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      But it wasn’t like the next few days were free of drama. Griffin met me at the end of breakfast every day and escorted me to every class. He didn’t leave me until dinner time when he handed me off to Avery like I was a fragile package that had to be taken care of.

      I didn’t like being treated like some helpless little girl but when I complained to Avery at the end of the first day, he frowned and pointed his coffee spoon at me.

      “Look, Princess Latimer, have you seen the way Sanchez glares at you whenever the two of you are in the same room together?” he demanded. “Word on the street is that the Healer tried to remove your little love-tap from his beefy cheek and failed. Which means the big bad Drake is none too happy with you right now.”

      “Word on the street?” I tried to scoff, though what he said sent a chill through me.

      Avery waved a hand. “Word in the hallways—however you want to put it. The point is, Sanchez is out to get you and if he gets half a chance, he will.”

      “He’s not happy with Kaitlyn either,” Emma said, setting her tray down on the table and joining us. “He kind of thinks she’s the cause of all this in the first place. Which is a load of crap, of course.”

      She poked at the food on her tray with a fork, a look of disgust on her face. That night’s dinner was some kind of creamy glop with layers of mashed potatoes, green peas, and some kind of gray mystery meat on the bottom. I would have called it shepherd’s pie except it had been doused in bright red spaghetti sauce and topped off with the ubiquitous layer of melted orange-crayon cheese.

      “What do you mean he’s mad at Kaitlyn?” I demanded in a low voice, glad that the fourth member of our little coven hadn’t joined us yet. “Avery, are you protecting her?”

      “Oh, so you’re a mighty feminist who can fend for yourself and it’s sexist to suggest that a female might ever need a male’s protection and yet Kaitlyn must now be protected?” Avery raised one sardonic eyebrow at me.

      “Cut the crap,” I said, glaring at him. “You know how it is. Kaitlyn is…well, she’s fragile.”

      The three of us exchanged glances and I knew we all felt the same. Though I didn’t know the full story behind Kaitlyn’s horrific burns, I had gathered enough to know that there had been a house fire and she had been the only survivor. It was amazing that she was able to function at all after going through such a horrible trauma at all, and I knew we all felt very protective of her—especially Avery, despite his flippant words.

      “Of course I want to protect our Katydid and keep her safe,” he said, sounding slightly exasperated. “But you should stop acting like I’m a sexist pig for wanting to help protect you, too, Megan. I’m not watching your back because you’re a frail little girl and I’m a big strong he-man.” He made a cave-man face and grunted which made Emma and me laugh. “I’m just watching out for you until you can access your magic,” he went on, lowering his voice. “After that, you can watch out for me because I do believe you have a powerhouse inside you, if you can ever let it out.”

      “I hope you’re right,” I said pessimistically. “And I’m sorry, Avery—I didn’t mean to be rude. I’m just used to being on my own and looking out for myself, I guess.”

      “Well, you’re part of a coven now,” Avery lectured. “Part of our own little Norm Dorm Tribe. So you don’t have to be Miss Independence any more.”

      “Avery’s right,” Emma said, reaching out to squeeze my hand. “We’ve got your back, Megan. But I’m still worried about Kaitlyn. Are you protecting her, Avery?” she asked anxiously.

      “I was going to,” Avery said. “But the fact is, I believe someone has beaten me to it.”

      “What? What are you talking about?” Emma and I both demanded, leaning towards him.

      “Well…” Avery smiled at us mysteriously. “As it turns out, someone is already watching Katilyn’s back—though I doubt she’s noticed it, the way she’s always looking down, you know,” he added.

      “Who is it?” I asked.

      “Ari Reyes.” Avery spoke the name with relish. “I started noticing while I was watching out for Kaitlyn that he was following her to and from every class—at a distance but still, definitely keeping an eye on her.”

      “Reyes? But he’s a Drake too!” Emma was aghast. “This is bad, Avery! He’s probably scoping out her patterns so he can tell Sanchez when she’s most vulnerable!”

      “I thought as much myself,” Avery said, nodding wisely. “But then I did a little spell called ‘The True Heart Revealed.’ It’s a handy little scrying incantation that lets the scryer know the true intentions of the subject he or she is investigating. In this case—Reyes.”

      “Okay, so what did you find?” I asked, though I thought I already knew.

      “Extreme feelings of protectiveness,” Avery said, frowning a little. “And not just from Reyes—from his Drake as well, I think. At least, there seemed to be two separate and distinct beings involved.”

      “So…he’s following her to make sure she’s all right?” Emma still sounded doubtful but I wasn’t a bit surprised myself and said so.

      “You should have seen him punch Sanchez out when he called Kaitlyn a freak and then the way he gave her his shirt and stood guard outside the exam room at the Healer’s office,” I told her. “I don’t know why he wants to protect her, but I think he really does—Avery is right, she’s already got a guardian angel. Or, a guardian Drake, I guess.” I shrugged.

      “Isn’t Reyes Spanish for king or something like that?” Avery asked vaguely. “Anyway, I’m still keeping an eye on her but after working my little spell, I’m not nearly as worried as I was. After all, nobody can protect you from a Drake half as well as another Drake. Well, except for a Nocturne who can control beasts, that is,” he added, nodding at me.

      I had told all of them about how Griffin had gotten Coach Vasquez to let Kaitlyn out of gym for the rest of the year and Avery had been suitably impressed.

      “That’s really strong magic,” he had told me. “Most Nocturnes don’t have magical skills the way we witches do. Only the oldest and the strongest families can claim to have that kind of power.”

      Thinking of that made me think of Griffin, who was never far from my mind, and something occurred to me.

      “What was that spell called that you did again?” I asked, just as Kaitlyn finally came to join us at our table in the far corner of the Dining Hall. “The True Heart Uncovered?”

      “The True Heart Revealed,” he murmured and cut his eyes towards her, letting me know he hadn’t told Kaitlyn that she had a silent protector. “Why do you ask?”

      “Well…because I’m wondering if you could do it again. For me, this time,” I said. “Because, well…I need to know Griffin’s true intentions towards me.”

      “Are you worried he’s only after your body?” Avery inquired archly.

      “No—I’m worried he’s only after my blood,” I corrected him

      “Oh? And why is that?” Emma asked.

      I sighed. All day long I had been debating whether to tell them about Griffin’s conditional offer to talk and his strange invitation to “his place” that weekend. Now the whole story came rushing out as well as my anxiety and confusion.

      “So now I don’t know what to think,” I ended, spreading my hands helplessly. “He acts like such a gentleman one minute and then he warns me away from him the next. I mean, should I go?”

      “Absolutely not!” Emma said at the same time Kaitlyn said, “No way!”

      But Avery looked thoughtful.

      “Normally I would say no, you should never put yourself in a strange place with a dangerous Nocturne who might be thirsting for your blood,” he said. “But the fact that he’s marked you changes things somewhat. The mark is a sign of devotion and protection—for him to harm you after marking you would be kind of like, well…” He frowned as though trying to think of a good metaphor. “It would be kind of like adopting a puppy from the pound and then drowning it.”

      “Oh—what a horrible idea!” Kaitlyn exclaimed, her one visible eye wide.

      “Exactly,” Avery said, nodding. “It would take a true monster to do such a thing. The question is, is Darkheart really the monster he pretends to be or not?”

      “You told me he was,” I pointed out. “You said he was being Censured by the Council and that he was bad news.”

      “Yes, and I stand by all of that,” Avery said. “But the truth is, we don’t know the details behind his Censure or the contents of his heart.”

      “Could the True Heart Revealed spell show us, though?” I asked. “Because I would really like to get some answers from him, but it makes me extremely nervous to think of being alone with him in the wilderness somewhere.”

      “Well, if by his place he means the Darkheart mansion, then you don’t need to worry about the wilderness,” Avery remarked. “It’s that big place on Kings Street. You know—the white Victorian mansion with all the trim and scalloping that looks like a giant wedding cake?”

      “Oh, I know that place!” Kaitlyn exclaimed. “It’s just down the street from the Breedlove’s house. Is that where Griffin lives?”

      Avery shrugged. “Well, it’s where his family lives, anyway. I heard his father and mother turned their backs on him when he was Censured by the Council and his father said he never wanted to see him again. But in a house that big, he could still live in one part and they could live in another and never see each other. So there’s that.”

      “But can you do the spell for Megan to find out if it’s safe for her to meet with him?” Emma asked.

      “Why don’t the three of us just come with her?” Kaitlyn asked. “There’s strength in numbers.”

      “Strength but not answers,” I said dryly. “The minute he sees you three, he’ll clam up for sure. He didn’t expressly say it but I got the very strong feeling that he’s only willing to talk if we have privacy.”

      “I don’t like that,” Emma said frowning. “He shouldn’t be able to dictate to you that way, Megan! Ask him questions anyway—if he can’t lie to you, he’ll have to answer!”

      I had to admit I had thought about that myself. But I had the feeling that forcing answers from Griffin was the worst thing I could do. The key between my breasts—still a secret from my coven-mates—throbbed in agreement.

      “I don’t think that’s a good idea,” I told her reluctantly. “Griffin doesn’t seem like someone who can be forced to do or say anything. Or if he was forced, I don’t think I’d enjoy the consequences.”

      “You certainly would not,” Avery said emphatically. “All right, we can work the spell tomorrow night.”

      “What? Why not tonight?” Kaitlyn said eagerly. Clearly she and Emma were dying to know Griffin’s true feelings for me. I had to admit, I was pretty curious myself.

      “We can’t tonight because I need a hair from his head to do the spell,” Avery said, frowning. He looked at me hopefully. “Unless you already have one?”

      I shook my head. “Sorry, no. But I’m sure I can get one tomorrow.” I thought of how close he’d sat beside me in English class and a little shiver went down my spine. Surely I could get a hair from his head if he did that again. But God, did I want him to do it again? To sit so close and put his arm around me and whisper in my ear in that cool, velvety voice of his?

