her to stay, though, since it wouldn’t do to antagonize the Prima and the disciplinary board’s members unnecessarily. I’d stand up for having Sam with me here, but she could get a cookie later.

“If you’ll take your seats, Magistrae,” Prima Rosethorn said, “we will begin.”

[image: ]


The others took seats across from us — they were Magistrae Cassian and Fallowell, our Rituals and Potions teachers, and Magistra Hawke, our Coven Structures teacher. The other three I didn’t recognize.

“Thank you,” Prima Rosethorn said. “I’ll start by explaining a bit about the board’s process for Noah and Samantha — Cassandra should be quite familiar with how these things work.”

I glanced at Cassandra, who’d gone red and had her eyes fixed on the table.

“I believe you know the teachers selected for the board,” Prima Rosethorn went on. “Also serving are Sororix Beaumont, Sororix Winthrop, and Sororix Morgan-Gould, three of Willowmere’s external board members.” She nodded at the three strangers, each of whom inclined her head to us as she was named. “Magistra Blackwood is present as your advocate and has no vote in the matter.”

Mel gave us a little wave before turning to the others. “These muffins are quite good, Helen,” she said to Sororix Winthrop. “Could I possibly get the recipe?”

“Of course.”

Prima Rosethorn cleared her throat, and I took the opportunity while everyone was looking at Mel to examine the witches who’d be deciding our fate.

Magistrae Cassian and Fallowell, I thought, would be on our side — I’d done well in both their classes and Sam had caught up on Magistra Cassian’s Rituals class pretty well, despite having missed the first semester. Magistra Hawke, I didn’t think liked me very much and I sort of regretted becoming a pain in her ass, no matter what I thought of her class. Maybe she liked Cassandra enough to make up for that. I guessed Sororix Winthrop was related to Rachel and suspected she might be predisposed toward us if Rachel had told her Family anything about being friends with Sam and me … on the other hand, if she’d shared anything about Cassandra it might go the opposite way.

I knew nothing about Sororix Morgan-Gould or Sororix Beaumont.

I thought it might be Cassian, Fallowell, and Winthrop for us, with Hawke against, and the two others toss-ups.

Shit, I thought, suddenly.

Morgan-Gould — that was Sara, who’d visited me in the sauna, wasn’t it?

Had Sara told her family about the sauna and me ignoring her while Sam … looked? Would they be pissed about that?

If so, it was three-to-two, with Beaumont being either the tying vote or one that would put us in the clear.

“Beaumont is a cadet branch of the Blakes,” Cassandra whispered to me.

“Magistra Blackwood,” the Prima said, “if you please, this is a serious matter.”

Mel nodded, tearing off another piece of muffin and popping it in her mouth. She grinned while she chewed. “Oh, it is … quite. I’m just not certain you all realize why.”

Prima Rosethorn’s eyes narrowed. “And why is that?”

Mel held up a hand and shook her head. “No, no, it’s not my turn to speak, after all — I’ll wait my turn.” She made a locking motion with one hand at her mouth, then resumed eating her muffin.

Prima Rosethorn snorted as though she didn’t believe that. “Very well. The board members have been provided the general facts of the case and this hearing is to allow discussion and questioning. Noah, Cassandra, you are to answer all questions put to you to the best of your ability, but you are not to comment on or interrupt the proceedings — do you understand?”

“Yes, Prima.” Sam, Cassandra, and I answered.

“Let us begin.”
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The discussion and questioning quickly made it clear to me that Sororix Morgan-Gould and Sororix Winthrop were probably both swing votes. The teachers argued and questioned as I’d thought they would, while Prima Rosethorn seemed intent on seeing the three of us not just expelled, but possibly hung — if the witches hadn’t had a bad history with it, I’d have started worrying about fire and stakes.

“It was made quite clear,” Prima Rosethorn said, “at the beginning of the year that no marking would be tolerated. That was the decision of the full board upon notification that a warlock would be attending Willowmere this year, and everyone was made aware of the consequences. Noah and Samantha were made even more aware of that when they returned from Solstice break as a coven. The timing of that notwithstanding, I was clear there was to be no more of it until classes ended for the summer, was I not, Noah?”

“You were,” I said, “but —”

Prima Rosethorn’s glare cut me off. “Answers only, if you please.”