      I didn’t even have to think about it. I wanted it all right—wanted to be close to him again like that—badly. It was almost like my body was craving him, like a drug. Which made no sense but I couldn’t seem to help it.

      “All right,” Avery said, breaking into my fever dreams of having Griffin’s arms around me again. “Get a hair from him tomorrow while he’s playing the gallant escort and we’ll cast The True Heart Revealed after dinner.”

      “Let’s hope it’s a better dinner than this one,” Kaitlyn sighed, poking at her tray. She looked at Avery hopefully. “Do you have anything planned for tonight?”

      “I thought we’d have a camp-out in the common room,” Avery said, grinning. “You know—roast hotdogs on sticks over the fire and then maybe finish up with smores?”

      “That sounds awesome!” Emma exclaimed and then her face fell. “Oh, but I have to work tonight.” She sighed. “Well, at least I’m not working tomorrow night so I can watch Avery cast his spell.”

      “I’m afraid we’ll all just be watching,” I said glumly. “Since I still can’t get my magic to work in any, uh, conventional way.”

      “Don’t give up, Princess Latimer,” Avery said, shaking a finger at me. “We all know it’s in there and we know it’s strong. You just have to find a way to reach it without using the nuclear option.”

      I shook my head. “I only wish I knew how. Today in Elementary casting, all the other girls were practicing making a feather float and I couldn’t even get mine off the ground. A feather!” I blew out my breath in frustration, just as I had in class—which was the only way my feather had ever even stirred an inch. Ms. Yasmeen continued to be encouraging but I was sure it was only because of my last name—not because she thought I had any real talent.

      “I’m telling you, you’ll get there,” Avery said with much more confidence than I felt. “Is everyone done with this crap?” He nodded at our trays. “Good, then let’s go down to the Norm Dorm a bit early. Maybe we can get Emma here a hot dog and a smore before she has to run off to work.”

      As we dumped our trays and trooped off to let ourselves down the concealed hatchway which led to the Dungeon, I wondered if Avery was right and if I would ever be able to access my magic without opening a vein.

      Somehow I doubted it.
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      “I want to thank you for what you did for Kaitlyn today,” Avery said in a low voice as soon as the trapdoor with its camouflage of carpet which led to the Norm Dorm was firmly and securely shut. “You were incredibly courageous, standing up to the Drakes that way. Especially Sanchez.” He made a face. “He’s a nasty piece of work.”

      I shifted from one slippered foot to the other, uncomfortable both with his thanks and his praise.

      “That’s okay—it was nothing.”

      “It was not nothing!” Avery said indignantly. “You stood up for Kaitlyn and protected her, like a true coven-mate would.” He nodded at me approvingly. “I knew you were our fourth the minute I saw you. You belong with us and you certainly proved that today.”

      “I wasn’t trying to prove myself,” I pointed out. “I just wanted to keep Kaitlyn from getting hurt—well, from getting hurt any worse than she already was,” I amended.

      Avery nodded. “She’s had a really hard time—when she came here, she wouldn’t talk at all, just kept her head down all the time. It’s taken ages to coax her out of her shell a little and now it seems like she’s back to square one.” He shook his head sadly.

      “She’ll bounce back,” I said, hoping it was true. “We just need to support her.”

      “Oh, we will! I don’t know if you know this, but Kaitlyn is kind of like a little sister to me. Well, Emma is too, but Kaitlyn is so much more fragile.” Avery sighed. “I’m just so glad you were with her to defend her like you did, Megan.”

      “I just did what any decent person would do,” I protested.

      Avery shook his head.

      “No, most ‘decent people’ are afraid to get their hands dirty or stand out in the crowd. Look how everyone else in the class treated her—I’m sure there were a few who weren’t very comfortable with the remarks Sanchez was making but you were the only one who spoke up for her.”

      “That’s not quite true,” I pointed out. “Ari Reyes stepped in, too. He punched Sanchez and said something in some weird language I’ve never heard before. The two of them had kind of a stand-off right there on the field.”

      “Yes, I heard about that too.” Avery looked thoughtful. “It’s really surprising, you know—a Drake going against his own kind like that. I wonder why he did it?”

      “I got the impression he was protecting Kaitlyn from Sanchez,” I said. “Do they have any kind of history or anything? I mean, Kaitlyn and Ari Reyes?”

      Avery shook his head.

      “Not that I know of. Reyes is pretty new to the school—he only started here at the beginning of this semester. Before that he was being educated in the Sky Lands.”

      “The Sky Lands?” I asked, frowning as we crossed the shadowy Dining Hall, heading for the entrance to the food service line and the kitchens.

      “The Drake home world,” Avery clarified. “They actually come from another land, just like the Fae come from the Realm.”

      “Really?” I was surprised. “How do they get here?”

      He shrugged.

      “I’ve heard they have a special portal in the sky that they have to fly through in dragon form. They bring the female Drakes with them, riding on their backs since they don’t have dragons inside themselves.”

      “Fascinating.” I shook my head. “I want to take a class in Other Studies so I can learn all these little details for myself. Do they have a class like that here? Maybe something I could get into if Ms. Yasmeen will ever let me out of Elementary Casting? Or if I can extricate myself from Home Ec?”

      Avery shot me a knowing look.

      “Had a hard time in your last two periods again?”

      I sighed. “You could say that. I still can’t light a candle…or bend a spoon with magic…or do anything magical, really. And in Home Ec today, none of the ovens would work right for me so my cake was burned on one side and just soup on the other.”

      “Oh no!” Avery shook his head sympathetically.

      I shrugged. “Another day, another F. I don’t know how much more of this my GPA can stand but Mrs. Hornsby still won’t let me out of it. Of course she thought the cake Nancy and the Weird Sisters baked tasted like manna from Heaven.” I rolled my eyes.

      Avery scowled. “That Nancy is such a bitch! I wish I could teach you a simple deflection spell to ward off her nastiness.”

      “Well, I don’t think that’s going to happen anytime soon. As far as I can see, I don’t have anything magical about me.”

      He shook his head. “I just don’t believe that. I don’t feel the Flame when I touch you, but I don’t feel the absence of it either, like you do when you touch a Null. Maybe your magic is locked up somehow—trapped behind a wall or a dam.”

      “In that case, I might as well be a Null,” I pointed out. “Since I can’t get to it to use it—if it’s even there, which I doubt.”

      “I don’t,” Avery said firmly as we got to the rounded archway which led into the food service line.

      I looked in. There was the tall stack of green plastic trays, ready for breakfast the next day and the long metal bars to slide your tray along as you waited to be served. Behind the steam tables which would doubtless hold more nasty casserole tomorrow, was the darkened kitchen. Vast appliances—enormous convection ovens and heating racks as well as rows of stovetops with multiple burners loomed in the dimness.

      “How does all this non-magical stuff work if it doesn’t work elsewhere in the castle?” I asked, looking at the enormous industrial-sized appliances.

      “The kitchens are a magic-null area,” Avery explained. “They have magic shielding built into all the walls to keep any stray spells from getting in and messing with their cooking. Which also makes this a great place to come if you ever need to make a phone call—the shielding keeps the castle from interfering with your cell phone.”

      “Good to know—thanks.” I nodded. “But, uh, how can your magic bag work in there if that’s the case?”

      “Oh, because it’s personal magic tied to me. As long as I’m touching it, it draws from me like a kind of magical battery. The same way a flashlight works for you even if all the electricity goes out because of a storm.”

      I thought that he had a remarkably practical way of explaining magic, which I really appreciated. It helped to de-mystify what was, for me at least, an extremely confusing subject.

      “Okay,” I said. “Now what? Where’s the fridge? I mean, the cold storage unit?”

      “Around the corner, there.” Avery pointed to the left of one of the big stoves. “But you’re going to stay here and play look-out for me. If you see or hear anyone coming, hoot twice like an owl and call once like a whippoorwill.”

      I stared at him blankly. “I don’t know what a whippoorwill sounds like! Is that even a real bird?”

      Avery sighed and made a face like a professional actor working with rank armatures.

      “Of course it’s a real bird!” He shook his head, his blond hair gleaming in the dim light. “Emma will never play along with me either. Never mind, just cough three times if you see someone coming. If they ask what you’re doing out, pretend you’re going to the Healer’s office because you think you’re getting a cold.”

      I frowned. “Will that give you enough time to get away? Or is there a place to hide back there if they come checking around?”

      He shrugged. “I can hide in my invisi-bag if I have to—I’ve done it before.”

      I had to admit that was a neat solution to the problem.

      “Okay.” I nodded. “I’ll stand here in the food line doorway and wait for you then.”

      “Thanks. One roasted chicken dinner coming up.” He grinned at me and then glided off silently into the darkness behind the steam tables. Clearly he knew exactly what he was doing.

      I went back to stand in the doorway and looked alertly around the cavernous darkness of the Dining Hall as I waited for him. I didn’t expect any trouble. Avery’s nonchalant attitude towards raiding the kitchen made it feel like just a normal part of life at Nocturne Academy.

      I didn’t even feel bad about stealing because, really, was it stealing? Wasn’t my scholarship supposed to cover room and board? And shouldn’t I be getting something better than fish and fruit salad casserole covered with a thick, greasy blanket of orange cheese? I was pretty sure even prisons didn’t serve such nasty food—an elite Magic Academy ought to do better than a correctional institution.

      I nodded to myself. Put that way, the pilfering seemed positively justified.

      As I mused, I kept my eyes trained on the wide entrance to the Dining Hall on the far side of the room. It was the only way either in or out of the area—that I could see, anyway. So I was pretty sure if someone was going to come check on the kitchens, that would be where they would come from.

      Which was why I was so surprised when a heavy hand fell on my shoulder from behind and a voice said in my ear,

      “Now what do you think you’re doing in my kitchen this time of night, Missy?”
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      Griffin drew the Coach to one side, behind the line of gym students who were facing the field. He was talking to her earnestly, though he was speaking too low for me to understand him.

      Coach Vasquez scowled at him at first and shook her head in a short, definite way.

      “No exceptions,” I heard her say. “Now go on, Darkheart—you’re holding up my class!”

      Griffin raised an eyebrow at her.

      “Very well,” I heard him say. “I didn’t want to resort to this but…”

      Pulling down the dark glasses he wore during the daytime, he stared directly into her eyes and said something else I couldn’t quite catch. I saw the pupils of his lightning and pitch eyes dilate for a moment and then he put his glasses back up and nodded at the Coach.

      “Do you understand?”

      For a moment she just stood there, staring at him. Then she nodded, like someone coming out of a dream.

      “Yes. Yes, of course.”

      “Good. See to it, then.”

      Then he turned and strolled back towards Kaitlyn and me.

      “What just now happened? What did you say to her?” I asked him but he only shook his head.

      “I’ll see you after class, little witch. Make sure you’re not late.”

      Then he was gone, disappearing into the door that led through the boys’ locker room and back out into the school, moving with the easy, slouching grace of a panther.

      “Well, I guess we’d better go.” There was a note of resignation in Kaitlyn’s voice.

      I squeezed her hand comfortingly.

      “It’s okay—I’m with you.”

      But as we went to take our places at the end of the girl’s line-up, Coach Vasquez came to intercept us.

      “Miss Fellows,” she said to Kaitlyn. “What are you doing here?”

      “Um…I was, uh, that is…I’m here for class?” Kaitlyn said uncertainly.

      Coach Vasquez frowned.

      “Don’t be foolish. You know you’re excused from Physical Education for the rest of the year. Get back into your uniform and go directly to Study Hall. I don’t want to see you out here again!”

      “Oh, uh…thank you, Coach.” Kaitlyn nodded gratefully and looked at me. “Um, is Megan excused too?”

      “Of course not!” Coach Vasquez glared at me. “And she’s about to be late! Get in line, Miss Latimer. And hurry!”

      “Yes, Coach!” I barely had time to squeeze Kaitlyn’s hand again before I had to run out onto the sunny field by myself.

      As I stood there in the merciless sunlight with all my scars showing again, I wondered what in the world Griffin had done to get Kaitlyn out of gym class indefinitely. I remembered him saying something to Sanchez about how his kind could control beasts—did it have anything to do with that, somehow?

      I had no idea.

      But whatever it was he had done to get Kaitlyn out of gym, why couldn’t he have done it for me too?
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      “My mom had cancer,” I began and told him, as I had told my coven-mates, about the pain she’d been in and how none of the medicines the doctors had given her helped.

      “It hurt so much to watch her hurting and not be able to do anything about it,” I told Griffin, still looking down at my hands as I sat beside him on the couch. “I felt like I had to do something to release the emotional pain I was feeling or I was going to go crazy. So…I started cutting.”

      From the corner of my eye, I saw him nodding thoughtfully.

      “I thought it might be something like that,” he murmured. “But I sense there is more to the story.”

      “There is,” I said and told him how I had discovered that by cutting I could take my mother’s pain for a little while. “It was like a transfer,” I said. “The pain poured out of her and into me and then she was able to rest.”

      “It must have been agonizing,” Griffin said softly.

      “It hurt but it wasn’t nearly as bad as seeing her in pain and not being able to do anything about it,” I said. “Me being able to cut for her made a huge difference in those last few months. For both of us, I think. It was the only thing I could do for her and I would definitely do it again.” I lifted my chin defiantly. “Even if it was Blood magic.”

      “Ah, yes,” Griffin murmured. “Blood magic—the most forbidden kind of magic a witch can do.”

      “It seems to be the only kind of magic I can do,” I said glumly. “I used it when I shame-marked Sanchez and again when I kicked Winifred Rattcliff out of my head when she tried her truth spell on me. I haven’t found any other way to let my magic out so far. I thought for a while that I was somehow blocked but I don’t know now—maybe this is the only way I can do magic.”

      “Maybe it is.” Griffin shrugged. “What of it?”

      “What of it?” I asked, frowning. “Well…it’s forbidden, like you said. Avery says it’s like using the nuclear option every time.”

      “So? Who does it hurt if you use the ‘nuclear option’?” Griffin asked. “Just as who does it hurt if we break the Edict? Why should we abide by the laws of a group of Elders who are simply passing down dusty traditions from our ancestors?”

      I personally thought he had a point but I doubted the rest of the magical community would agree.

      “It was my own ancestor, Corinne Latimer, who came up with the Edict in the first place,” I pointed out. “And she’s the one who outlawed Blood magic too. Even though Avery told me rumor is she used to do Blood magic herself.” I frowned. “Why would she outlaw her own magic?”

      Griffin shook his head and winced, one long white hand going to his throat.

      “I don’t know. Excuse me.”

      He got up and went over to a small sink set into one wall of the caboose. There were no other kitchen appliances—I supposed because as a Nocturne, he had no need to cook anything.

      Griffin drew himself a glass of water from the sink and drank it thirstily in long swallows. Then he drew another and sipped it more slowly.

      I looked at him anxiously as he put the glass away and came to sit by me again.

      “Are you okay?”

      “I’m fine,” he said, a bit too dismissively, I thought. “The thirst is…especially bad tonight. The water helps some, though not nearly as much as I would like.”

      I knew why his thirst was so bad tonight—it was because being near me was, as he had described it, sweet torture. My very presence and the scent of my skin and the blood pumping under it made things harder for him—so much harder.

      I tried to imagine what it would be like to be with someone you wanted so badly and cared for so deeply and yet to know that having them near you would cause terrible pain.

      What an awful thought.

      “I should go,” I said, standing up reluctantly. “This is too hard for you, Griffin. Being so near me for so long when you’re so thirsty…”

      “I don’t care about any of that,” he said, frowning. “I just want to be with you, Megan. It’s all I’ve wanted from the first moment I saw you.”

      “But your thirst—” I began.

      “Has been unrelenting for the past fifteen years,” Griffin said firmly. “I refuse to let it rule me—I will not let it drive you away.” He reached for my hand and pulled me back down to the couch with him. “Stay with me, Megan,” he murmured. “For just a little while longer.”

      I wanted to stay with him forever, of course, but the thought that I was hurting him with my very presence made me horribly uncomfortable. The idea that I was making his excruciating thirst worse and there was nothing I could do about it was a special kind of torment.

      Or was there?

      Suddenly I had an idea. Probably not a very safe idea, but one I thought might really help if it worked.

      Though if it didn’t work, I might end up dead.
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      Standing beside a sleek black BMW, I saw a good-looking couple.

      He was tall with black hair, sharp features, and pale skin and she was slim with long, straight blonde hair and an ivory complexion. Both of them were wearing dark glasses. I could tell they were both powerful Nocturnes, though I never would have known before my first week at the Academy. I would have just thought they were rich and snooty-looking.

      Standing between the tall couple was a little girl, who looked to be no more than four. She had her mother’s blonde hair and she was jumping up and down excitedly.

      “Katy! Katy’s back!” she exclaimed, pointing to Kaitlyn.

      Kaitlyn smiled and ran over to sweep the little girl into a hug.

      “Hello, Allegra,” she said as the little girl wrapped her arms around Kaitlyn’s neck and squealed with delight. “I missed you this week—did you miss me?”

      “So much! I missed you a thousand muches!” the little girl exclaimed and gave her a smacking kiss on the cheek.

      Watching them together, I saw the blonde woman give a wan smile, though the man only nodded with slight approval before looking back down at his cell phone.

      “Those are Alistair and Anastasia Breedlove,” Avery said under his breath. “Kaitlyn was their babysitter before her parents died in the fire and now she’s kind of their live-in au pair.”

      “It’s nice that they took her in after her parents passed and sponsored her for the Academy,” I said.

      He nodded. “Yes, but they’re not exactly the warmest people. And the fact that their little girl adores Kaitlyn and she’s so good with Allegra factored heavily in the decision, I’m sure. She’s more their servant than another daughter to them.”

      “At least their little girl really loves her,” Emma said firmly. “Even if the parents are kind of cold.”

      I had to agree with her as Kaitlyn waved goodbye to us and, with Allegra Breedlove still wrapped around her like a clinging vine, climbed into the back of the sleek black BMW.

      “Oh, Meggie! There you are!” a familiar voice called.

      Looking away from the Breedloves’ BMW, I saw my Aunt Dellie coming towards us. She had parked her dusty old car on the edge of the lot and was wearing yet another crazy muumuu—this one had unicorns and rainbows printed all over it.

      “Oh, so that’s your aunt,” Emma said, grinning. “I’ve seen her around town sometimes but I didn’t know she had any family.”

      “She didn’t until I moved in,” I said.

      I was tempted to be embarrassed of my aunt’s eccentric appearance but then I remembered Kaitlyn’s sad face when she talked about her dead parents and how Avery couldn’t get along with his father and how Emma didn’t have a father to get along with in the first place.

      I’m lucky to have someone who loves me, I thought. And even luckier to have an aunt who was willing to take me in and get me into Nocturne Academy. It couldn’t have been easy to go demand they give me a scholarship when she’s a Null herself and everyone thought I was one too.

      “Aunt Dellie!” I called, waving at her and ignoring the looks of the few milling students who were studying her muumuu in amusement.

      She came up to us, puffing a bit because of the Florida heat.

      “Oh, Meggie—it’s so good to see you again! So, how was your first week? And who are these nice-looking young people?” she said, all in one breath.