I swallowed and nodded understanding, but I really wanted to defend us — it’s not like we had planned it, after all.

“I’m confused,” Magistra Fallowell said. “Having read the summaries of the events, I fail to understand what else they were supposed to do? Held prisoner by the Patriarchy, cut off from being able to communicate with anyone…” She trailed off.

“I believe there’s some question about that,” Sororix Morgan-Gould said.

“What question?”

“The Patriarchy’s involvement.” She frowned. “There’s talk that it was not, in fact, the Patriarchy at all.” She looked at me thoughtfully.

I had to bite the inside of my cheek to keep from speaking, because even if it wasn’t the Patriarchy, the vampire had said they were and the assholes had certainly acted like it.

“What talk, exactly?” Magistra Fallowell asked.

“I believe there’s a Council meeting being scheduled to discuss it — I’ve only heard rumors.”

“Would it really make a difference who locked two students up in a basement and threatened to kill them?”

Sororix Morgan-Gould shrugged.

The discussion and questions went on, with clear lines being drawn between the sides, but the more I heard, the more I started to suspect I was wrong about Prima Rosethorn’s goal.

It wasn’t that she wasn’t speaking against us — she was — but to a much stronger degree than I would have thought. Her attitude was antagonistic, her questioning of Cassandra and me abrupt, and her positions were the most extreme of those speaking for our expulsion. Moreover, she insisted on getting the last word in for whatever argument those clearly against us made — taking those arguments and dialing them up to an absurd level.

I glanced at Mel, who seemed perfectly confident and at ease, as well as being on her third muffin, but she didn’t meet my eye.

Cassandra was still staring at the table while Sam was glaring around at the board members until I nudged her, trying to get her to at least try to look like she didn’t want to run around kicking people.
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“Are there any further questions or comments on the matter?” Prima Rosethorn asked, then when no one brought something up: “Very well. Magistra Blackwood — do you have any remarks for this board?”

Mel held up a finger while she finished chewing — I’d swear she’d finished an entire tray of muffins while the others debated our fate — then took a sip of tea.

“Thank you, Prima Rosethorn,” she said, dusting off her hands and dabbing at her lips with a napkin. “It was a quite entertaining discussion.”

“Indeed?” the Prima asked, eyebrows going up.

“Oh, yes,” Mel said. “Unfortunately, what I heard was a great deal of talk about what you intend to do to Noah and Cassandra — as well as Samantha, by proxy, who is entirely blameless … in this.” I wasn’t sure the brief pause was because Mel needed that sudden sip of tea. “I would, however, ask what you might plan to do for them?”

“‘For’, Magistra Blackwood?” Sororix Morgan-Gould asked. “Whyever would we do anything for them after this transgression?”

“Duty of care, of course.”

That drew puzzled looks from all the witches.

Mel sighed. “Families send their daughters to Willowmere, yes?”

“Yes?”

Mel nodded. “Thank you. And for the duration of their stay at Willowmere, those daughters are expected to follow Willowmere’s rules, yes?”

“Of course, that’s the entire point of this meeting!”

Mel nodded again. “Thank you. So, if a student attending Willowmere, and following all the rules, were to be injured — say in a Potions class, due to the Magistra, perhaps, preparing the wrong solution for a lesson, resulting in injury to the student? Would that student’s Family not have recourse against the school for that injury? No offense, Lisandra, simply an example.”

“Quite all right, Melaina.”

“Well, of course!” Sororix Morgan-Gould said. “That’s what the recompense fund is for, but these two weren’t injured in a classroom!”

“No,” Mel said, “far worse.”

“What? That’s absurd!”

“Really? This school, with the certain knowledge that a student had already been murdered by an unknown actor just off campus, allowed students to blithely go into town as though nothing at all had happened. No supervision, no protection — I believe there was not even a formal warning about the matter.”

“Really, Melaina,” Magistra Hawke said. “I believe you’re stretching a bit.”

“No,” Magistra Cassian said, frowning. “Is point. With authority, comes duty — if no duty, no authority. Yes?”

“Exactly,” Mel said, nodding and sliding some papers around to the others. “Now, I’ve taken the liberty of drawing up —”

“This is absurd, Melaina,” Prima Rosethorn interrupted. “The students were not required to go into town. It was not a class of some kind. They were entirely on their own.”