      “Aunt Dellie, meet my coven-mates,” I said, smiling. “Two of them, anyway.” It felt a little weird to introduce them that way but right too, as though it was always meant to be. “This is Emma,” I said and she nodded and smiled at Aunt Dellie who smiled back. “And this is Avery,” I added.

      Avery took my aunt’s offered hand and bowed over it with a flourish.

      “Enchante,” he murmured in a French accent. “We have heard much about you, Aunt Dellie—all of it good, I assure you.”

      “Oh, what a charmer!” Aunt Dellie laughed delightedly and her free hand fluttered to her chest. She turned to me. “Didn’t I tell you that you’d meet wonderful friends at Nocturne Academy?”

      “You did.” I nodded. “And you were right. In fact, we’re all going to lunch tomorrow at the I Scream where Emma works. Um, can you drive me? If not, Avery can pick me up.”

      We settled it that Avery would pick me up and drop me off since Aunt Dellie had to teach a tea leaf reading class from one to two and then I waved goodbye to my friends and headed back to her dusty old car with her.

      I had a lot to talk to my aunt about—thought I certainly wasn’t going to tell her everything. And I had a lot to ask her too.

      The question was, how much could I ask without making her suspicious?
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      “What?” I jumped up from the table, my wooden kitchen chair falling backwards to land with a flat smacking sound on the clean but faded linoleum floor. “Are you saying that someone put a spell on Mom that gave her cancer?” I demanded.

      I was thinking of how it was lung cancer and yet she’d never smoked a day in her life. And I could also guess who might want to hurt her that way. Winifred Rattcliff’s face with her too-large mouth and small, mean eyes rose in my memory. Wouldn’t my mom have been next in line to head up the Windermere Coven? And wasn’t it clear that Winifred Rattcliff would have done anything to get that place for herself and keep it for her daughter?

      But Aunt Dellie was waving her hands and trying to calm me down.

      “No, no, Meggie!” she exclaimed. “No, I’m not saying someone put a spell on her to give her cancer. I’m saying her unused magic caused it. At least, that is what I believe.”

      “You can get cancer if you don’t use your magic?” I asked blankly, reaching down to straighten my chair and sitting back down reluctantly.

      “Cancer or any number of other diseases,” Aunt Dellie said seriously. “Bottling up magical power—especially power as formidable as your mother’s was—is very dangerous indeed.”

      “But…she must have known that when she cast the forgetting spell on herself and the binding spell on you,” I protested. “So why would she do it?”

      Aunt Dellie shook her head.

      “I only wish I knew. It happened not long after your grandmother died of a stroke—Guinevere and I were both still in shock because she was only fifty, you know—and she passed so quickly! But your mother knew it was up to her to take over the leadership of the Coven. She was still so young—not even twenty yet. But she had the power and the leadership of the Coven was her birthright.”

      “Windermere Coven, right?” I asked.

      Aunt Dellie nodded.

      “Yes—the same one your Great-great-great grandmother Corinne founded. Anyway, your mother and some of the stronger witches in the Coven went away on a kind of…retreat, I guess you could call it. They went to do cleansing rituals and seek the Goddess’s will. I expected that your mother would do the ceremony of transition and take over the leadership of the Coven when she returned but instead…” She shook her head, her voice failing.

      “Instead she decided to swear off magic?” I asked, frowning.

      Aunt Dellie nodded.

      “She told me that she had seen things—terrible things—that had to be avoided at all costs. And she said the only way to avoid those things was for her to take herself out of the equation completely. So she ceded the leadership of the Windermere Coven to Winifred Rattcliff and worked the spell of forgetfulness on herself and the spell of binding on me. Then she moved away—all the way to Seattle, so she wouldn’t be reminded of her past in any way—married a Norm and had you. And that was that,” Aunt Dellie finished with a sigh.

      “But…but when she got cancer. Surely you must have thought—” I began.

      “Of course I thought it was probably her magic turning inwards—eating her from the inside out!” Aunt Dellie exclaimed passionately. “But I was bound and couldn’t say anything. And besides, your mother didn’t let me know about her cancer until it was well advanced—already metastasized.” She sighed unhappily and swiped at the tears welling up in her eyes. “I think some subconscious part of her knew that I would try to find a way to use magic to heal her, even though I have none of my own—that I would try to remind her of her past—a past she wanted desperately to forget.”

      “But why?” I exclaimed. “What could she possibly have seen that was so bad it would make her abandon her heritage and raise me like a Norm? And live like a Norm herself, for that matter? What could it have been?”

      Aunt Dellie shook her head.

      “I don’t know—she never told me. I only know she was very firm about it—and also very firm that she never wanted you to be raised in the ways of magic either.” She bit her lip. “In that, I’m afraid I didn’t keep to her wishes. I couldn’t tell you about your heritage yourself, but I knew if I could get you into Nocturne Academy, you would find out on your own.” She looked at me appealingly. “I hope I did the right thing.”

      “You did,” I told her firmly. “I just wish I knew what Mom saw on that retreat that made her so scared of her own magic…and that made her want me to keep away from magic too.”

      “I wish I knew too,” Aunt Dellie said sadly. She got up from the table and began clearing her dishes. “But I feel that the Goddess will reveal it to you eventually, Meggie dear. I just hope you’ll be safe and nothing bad will happen because I went against your mother’s wishes.”

      “I’ll be fine, Aunt Dellie,” I said, trying to put her mind at ease. “I’ve already got friends—coven-mates—and it feels like we’ve been together all our lives.”

      She smiled and nodded.

      “Oh yes—those first bondings are so strong and they can last a lifetime. You know, I believe the Goddess puts us together with our coven-mates for a reason. Each person she brings into your life has something they can teach you—and something you can teach them. Just listen to the will of the Goddess and stay true to your friends—they’ll see you through good times and bad, Meggie.”

      I thought of Avery and Emma and Kaitlyn and realized I was missing them even now. Maybe I should text the three of them and see what they were up to.

      As Aunt Dellie rinsed the dishes and loaded them in the dishwasher, I pulled out my battered cell phone which I had barely used at all my first week at Nocturne Academy. Mostly because there were so many dead spots due to magical interference that it was practically useless there.

      It was an old iPhone with a thin, silvery crack across its face but it still worked all right and I certainly couldn’t afford anything newer. I pressed the home button to bring it to life and started to go to my texting app but then I saw that someone had already texted me.

      Looking at the bubble popping up on my screen, I felt my heart start to pound. The text wasn’t from any of my coven-mates.

      It was from Griffin.
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      “Okay, nobody’s coming—the coast is clear,” Emma hissed, putting her head around the curving side of the South Tower and beckoning to us with one hand.

      “Take it easy, Jane Bond,” Avery said dryly. “I think you’re getting a little too deep into all this spy stuff. Just act natural and if anyone asks, I’ll say I’m picking up a book I loaned to one of the Sisters in the dorm.”

      “Emma and I will be right out here,” Kaitlyn whispered. She seemed more nervous than Emma, who was clearly thoroughly enjoying the “spy stuff” we were all engaged in.

      I had argued that only Avery and I should go, since we were technically the only witches in our little coven. But Emma and Kaitlyn had gone mulish and declared that we were sticking together.

      “Coven-mates don’t abandon each other!” Emma said, frowning when I had proposed she and Kaitlyn stay behind in the Norm Dorm. “Kaitlyn and I can at least be look-outs.”

      So the plan was for the two of them to hang around the South Tower, trying to look casual, as though they were just strolling around the castle grounds. If anyone went into the tower, Emma was going to open a spelled scroll and read a certain magic word which Avery had written for her. The moment she said it, he would hear it in his right ear and know that someone was coming. This, in theory, ought to give us plenty of time to hide.

      Personally, I thought we would probably be able to hear it if anyone opened the heavy wooden door with its thick brass knob, but the magical scroll and word added a nice touch to our little “covert operation.”

      “All right, here goes nothing,” Avery remarked. Putting his hand on the shiny brass knob, he turned and pushed at the door at the same time.

      Nothing happened.

      “Hmm…” He frowned and tried again. “What in the name of the Goddess?” he murmured.

      “What is it? What’s going on?” Kaitlyn whispered nervously. She was probably enjoying our little spy mission the least, but she had refused to be left behind, repeating Emma’s assertion that coven-mates stuck together.

      “I think someone’s put a spell on it,” Avery said, frowning. “They locked it magically so nobody could get in while they were gone.”

      I tried the knob myself. It would only twist a fraction of an inch before it stopped and the door didn’t even rattle when I pushed against it.

      “They locked it all right,” I said grimly. “But I don’t think they did it magically. This feels like a real, solid lock and this is a heavy door.” I shook my head. “I don’t think we’re getting in.”

      “Oh, yes we are. We’ll never get a better chance to look at Corinne Latimer’s grimoire than this weekend,” Avery said grimly. “Stand back, girls—I’m going to try something.”

      “Something” turned out to be an opening charm which didn’t work. Nor did the unlocking spell he used next or the reversal incantation which should have made the lock reverse its function and open the door instead of holding it closed.

      At last Avery stood back panting and I saw droplets of sweat beading in his blond hairline.

      “Whatever it is—it’s strong,” he said, glaring at the lock as though it had offended him personally. “And if it’s not magic, it’s at least magic-resistant.”

      “Is that it, then?” Emma sounded disappointed that our little caper was over almost before it had started. “We’re not getting in?”

      Avery shrugged, looking defeated.

      “I hate to give up but I just don’t know what else to try.”

      I felt a surge of disappointment. I didn’t know why, exactly, but I had a very strong feeling that I needed to see my ancestor’s grimoire. Not just to see if there was some obscure prophecy I was supposed to fulfill but because more and more, I wanted to know who Corinne Latimer was—or who she had been, I guess. After all, in a round-about way, she was part of me. The search for her felt a little like the search for myself—the magical part of myself, anyway—that I was still struggling to unlock.

      Speaking of unlocking, was there anything we could do to get this door open? I wondered if I should try Blood magic, but somehow it just didn’t feel right. It was too overt—too obvious. And yet—

      Just then I felt a tugging around my neck. Looking down, I saw something twitching under the cotton fabric of the Henley I was wearing. Though I was only supposed to have uniforms on when I was on campus, I hadn’t bothered to change.

      The black key tugged at my neck again and then pulled away, as though trying to get to the door.

      I frowned—could it be that the black Blood Stone key was the answer? I had thought it was only meant to unlock the padlock around Griffin’s throat but maybe it could help me in another way too.

      Carefully, I reached into my shirt and pulled the key out. The chain grew obligingly longer so I didn’t have far to reach to fit it into the lock.

      “Hey, what’s that?” Avery frowned at the key when it slid smoothly home, as though it had been made especially for this particular lock.

      “Just something I found at a flea market,” I said absently and turned the key in the lock.

      “What is that? One of those keys that fits any lock? A what do you call it—a skeleton key?” Kaitlyn asked excitedly.

      “Something like that,” I said. And since the door was now unlocked, I tucked the key back into my shirt, turned the shiny brass knob and pushed it open. “Are you coming?” I asked Avery, who was looking at me in frank amazement. He seemed to get over it after a moment, though he was still eyeing the lump under my shirt where the key lay with uncertainty.

      “Coming,” he echoed and we pushed our way into the South Tower, our feet barely making a noise on the flagstone floors.

      Great, we were in. Now what?
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      I came to stand in front of the reading stand, looking down at the massive book. The golden curving markings all over the oxblood cover almost seemed to spell something out—something in a language I could almost but not quite read. Down in the bottom right-hand corner was something I could read, however—the initials C.L. were inscribed there in flowing, golden script.

      “This is gorgeous,” I whispered reverently, reaching out to touch it.

      “Be careful!” Avery hissed. “Touching it really hurts.”

      But when my fingers made contact with the bindings of the book, I felt only a gentle hum. It was like the book was acknowledging me—welcoming me in some way. Suddenly, the room was filled with whispers.

      “Welcome, descendant of the first Latimer,” a hundred echoing voices murmured—like a choir singing all around me. “Open the lock and claim your birthright.”

      “Crap!” Avery jumped and looked around, as though he expected the choir of whispered voices to suddenly appear in the flesh. “That’s strong magic, Megan,” he muttered to me. “Can’t you feel it?”

      Actually, I could. It was like a tingling which started in my fingertips where I was touching the book and ran though my entire body, making the short hairs on the backs of my arms and at the back of my neck stand up like static electricity.

      “Megan!” Avery whispered, looking at me in an awed way. “Your hair—it’s floating.”

      I looked to the side and noticed that he was right—my long auburn locks were rising into the air, almost as though the book I was brushing with my fingertips was full of some weird energry and it was charging me just to touch it.

      “It feels…strange,” I admitted, not moving my hands from the book. “Strange but really good too—like I’m charging up like a battery.”

      “Yeah, you’re looking charged up, for sure. Well, what are you waiting for?” Avery demanded. “Open the grimoire!”

      I tried but though I tugged gently at the brass bindings, the book remained locked and shut. So apparently just being a descendant of Corinne Latimer wasn’t enough to open it.

      “Try your key,” Avery said, indicating the keyhole in the center of the bindings.

      I squinted down at it, frowning. The keyhole looked strange. Instead of having a round top and then a triangle bottom like I might have expected, it was simply a perfect circle, barely bigger than a pinhole.

      “I don’t think it’s going to work,” I said, pulling the black key out of my shirt anyway. Sure enough, the barrel of the key was much too big to fit into the tiny lock. And the lock didn’t seem inclined to grow, nor the key to shrink, to fit each other.

      “Oh,” Avery said, sounding disappointed. “Well, now what?”

      “I suppose we could try an opening spell?” I asked, looking up at him.

      He shook his head.

      “I very much doubt any opening spell I could come up with would open Corinne Latimer’s grimoire. And you still don’t have access to your magic.”

      “Yes, I do,” I said, frowning. “Just because I don’t have the kind of access everybody here considers ‘normal’ doesn’t mean I can’t get to my magic.”

      The black key had sharpened in my hand again, as though it knew what I was thinking.

      Avery’s eyes grew wide but before he could protest, I had stuck the pad of my right index finger with the needle-sharp point at its end and allowed a single ruby droplet of blood to fall into the tiny keyhole.
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      I felt his fangs, long and sharp, pierce the vulnerable flesh of my throat, sinking right into the thick vein that pulsed there. And it hurt—I’m not going to lie—but the pain was only for an instant. After that, I felt a deep, overwhelming pleasure pulsing through me. It made me moan behind the gag and arch my back, pulling against the ropes that bound my wrists and ankles.

      Was this what it always felt like to be bitten by a Nocturne? No wonder it was part of their love making ritual!

      I moaned again and writhed against him, unable to help myself. The feeling of pleasure was like a big, warm hand caressing my entire body, moving over me and setting every single nerve alight. I felt like a light bulb being switched on for the first time, like an empty glass suddenly filled to overflowing with water, like…well, I could go on but let me just say it was amazing—better than anything I’d ever felt in my life and completely, instantly addictive. I was going to want more of this in the near future…if this first bite didn’t kill me, that was.

      Which was a distinct possibility.

      But though he was draining me as he drank, I wasn’t trying to get away from him, I realized after a moment—actually, I was trying to get closer. And it wasn’t just because of the overwhelming pleasure, though that certainly played a part in my reaction. It was because the feel of Griffin’s fangs in me—the feeling of giving myself to him willingly and with no restraint—felt more right than anything ever had in my entire life.

      It was a feeling of connection—a feeling of coming home.

      He is mine and I am his, I thought and knew it was true.

      But as he continued to drink from me, the feeling began to fade—along with everything else. My fingers and toes felt numb and the rustling sound of the canvas snare around us seemed to fade into the background. Black flowers began to bloom in my field of vision and I felt dizzy and weak.

      Blood loss, I thought, though even my thoughts felt fuzzy now. Won’t be…much…longer.

      But suddenly Griffin pulled away, his fangs abruptly leaving my throat. His eyes were still glowing brightly and I could tell the thirst was still on him but somehow he had found the will to stop.

      “All right,” he whispered, as though talking to someone else—someone I couldn’t see or hear. “All right, I’ve stopped! I won’t bite her again!”

      I wanted to ask who he was talking to, but I was too dizzy to form words. And anyway, right after he’d said it, he reached for me again.

      I was sure he intended to bite me a second time. I was already baring my throat but instead of sinking his fangs in again, Griffin gripped the edge of the silver duct tape that covered my mouth in his fangs and ripped it loose.

      The pain of the tape coming loose seemed to wake me from my stupor and I spat out the bite guard at once, more by instinct than anything else. I still felt woozy and uncertain about what was going on but Griffin was looking at me intently, his eyes glowing silver in the darkness.

      “Megan, I can’t do this,” he said hoarsely. “I love you too much—I can’t allow the thirst to kill you. But…” He hesitated. “There is only one way I can think to stop it—to stop all of this and save you. I hope you will forgive me later.”

      Forgive you for what? I wanted to ask, but my tongue felt numb and stupid and I couldn’t form the words.

      Griffin gave me one last, intense look, and then reached up to press the side of his throat to my mouth.

      “Bite me.” His voice was low and harsh. “Bite me and drink my blood, Megan—it’s the only way.”
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      The only way to what? I wanted to ask but now my mouth was muffled against his neck.

      “I…can’t do this,” I mumbled, trying to move my mouth away from him. Actually, I didn’t even know why he wanted me to.

      “You have to,” he insisted. “You’re in no shape to do magic and this is the only way I can protect you. Go on—bite me.”

      I opened my mouth to protest again and found myself tasting the salt of his skin. This close his wintry scent surrounded me completely and to my surprise, I found my body reacting to it—to him.

      My teeth weren’t nearly as sharp as his—they were human and blunt and it must have been painful for him when I bit him. But Griffin didn’t even flinch. He only pressed closer to me until I felt his flesh tear and his salty blood rushed into my mouth and over my tongue.

      A swallow was all it took to make me feel much better than I had. And it was all Griffin gave me before he pulled away and looked at me again.

      “Megan Latimer,” he said, his voice low and formal,

      
        
        
        “Blood of my blood

        And breath of my breath.

        Nothing can part us

        Now except death.”

      

        

      

      A chill ran through me—a feeling of connection stronger than anything I’d ever felt before. And yet it was still incomplete. Griffin seemed to think so too.

      “Say it back to me,” he murmured urgently. “Quickly—it’s the only way.”

      I vaguely thought I’d heard the words he had recited somewhere before, but I wasn’t sure where. Someone had told me about them, said they were important—life-changing. But I couldn’t remember more than that—couldn’t think of anything but Griffin’s pale gray eyes urging me to say the incantation back to him.

      “Griffin Darkheart,” I said, looking at him,

      
        
        
        “Blood of my blood

        And breath of my breath.

        Nothing can part us

        Now except death.”

      

        

      

      The feeling of connection intensified like sparks from a fire radiating through my entire body. I felt love and devotion and caring and possessiveness all flowing into me—flowing from Griffin, I realized hazily. And my emotions of love and adoration were flowing into him.

      The emotions were too great—too much to hold. I felt them start to overflow—like a cup filled with too much liquid. The love we shared spilled outward and spread like water running downhill.

      Suddenly the canvas hammock we were zipped into—the snare as Winifred Rattcliff had called it—began to shake At first I thought it was because the witches outside were rocking it on purpose but after a moment I realized the hammock was shaking because the ground was shaking.