“Really? Well, then, that settles it, doesn’t it? Tell me, it’s been some time since I taught here before, what official rules does Willowmere have for these weekend outings?”

Prima Rosethorn ground her teeth. “None.”

“And why is that?”

“Because they’re expected to act responsibly.”

Mel shrugged. “Either they were under Willowmere’s authority, in which case Willowmere had a duty to protect them every bit as much as if they were on campus; or, Willowmere had no duty to protect them, because they were not under Willowmere’s jurisdiction and care.” She spread her hands. “We can’t have it both ways, can we? Now, should we move on to discussing my suggestions for how you might make it up to Noah and Cassandra for this ordeal?”

Several of the board members picked up the paper Mel had passed out and started reading, shaking their heads.

“Ridiculous,” Sororix Beaumont said.

“Perhaps,” Mel said.

“You want us to reward this behavior by opening the cottages for them?” Sororix Morgan-Gould asked, staring at the paper Mel had passed out.

Mel nodded. “Noah’s coven has three members now — would any of you suggest the current dormitory rooms are sufficient?”

“Have cottage for reason,” Magistra Cassian said. “Good have coven again on campus. Need more.”

“We’re entirely aware of your opinions on this matter, Magistra Cassian,” Sororix Beaumont said. “However, this is not some remote mountain valley in the middle of nowhere. We do things a particular way here.”

“Ti si glupava kato magare na most,” Magistra Cassian muttered. “Zlobna kuchka.”

“What was that?”

Magistra Cassian shrugged and waved a hand. “Is no English. Mean I disagree.”

“You want how much?” Sororix Morgan-Gould yelled, staring at Mel’s paper.
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There were several more minutes of outrage at Mel’s demands, which included also opening Willowmere to more warlocks, but it eventually died down.

“Thank you for your input, Magistra Blackwood,” Prima Rosethorn said. “The board will now make its decision on the matter of expulsion — we will address your … requests after. Each member will vote either no action or the punishment they feel appropriate. A majority of no action ends things. If there is a consensus on the punishment, that will be executed, otherwise it will be discussed until consensus is arrived at. In the event of a deadlock, I will be casting the deciding vote.”

She waited until Sam, Cassandra, and I indicated we understood.

“Very well, Sororix Morgan-Gould?”

“Expulsion,” she said immediately.

“Sororix Winthrop?”

Sororix Winthrop looked up from her phone, then glanced down again. “Pardon me, but I believe I have just one more question to ask. I’ll be brief.”

Prima Rosethorn pursed her lips. “Very well.”

Sororix Winthrop looked at Cassandra. “Magella Blake — excuse me, Sororix Ashe, I’m given to understand you are no stranger to these proceedings. Usually as a result of some conflict with the other students here. The state of your new coven concerns me — while the other students here might avoid you, the same could not be said for the other witches in your coven.” She steepled her fingers. “I have concerns about this coven remaining at Willowmere. Others here will almost certainly be bound into this coven, regardless of any rules within the school year, and I must wonder what sort of environment they might find themselves in.”

Shit.

I had a feeling this was about Rachel. Sororix Winthrop had been on her phone texting the entire time. I couldn’t believe that hadn’t been about Archimagira Winthrop and her veiled suggestion that we steal Rachel for our coven. Rachel spoke with her grandmother every week and would surely have said something about Cassandra — none of which would be good. I had a sinking feeling that might get us both expelled and change whether we got Rachel.

Cassandra seemed to be feeling the same way. She was blinking rapidly and biting her lip.

“So,” Sororix Winthrop said, “what assurances might I have that you will not continue in this same behavior toward your coven sisters? Perhaps it might be best if you left Willowmere.”

“I —”

Cassandra stopped as her voice broke. I squeezed her hand and turned to whisper in her ear.

“Whatever happens, I won’t blame you. We’re in this together.”

Cassandra stared at me for a minute, then turned to Sororix Winthrop.

“Noah told me before he marked me that I couldn’t be mean to any of the other girls, and if I am, he’ll spank me.”

I groaned and closed my eyes.

“I … see,” Sororix Winthrop said, “and if he abuses that power?”

“I suppose I’d tell Samantha — if she thinks he’s in the wrong, she’ll tell him so. She’s not exactly shy about that.”

“And you think he’d listen to her?”