      I heard screams of surprise outside and a crashing sound like trees falling in the forest and then someone was shouting something over and over about roses…look at all the roses…

      All of this should have scared me to death and I admit it was pretty frightening, but in a distant way. The main thing to me was still Griffin, still the connection we shared and the love flowing between us and over us and through us in a continuous cycle of longing and adoration.

      “I love you,” I whispered, looking into his silver eyes. “I love you forever…this is forever.”

      “I love you forever too, my little witch,” he murmured and again I felt our love crest and rush outward, like a tidal wave flooding out in all directions. Together we had created an unbroken loop of emotion and it was spilling over, flooding both of us and flowing into the world around us…

      Flowing because we had just done the most forbidden thing two Others of different races could do—

      Griffin Darkheart, a Nocturne, was now Blood-Bonded to me, Megan Latimer, a Witch.

      The Edict was broken and not just for us, I sensed—for everyone.
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      The pliers broke.

      I sat there on the faded blue bedspread of the room Aunt Delliee had designated as mine and stared at them in horrified fascination. There was a huge notch carved out of the rusty metal, as though I had tried to cut a diamond instead of the thin, fine-linked chain. And these weren’t dainty jewelry making pliers either—they were heavy duty. I had found them in the tool shed out behind the drafty old antebellum mansion which Aunt Delliee called home. My home too now, I guessed.

      What the hell was going on here?

      I lifted the pliers to try again but the necklace chose that moment to tighten warningly. I put the pliers down and it loosened, the key settling in the hollow of my throat like an unwanted lump of ice.

      I laid the pliers on the bed and stood up, crossing the creaking wooden floor to the full-length mirror in the corner of my new room. I wasn’t sure who had stayed in this room before me, but it was made up like an old-fashioned nursery. There was a rocking horse in the opposite corner and several china dolls with blank faces crowded each other on top of the bookcase.

      Actually, it was kind of spooky.

      Ignoring the blank stares of the dolls, I examined myself in the mirror. A girl with long, auburn-brown hair and green-gray eyes looked back. All the woman in my family had the same eyes. My mother had them too, but she’d been dead almost two years now.

      I pushed the morbid thought away and looked at the necklace which felt heavy and cold around my throat. If I painted, I would have done a self-portrait and entitled it Girl with Key. Or maybe Girl with a Freaky Necklace that Won’t Come Off. Ha-ha, Megan, very funny.

      Hesitantly, I reached up and brushed just the tips of my fingers against the jewel-studded black metal. The key throbbed at my touch like a live thing and I jerked my hand away with an indrawn hiss of breath.

      I’d read the entire Lord of the Rings trilogy—not because of the movies or for AP English but because they were the kind of books my Dad used to recommend to me. Before Mom had died and he became an absentee parent, that was. Anyway, the key around my neck reminded me of Tolkien’s one ring. Especially the way he described it as Sam and Frodo got closer to Mordor. The way it got heavier and heavier—the way it seemed to have a mind of its own…

      The comparison freaked me out. It was bizarre and more than a little scary.

      I thought about trying to talk to Aunt Delliee again, but when I opened my bedroom door, I heard the faint sounds of Middle Eastern music drifting up the broad central staircase. Oh right, she had told me she was teaching a belly dancing class this evening—that was the whole reason she was in such a hurry to get home. Well, that and the fact that she wanted me to get plenty of sleep on the night before my first day of school.

      Like that was ever going to happen.

      I closed the door and decided to try and forget about the necklace and its weird key and concentrate on my clothing options for tomorrow instead. Not that I was some kind of a fashion maven, but school had already been in session here in Frostproof for a couple of weeks so I was walking into hostile territory.

      It’s always best to be prepared.

      Of course, I had always gotten along fine back home in Seattle. I more or less blended into the background—just another college fast-track academic nerd. But there was only one small high school in Frostproof and I was sure most of the kids there had been friends since kindergarten. Any hope I had of fitting in, or at least going unnoticed and being left alone, might depend on a good first impression—or maybe no impression at all.

      What I needed was a nondescript outfit that didn’t draw attention to me, I decided. I began to unpack my one large suitcase, hanging clothes in the single dusty closet. I considered my options as I went along.

      Unfortunately, everything I owned had long sleeves.

      There was a good reason for that. I pushed up my Henley’s sleeves and looked at myself critically. The neat rows of tiny pinkish-white scars marching up and down my inner arms looked like a ladder. They were much too visible against my pale skin—much too noticeable.

      I didn’t need to spend my first day at school being labeled and judged. So it looked like I’d be wearing a long-sleeved shirt no matter how hot it was. I sighed as I look at the scars again. But I didn’t regret a single one of them.

      Yes, I was a cutter—or I used to be, anyway. But not for the reasons you might think.

      I had started back when Mom was dying. Dad and I both knew she was going and she knew it too. That was awful—too awful to think about and yet it was all I could think about. I literally couldn’t turn my mind off.

      That was why I started cutting. The physical pain seemed to release the emotional hurt somehow. When the blade sliced my flesh, I had a brief moment of respite from the never-ending loop of Mom’s dying, she’s leaving me, I’ll never see her again, she’s dying that ran over and over inside my head constantly. It always came back, of course, but in that brief moment of bright, sharp pain, I was free of it.

      I’ll take physical pain over emotional agony any day.

      So yes, I did start cutting for the usual reasons. (Well, if you can call your mom dying of terminal lung cancer usual.) But that’s not why I kept it up.

      Near the end, Mom was in so much pain that nothing they gave her helped. The cancer had metastasized which is a technical way to say it spread all over and it was eating her up from the inside out. She would lie there in bed, her face shiny with sweat, and try to talk to me like nothing was happening. But I could see the pain in her gray-green eyes. And I could hear her moaning when she thought I couldn’t hear.

      It was awful.

      One day it was too much. I was sitting with her when she woke up crying, the pain was so bad. I rang for the nurse and then ran to the bathroom. I knew I ought to wait until I got home but I couldn’t help it—I needed to cut.

      I took out the tiny, thin razor blade I had wrapped in tissue and hidden in the folds of my battered Choco Cat wallet. Mom had given it to me for my twelfth birthday when I was still into all things Hello Kitty. Remembering that made me want to cry, made me need to cut even more.

      With trembling fingers I drew the blade across my arm, making a shallow slice just below the crook of my elbow. And suddenly, I felt it—an agony so deep and throbbing it took my breath away. It filled me like water fills a cup, pouring into my body until I didn’t think I could stand any more.

      But at the same time, my mother’s cries lessened and then ceased. Despite the weird pain, I had a moment of blind panic—was she dead? Feeling like I was one big ache, I opened the bathroom door a crack to reassure myself that she was still all right. To my surprise, she was breathing peacefully, a look of relief on her thin, wasted face.

      “Mom?” I made her name a question and she turned her head to look at me and smiled.

      “Megan,” she whispered, smiling. “It’s gone. I don’t know why but the pain is gone.”

      I frowned. “Did the nurse come already to give you something?”

      She shook her head. “No, no one came. They’re giving me everything they can but up until now it wasn’t helping. Maybe…maybe it just kicked in.”

      I had my doubts about that. But it seemed too far fetched to believe anything else.

      “Maybe so,” I told her. “I’ll be right out.”

      I retreated back into the bathroom and washed the shallow cut in the sink. I still felt the dull, aching pain but it seemed to lessen as the water ran clear and the blood stopped flowing from my wound. By the time I put a tiny bandage on the cut, the weird pain was almost gone.

      I went out of the room, hoping to have a real conversation with my Mom for once, instead of just asking her if she was all right when I could see clearly that she wasn’t. But she was already asleep.

      I kissed her forehead and left but the incident had planted an idea in my mind. An idea which refused to be uprooted or pushed aside, no matter how crazy it seemed.

      Could it be that I had somehow eased my mother’s pain? Had I transferred it to myself in some way and given her a moment’s release? If so, would it be possible to do it again?

      It was and I did.

      I cut more often after that, but not because I needed to relieve my own emotional pain. The horrible feeling of helplessness was gone. Yes, my mother was still dying, yes I was going to lose her, but until that happened, I had found a way to ease her anguish and that stopped the endless loop in my head. So the cutting was no longer for me—it was for her.

      I came to see her every day after school, cut in the bathroom, and then sat with her until visiting hours were over. I usually cut once more before I left, to give her a few more hours of peace. The effects of my strange little ritual seemed to last anywhere from two to five hours, depending on how bad the pain was and what state of mind she was in. Feeling her agony inside me every time wasn’t pleasant but I took it gladly. As I said before, I’ll take physical pain over the emotional variety any time.

      Mom lasted another three months that way. I ran out of room on my forearms and started on my inner thighs instead. I knew I’d have the scars for life but I didn’t care. I didn’t care because it helped her. I didn’t know how—I didn’t believe in magic or witchcraft or things that go bump in the night—but somehow it helped.

      I never regretted the scars—they were all I had left of my mom.

      But that didn’t help me now. Now that I was staring at my limited, mostly winter weather wardrobe, and realizing that I had moved to a place where tank tops and short shorts were probably the local uniform of choice. And tomorrow I would be going to school in long sleeves and jeans.

      God, the first day of school was going to suck. Hard.

      The key at my throat throbbed as if in agreement or maybe just to remind me of its hateful presence. I brushed it with my fingertips again and I swore it jumped at my touch.

      Right. I would be going to my new school in long sleeves, jeans, and a freaky magic necklace that wouldn’t come off.

      I didn’t see how things could get any stranger.
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      “You what?” Avery demanded, looking at me with wide eyes across the Formica tabletop where he and Emma and Kaitlyn and I were all sitting.

      The I Scream You Scream diner was a throwback to the golden age of ice cream sodas and poodle skirts. There were wide padded booths, covered in shiny red vinyl, framed posters of Elvis and The Four Tops, and Chuck Berry on the walls, and even a juke box in the corner that didn’t have a single song written after 1960.