Cassandra nodded. “I think he’d listen to any of us — he’s … different.”

“I see … Samantha, has your warlock ever disciplined you in this manner?”

“Um, do you mean without me liking it?”

Mel coughed a mouthful of muffin crumbs onto the table as she laugh-choked and grasped for a bottle of water.

“Pardon me,” she said once she recovered and started brushing crumbs from the table.

I don’t think anyone heard her, though, because they were all staring at me.

“I see.” Sororix Winthrop turned her gaze to Prima Rosethorn. “No action.”

“Thank you,” the Prima said. “Sororix Beaumont?”

“I believe this warlock has clear designs on our daughters. Perhaps these two are lost to their Families, but we should do everything we can to protect others. Warlocks do not belong here. Moreover, the doubts raised about the circumstances behind this marking require us to be even more cautious. Expulsion.”

That was two-to-one against us, with the three teachers left. I figured Magistra Cassian and Magistra Fallowell would be on our side, and Magistra Hawke would probably vote against me just to get me out of her class, so it could be a tie. I honestly couldn’t guess how Prima Rosethorn might vote — I suspected she was on our side, but getting us expelled would certainly make her life easier and less stressful.

“Magistra Cassian?”

“Is waste of time,” she answered. “No rule worth life. Leave them.”

“No action,” Prima Rosethorn clarified. “Magistra Fallowell?”

“I agree with Eleni,” she said, nodding to Magistra Cassian. She leaned forward to glare at the three board members. “I cannot believe that anyone would seriously suggest they should have done anything differently. What sort of … never mind. No action.”

“Magistra Hawke?”

I braced myself for the tie, hoping Prima Rosethorn really was on our side.

“These suspicions that it was not, in fact, the Patriarchy involved concern me. Sororix Morgan-Gould, can you elaborate on this? Even if true, I fail to see how some other actor should impact this proceeding.”

Sororix Morgan-Gould took a deep breath. “I’m afraid I don’t have details — only that there are some who find the circumstances of this warlock binding witches … suspicious. It seems there’s always some sort of crisis involved to influence the decision.”

Magistra Hawke frowned. “Are you suggesting he had some part in this?”

What the fuck? They think I kidnapped myself?

“Again, I have limited knowledge, but all of the mundanes supposedly involved are dead and the vampire was released without the Council having an opportunity to question it.” She shrugged and looked at me. “We have no idea what this warlock’s background is — no idea who or what he might secretly be working with.”

“I see,” Magistra Hawke said. “That is concerning. Could we possibly get the names of those who’ve suggested this to you?”

Magistra Morgan-Gould looked around at the others. “I doubt there’s time for them to get here and answer any questions before we should end this hearing.”

“Oh, no, not for questions — I’m simply concerned for them and think they might need an intervention of some sort.”

“What do you mean?”

“I’ve had these two in my class for nearly three months now. The idea that either of them would willingly bind the other? Much less plot to do so? Anyone thinking that must be in need of some form of mental care. No, even if there were some sort of punishment deserved … I think being bound to each other is likely to be far more effective than anything we could do. No action.”
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“Well,” Mel said, as the last of the disciplinary board filed out of the room and closed the door, leaving my coven and me alone with her and the Prima. “That went better than expected, don’t you think?”

My suspicions about the Prima’s position were confirmed as the scowl fell from her face and she stood up to get herself a cup of coffee and a muffin. She sat back down and took a bite.

“Oh — these are quite good, aren’t they. Please, do forward me the recipe when you get it?” She chewed for a moment. “I think it was a bit much to ask that the independent warlocks be admitted next term.”

Sam and Cassandra were staring at the Prima in astonishment — they hadn’t really been paying attention to the actual words being spoken, just the tones, I think. I’d been listening carefully.

Mel shrugged. “It gave me something to concede in return for opening the cottages next term — that and agreeing to drop the monetary compensation, of course.”

“The full board may change that, you know.”

Mel shrugged again. “Then we’ll bring all three demands before a Council arbitrator.”

The Prima chuckled. “How on earth did you come up with this number?” she asked, sliding her copy of Mel’s demands back to her.

“I took the current balance in the recompense fund and added a zero,” Mel said. “It seemed entirely fair, considering Noah and Cassandra not only saved themselves, but uncovered a Patriarchy plot we knew nothing about … possibly I should have added more zeroes. The plot is to make us all extinct, after all. Without Noah and Cassandra, we’d have no idea — and since there was no laboratory equipment found, it is certainly still ongoing and a danger to us.”

Prima Rosethorn nodded. “Indeed.”

“What the hell just happened?” Cassandra whispered to me.

“The Prima and The Blackwood just witch-slapped the board,” Sam said, shaking her head. “That was amazing. I really thought she was angry with us — eep!”

I felt a little like eeping myself as Prima Rosethorn turned her gaze on us.

“Oh, have no doubts about whether I’m angry with you. All of you.” She began picking a muffin apart into tiny pieces in such a way that I started to wonder if she was fantasizing it was one of us. “The Council is certainly going to hear of this from Cassandra’s mother and may have something more to say on the matter, no matter the outcome of this hearing.”

“Conflict with the Council was always coming, Evelina” Mel said. “You know that. They’ve wormed their way too far into Willowmere already.”

“I know Death comes for us all, as well, Melaina, that doesn’t mean I send him an invitation to tea.” She took a deep breath and shook her head. “You three — back to your room. Classes resume on Monday.”


EPILOGUE


Breakfast Monday morning was, expectedly, full of looks and whispers.

About half the girls at Willowmere had left campus for the Vernal Break, but would almost certainly have been filled in on events by those who remained behind. Plus it would be hard to miss that the witch and warlock who’d spent most of the year trading insults in that very cafeteria were now walking next to each other and heading for the table normally reserved for onesies, the witches with only one resonant instead of the normal two — or the rarer three.

“It’s okay if you want to sit with your friends,” I whispered to Cassandra as we got our trays.

“They’re not my friends,” Cassandra said. “I know how they’re going to react to this.”

I knew that was probably the case from the few of Cassandra’s little clique who’d remained on campus over break and it was confirmed as we entered the cafeteria.

We weren’t even heading for Cassandra’s regular table, but the girls there all started shuffling as soon as they could see us, spreading trays, books, backpacks, and even elbows to make it appear as though there was no space at all.

“Fuck them,” Samantha whispered to Cassandra. “You are a new-bound witch in a coven of the Blackwood line. You carry a warlock conceived at your binding, a great sign of the Goddess’ favor. Remember who you are now.”

Cassandra’s shoulders went back and her chin came up as we made our way to our table.

Personally, I thought the witches paid way too much attention to status-shit like that, but I could see it made Cassandra feel better at a time when all her former friends appeared to have abandoned her — not to mention the fact that her own mother had walked away when she found out that I’d marked Cassandra instead of the other way around.

But it was a reminder of a something fundamental to the witches — coven is all — and it gave me some hope we’d be able to work through whatever problems came our way.

Hannah and Brittany were already at our table.

Both the girls greeted all of us as we sat, treating Cassandra no differently than they’d treated Sam and me all year. A moment later, Rachel arrived, though she hesitated before sitting next to Sam.

Rachel had spent the last several months alternating sitting beside me and then Sam, as though she didn’t want to show preference to either one of us. Now I was bracketed by Sam and Cassandra and I’d have to figure out some sort of rotation.

My attention was drawn back to the table where Cassandra used to sit, because there was a commotion going on. Raised voices, but not loud enough for me to hear what was going on, and a lot of shuffling movement — then Priscilla Hearst stood from that table with her tray and strode toward us.

She stopped a few steps away from us, looking uncertain. “Would it be okay if I sat with you guys?”

I looked around at the girls, but none of them seemed to object, and they were all looking at me like it was my decision.

“Sure,” I said. “What was that about?”

Priscilla sat and shrugged. “About what you’d expect. Liza said Cassandra must be really weak to get bound by a feral. I said, no, Noah’s really strong, and then Liza said if I liked you so much, I should come over here and fuck you too.” She pointed at me. “I’m not going to fuck you.”

“Fair,” I chuckled.

“So Liza’s taking over?” Cassandra asked.

“Looks like it.”

Cassandra nodded and took out her phone, tapping at it quickly.

“What are you doing?” I asked, seeing her mana generation actually spike a bit of Malice.

“Texting Carol some shit about Liza. I don’t care about them anymore, but it’s a shame to let good ammunition go to waste.” She paused her typing and looked at me. “Is that okay?”