      Seriously, it looked like something out of the set of Grease, the Musical.

      But it wasn’t the décor I was looking at—it was Avery’s shocked and disbelieving face.

      “Are you seriously telling me you marked him back?” he asked me.

      “Can’t you tell by looking at my forehead?” I said.

      They all leaned forward and peered at me—at the spot between my eyebrows where Aunt Dellie claimed “the third eye” was placed. I hadn’t seen anything there myself this morning when I looked in the mirror but then, I hadn’t seen it when Griffin had first marked me either.

      Avery sighed and shook his head.

      “No, thank the Goddess,” he remarked and frowned. “Though I can’t understand why not. Usually when people mark each other, it’s there for everyone to see.”

      “It shows when we touch each other,” I said and blushed.

      Emma and Kaitlyn exchanged an unreadable look and Avery shook his head again.

      “Girl, you have it bad. But could you have picked a worse guy to fall for? The school bad-boy and a Censured Nocturne. Not to mention the fact that he’s from a whole different species of Other so you’ve now officially broken the Edict twice.”

      “Keep it down, will you?” I hissed, looking around.

      “Oh, don’t worry,” Emma said. “People from the Academy hardly ever come here—it’s strictly a Norm hangout. Most of our fellow students prefer the café on campus.”

      I was partial to the café myself, but it only served drinks, which made it useless as a substitute for the awful cafeteria food.

      “Besides, you’re not going to be able to hide being double marked with a Nocturne for long,” Avery said, frowning. “It wouldn’t matter if Headmistress Nightworthy herself walked in here and overheard us because eventually this particular kitty is coming out of the designer handbag.”

      “Well, even if she is, uh, double marked now, at least it doesn’t show up unless she touches Griffin,” Kaitlyn volunteered, clearly trying to stick up for me. “I mean, maybe they’ll be able to hide it.”

      “If they can keep their hands off each other.” Avery sounded distinctly skeptical about that idea.

      “We can if we have to!” I exclaimed, feeling defensive. “And in case you’re wondering, I didn’t set out to mark Griffin. It just sort of…happened.”

      “I could buy that excuse the first time, Princess,” he said flatly. “I mean, after all, the first time he marked you and it was to protect you from Sanchez. But you don’t just happen to break the Edict twice in a row!”

      “Shouldn’t the Edict itself have kept this from happening?” Emma asked doubtfully. “I mean, I thought it worked to keep members of different species of Others from feeling attracted to each other in the first place.”

      “Yes, but didn’t Avery also say it was getting really old?” Kaitlyn said. “Like wearing out, maybe? Do you think there are other, uh, Others from different species who are feeling attracted to each other but they’re just hiding it?”

      “That’s a whole lot of Other business going on,” Avery said skeptically. “And to answer your question, I don’t know and I don’t care. All I’m worried about right now is Princess Latimer here getting caught doing the unthinkable.”

      “Is it really that bad to break the Edict, though?” I protested. “I mean, really?”

      Avery sighed. “Look, you weren’t raised in the magical world so you don’t understand. For most Others, being caught breaking the Edict is almost the worst thing you can do. I mean, it’s so socially unacceptable you might as well declare that you’re going to take up…I don’t know, serial murder or something awful like that.”

      “That seems kind of extreme,” I said. “How can you equate killing people with loving someone of a different species or race?”

      Avery shrugged. “I’m just telling you what the Council of Elders thinks about it.”

      “Well, they’re older,” I said. “The older generation. But maybe things are changing—maybe they ought to change. Think about it—just a generation or two ago a lot of people hated mixed marriages and gay marriages now they’re much more common.”

      “A lot of people still hate mixed couples—especially in the South,” Kaitlyn said in a low voice. “My parents used to get some pretty nasty looks and remarks from time to time, since my dad was white and my mom was black.”

      “And you try telling my dear old dad that gay marriage is acceptable now,” Avery said dryly. “I’m sure he’d love to hear all about it.”

      “My point is that just because a few people think something is wrong, doesn’t make it wrong,” I argued.

      “A few people? You don’t understand,” Avery said. “You’re talking about breaking the Edict like it’s some kind of Civil Rights issue. I’m telling you, Megan—it would be tearing the fabric of Other society apart if everybody started doing what you and Griffin are doing.” He leaned forward. “And speaking of that, what exactly are you doing? I’ve heard Nocturnes are amazing. Strictly from other Nocturnes, of course,” he added quickly.

      “It’s none of your business,” I said primly. And when the three of them groaned in disappointment, I added somewhat reluctantly, “Actually, not much. I’m underage, according to Griffin, and he refuses to do anything illegal.”

      “Except for breaking the Edict,” Avery said dryly.

      “You keep coming back to that,” I said, feeling exasperated. “But it’s not like Griffin and I are Blood-Bonded or anything. And anyway, what about the other things we were supposed to discuss today? What about the prophecy I heard Nancy and her mom talking about? Did you get a chance to do any digging on that?”

      Avery shook his head.

      “I meant to get over to my aunt’s house and look through her spell library but she had to leave for a weekend retreat with the rest of the Windermere Coven and my mom lost her spare key.”

      “Great.” Emma sighed. “How are we ever going to find out what prophecy they were talking about then? Because I really think Megan needs to know!”

      “I do too,” I said. “I want to know if that’s the reason my mom kept me out of the magical world and raised me as a Norm.”

      Then, of course, I had to tell them all about my conversation with Aunt Dellie and everything she’d said about my mom. All three of them were wide-eyed when I had finished.

      “Okay, now we definitely need to find out about that prophecy,” Kaitlyn said at last. “Is there another magical library somewhere we could look? Maybe someplace on campus?”

      “There is one,” Avery said slowly. “But it’s in the South Tower in the Sisters’ dorm. They have an ancient grimoire that supposedly belonged to Corinne Latimer herself. If there were any pertinent prophecies to do with one of her descendants, I’d bet it would be there.”

      “Great,” I said. “Let’s go!”

      “Not so fast, Princess,” Avery said, frowning at me. “The only people who are allowed in the Sisters’ Spell Library are Sisters. Specifically those who live there.”

      “Do you think we’d get in trouble if they caught us there?” I asked. “I mean, you’re a Sister and I technically am too. In fact, Nancy’s mom really wanted the headmistress to move me in there. She said it was the only way I would get a ‘proper magic education.’”

      “I think we would get into trouble, yes,” Avery said. “But of course, that’s only if we get caught.” He brightened. “And I happen to know that this weekend is probably the best chance we’ll ever get to sneak into the South Tower. All the Sisters are away at the weekend retreat with the Windermere Coven. It’s kind of a magical field trip where they perform the Great Rite for the first time,” he added, by way of explanation. “So if we’re going to break in, now’s the time.”

      “Like I said—let’s go,” I said, slapping the tabletop with one hand and making the thick white china dishes rattle on the table. The I Scream didn’t serve anything on paper or plastic—even the strawberry milkshake I’d drunk had come in a tall, old-fashioned glass and had been topped with real whipped cream.

      “I can’t right now,” Emma said regretfully. “I have to finish my shift.”

      “And I have to put Allegra to bed before I can go anywhere,” Kaitlyn said apologetically. “Mr. and Mrs. Breedlove are already being really nice, letting me take time off in the middle of the day like this.”

      “It’s better to go after it gets dark anyway,” Avery said, shrugging. “And Megan has to be back at school by midnight tonight anyway. So shall we say I’ll pick you all up around ten and we’ll head back to the Academy then?”

      I was impatient to begin but I could see the sense of this plan. After all, if anyone was hanging around the campus and watching, it would be way easier to see a bunch of people who didn’t belong sneaking into the South Tower in the middle of the day. At night, there was much less chance of anyone noticing us.

      “All right,” I said. “Ten it is.”

      “Just see that you’re at your aunt’s house and not over at Griffin’s place when I come to get you,” Avery said waspishly.

      I frowned. “Actually—” I broke off to yawn, surprising myself. But the excellent cheeseburger and milkshake I’d had were suddenly weighing on me. “Actually, I’m going to go home and take a nap,” I finished. “I, uh, didn’t get a lot of sleep last night.”

      “What? Did you and Griffin stay up all night staring into each other’s eyes? Since he’s too proper to do anything ‘illegal?’” Emma asked, grinning at me.

      Actually, that was closer to the truth than she probably thought. We had been talking—talking about everything and nothing—getting to know each other more intimately even though the most Griffin would do was hold me after our near-disastrous make-out session which had been stopped only by the black lock around his neck.

      It occurred to me then, that I still hadn’t told my coven-mates about the key I wore and the lock that matched it. I thought about it now…but pushed the thought away. First because I wasn’t sure if the key would allow itself to be revealed. And second because they might want to know what Griffin had done to deserve to be locked up in constant pain and thirst for essentially the rest of his life.

      I didn’t want to tell them the whole story—his awful memory of waking up beside the two dead Norm girls and being blamed for their murder. He hadn’t done that—I was sure of it. But I wasn’t sure I could convince my coven-mates of his innocence, and I didn’t want them to hate my boyfriend.

      Wait—was boyfriend the right word for Griffin? I could feel his mark on me even now—a warm spot on my forehead that seemed to radiate love and protection. Somehow boyfriend didn’t seem like a strong enough term of affection—it didn’t feel like an accurate description of what he was to me.

      Blood Knight, whispered a little voice in my head, but I still didn’t really know what that meant. What good was an ancient legend when it came to describing the most important and unique relationship of my life?

      “Megan? Oh, Princess Latimer…”

      Avery snapping his fingers under my nose made me realize that I’d drifted off, thinking of Griffin.

      “Yup, she’s got it bad, all right,” Kaitlyn remarked, grinning. She seemed to be more approving of Griffin than Emma and Avery—maybe because he had helped her to get out of Coach Vasquez’s PE class from Hell.