I thought about it for a moment while all the girls stared at Cassandra in a little bit of shock. Before being bound to my coven, she would never have asked before being mean to someone — especially not me, since I’d probably been her favorite target after Rachel.

“I vote yes,” Sam said, elbowing me in the ribs. “A civil war over there would make everybody in the school ten times happier.”

I tended to agree, but I didn’t want Cassandra falling back into her old ways. She’d been really good with all of us, hardly slipping up at all and immediately apologizing when she did. On the other hand, the girls at that table were still just as mean as Cassandra had been, so maybe some infighting really would give the rest of us some relief.

“Yeah,” I said, “but don’t overdo it, okay?”

“Thanks, I won’t.” Cassandra stretched up to kiss me on the cheek before resuming her typing — that got her another wide-eyed look from Priscilla, but the rest of the girls were used to it by now.

The sounds in the cafeteria changed and I looked around, but for once it wasn’t everyone looking at me. It wasn’t even the students this time, they were still talking and eating, but other sounds that had been underneath that stopped — the clatter of dishes in the kitchen and the clack of serving spoons rapping against the steam trays and plates. One by one the kitchen staff came out from behind their counters and stood in the food line’s doorway glaring at the cafeteria door. Over to the side of the room where the teachers who were eating in the cafeteria rather than their rooms sat, they’d all stopped eating and stood up, staring at the cafeteria doorway as well. One of the kitchen staff crossed her arms, tapping a silver-bright cleaver against her forearm.

The girls all started to notice something was up and the cafeteria went silent until all I could hear was the tap-tap of heels on the floor as a witch entered — not a student or a teacher.

She wore a tight, black, pencil skirt, with a white blouse, a black jacket, and those heels must have been six inches high. All she needed was a pair of sunglasses to be sexy secret service agent next Halloween.

The witch strode through the cafeteria, looking straight ahead, and heading right for the onesies table, while I saw Magistra Cassian, the Rituals teacher, standing in the doorway, watching her carefully with narrowed eyes.

When she got closer, her gaze fixed on me and I began to get worried — more when she stopped at our table.

“Magellus Noah Ashe?” she asked.

If she hadn’t been so intimidating, I might have laughed, since I was the only warlock in the school, much less the cafeteria.

“Yes?”

She pulled a blue envelope from inside her jacket and handed it to me.

“You’ve been served.”

The woman turned and walked away while I stared at the envelope.

“Dominus or not,” Sam told me, “if you say one word about owls, you’re getting smacked.”


AUTHOR’S NOTE


Thank you for reading and I hope you enjoyed this book as much as I enjoyed writing it. If you’d like to further support the series and my other work, please consider leaving a review or rating on Amazon or Goodreads — reviews are the lifeblood of independent authors and assist other readers in finding the stories they’ll like the most.

If you feel the need for more tangible support, I do have a Patreon (https://www.patreon.com/c/DanielKensingtonAuthor) where you can receive early access to chapters of the next books, updates on the writing process, and more. Any extras, like more in-depth or alternative scenes, that appear on Patreon will eventually wind up bundled into shorter works available on Amazon, so that no one need miss out on anything. The only things that will be long-term exclusive to Patreon will be scenes that are too spicy for Amazon and simply can’t be made available there.

The response to Book 1 has been … flabbergasting.

Literally hundreds, maybe thousands, of times greater than what I’d hoped for when I clicked the publish button for Book 1. I can’t thank you all enough for the time and effort you’ve spent in reading and reviewing the series. It’s allowed me to quit my day-job and take this up full time, dramatically increasing the speed at which you’ll receive the next book.

The spiciness level went up a bit with this one, yeah?

I think I balanced it well and am trying to keep each book to no more than 10% of the word count being explicit scenes. That seems to be a good number, and I do try to make it so that if those scenes aren’t really your cup of tea, you can safely skip them without missing much or any of the larger story or the relationships. In this case that’s less than ten thousand words out of over a hundred forty thousand. I hope that’s a fair balance.

In a large way, I discover these stories in the same way you do — I let the characters loose in my mind and let them tell me what happens. I have a general idea of what’s coming in Book 3, but sometimes they have minds of their own, so now I’m off to have a discussion with Noah about just what the hell’s in that envelope.

Daniel Kensington

Orlando, FL

December 21, 2024
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