      “Sorry, guys,” I said and yawned again. “I’m just sleepy. And to answer your question, Emma, we were up all night talking,” I said primly. “Just talking.”

      And being close…and looking into each other’s eyes. I knew it sounded stupid and hopelessly romantic but I couldn’t help it. The memory of Griffin’s strong arms around me…his cool, wintry scent…the way his voice went soft and low when he called me his “little witch”—all those things were hard to forget. I had never been in love before and just thinking of him made me feel tingly all over.

      “Okay, she’s drifting off again,” Avery said, pulling me out of my thoughts. “Time to get her home so she can have some sweet dreams of her Nocturne Blood Knight before we break into the South Tower tonight.”

      “Ha-ha, Avery—very funny,” I said, but I could feel my cheeks getting hot. He was right—my mind kept wandering back to Griffin. But at the same time, I wanted to find out about the mysterious prophecy and I also found myself curious about my ancestor, Corinne Latimer.

      Why would she enact such a restrictive law as the Edict and bind all the Others to it? And even more puzzling, why would she outlaw her own kind of magic—Blood magic?

      I didn’t know but I was determined to find out—right after I had a much-needed nap. (In which I knew I would dream of Griffin.)
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      Maybe a little less than an hour before dawn, Winifred Rattcliff and several other witches came back into the clearing. I had been almost drifting off—you can only be terrified for so long, even when you’re waiting for your own awful demise. At least, I couldn’t. I had almost started dreaming as I lay tied to the hammock between the two dead trees, when the scuffling sound of a struggle woke me up.

      “Hold him!” I heard Winifred say to someone. “He’s a strong one—a direct descendant of the line. Keep the spell in place—don’t let him go!”

      I craned my neck, trying to see who they were talking about and what was happening but though the sky was growing a tiny bit lighter, I couldn’t see a thing except for shadows—a lot of shadows—heading towards the hammock.

      Then, suddenly a familiar scent filled the air around me—the smell of winter and dark spice.

      Griffin? My eyes opened wider and I struggled with my bonds, trying to get to him, trying to see if he was all right.

      “Be still, you little idiot,” Winifred Rattcliff said sharply and slapped me across the face. “Don’t worry,” she added, “You’ll be with your Nocturne lover soon enough.”

      “You bitch! Don’t touch her!” Griffin growled at her angrily and lunged, obviously upset that she’d hurt me. The senior witch hurriedly said some words I didn’t understand and made a few motions with her fingers, apparently shoring-up her spell.

      Her actions seemed to work because Griffin went suddenly rigid as a statue, just as Avery had earlier in the South Tower.

      “That’s better. You are a strong one,” she said, panting a little. “And savage too! Of course, that’s all to my benefit. It made it easy for the others on the Council to believe that you’d have no problem murdering those two Norm girls.”

      In the slowly growing light, I saw Griffin’s pale eyes grow wide with shock.

      “You…you did that?” His voice was hoarse with uncertainty.

      “As far as anyone knows, you did it,” she said, giving him a nasty smile. “I certainly went to the trouble to make it look like you had, anyway.” She made a face. “Draining all that blood was such a messy business but it certainly convinced the Council of your guilt.”

      What a bitch! I couldn’t believe she’d framed Griffin for murder and had him punished all these years with the terrible, painful thirst. I’d known Winifred Rattcliff was not to be trusted almost from the moment I’d met her but I’d had no idea just how awful she really was!

      “Why?” Griffin’s voice was hoarse. “Why would you do that to me? What had I ever done to you?”

      “Why, it wasn’t what you’d done but what you were going to do—if you got the chance, that is,” Winifred said, frowning at him. “And you almost did, you naughty boy,” she went on, scolding him as though he was a child. “I knew, you see, that you were the last unmated male descendant left of the founder of Nocturne Academy. And I further knew that if you were allowed to join with this little witch here—” she nodded at me, “the two of you would disrupt the balance of power for the entire Other world and ruin everything. And I couldn’t allow that, could I? So I took precautions.”

      She tapped one puce fingernail against the black lock in the hollow of his throat and looked at him meaningfully.

      “You’re not afraid of me—you’re afraid of Megan,” Griffin said angrily. “You’re afraid she’s stronger than you—afraid she’ll displace you as head of the Windermere Coven!”

      “Oh, I know she would—if she got the chance,” Winifred Rattcliff said, smiling nastily. “But she’s not going to—you’re going to help me see to that, lover boy.”

      “What are you talking about?” Griffin demanded.

      “You’ll see,” she snapped and then, to the three witches holding him she said, “Put him in the snare with her—do it now!”

      I could see that Griffin was trying to fight but her spell still had him completely immobile except for his head.

      “What are you doing? Why are you doing this?” he demanded as they lifted him bodily and pushed him into the hammock with me. We ended up nearly face to face, with Griffin lying on top of me, which would have been extremely pleasant if the circumstances had been different. As it was, I was scared to death, wondering what in the world the senior witch had in mind.

      “Megan? Are you all right?” Griffin asked me anxiously.

      Of course I couldn’t talk, but I nodded my head—the most that I could move.

      “It’s going to be all right—we’ll get out of this,” he promised me. I wanted to believe him, but I didn’t see how we could possibly escape since we were both immobilized—me tied with ropes and Griffin bound with a spell.

      My greatest fear was that now she had us both in one place, the senior sitch would burn us—set the hammock on fire with both of us inside and then try to pass it off as some kind of bizarre accident. I doubted my Aunt Dellie would buy such an unlikely ending for her niece but would anyone care if she had doubts? After all, she was only a Null—what could she do about it if I suddenly died?

      But as it turned out, Winifred Rattcliff had an even worse plan for us.

      “Now then, my darlings,” she said, bending over the hammock to look at Griffin and me lying together. “Are you both nice and comfy?”

      I glared at her and Griffin twisted his head around as well as he could to look at her.

      “What do you want with us?” he demanded. “Is this some kind of spell you’re planning to work to keep yourself in power?”

      “Oh no! No, it’s not a spell, at all,” Winifred exclaimed, her eyes going wide and innocent behind her glasses. “No, you could say that what follows here will be just Nature taking its course. Nocturne Nature, anyway.”

      I had no idea what she was talking about and from Griffin’s face, he didn’t either.

      “Do you know,” she went on, in a conversational tone, “What they used to do to condemned prisoners in ancient times when they wanted them to have a really painful end? They would sew them in a sack with a wild animal—a predator of some kind. A wildcat, say or a wolf…” Leaning down, she stroked Griffin’s cheek lightly.

      He jerked away from her, a low growl rising in his throat.

      “Yes—definitely a wolf, I think,” Winifred Rattcliff said thoughtfully. “Anyway, you can imagine how long the condemned man—or woman—lasted, sewn into a sack with a ravenous predator that way. The answer is not long,” she went on. “Which is even less time than I believe you, my little Megan, will last when you’re sealed in this snare with your Nocturne lover.”

      “What are you talking about?” Griffin growled. “I would never hurt Megan—I have marked her and she has marked me.”

      “Oh, I think you might change your mind…once this is removed.” Reaching down, she tapped at the black lock again.

      Griffin’s eyes widened.

      “No…” His voice was low and hoarse. “No, you wouldn’t…”

      “Oh, but I would.” Winifred was practically gloating as she pulled out the key and dangled it above our heads. “Think how it’s going to be for you when the thirst takes over and you can’t get away. The warm, sweet scent of her blood…that pulsing vein so close to your fangs…” She motioned my throat and it was true—Griffin was lying a little lower than me in the hammock or the “snare” as she had called it—and his mouth was right on the level with my neck.

      “You can’t do this!” Griffin exclaimed. “Don’t do this—don’t make me hurt Megan. I love her!”

      “Of course you do,” Winifred said coldly. “The two of you were fated to be together. You can’t help but be drawn to her and she to you. After all, if Corinne had her way, the two of you would re-arrange the entire Other world. But we can’t have that, can we? So instead of ruining everything, you’re going to do what your kind do best…” She gloated down at him. “You’re going to rip open the little witch’s throat and drink her dry!”

      “Never!” Griffin swore angrily.

      “Oh, yes—you might resist at first but eventually the thirst will take over and you will give in,” Winifred predicted calmly. “And don’t imagine any councilor that your father might hire will save you a second time, Darkheart. You’ll be put to death for what everyone believes is your third brutal murder.” She shook her head and made a tsking sound. “Of course, I’ll only be able to say I told them so. I advocated for the death penalty last time but they wouldn’t listen. I can’t tell you what trouble it was to get that stupid lock and key be-spelled instead when it would have been so much easier if they would have just killed you. But then, all’s well that ends well, I suppose.” She shrugged philosophically.

      “You evil bitch!” Griffin growled.

      “The term is witch, Nocturne,” she returned coldly. “And I’m not evil so much as practical. Do you think I could allow the two of you to upset the order of the entire magical world, just for love?” She sneered at us. “I think not! And neither does anyone else in the Other world. Why, if the Council of Other Elders knew what I was doing, they would thank me for preserving our status quo. But enough talking—dawn is almost here and it’s time for your little feast. Do enjoy quenching your thirst for the first time in fifteen years.”

      She gave us a cool smile and I saw the disbelief and anger in Griffin’s face… as well as the desperation in his eyes.

      The night before when I had cut for him and taken his pain, I had felt how awful his thirst was. And it had been over twenty-four hours since I had done that, so I knew it must be back, probably stronger than ever, and raging through him even now. The black lock around his throat was keeping him from biting me but what would happen when the senior witch unlocked it?

      Exactly what she thinks is going to happen, I thought hopelessly. Griffin is going to lose control.

      What were we going to do?

      I had no time to answer that question or try to formulate a plan because just then Winifred reached down and fit the black Blood stone key into the black Blood stone lock.

      She turned it and with a small click the lock fell away from Griffin’s throat.

    

  

